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    The air inside the canopy was hot, stale and humid. Jaden’s head thudded and, despite his exhaustion, he couldn’t sleep. He hadn’t slept a full night in days. Instead he passed the time in a state of semi-delirium, like a man unstuck in time and place, neither awake nor asleep. And all the time Rachel kept moving, rocking Jaden gently back and forth with each step along the path. 
 
    They passed through different terrains, and different climates, from plains to rainforest, from swamp to meadow. But Jaden knew them only by changes in smell, humidity and sound.  
 
    He heard the tall grasses brushing against the legs of his magrot, and he heard the croaking of frogs in the swamps. In the rainforests, he heard the leaves rustling overhead in the trees and how they differed from the sound of wind moving through the pines in the forests of the north. 
 
    For the last day and a half they had been passing through a meadow of tall grasses and small lakes. He could smell the hot summer sun making the grass sweat, interspersed with the odor of decaying plant matter at the swampy edges of the lakes. There was the constant sound of buzzing insects. Persistent and annoying flies fled from hungry dragonflies, and both of them fled from birds that made terse, angry chirps each time their lunch got away.  
 
    Now, as he lay immobilized on his back, Jaden watched the shifting pattern of light and shadow on the canopy above him. It indicated to him that they had entered another forest.  
 
    They were getting close to home, to the Hidden City. 
 
    He looked down at his right hand, which had been treated after they had emerged from the rapidly filling ruins of God’s Bowl. Almost two weeks of constant travel had passed since that moment.  
 
    Jaden found himself running over those last moments of battle in his mind again and again; how he had destroyed the tower and the machinery within it, which had been intended to control and then smash the Column of the Polyverse. But it was not the significant victory that they had won that preoccupied Jaden’s fevered brain at that moment, it was the fate of Dracoseth. 
 
    The Legendary Dragon, a creature that he had assumed was invulnerable, had fallen from the sky, paralyzed by the poison of Devourer in his serpent form. Over and over Jaden saw the great beast’s body crash into the waters, sending waves in every direction and a cloud of super-heated steam into the air. 
 
    He wondered if he had made the correct choice in abandoning the Dragon. Or should he have stayed to ensure that Dracoseth hadn’t drowned?  
 
    If he had, he would almost certainly have remained physically trapped in Dracoseth’s world. In that case, would Devourer have defeated the prophecy, or at least ensured a version of the ambiguous prophecy that favored him? 
 
    At the very least, Jaden’s fear that Dracoseth’s death would deprive him of his Seeker powers didn’t seem to have materialized. He had used the powers of the ice dragon, which seemed to live in his left hand, to cool his feverish forehead more than once. And he had taken to using it to keep his useless and blackened right hand frozen.  
 
    The treatment that Captain Lucas’ healer had given Jaden had worn off quickly and an aggressive infection had set in, leading to excruciating, non-stop pain. It was likely the result of venom in the bite of the swarm of hyenas that Devourer had manifested by generating copies of himself.  
 
    It was this bite, Jaden was convinced, that was behind his endless fever. And it was also the cause of the hideous deformation of his right hand; a putrid, purple-black swelling that was spreading up toward his elbow. He wondered more than once if he would make it back to the Hidden City before the poison in his blood finished him off. 
 
    The flap of the canopy flipped back, letting the muted forest light pour inside and onto Jaden’s face. Though it was indirect sunlight, it was still painfully bright, and Jaden instinctively raised his blackened right hand to shield his eyes. 
 
    “Kalamin’s bones!” Malory exclaimed. “That hand looks…” 
 
    “Shush,” Nathan said from behind Malory, silencing what likely would have been a lengthy description of disgust on her part. She was not a girl known for her discretion. 
 
    As Jaden’s eyes adjusted he saw both of their faces looking in at him. 
 
    “Hey,” he croaked. “I hope you’re going to tell me that we’re at the Hidden City.” 
 
    “No such luck, old friend,” Nathan replied. “However, we are getting closer.” 
 
    “That would be true even if we were traveling toward the Hidden City from the Fire Isles. But we’d still be months away,” Jaden said. “Could you be more specific?” 
 
    “He’s being an idiot. Even his brain is turning into a kangaroo’s,” Malory interjected. “We’re, like, half a day away. So, we’re super close.” 
 
    “Then why have we stopped?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “The magrots need to eat,” Malory said. “And rest. We’re been going for two days.” 
 
    “I do not need to rest, Lanool,” Rachel’s voice resonated inside of Jaden’s head. 
 
    “Even your magrot needs to rest. She looks terrible,” Malory continued. 
 
    Rachel stepped forward, pushing Malory and Nathan out of the way. She was obviously intending to keep moving toward the Hidden City. The other two magrots moved in front of her to block her way.  
 
    It was an aggressive act but the two enormous birds brushed their faces gently against that of Rachel. They were calming her, getting her to submit to their will through affection. 
 
    “It’s ok,” Jaden replied to her. “It would be good for me to stand upright anyway. I’m stiff and sore from lying in here.” 
 
    “You’re feverish,” Rachel shot back. “You should remain lying down. I can rest and eat with you on my back.” 
 
    Rachel was incredibly protective of Jaden, as all magrots were of their human partners. In her culture it was the greatest dishonor to allow one’s human to suffer and even more so, for them to die. A magrot would sooner sacrifice themselves.  
 
    But in this case, Jaden knew that her protectiveness would hurt them both. He really did need to move his body. He couldn’t remember the last time that he’d stood up, let alone walked and he could feel the bed sores forming on his back and legs. 
 
    Jaden pushed himself upright as Rachel turned her head to look at him, her long-lashed eyes squinted in concern. 
 
    “Help me down,” Jaden asked Malory and Nathan. 
 
    As Rachel crouched, they lowered him to the ground. By accident, Nathan grabbed hold of Jaden’s infected arm, in order to stabilize him. Jaden shrieked in agony as a jolt shot up through his arm and he felt like he might vomit or black out.  
 
    Rachel spun on Nathan and head-butted him using her surprisingly strong, slender neck. Nathan was sent flying and Jaden dropped down to one knee. 
 
    “I’m ok, I’m ok,” he croaked and shook his head to clear away the darkness that had threatened to overwhelm him. 
 
    As Jaden used his good arm to push against his bent knee, he rose up to his feet. Nearby he heard Nathan groaning, and he turned to him. He was sprawled on his back between two trees, amongst the now flattened ferns.  
 
    Nathan’s magrot was behind him, helping to push him upright. The giant bird was making angry noises, clearly directed toward Rachel. 
 
    “I am sorry, Lanool,” Rachel said to him. “I’m just…” 
 
    “You’ve been walking for days without rest or food,” Jaden said, leaning against her enormous, feathered body. “You’re tired and on edge. That’s why we’re stopping. Just don’t kill my friends, alright?” 
 
    Jaden winked at Rachel to let her know he was joking and then turned to Malory who stood nearby, eyes wide and mouth still hanging open. 
 
    “Tell me we have something better to eat than boiled grass today,” he said to her,  snapping her out of her shocked state. 
 
    “Oh, uh, yeah. Nate…” 
 
    “Nathan.” Nathan interjected. Hated the short form of his name, which sounded to his aristocratic ears too common, which was precisely why Malory had taken to using it. 
 
    “NATE managed to catch a few of those giant swamp rats,” Malory said and crinkled her nose in disgust. 
 
    “They are not rats,” Nathan corrected. “They are not even rodents. More like hairy amphibians, I would say.” 
 
    “Hairy toads?” Malory gagged. “Is that really all that you could get?” 
 
    “Alright, you two,” Jaden interrupted. “I’m maybe dying of blood poisoning here, and I don’t want the last thing that I hear to be you two bickering about lunch. Let’s just prepare the… toads in whatever way it’s best to prepare them and pretend that they’re chicken.” 
 
    “It’s true that they are ugly,” Nathan conceded. “But once you burn the hair off of them…” 
 
    “Stop, just stop,” Malory said, disgusted, and wandered off toward the forest. “I’ll go find some firewood.” 
 
    Jaden and Nathan chuckled at her disgust. Then Nathan went to his magrot and untied a dark leather bag that hung heavily at its side. It was obviously the place where he had stored the creatures, which he now dumped onto the ground. 
 
    They were indeed ugly and also did look similar to a rat crossed with a toad. They were large too, the size of a snapping turtle or a small dog. 
 
    “Ugh. They stink,” Jaden commented. 
 
    “You would too if you lived your life in swamp mud,” Nathan replied. 
 
    “Like the Sewer Keeper from God’s Bowl,” Jaden mused. “Poor guy.” 
 
    “Yes, he had agreed to loyally carry out a difficult task, in a body not his own, and his Elven kin left him behind for, what, two thousand years?” 
 
    “Or perhaps they didn’t know that they’d be gone for two thousand years. Anyway, I hope that I can keep my promise to him, to help him turn back into an Elf and rejoin his people,” Jaden said, then turned back to the creatures on the ground that Nathan had begun preparing. “Do those things have a name?” 
 
    Nathan shrugged. “We just called them rat-toads when I was a child. Every boy of my background was taught to hunt, as is proper for a high-born boy. We began by hunting rat-toads and worked our way up the animal ladder to deer and even elephant.” 
 
    “The name makes sense anyway. Did you eat them?” 
 
    “By Kalamin’s ashes, no,” Nathan laughed. “They were given to the help to eat. Or to charity.” 
 
    “To the help,” Jaden repeated in Nathan’s naughty tone, mocking him. 
 
    “Apologies,” Nathan grinned. “I do forget myself sometimes.” 
 
    “Do you forget that you’re friends with a sewer urchin or that you’re no longer an aristocrat, even if you remain high-born?” 
 
    “Both, I suppose,” Nathan chuckled. “However, my instinctual pomposity aside, I do think that I was never meant to be an aristocrat. I mean, could you imagine me as master of a vast property filled with sheep and hunting grounds?” 
 
    “Instead you’ve chosen to die an outlaw in disgrace and ignominy,” Jaden said, ribbing him. “I’m sure your parents are proud that you’ve found your calling at the very bottom.” 
 
    Nathan held up the guts of one of the toad creatures and smiled. “How can you say ‘the very bottom?’” 
 
    Nathan tossed the disemboweled creature at Jaden. He caught it, laughing. At that moment, Malory returned with an armful of wood, which she dumped on the ground. She refused to look toward them, out of disgust, and held up a hand to shield her view. 
 
    “It’s not so bad,” Jaden said. 
 
    “The smell is enough, thanks. If I have to look at it, I’m not going to be able to eat it.” 
 
    This led to more laughter and even Malory joined in. After a difficult journey filled with hunger, rainstorms and exhaustion, it felt good to laugh.  
 
    For a moment Jaden was even able to forget the throbbing pain in his arm. As the pain returned, he reached across and placed his ice hand upon it, dulling the pain with more freezing. 
 
    “Maybe what you ought to be doing is using heat to kill the infection,” Nathan suggested as he speared the rat-toads onto spits for cooking over a fire. 
 
    Jaden shook his head. “It’s too late for that. Unless I burn it off entirely and I’m not sure that I could withstand that much pain. Honestly, I wish that Lily were here. She would have known what plants to use to draw out the poison. Now the flesh is necrotizing and stinks like the dead.” 
 
    “We’ll be at the city later today,” Malory reminded them. “No need for Jaden to burn off his own forearm, Nate.” 
 
    “Nathan. Point taken,” Nathan replied and changed the subject. “You think you can start a cooking fire with that one good arm? Or does it only do ice now; because that won’t be much help.” 
 
    Jaden grunted in thought. He had always needed two hands to create light or fire. Back in God’s Bowl he had created an orb of light after his hand had been damaged by touching it very gently with his good hand. But now the thought of any contact with it was inconceivable.  
 
    Besides the pain it would cause in his wrist and forearm, the hand itself was effectively dead, without any sensation. He doubted it had any ability to play a role in his dragon seeker magic. 
 
    “No idea,” he replied simply. “Worth a try. Definitely don’t want to eat those slimy, hairy things raw if I don’t have to.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Malory said in agreement. 
 
    Jaden lifted his left hand into a prayer position and closed his eyes. His right arm remained pressed against his chest, hand over his heart. Even the feeling of his heartbeat sent a pulse of pain through it.  
 
    He concentrated on his good hand and imagined another hand pressed against it. He imagined them both growing warmer, then hotter. 
 
    He opened his eyes to a sight of a pulsing red glow over his left hand, with waves of heat undulating off of it. Maintaining his focus on the hand, Jaden leaned forward and placed it onto one of the logs that Malory had gathered in the forest. After a second its bark burst into flame and after several more seconds, the log beneath the bark caught fire.  
 
    He leaned back and took a deep breath, proud of himself. It had taken a lot out of him but he had, for the first time, been able to control fire with just one hand. 
 
    “Glad you didn’t throw a fireball and blow us all to Kalamin’s pits,” Malory said as she tossed logs on top of the one that Jaden had ignited. “Nicely done.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Jaden said. 
 
    Soon they were roasting the rat-toads on top of the fire that they’d built. At first the fur had burned off, releasing a horrid stench along with a greasy, black smoke. But once they had eliminated the fur, the creatures gave off the pleasant smell of a mild fish or even roast chicken. After the creatures were cooked, and after some serious hesitation and debates about who should go first, Jaden pulled off a plump rear leg and tore into it with his teeth. 
 
    “Mmm… that’s actually good,” he said. 
 
    It was tender and naturally salty but not overwhelmingly so. It was softer than chicken but not as soft as fish. Jaden could imagine enjoying meals with rat-toads, once you got past how revolting they were before being cooked. 
 
    “Says the guy who ate raw rats in the sewers of Lessertown,” Malory said. 
 
    “They weren’t raw,” Jaden shot back. “And, I hate to tell you but I used to make extra money by hunting for large rats and selling them to the butchers in the City Market. You probably ate rat meat almost as much as me.” 
 
    Malory gagged at this news, leading Nathan to burst into laughter. 
 
    “You probably ate it too,” she barked at him. 
 
    “My family only eats fresh-killed wild game,” he noted. 
 
    “Fresh-killed, Wild game,” Jaden mocked his accent again, which caused Malory to laugh. “Anyway, it tastes better than sewer rat.” 
 
    “Still,” Malory said, handing her rat-toad on a skewer to Jaden. “I can last till we get to the Hidden City. Or I’ll go gather some chestnuts or something.” 
 
    Jaden shrugged at her squeamishness and took her skewer. He was more than happy to get a double helping. He offered it to Nathan, who turned it down. 
 
    “One thing to eat one’s own helping of rat-toad. Quite another to go back for seconds,” Nathan replied. 
 
     With a full belly and having taken the opportunity to walk around in the area near their fire, Jaden felt much better. Besides his arm, he had worked out the aches and pains that came from spending too much time lying down. Malory also had some unguent that Lucas’ healer had given them, and she spread it on the developing bed sores on Jaden’s back. 
 
    “You can do your own backside,” she said and handed him the ceramic jar of cream. 
 
    Jaden grinned and took it. “I guess you’ve just defined the limits of our friendship.” 
 
    “Many a friendship has ended after reaching the bottom,” Nathan added, which led to a fit of the giggles on their part, and strange, blank looks from the magrots nearby. 
 
    It was a relief from the monotony and pain of their long journey, and Jaden very much appreciated it. But the activity had also taken a lot out of Jaden, and he was now ready to climb back onto Rachel’s back and lie down again. 
 
    Having also finished eating, Rachel gladly crouched down to let Jaden climb onto her back. The entire time that she had been resting and having her own lunch of scrounged grubs, Rachel had never taken her eyes off of Jaden.  
 
    He found it a little unnerving, if he was honest with himself, but also it gave him a sense of security. Since he’d been a child, after the disappearance of his parents, he’d never had anyone have that much concern for his immediate well-being as Rachel showed toward him. 
 
    Certainly the sewer urchins cared for one another. They showed concern and even tenderness. But it wasn’t the same, it was the concern of a comrade or colleague, not that of a parent who felt it in their heart that your well-being was their primary responsibility. 
 
    Once Jaden had climbed onto Rachel’s wide back, he lay down on her soft plumage and closed his eyes. It was late in the afternoon by the time that they continued on their journey. Already the air was cooling as the sun made its way toward the horizon.  
 
    Jaden didn’t even try to resist the pull of sleep, embracing the plunge into soft, feathery darkness. His last conscious thoughts were of the cool forest breeze blowing through the canopy and across the skin of his face. 
 
    Then he was in blackness, suspended in the air. But it wasn’t like air either, more like water or a liquid even thicker, so that his limbs could only move slowly.  
 
    However, sounds were clear and crisp as though he floated in the air, though unfamiliar. 
 
    “Dracoseth?” Jaden said out loud. 
 
    He assumed that his Legendary Beast had finally called to him. It had been weeks. Before each sleep Jaden had said a… prayer? Was that what it was?  
 
    He hoped that Dracoseth would call him again to his world. He imagined the curmudgeonly Dragon grousing about Jaden’s failures and bragging about his own daring survival. Regardless, Jaden would be glad to know that his Beast, his mentor, was alive and well. 
 
    No answer came to his call but the sounds did become louder. They were the sounds of chains rattling against themselves. There were also the sounds of people crying. Men. Women. Some in agony. Others in sadness and despair. And the sound of rushing water from somewhere, like rainwater after a storm, flowing through a sewer system; a sound Jaden knew very well. 
 
    In the distance there appeared a point of light, bright but tiny. With just a thought, Jaden moved toward the point, which grew in size.  
 
    It seemed to require no effort on Jaden’s part, other than the effort of thought, which was minimal. As Jaden approached the point, light faded up around the point, which had resolved into the figure of a man curled into a ball. 
 
    Jaden spun around and found he was now inside another ancient sewer system, reminiscent of God’s Bowl. Water, green with a gray froth, coursed rapidly along a deep, narrow channel cut in the middle of the floor. High above were vaulted ceilings of enormous stones. Spread evenly apart, at a distance of perhaps 100 paces each, were thick support columns. These were carved to appear as larger than life men and women, each on top of the other and holding up a large medallion of stone, which supported the person above them.  
 
    On their faces were looks of great effort and pain, but they never bent or buckled and so the ceiling remained above. It strongly reminded Jaden of the architecture of the Titans in Dracoseth’s world. 
 
    The point of light – the man – that Jaden had seen at a distance had become invisible for a moment. Jaden had to search for him, finding him behind a column, in a nook at its base.  
 
    He was not only curled into a ball, but was also tiny; the size of an insect. Jaden wouldn’t have seen him at all were it not for the light that he emanated. 
 
    Jaden bent down and reached out a hand, intending to pick up the tiny man and have a closer look. But as soon as Jaden touched the figure, he unfolded like a flower made of light.  
 
    The man grew and stretched, the light emanating from his body blindingly bright, forcing Jaden to squint and turn away. He covered his eyes with his raised hand, peering as much as possible through the gaps between his fingers. 
 
    The glowing man gave off no heat, only unendurable brightness. Jaden finally had to turn his back on the man in order to better shield his eyes. 
 
    “Who are you?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “You face choices that will be difficult, even unbearable,” the man said in a voice that sounded somehow distant and yet as though he were speaking in Jaden’s ear. “You must not confuse pain with incorrect judgment. You must not confuse approval as evidence that you have chosen wisely.” 
 
    “Headmaster?” Jaden whispered, recognizing the voice. “What does that mean? Where are we?” 
 
    “In the darkness of the future,” Headmaster replied. “This is my hiding place. For now.” 
 
    “How can I get to you?” 
 
    “There is no time. From the humblest is born the greatest wisdom, for the humble have known the pain of Malabar more than all others. You know how to endure. To survive. To thrive even. Trust that.” 
 
    Then darkness. Jaden moved his arms and rotated his body around to where the man of light had unfolded in front of him. But he was gone.  
 
    Slowly, the vaulted sewer chamber, filled with giant columns, faded away as well. Jaden was once again suspended in the darkness of a void. He wanted to shout, but something told him that he ought not to disturb the silence and the darkness of this place. And so he stared mutely, trying to make out any details as his eyes adjusted to the absence of light.  
 
    However, other than the soft glow that emanated from his body, there were no details. There was only nothingness. 
 
    Somewhere in the distance, a sound emerged again. It was a faraway roar of waves crashing on a shore. It rose and fell, rose and fell. And soon the sound of waves was joined by the blasting of horns, hundreds of them. Cracks formed in the darkness, like a mirror under the pressure of a great weight.  
 
    The cracks became a thousand polygons the size of Jaden’s hand. Then they fell all around him, a rainfall of dark crystal, revealing the light of reality behind them. He covered his head to protect himself and crouched down. 
 
    Jaden sat up in his canopy and blinked. The roar that he had heard in his dream continued and was growing louder.  
 
    He was confused. Were they under attack? Had Devourer’s army found them and were now charging toward them? Why weren’t they running.  
 
    And then there were the horns, blasting as though to announce the arrival of royalty. 
 
    “You must come and look,” Rachel’s voice told Jaden. “Come.” 
 
    Jaden scooched forward and pushed aside the canopy flap with his good hand, until he could slip through it and seat himself with his legs around the narrow but strong neck of the magrot. As he positioned himself and lifted his head, he saw from where the noise came. 
 
    Ahead was the main entry gate to the Hidden City. It was through here that they had first entered when they’d arrived a year earlier for their training as “Free Seekers” of the Hidden City Rebellion.  
 
    The massive, mother-of-pearl gates yawned wide open and a crowd of citizens of the city had spilled out of it and lined either side of the road that approached the city. A full view of the city’s main boulevard was not yet visible to Jaden, but he could see that the crowd continued through the city gate and beyond. 
 
    Up ahead there awaited an honor guard on horseback. It was from here and from high above on the city wall that the horns blasted news of their arrival. The knights on horseback that waited for them to reach them, a few hundred paces outside the city gate, sat high and stiff in their saddles.  
 
    From their shoulders hung capes of bright colors. Long tassels of equal brightness flowed out behind their helmets with a movement like water. The horses stamped their feet in place, in a synchronized rhythm that was soon picked up by the crowd, which clapped in time with it. 
 
    Jaden looked in surprise at Malory, who was speaking with a city guard on horseback riding beside her. Malory finished speaking and moved closer to Jaden and Nathan, who had also been speaking with a guard. 
 
    “It’s a victory celebration and we’re being welcomed as heroes,” Malory explained. 
 
    “How do they even know what happened?” Jaden asked, puzzled. “I mean, we must be the first to arrive with news of God’s Bowl.” 
 
    “Philomena,” Nathan replied. “The third triplet from the Red Coast.” 
 
    It all made sense. The “Red Coast twins” were in fact triplets and part of their powers was their ability to communicate with each other over impossible distances. That was how they knew about Jaden and about events in the Hidden City before they’d even arrived in Marleborn. They were Red Coast spies of a sort, though benevolent from the point of view of the rebellion. 
 
    Jaden remembered that Larisa had ridden back to Marleborn to aid in the fight against the Noon Wraiths, after they had destroyed the machine at God’s Bowl. She must have transmitted a message through Philomena.  
 
    Thinking about Larisa gave Jaden a lump of longing and concern for his friend. It was true that she had more courage than most, and had mastered her powers very quickly. But the Noon Wraiths were a formidable enemy and she was obviously in danger just by being there. 
 
    The sounds of the crowd pulled Jaden back to where they were. 
 
    “This seems… out of proportion,” Jaden said. “I mean, we’ve hardly delivered a scratch to Devourer and the Malabar Empire. Our victory was to bite him like a mosquito does an elephant.” 
 
    “Don’t be a party pooper, Dragon Seeker,” Malory scolded him. 
 
    “Malory is correct,” Nathan added. “The Hidden City has not been able to celebrate a single victory against Malabar in over a century. It has been 100 years of defeat and hiding in the shadows as the City slowly dies.” 
 
    “The Battle of God’s Bowl has given them hope,” Malory said. “And it’s a bigger deal than you think. We defeated an entire garrison and a major project of imperial domination.” 
 
    “Battle of God’s Bowl,” Jaden said and rolled his eyes. “That seems a little grand for our sabotage operation, whatever its impact.” 
 
    “Let people have their day, Jaden,” Nathan told him. “You’re too accustomed to a life of unrelenting struggle in the sewers. Out here in the light it is acceptable to celebrate small reprieves.” 
 
    Jaden turned away from Nathan without responding to look toward the City. They were now close to the honor guard, which had fallen in line in front of them.  
 
    Most of the guard pounded their shields once and all bowed their heads toward the three seekers. Then they turned and, with a trumpet flourish from the guard’s tribunes, the guard escorted them toward the city with a loud cheer that rolled through the crowd like thunder. 
 
    “Perhaps you’re right,” Jaden said to his friends. “Hope can also be a factor in future success.” 
 
    “Now you’re quoting Headmaster,” Malory said with a grin. 
 
    Jaden chuckled and maneuvered Rachel to the right side of Malory and took her right hand with his good, left hand. Nathan moved close to her left side and took her other hand in his. As they approached the city gate, they raised their clasped hands in victory, sending another roar through the crowd, which traveled back into the City, though they couldn’t yet be seen by the bystanders behind the walls. 
 
    They reached the final bend before the city gate and angled toward the main boulevard that passed through the center of the city, before culminating at the plaza in front of the Crystal Palace. The entire length of the wide boulevard was several people deep with a crowd that awaited their arrival.  
 
    As soon as they became visible to the entire city, framed by the enormous city gates, a roar louder than all the others went up from the crowd. From behind the Crystal Palace fireworks exploded in a series of multi-colored flashes that dissolved into clouds of white and blue smoke.  
 
    It reverberated like thunder in the trunk of Jaden’s body. 
 
    The sheer power of the emotional energy coming from the crowd threatened to overwhelm Jaden, and the other seekers as they stood, mouths agape at the spectacle.  
 
    It was one thing to say that they had given hope to the people of the Hidden City, a population that had kept faith with the fight against Malabar tyranny for generations. It was quite another to experience it directly and to feel it wash over him.  
 
    He felt a lump in his throat and rubbed a hand across his wet eyes. 
 
    They continued slowly down the boulevard, led by the honor guard as the entire population clapped and chanted. Somewhere near the middle of the boulevard a small group of flag-waving children began to sing. It was heard weakly amongst the general uproar of the crowd. But soon it was picked up by others around them and spread like seeds in a windstorm amongst the assembled crowd. 
 
    It was the Anthem of the Fallen Rebel, the battle song that legend said was sung on the day of the Great Defeat against Devourer and the armies of Malabar. On that day every Free Seeker was killed protecting the retreat of the remnants of the rebel army toward the Hidden City. As the story had been told to Jaden, the retreating army sang the song as they fled, so that the dying Seekers would hear them and know that their sacrifice was not in vain. 
 
    Hearing the words sung by so many voices, the tears poured down Jaden’s face. He looked to his friends and saw that they too were weeping.  
 
    Nonetheless, they continued along the boulevard, arms raised in a triumph that might be the last or might be the start of the realization of the prophecy. Jaden swore in his heart that he would do all that he could to make sure it was the latter. 
 
    As the song came to an end, the entire crowd went silent. Not a single voice was raised, no feet shuffled, not even a cough was heard as the Seekers with their honor guard completed the final stretch to the Crystal Palace.  
 
    As they approached the wide plaza, Jaden saw that they were being met by the city’s council, led by Ariana, the mayor and Melchior, the rebel commander. Melchior, who had been a rather ragtag guerilla squad leader when Jaden had first met him, during the raid that won Jaden, Lily and Malory’s freedom, had changed much in the past year as well.  
 
    He was now an important commander in the rebel army and dressed the part. No more rough wool shirts and jute pants. He wore the cotton gown and linen headdress of a senior official. 
 
    Approaching him, Jaden noted that Lily and Hyacinth were amongst the large welcoming party there to greet them. His heart jumped into his mouth.  
 
    He had thought of her often during their journey to God’s Bowl and wished she were there. She was always the calmest under pressure and seemed to know what to do when others were panicking. And, if he was honest, he’d also missed their intimacy. They’d been best friends since their first arrival in the City. Then things had changed between them.  
 
    The first expressions of the potency of his Dragon Seeker powers had frightened her, and she kept her distance from him. He was no longer a friend – let alone something more, which had always been an undertone in their friendship, and a secret hope of his. But to her, he had become a dangerous weapon, to be respected but kept at arms-length. 
 
    For a moment they made eye contact and Jaden felt a jolt of electricity through his body. He wondered if she felt the same sensation as him an that moment. And he also saw the concern in her face as she looked at him. Obviously, she would have noticed his twisted nose and perhaps spotted the dirty bandages wrapped around his chest and ribs.  
 
    These were there to protect the still weeping gouges, delivered by the claws of one of the Devourer-hyena clones that he’d battled in the world of the Titans. Thankfully they didn’t seem to have venom in their claws and the wound was healing normally, minus a small infection. 
 
    He saw her eyes flick toward his right hand, which must have been the most shocking to see. He looked down at it, pressed protectively against his left breast. He could only imagine how horrifying it must have been for her to see.  
 
    It was blackened and bloated, the skin cracking and oozing, as though it had been roasted over an open fire. Even the scales on his wrist and forearm, which had developed since he’d become a Seeker, were peeling off, revealing putrefied, oozing flesh underneath.  
 
    He wanted to hide his ruined hand, concerned that her fear of him would be compounded with a disgust at the state of his body. But with nowhere to hide the hand, he could only smile at her and try to make it seem as though all was fine, or soon would be. 
 
    As they moved across the wide plaza, the honor guard divided into two phalanxes, each following one of the tribunes. They arrived on either side of the welcoming party, with the city leaders, bracketing them. Jaden and the others’ magrots walked forward until they were a dozen paces in front of the party and then knelt down to allow their humans to dismount.  
 
    The six of them, side by side, then walked forward as Ariana and Melchior did likewise, approaching the group. Behind them, the impressive, living palace of crystal loomed. The late afternoon sunlight passed through the transparent walls and was refracted in every direction, creating rainbows on the stone plaza floor and glistening as though made of water. 
 
    The eight of them met in the middle and bowed to each other. 
 
    “Welcome home, heroes of our immortal rebellion,” Ariana said, her voice amplified by the shape of the Crystal Palace and the buildings that surrounded the plaza. 
 
    The crowd let out another roar, in agreement with the mayor’s greeting. 
 
    Melchior also spoke. “We welcome you with gratitude for the blow that you have struck against Devourer and his usurpers, the Malabar Empire.” 
 
    Another roar, and then the spontaneous taking up of chants to freedom and victory.  
 
    Jaden gave in to the urge to turn and glanced at the crowd. As one they pumped the air with the open palms of both hands, as though lifting off a great weight from themselves. Jaden repeated the gesture with his one good hand, conjuring up more roars of approval. 
 
    “Stop showing off,” Malory muttered at him out of the corner of her mouth, underlining it with an elbow to the ribs. 
 
    “You’re the one who told me to enjoy the moment,” Jaden shot back at her, with a wink. 
 
    As Jaden turned back to face Ariana and Melchior, a jolt of pain shot up his arm and he stumbled slightly. Nathan stepped over closer to Jaden’s right side, as Malory moved closer to his left. At the same moment, more fireworks exploded from behind the Crystal Palace, covering his stumble. 
 
    “Are you ok?” Nathan asked quietly. 
 
    Jaden nodded.  
 
    If Mayor Ariana or Melchior noticed they made no expression of it. When the fireworks had finished once again, Ariana nodded toward Jaden, who was clearly expected to address the assembled. She looked toward a spot on the ground beside her, which was the position from which his voice could be amplified by the shape and placement of the buildings, including the Crystal Palace. 
 
    “You up for this?” Malory asked. 
 
    “Have to be,” Jaden replied with a smile and moved forward to take his position. 
 
    He gazed out in silence over the crowd, feeling his emotional bond with them.  
 
    When they had first arrived in the City for their training at the Academy of Free Seekers, they were also greeted by a parade. That was also festive and celebratory but more rooted in a tentative hope that the return of Seekers meant the possibility that the rebellion would rise again. In that case the emotional transfer had been in one direction.  
 
    Jaden and the other young Seeker candidates felt overwhelmed by that hope and had little to offer in return. After all, they knew nothing of the Hidden City other than legends and fairy tales, many of them darkened by the propaganda machinery of the Malabar Empire. 
 
    Now they had lived for a year amongst these people. They had eaten with them. They had shopped in their stores and attended their celebrations. They had all walked the streets, wide and narrow, of the Hidden City.  
 
    They were no longer outsiders bringing the faint, desperate hope of renewal. They were now sons and daughters of the City, bringing the first taste of victory.  
 
    The emotional transfer now passed in both directions. The Seekers brought a victory, and the hope of the people gave Jaden and the Seekers the energy to fight for more victories. 
 
    “Brothers and sisters of the Great Hidden City,” Jaden said in an even voice that was amplified so that the entire population could hear it. “Today we return to you with a message. That message is that Malabar is not invincible. We brought defeat to their garrison at God’s Bowl.” 
 
    The crowd roared at Jaden’s message to them. 
 
    As the cheer rolled back and forth through the crowd, the length of the boulevard to the city gates and returning to the central plaza, Jaden tried to collect his thoughts. He had never addressed a crowd before, and while he was most certainly thankful that he didn’t have to shout to be heard, he nonetheless felt challenged.  
 
    What more could he say? What wisdom or encouragement could he deliver that would serve the cause of the Hidden City or its centuries long rebellion? He wished that Headmaster were there to step in and provide some kind of wrap up that would do justice to the event. 
 
    As he thought that, it suddenly dawned on Jaden that Headmaster was not, in fact there. He was confused. Headmaster had left the Hidden City the same day as Jaden and the others. He was headed north, to the other Columns of the Polyverse, to ensure that the Malabar Empire wasn’t also tampering – or attempting to destroy – them.  
 
    But those Columns were located closer than the Columns along the Red Coast. He should have been back before Jaden and the others. And if he were, he certainly wouldn’t have been absent at this event. Headmaster was the spiritual leader and primary founder of the Hidden City Rebellion. 
 
    The distraction of this realization left Jaden even more at a loss for words. All the possibilities swirled in his head. He was suddenly overwhelmed by dizziness and a blackness crept into the edges of his vision. He felt like he was going to lose consciousness even as the eyes of the entire population were upon him. 
 
    To avoid the embarrassment and worse, the anxiety that his collapse would generate, Jaden went down onto his left knee, with his ruined right arm draped across it. 
 
    “To the victory of the Hidden Rebellion. To freedom!” he said simply, lowering his head and lifting his left arm into the air. 
 
    Jaden struggled to control his breathing and to keep his focus on his staying conscious, as the sounds around him turned into the muted roar of an ocean. Everything moved slowly as he felt his brain swimming. Glancing up from his position, Jaden saw that the entire city had followed his action and were doing the same, as well Malory and Nathan, who had turned to face the crowd. 
 
    Out of the corner of his vision, Jaden spotted Lily moving away from the larger party of dignitaries and Seekers. She pushed through the honor guard that blocked her way and made her way toward Jaden, obviously sensing that something was wrong.  
 
    He kept his eyes locked on her as a point of stability in his fading consciousness. Time jumped in short bursts as she moved to him. He saw her touch Melchior’s shoulder and whisper something and then she was at his side and helping him up. Jaden managed to wave and then felt himself being pulled toward the rear of the plaza, where the wide stairs led up into the Crystal Palace itself. 
 
    “Just keep moving your feet,” he heard Lily repeating. “Focus on your feet and we’ll do the rest.” 
 
    Left foot. Right foot. Left foot. Right foot.  
 
    His vision went black, and still he felt his feet shuffling on and could hear them impact with the ground. Left foot. Right foot. Then the sound was sucked away into nothingness and all he was left with was the feeling of his legs moving.  
 
    And then even that was gone. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hospitals smell the same no matter which side of a war you’re on. 
 
    That was the first thought to enter Jaden’s conscious mind after a period of darkness and silence. Smell had always been his first sense.  
 
    When he walked into a room or a building or, most importantly, a sewer tunnel, the first thing that he noticed was the odor in the room. When he was living in the sewers it was a useful skill. If there was the smell of fresh death, the killer – human or animal – might still be there and the space would be best avoided. If there was the smell of fresh food, Jaden’s presence might not be welcome, as food was always a scarce resource. 
 
    Old death, human waste, animal waste, smoke, swamp mud, moldy clothing, sweat, blood... In the early days of his life in the sewers, there had been a seemingly endless list of smells, the significance of which Jaden had to remember. It could make the difference between surviving or not, being caught and imprisoned in the Fortress or living free for another day. It was like learning another language. 
 
    Jaden had been fortunate in that his mother was an alchemist. Smell was as important for an alchemist as it was for a sewer urchin, though for different reasons. Smell, more than sight, could be the best way to determine the true ingredients in a salve, a tea or a medicine.  
 
    Many plants, especially when dried and crushed, looked the same as others. The visual difference between belladonna nightshade berries and dried currants might not be obvious, but it could mean the difference between poisoning a patient and helping to cure an infection. 
 
    Jaden’s mother had taught him how to differentiate many of these smells from an early age. Because he took to it so quickly, she told him that he would be an alchemist like her when he grew up. He had forgotten most of the nuances and next to Lily he could differentiate very few herbs, other than the most common. But the training had helped him survive in the sewers. 
 
    Being by his mother’s side, often in an imperial hospital, before their move to Lessertown, meant he knew how they smelled. It had stayed with him all the years since, perhaps as a way of holding onto a memory of his mother. And as he lay at that moment, his eyes closed, he knew without looking that he was in a place for the injured and sick. 
 
    He lay for a long time, letting his consciousness slowly return to him bit by bit, like a tide coming in. Jaden treasured those twilight moments between dreaming or fanciful musings and being fully conscious.  
 
    In those moments he could believe, however fleetingly, whatever fantasy he chose to entertain. Often, he fantasized that his parents were right there with him and would soon call him to lunch or dinner. Inevitably, the magic of the moment would fade, and he would return to the mundane world of wherever he was; sewer, dormitory, or sleeping rough under the stars. It was the secret truth that he never told his friends, when they mocked him for being so slow to get out of bed in the morning. 
 
    Finally, without rush, Jaden opened his eyes. He stared up at the ceiling above his bed. He was in the medical arts center attached to Seekers’ Slumber, their dormitory.  
 
    The ceiling was made up of living branches that had been trained to grow tightly together and weave a ceiling for him and a floor for the next level up. To make this place of sickness brighter and more optimistic, they had painted the branches with a thick, white paint. It not only made the room feel full of light, it also smoothed the roughness of the bark and eliminated small gaps between the limbs of the tree. 
 
    With his eyes, he traced the path of one limb and then the next, as they twisted and folded one over the other. His eyes slowly made their way over to where the ceiling met the wall and descended toward the floor. Here the limbs and branches had been trained to grow in such a way as to leave gaps in the form of cabinets and closets, shelves and storage cubbies. 
 
    “You’re awake.” 
 
    He heard the voice from behind him and knew that it was Lily, though her voice sounded strange and syrupy. Without looking toward her he nodded slowly, still hypnotized by the forms and textures of the wall. 
 
    “Do you feel any pain?” 
 
    That was an interesting question, Jaden thought to himself and did a mental inventory of all the parts of his body. Everything felt rather absent but still present somehow, making him smile at the thought of its silliness. 
 
    It’s there but not there. Like me; here but not here.. 
 
    As he reviewed his body he did however note a distant throbbing. No, two distant throbbings, or was it three? Not exactly pain but definitely insistent. He reached up with his left hand to touch his nose, one of the sources of throbbing. Before he could reach his nose and touch it, there was a hand on his wrist, stopping him. 
 
    “You don’t want to do that,” Lily explained in a soft voice. 
 
    Why? Jaden said in his mind, as though it were out loud, and she would hear. 
 
    “They had to break your nose again to set it properly. You’d been traveling for a couple of weeks, and it had started to heal all twisted. I’m surprised you could even breathe.” 
 
    Jaden closed his eyes to marshal all of his strength and concentration, then rolled over to face Lily, who had been behind him. He could barely believe that he was seeing her, so close to him. And with the sun coming through the window her skin sparkled and her hair shimmered like he’d never seen before. He lifted his hand up in front of his face, blocking some of the light in order to see if it was a mere trick of the light. 
 
    “You’re drugged, Jaden,” Lily explained. “Can you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    Jaden giggled at the explanation. Of course he was drugged. That explained everything. The lack of pain. The immediacy of the memories of his mother’s alchemy and the potency of the smells around him. His pain was dulled while his other senses were heightened, other than his mind, which felt drunken and torpid. 
 
    He nodded his head. “Yeah. I understand.” 
 
    Lily began speaking again, and Jaden drifted off to another place. Warm cotton surrounded his head and filled his ears. Lily’s words had no sense to them, but they too were like the cotton that filled his head, causing the warmth of sleep to overtake him once again. 
 
    The next time Jaden woke it was far less pleasant and soft. There was pain. A lot of it.  
 
    Each part of his injured body asserted itself in turn and then was replaced by another cycle through his injuries. It started with his nose and face, which felt like it was filled to overflowing with blood. He couldn’t breathe through his nose and the previous, gentle throbbing was now a screaming pressure that increased and decreased in rhythm with his heartbeat. He wanted to reach up to touch his face but it felt like his nose might come off if he touched it. 
 
    Next he felt the muscles on his chest. These ached like deep burns or terrible grass cuts that one got from walking through summer fields in short pants, only a hundred times worse. There was a burning sensation and a tightness of flesh at the same time. It was as if he would split open and spill his guts out if he stretched to yawn. The only pain that felt less than before he’d ended up in this healing center was in his right hand. 
 
    Before he’d lost consciousness at the victory parade, his forearm and hand had felt like his chest did in that moment, ike a rotted fruit that was going to split wide open. It had itched and burned and throbbed and ached, all at once. The pain was now much simpler, like a wound that was healing. 
 
    Jaden groaned as he opened his eyes and moved to push himself up onto his left elbow. 
 
    “Easy, son,” came a voice from the doorway. 
 
    Jaden obeyed and fell once again onto his back with an exhale of air. The movement sent pain along the skin on his chest. 
 
    “I had a friend here. I think. I was kind of out of my head.” 
 
    “Lily. She’s asleep down the hall. Tried to get her to go back to the dormitory but she wanted to be close ‘just in case’,” the man replied. 
 
    “Who’re you?” Jaden asked. “Sorry, that sounded rude. I’m just a bit…” 
 
    The man chuckled. “Don’t fret on it, son. I imagine your head is still on the cloudy side of snowfall, as we say. I’m Master Frolsch, the chief alchemist-healer here. I’ve been in charge of your treatment. Though don’t tell Lily that.” 
 
    “Yeah, Lily’s almost as protective as my magrot,” Jaden replied. “So, am I going to survive? Because I sure don’t feel like it right now.” 
 
    “To be honest with you, Jaden, if you weren’t a Seeker with faster-than-human healing powers, I wouldn’t give you much of a chance. You were in a very bad condition when they brought you in. I’m surprised you were even able to stand during the victory reception at the Crystal Palace Plaza.” 
 
    “That bad, huh? To be honest, I’d mostly slept during the journey home. I think I was out of my head half the time.” 
 
    “Yes, the infection you suffered in your right forearm and hand, and in your chest, were quite profound. The chest was less severe when you were brought in but could easily have led to blackheart, which would have killed you, Dragon Seeker, mountain god or Devourer himself. Your body and that infection had fought each other to a stalemate, but you were weakening. The hand, of course, was a different matter altogether and I’m sorry that we couldn’t save it.” 
 
    Jaden looked down at his forearm instinctively. Near the bottom of it, above his wrist, was the purple stain of what had been the farthest reach of the infection. Below that, however, was Jaden’s hand, looking perfectly normal. Puzzled, he turned it over and back, flexed the fingers and made a fist, opened them one at a time. He looked back at the doctor. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” he said and held up his arm. “My hand is right here. It looks fine.” 
 
    At that moment, Lily entered the room. She looked like someone who had been sleeping on the floor, and probably had been. Her hair was a mess and she had bags under her eyes, her lips were puffy and her nose was red. The first thought that popped into Jaden’s head was how beautiful she looked, but he brushed it aside. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. 
 
    “You look better than the last time I saw you,” she told him. 
 
    “Less drunk on whatever they give people for pain here,” Jaden shrugged. “Though that means more pain.” 
 
    “I think that perhaps our friend is still suffering some of the effects of our pain drugs,” Master Frolsch interjected.  
 
    Lily looked at the old alchemist and raised a questioning eyebrow.  
 
    He tilted his head toward Jaden’s upheld hand. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m definitely confused. He’s telling me my hand is gone and I see it right at the end of my arm, where it’s supposed to be,” Jaden explained. 
 
    Lily walked over and sat on the bed next to Jaden. “They amputated your hand, Jaden. It was full of poison and infection.” 
 
    To prove he wasn’t crazy, maybe even to himself, Jaden leaned over to the table next to his bed, where there was a goblet of water. He wrapped his fingers around it and picked it up, taking a sip from the cup. He then lowered the cup and looked at the two of them, who stared open-jawed. 
 
    “And yet, it works,” Jaden said simply. 
 
    “We’re not lying when we say to you that we don’t see any hand at the end of your arm, Jaden. I don’t understand,” she explained. 
 
    Jaden lifted the cup toward Lily in response and she moved her hand toward the end of Jaden’s forearm. As her outstretched fingers reached his wrist, she hesitated a moment, then applied some extra force.  
 
    Her hand passed right through his wrist and the cup of water fell out of his hand and onto his sheets, soaking them. Jaden looked again at his forearm and his hand was gone. However, when Lily’s passed her hand all the way through, his hand slowly materialized once again, like a swirl of sand, resolving into a sculpture. 
 
    “It felt like I was trying to push my hand through a strong wind or through a rushing stream,” Lily explained. “I’ve never experienced anything like that.” 
 
    “When you pushed your hand through, my hand disappeared – to me. But now it’s back.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what is happening,” Master Frolsch said. “I’m no expert on Seeker magic or how it affects the body but…” 
 
    Jaden whistled twice and seconds later the two baby dragons, whose eggs Jaden had rescued in God’s Bowl flew through the doorway, startling the master alchemist. They landed on the bed near Jaden and chirped happily at the sight of him awake. 
 
    “When I rescued these dragons, and hatched them, I took on their powers as my own. I guess it’s something that Dragon Seekers can do,” Jaden explained. 
 
    “One of the dragons is an ice dragon,” he said and reached out to touch the wet blanket, where the water had spilled. It froze. “The other dragon is an air dragon. It allows me to create forces with the movement of air.” 
 
    “Including a substitute hand, obviously,” Lily finished. 
 
    “Yeah, but the weird thing is that it’s not just like a fake hand or a tool. I actually feel it, like my normal hand.” 
 
    “Then why can only you see it?” Master Frolsch asked. 
 
    “Because he can see magic,” Lily answered. “Like when we were in the Retreat of Reckoning, during our first holiday from the Academy. Enchanted objects glowed for you.” 
 
    “Of course,” Jaden replied. “I’d kind of forgotten. It’s become just a normal part of what I see.” 
 
    Jaden turned to the cup that was on the floor, where it had fallen and pointed his air hand toward it. The hand turned into a swirling tube that extended out toward the floor, wrapping around the cup and picking it up. The tube of air retracted toward Jaden’s arm, resuming the form of a hand once again, only now holding the cup. 
 
    The old alchemist shook his head. “I have seen many things but that is beyond my ken. If you’ll excuse me, I will go and treat some bodies that I more fully understand. Welcome back, Jaden. You are a wonder, truly.” 
 
    Jaden nodded his thanks to the master alchemist, who slipped away, leaving Jaden and Lily alone in the room.  
 
    There was a moment of awkward silence. Lily sat back down on the bed and took the cup out of Jaden’s invisible hand. 
 
    “Maybe we could get you a glove for that arm, so that it’s less disturbing when you pick things up,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Good idea,” Jaden said with a laugh. “I’ve always wanted to be the type of person who wore gloves, even in summertime.” 
 
    “Kalamin’s bones, next you’ll wear a hooded cape and a jaunty cap,” Lily joked and gave him a light shove. 
 
    “I’m not sure I even know what jaunty means but it sounds terrible,” Jaden replied. “And capes just get caught in doors and on branches. So we’ll stick with just the gloves, if that’s ok.” 
 
    “Deal,” Lily said. 
 
    Again there was a silence as they both became lost in their thoughts and in remembering the awkwardness of the distance between them. 
 
    “I wanted to say ‘sorry’, Jaden,” Lily finally said, staring down at her knees. 
 
    “You don’t need to…” 
 
    “No, let me finish. That night in the Retreat, when your power just kind of… exploded. It really scared me. I don’t know why, it probably saved our lives. Maybe it reminded me of the night Malabari soldiers took away my father and burned down his smithy. Maybe it was something else. I don’t know for sure but afterward I was scared of you. I should have talked to you, told you. I felt so close to you and then I was caught between my fear of your power and my fear of hurting you.” 
 
    “I was scared of me too,” Jaden replied. “Even Headmaster was scared of me. He wouldn’t let me use my powers inside of the Hidden City for months. Right up until we left to go to the Red Coast. And he was right. Dracoseth put no controls on the amount of mana he let flow through me. I was dangerous.” 
 
    “Do you feel you have control now?” 
 
    Jaden shrugged and sighed. “I honestly don’t know. I mean, this whole Dragon Seeker thing just keeps turning up surprises. I know that every Seeker goes through a process of learning their powers that can go on for years. But it’s just different for me.” 
 
    Jaden struggled to find words for how to explain it, and then pointed at the baby dragons sitting on the windowsill preening themselves. 
 
    “It’s like those two,” he said. “I find them, hatch them and then boom I have more new powers that I can barely control, powers which could destroy a whole neighborhood. The deeper I go into being a Dragon Seeker, the deeper the world of it seems to go. I understand that when most Seekers go to the world of their Legendary Beast they basically go to their home or burrow or whatever. I’ve physically been to Dracoseth’s world. And in my dream form I’ve traveled around it. I’ve seen abandoned cities there for giant humans and for Elves, living side-by-side. I’ve never heard such a thing with other Seekers.” 
 
    “You’ve seen where the Elves disappeared to?” Lily said in surprise. 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s where they disappeared to or if it was just another place that the Elves disappeared from.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you’re saying.” 
 
    “The Elves and the Titans were kind of… it was like each needed the other,” Jaden said, trying to explain what little he knew. 
 
    “They were symbiotic?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the word. The Titans could travel between worlds of the Polyverse, but lacked any other powers. The Elves had other magical powers, but were unable to travel between worlds. Together they were incredibly powerful and built spectacular cities but then both disappeared.” 
 
    “What does this all have to do with being a Dragon Seeker or our world?” Lily asked. 
 
    “I don’t know but I think it does have something to do with the prophecy about the return of dragons and magic to our world and an end to the wars. I feel like part of my role as the first Dragon Seeker after so long is to figure out that mystery.” 
 
    Jaden waved his hand in the air, to brush away all that he’d just said. “I’m getting us off track. What I was trying to say is just that I’m scared too, so you don’t need to apologize. But let’s promise in the future that we’ll talk to each other if we get scared or confused.” 
 
    Lily nodded. “Deal. When Hyacinth and I were injured at the start of the journey to God’s Bowl and had to return to the Hidden City, I was so afraid that I’d never see you again. If that had happened, I would never have forgiven myself.” 
 
    A tear rolled down her cheek at the thought of it, and Jaden nodded uncomfortably at the show of emotion. He was able to say how he felt, but actually letting his emotions show was another story.  
 
    In the sewers, moments of emotion were usually also moments of danger. You had to push down your emotions and do what was necessary to survive, which was more important. It was an old habit that was hard to break, other than moments when he felt absolutely safe.  
 
    Strange that he had wept during the victory parade, at the sound of the City’s citizens singing their old battle hymn. Perhaps that indicated something about how he now felt about the City and her people. 
 
    With that thought in mind, Jaden resisted shutting down in the moment of his reconnection with Lily. He spread his arms and the two of them held each other for a long time in silence, heads on each other’s shoulder.  
 
    As hard as the vulnerability was for Jaden, it felt good. And something told him that he would need Lily’s friendship and love, and that of all his comrades, for whatever was to come. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaden was kept in the healing center long enough that he was intensely restless and bored. It was made worse by the fact that no one would tell him anything about what was happening in the world outside. 
 
    “You need to rest, not worry,” Master Frolsz told him. 
 
    “Just relax, Jaden,” Lily kept insisting. “Soon enough you can put the world back on your shoulders.” 
 
    They were right, of course, though he hated to admit it. He was still weak from  the infection and the treatments. And he might have the use of his right hand, because of his air dragon powers, but the amputation had been real and had cost him in blood and strength. And while the concoctions within him fought off the last remnants of the infection, it was still hanging on, even if he was healing faster than a normal human.  
 
    Any effort took its toll, sitting, walking, eating. For the first three days Jaden could barely walk to the privacy room to use the chamber pot, let alone go down the hall to the indoor toilet that was shared by the whole floor. 
 
    But, while they might have been right to enforce relaxation, it couldn’t be totally successful. Everything in Jaden’s life, including his time as a Seeker, had built his mind toward a sense of constant urgency. A moment of pause and relaxation only served as a means to plan the next move. This was a way of being that he had learned from an early age as a sewer urchin, constantly scrounging for basic necessities while avoiding arrest. 
 
    One morning, when he woke up to find Lily by his bed with breakfast, reading a schoolbook, she told him that he was like a hound dog when he slept. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Jaden asked, a little nonplussed by the comparison. 
 
    “When dogs sleep they’re always moving and twitching, dreaming about chasing a rabbit or playing a game of fetch,” she explained. “You’re like that. You’ve always got a toe or a finger tapping. It never stops.” 
 
    Jaden shrugged and smiled, his grumpiness fading. “Maybe I’m secretly a music composer, and I’m writing concerts for my imaginary orchestra.” 
 
    “I’ve heard you sing,” Lily replied and they both laughed. 
 
    Finally, after a week and a day, Jaden felt almost at full strength. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Master Frolsch commented. “Those gouges on your chest, they’re barely scars.” 
 
    In reply, Jaden held up his right hand, now sheathed in a black glove, as per Lily’s suggestion. It looked completely normal. 
 
    “Don’t even get me started on that hand of yours,” Frolsch laughed. 
 
    He had Jaden run through a series of tests and exercises, to make sure that he hadn’t missed anything. His strength, stamina and stability all were good. There were no more signs of infection, and even the scales that had fallen off of his right forearm were beginning to grow back. He gave Jaden a pat on the back, shook his head and left his room. Jaden was free to leave. 
 
    As Frolsch left, Lily, Nathan and Malory entered. They had been waiting outside for the tests to be completed so that they could take their friend with them. They were carrying a set of clean, new clothes and wide grins. 
 
    “Rise and shine, sleepyhead,” Malory teased. “It’s time to get back to work.” 
 
    “Yes, frankly you’ve had more than enough lying about,” Nathan added. 
 
    “I’ve been recuperating, thank you very much,” Jaden replied. “It was hard work.” 
 
    Lily just smiled, having ribbed him enough over the previous days, and carried his new set of clothes to him. She laid them out across the bed and stepped back. 
 
    “The ones you arrived in were in a terrible state; blood all over them and who knows what else. These ones are a gift from all the Seekers at the Academy,” she said. 
 
    “Also, the other ones stank like rat-toads,” Malory added. 
 
    “That smell, I believe, was Jaden’s alone,” Nathan said. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Jaden said. “Enough smelly Jaden jokes. I’ll get up and get dressed so that you all can stop floundering aimlessly without me.” 
 
    Jaden pulled off his pajama shirt and tossed it on the bed, then slid over his head the tunic that they’d brought him. It was a light material on the inside that would be soft on his skin. But on the outside were rings of metal, themselves lightweight but still heavier than the silken fabric on the inside. 
 
    “That metal is Elven,” Lily said. “Everyone was worried that next time you might not get so lucky if Devourer jumped you. They wanted you to have protection.” 
 
    “Elven metal is incredibly strong,” Nathan added. “Also, while it feels loose now…” 
 
    He walked over and punched Jaden hard enough to shift him backward, though not with his full force. The chain links in the outer armor solidified, but also took the force of the blow and distributed it like a wave around to the back of Jaden, dissipating it. 
 
    “…the armor actively protects you. It takes the energy of a blow and disperses on the other side of your body.” 
 
    “That’s incredible,” Jaden said. “I didn’t feel a thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it won’t do much if someone drops a boulder on your head,” Malory said. “But for most hits with regular human level strength, you’re good.” 
 
    “Unless the blow comes from a weapon that is also made of Elven metal, whether sword, halberd or arrow. In that case, it will protect you but only to the same extent as regular armor.” 
 
    “In other words, a direct hit will knock you on your butt,” Malory finished. 
 
    “Luckily, there are very few Elven weapons in existence,” Lily added. “My father was an armorer…” 
 
    “I remember,” Jaden said. He’d been killed by Malabar as a threat because of his skills. 
 
    “He had a piece of Elven metal in the shop and couldn’t mold it all, try as he might.” 
 
    “Probably requires magic,” Jaden said. “Which begs the question: How were you able to get this made?” 
 
    “In the Hidden City are many wonders,” Lily said mysteriously. “There’s also a fair amount of Elven metal that can be found in the ground, amongst the remnants of the original city’s ruins.” 
 
    Jaden nodded. “Headmaster said that there were probably battles here involving Elves, shortly before they disappeared from the world.” 
 
    He held up the pants. “Do you mind?” 
 
    Lily and Malory turned around as Jaden pulled on the pants that matched the armored shirt. There was also a chainmail hood attached to the shirt but Jaden left it off for the moment. 
 
    Now, fully dressed, Jaden walked around the room, getting a feel for it. It was incredibly comfortable, like he wasn’t wearing armor at all, though it jingled like chain mail and felt solid.  
 
    After a few paces back and forth in bare feet, Nathan tossed Jaden a pair of leather boots. The material on the uppers of the boots had been treated and was both shiny and hard, though soft on the inside. The bottoms of the boots were made of another material that Jaden didn’t recognize. It was hard, but yielded to pressure when he pushed his thumb against it. As soon as he released his thumb, it returned to its original shape. 
 
    “What is this?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s from the juice of a yellow flower that grows in fields all along on the Red Coast. They boil it with lemon juice of all things and then pour it into molds, in whatever shape you can imagine.” 
 
    Jaden pulled on the boots and again paced the room. “Incredible! It’s like walking on springs. The floor pushes back.” 
 
    He walked over and embraced each of his friends. “Thank you so much,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t thank us,” Lily replied. “It wasn’t our idea at all.” 
 
    “Then whose idea was it?” Jaden asked, immediately thinking that it must be Headmaster. 
 
    He had been anxious about Headmaster’s whereabouts since they’d returned, when he hadn’t been there. No one would tell Jaden anything about the Headmaster, as part of forcing Jaden to rest. Jaden had assumed that perhaps Headmaster was still on his mission, but he nonetheless worried about him every day.  
 
    He was excited to think that he had returned and had crafted a present for Jaden. 
 
    Lily took Jaden by the hand and led him out of his room and down the hall toward the front door of the medical center. 
 
    As they stepped out the front door, the other students of the Academy stood in a half circle, waiting for him. Upon seeing him, wearing the Elven armor and the Red Coast boots, they let out a cheer and applause that went on for a long time. 
 
    “Did you guys do this?” Jaden asked and there were nods. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say that you all thought I was careless and needed someone to look out for me.” 
 
    That generated more cheers and a round of laughter. Jaden’s joke hid the fact that his anxiety about Headmaster had returned. He was grateful and flattered by the effort of the other students, but intended to find out the fate of Headmaster as soon as possible. 
 
    “Looks like we should have got you something to protect your face,” Hilda, one of the “Red Coast Twins” shouted. “Your nose makes you look like a Seeker of the Pug Dog.” 
 
    More laughter. 
 
    “Maybe instead of a face shield what he needs is a lesson in how to duck,” Hilda’s sister Tallulah added to more laughter. 
 
    Jaden reached up and touched his still swollen and bandaged nose. “I like my new nose,” he said, grinning. “Gives my face more character.” 
 
    Hyacinth now stepped forward and embraced Jaden. “I’m so glad to see you, Jaden. And so sorry about your hand. I wish that I’d been there to…” 
 
    Jaden waved off her apology. “We were all where we needed to be. We all played a role. If you and Lily hadn’t fought so bravely, we wouldn’t have captured those soldiers. Then, we might never have made it out of the mountains.” 
 
    “Funny you should mention the Malabar soldiers,” Lily said. “After they were treated for their injuries here, they didn’t want to return. They’re still here in the Hidden City, working other jobs and making themselves useful.” 
 
    “More recruits for the rebellion,” Jaden said and laughed. “Let’s hope that the next batch doesn’t beat us up so badly.” 
 
    “We heard from my sister…” started Tallulah. 
 
    “Who spoke to Larisa,” added Hilda. “Is it true that you brought back baby dragons?” 
 
    Jaden clicked his tongue. The two dragons, who had taken to sleeping in the trees of the Wandering Forest, swooped over the assembled with screeches, performing loops and spins, before landing on Jaden’s shoulders to the oohs and aahs of the students. 
 
    “Show offs,” Jaden said to them, as they rubbed their rough cheeks against his. 
 
    “We also heard,” Tallulah continued, “that you went physically to the world of your Legendary Beast.” 
 
    “What happened there? Did you really see a lost city of the Elves?” Hilda finished. 
 
    “How are things in Marleborn?” Jaden asked. He’d also been feeling anxiety about Larisa’s state and that of their other friends in Marleborn. 
 
    “It’s tough, but,” Hilda said. 
 
    “They’re getting the infection under control,” Tallulah finished. “Now tell us what happened in the land of your Dragon.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Jaden began. “Malabar has discovered how to open a gate between worlds by tapping into the Columns of the Polyverse.” 
 
    “The what?” one of the younger students asked. It was obvious that the Columns were not yet a subject of general discussion. 
 
    “Like here in the Hidden City, there are places where many different worlds overlap, creating centers of intense power. It’s what Headmaster taps into to keep the City hidden. The worlds lie on top of one another like the stones of a great column, which is where they get their name. With enough power and the magic of ancient dragon eggs, you can create a machine that allows you to travel between the worlds, like climbing the stones of a column.” 
 
    “Not so good if you fall on your head,” a student shouted to laughter. 
 
    “Unless you have an Elven armor helmet,” Jaden replied and pulled up the hood on his shirt. “Anyway, we destroyed the place where they had built such a machine and destroyed the machine itself by stealing the eggs and hatching them. In the process, I traveled to my Dragon’s world. And, yes, there are the ruins of a great Elven city there.” 
 
    “So the Elves are real then?” Tallulah asked. 
 
    “I believe so. And something else: Titans. Giant human-like beings that lived side by side with the Elves. The city that I visited was like nothing that I’ve ever seen before; built to the scale of people several times our size. Everything was alien and beautiful. However, not everything in these other worlds is beautiful. Devourer and the Malabaris want to access these worlds for two reasons that I can see. The first is to release terrible monsters into our own world in order to sow havoc.” 
 
    “What kind of monsters?” someone asked. 
 
    “Giant creatures that are half scorpion and half man, called Archanoptera. And golems…” 
 
    “Made from dead flesh…” Hyacinth said in awe. 
 
    “Amongst other things,” Jaden added. “And Noon Wraiths. Creatures that appeared to the naked eye to be beautiful young girls, but who can paralyze you and then steal and eat your very soul.” 
 
    “By the ashes of Malabar,” Hyacinth whispered. 
 
    “They grow from the earth like mushrooms and can only be killed by using one of their long quills shoved down their throat, which is in the middle of their bodies,” Jaden said, indicating his abdomen, near his navel. “The trouble is that the quill is invisible, as is their mouth.” 
 
    “Then how were you able to kill them?” 
 
    “Jaden is able to see magic,” Nathan replied. “He could see their true form, which allowed him to slice off their quills and use them against them. Once the quills are severed, they become visible to anyone.” 
 
    “But why does Devourer want to release such things into the world?” Hyacinth asked. “Won’t they destroy Imperial cities before they ever come to us here?” 
 
    “So he can save them,” Jaden said. “And by saving them he will elevate the prestige of Malabar. He can say that only Malabar stands between the people and their destruction by horrific monsters.” 
 
    “And he can get rid of rebellious cities like Marleborn,” Hilda added. “We’ve always been a pain in the Empire’s butt. They’d be glad to get rid of us.” 
 
    “Yes, and then say that their fate was the result of not trusting the Empire to protect them,” Jaden said. “Submit or die will be the message.” 
 
    “What’s the second reason?” Hyacinth asked. 
 
    “Malabar wants to destroy the Columns of the Polyverse in order to eliminate magic in our world. At least magic that they don’t control. The prophecy says that the arrival of a Dragon Seeker will herald the end of the long war,” Jaden said. “There hasn’t been a Dragon Seeker for more than a thousand years. Can anyone tell me why one has returned now?” 
 
    “Because you’re awesome,” a young girl from first year shouted, and then blushed. 
 
    Malory pointed at Jaden’s swollen nose. “He’s not that awesome.” 
 
    More laughter. 
 
    “It’s got nothing to do with me. And I don’t know for sure, though I have thought about it a lot, ever since I received the Call. But I think that the reason why a Dragon Seeker has become possible again is because the worlds have shifted closer together and into alignment. That allowed my Legendary Beast to reach out to our world and send me the Call. For Malabar that is obviously dangerous. They know the prophecy as well as us.” 
 
    Jaden continued, his audience wrapt by the explanation. “That alignment of the worlds also explains why they could tap into the Column as they did. And I believe that they think it’s why they can destroy the Columns and eliminate magic from our world, at least magic that they don’t control through their machine. If they control all magic, they control our world forever. No more magic, no more Seekers, no more resistance.” 
 
    With that, everyone went silent. The students all stared at one another, faces pale and mouths hanging open. Before that moment they likely believed that there was only one real way for the prophecy to be realized; through the victory of the Hidden City.  
 
    Jaden had believed the same, until he’d been to God’s Bowl and faced Devourer. For the first time since they’d had the Call to become a Seeker and since they’d joined the Academy of the Free Seeker, these students were having to face another possibility.  
 
    And it was suddenly very real, very specific, and very terrifying. 
 
    “Well, you know how to suck all the air out of a room,” Malory whispered to Jaden out of the corner of her mouth. 
 
    Lily clapped her hands once to get everyone’s attention. 
 
    “And that won’t happen if we’re ready to fight and we’re smart,” she told them. “We’re here today because Devourer and Malabar were defeated at God’s Bowl. Their machinery was destroyed. What does that tell us?” 
 
    “That we can win?” said the blushing girl. 
 
    “Exactly. If we’re prepared,” she said and then smiled. “Which brings us to the next part of today. Are you ready?” 
 
    The students broke out of their shock and dismay and cheered in response. 
 
    “Ready for what?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “They wanted to show you how they’ve been training since you left,” Lily replied. “Our journey to God’s Bowl was kind of a wake-up call that what we’re doing here is not just learning cool tricks. We’re here to save our people and that means training ourselves to be weapons.” 
 
    “Attack formations, everyone. Go, go, go!” Hyacinth shouted and all of the students bolted into action. 
 
    “Just sit over there and watch,” Lily said, and then whispered. “And afterward tell them how great they were.” 
 
    Jaden laughed and sat down on a nearby bench. The dragons flew off of his shoulders and up to the eaves of the building, perhaps for a better view. 
 
    The Academy students had already disappeared in different directions. Some had run into the bushes of the Wandering Forest, across the path. Others had leapt or flown into the air and disappeared in one direction or another. Jaden sat with Malory and Nathan on either side of him, Lily having joined the alumni in their performance. 
 
    For a long time nothing happened and the three of them sat on the bench, with smiles glued on their faces, waiting. After a while, they began to fidget and Jaden wondered whether this was some kind of practical joke being played on them. 
 
    “How long should we wait?” Nathan asked. 
 
    Jaden shrugged. 
 
    Out of nowhere Hyacinth and two other bird Seekers of one type or another, swooped sharply at Jaden, Malory and Nathan, forcing them to dive to the ground to avoid being hit. 
 
    Two groups of Seekers then appeared at the left and the right. They were facing off against each other in a mock battle.  
 
    Tallulah led the group to the right, who wore blue kerchiefs, in a rush on the group at the left, who wore red. She whirled and sprouted four tentacles in addition to her arms and legs. A moment later she was barely visible, camouflaged against the background trees.  
 
    From the left, Hilda led the other group on defense. She leapt into the air and, as a Seeker of the Giant Sea Bat, she screeched loudly, causing several of the opposing team, likely those whose powers included sensitive hearing, to fall to their knees. 
 
    Tallulah became visible and grabbed her sister’s ankles with two of her tentacles as she released a cloud of black ink into the air. Suddenly no one within a radius of several people could be seen in the blackness. Hilda flew through the air, out of the ink cloud, and rolled along the road – minus her red kerchief. She spat out a Red Coast curse in the direction of her sister, and stomped off of the road. 
 
    “I want to see festival season dinner in their home,” Malory whispered to Jaden. “Bet it’s something else.” 
 
    Jaden resisted the urge to giggle and remained focused on the mock battle playing out in front of them. 
 
    A group of red kerchief Seekers stormed through the inky cloud, dispersing it. They bore down on the blue kerchief Seekers who were still recovering from the bat shriek by Hilda. These were a group of stampede animal Seekers.  
 
    They were fast, but Jaden could single out Dheena the Rhino Seeker, Troy the Hippo Seeker, and three others whom Jaden couldn’t name but who were massive, with legs like tree trunks. They reached the other Seekers, who scattered in vain, and tore off their kerchiefs as they trampled them to the ground. Now, while the red team had lost one Seeker, blue had lost five. 
 
    “Ouch, that hurts,” Jaden commented. “I think that was a trap. They sacrificed Hilda to set up that offensive charge.” 
 
    He whistled and clapped. “Nicely done. Bold choice, Reds. Blue team, watch your formation.” 
 
    “But now they’ve lost the only Bat Seeker in the whole Academy,” Malory said. “They should have been more careful with her.” 
 
    As the stampeding Seekers turned about to return to their previous lines, Tallulah tumbled past them, a whirl of limbs and tentacles. She snatched off three kerchiefs, eliminating them.  
 
    The remaining two stampeders stumbled, disoriented, for a moment. During that opening, several flying Seekers, including Hyacinth, swooped down and took their kerchiefs. It was now six to five. 
 
    Jaden nodded. “You’re right. They definitely should have had another solid defender back there to give cover to those stampeders.” 
 
    As if on cue, vines burst out of the ground, wrapping around the tentacles of Tallulah and the ankles of the flying Seekers from the blue team. Tallulah disappeared again, but the tension in the vine as she tried to flee, betrayed her location. Several flying red Seekers swooped in and seized the kerchiefs of the flyers.  
 
    Appearing as if out of nowhere, Lily uncloaked herself in order to grab the kerchief of Tallulah, who reappeared with a look of displeasure on her face. Lily then disappeared once again, using her forest camouflage powers. 
 
    Jaden, Malory and Nathan all looked at each other in surprise. 
 
    “She’s gotten very good,” Malory whistled. “She manifested a complete vine in seconds.” 
 
    “Not just a vine; a trap for multiple people and caught all of them,” Jaden commented, very impressed. “And she did it while camouflaged.” 
 
    The battle went back and forth for another twenty minutes. There were some impressive air battles between Seekers who swooped and tangled and almost struck the ground without losing focus.  
 
    More than once, Jaden almost shouted out a warning about an impending collision, but then the flyers would turn away at the last second. At one point, a Flying Squirrel Seeker named Steen dove from the rooftop of Seekers’ Slumber and tackled Hyacinth mid-air, as she was in a full-speed dive toward a seemingly trapped Rabbit Seeker, who was obviously bait. 
 
    Through it all, Lily was the star of the show, in her understated way. She provided support to the rest of the team’s plans, ensuring that they were successful, making the other Seekers look good. Then she would slip away and support another offensive charge or bolster a defensive line. She seemed to be everywhere and nowhere, disappearing using her camouflage abilities and then reappearing on the other side of the playing field somehow.  
 
    In the end, Lily had the chance to take the last blue kerchief from Peter the Crow Seeker, but she held back and instead led Peter into a trap so that Shereen the Mouse Seeker could have the honors. As a result, the red team won and a young Seeker-in-training was boosted to a blushing hero. 
 
    Jaden, Malory and Nathan all leapt to their feet and clapped their hands. Jaden’s air hand didn’t work well for clapping and so he slapped his thigh. And they all whooped their approval. 
 
    “That was really impressive,” Jaden said. “I can’t believe that we were only gone a little over a month. You’ve obviously been training really hard.” 
 
    “I agree,” Nathan chimed in. “Your work here is an honor to the Academy.” 
 
    “Great work, guys,” Malory added. “Devourer is going to pee his pants when he sees you.” 
 
    The students grinned from ear to ear with pride that their heroes – the first Seekers to defeat Malabar in battle in over a century – had paid such compliments to their abilities. They lined up by year and passed by the three of them, shaking their hands, before heading off to classes.  
 
    Only Jaden, Malory, Nathan and Lily were left behind. 
 
    “It’s going to be hard for you guys to go back to being students,” Lily said. “You’ve already been tested in battle. Trust me, it seems a little boring afterward.” 
 
    “Even highly experienced knights continue their training,” Nathan noted. “There is always a master more skilled than the most skilled fighter.” 
 
    “For the foreseeable future your studies will be more in the field than in the classroom, I fear,” a voice said from behind them. It was Melchior. 
 
    “Hello, General,” Jaden said with a smile and embraced Melchior. “And congratulations on your promotion. I’m sorry we didn’t get to speak when I arrived back in the Hidden City.” 
 
    Melchior smiled. “You were in a bit of a state at the time. I’m very happy to see you on your feet again.” 
 
    They shook hands, and then Melchior turned to the others. “It’s good to see all of you, though I wish Loren and Larisa were here.” 
 
    “Surely Loren will arrive any day,” Nathan said. 
 
    “Unlikely,” Melchior replied. “They are very busy in Marleborn, dealing with repeated outbreaks of the Noon Wraiths and other torments. We suspect the hand of Malabari sabotage teams fanning the flames.” 
 
    “Devourer wants to make an example of them. I’m sure that he knows we were there and that people in the city helped us,” Jaden said. 
 
    Melchior nodded. “Malabar has spies everywhere. Except here.” 
 
    “What brings you out to the Academy?” Jaden asked. “Surely not to just say hello.” 
 
    “That too,” he said and smiled. “You were my favorite kidnapping from the Malabari Academy. Do you remember that chase through the city in an out-of-control wagon? Your powers exploded in every direction.” 
 
    They laughed at the memory of their chaotic escape from a life of being Malabari Seekers. 
 
    “Alas, I’m afraid that there are more serious reasons as well.” 
 
    “Surely the war hasn’t arrived already,” Nathan replied. 
 
    Melchior waved his arm toward the long path that led back toward the Crystal Palace. 
 
    “Walk with me.” 
 
    Jaden looked back toward the baby dragons. They were preoccupied with chasing dragonflies to eat. They ate more often than Nathan, who himself was never far from food. Jaden decided to leave them be. If he needed them he could call them easily enough. 
 
    They followed Melchior away from Seekers’ Slumber, along the path that ran beside the Wandering Forest. As they reached its furthest edge, Melchior led them off the main, stone path and into the forest itself. Because the trees of the forest moved position each night, there was almost no undergrowth. Even fallen branches were crushed into wood chips by the wandering passage of the heavy trees. This made the passage deep into the forest easy. 
 
    “How do you know where you’re going?” Lily asked after several minutes. “Even my tracking skills as a woodland Seeker are of little use in a forest that changes every day.” 
 
    “The trees wander but few know that they follow a set series of patterns. If you know the phase of the moon and you know the pattern index of the forest, you will know where the paths are,” Melchior answered. 
 
    “We were never taught that,” Jaden noted. 
 
    Melchior laughed. “Because we want to keep troublesome, young students out of the forest. Other than this protected forest here, there are no other wandering forests left in the world. So, the skill is unnecessary for Seekers. But it is useful for those of us in leadership to know.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Jaden asked. 
 
    Melchior just kept on leading them deeper into the woods. Although the forest was only perhaps a quarter of the Great Park, itself surrounded on all sides by the Hidden City, it was surprisingly large. Nathan, who had proper training in hunting and scouting, as was typical for a high-born son, estimated that the Great Park was the size of most Malabar cities, and perhaps even half the size of the capital city itself.  
 
    A person could live inside of the Wandering Forest and never be seen. It had rivers and valleys, even several lakes of various sizes. And beyond the Wandering Forest it was bordered on three sides by a regular forest of pine, balsa and oak. 
 
    When enough time had passed that he had perhaps decided that they had forgotten their original question, Melchior spoke again. 
 
    “You know that your operation in God’s Bowl has made quite a splash beyond the Hidden City,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Jaden. 
 
    “Our connections throughout Malabar tell us that Devourer also believes that the time of open war has returned,” Melchior explained. “Things are progressing on a number of levels.” 
 
    “Are they mobilizing the army?” Lily asked. 
 
    “That and more,” Melchior responded. “For a long time, outside of the Red Coast, the Malabar army was used only to dominate the people of the cities. There was no armed resistance to speak of, again, besides on the Red Coast where insurgencies seem to appear once or twice a generation.” 
 
    “We saw some of the remnants of destruction from the last revolt,” Nathan said. 
 
    “The city wall that ‘will not be rebuilt until the end of time’,” Melchior said with a chuckle. “Devourer does have a taste for dramatic flair, that’s for certain.” 
 
    “So, they’re training the army to be able to do more than arrest pickpockets and harass the poor,” Jaden said with a note of venom, based on his own personal experience. “What else beyond that?” 
 
    “Increasing propaganda in favor of a war to crush ‘banditry’. Recruiting thousands of blacksmiths and armorers to forge battle armor and heavy weapons,” Melchior explained. “And they are eliminating the little loopholes of laxness that have developed over the course of the last century. For instance with the Seekers. As you know only some children receive the Call to be Seekers. Amongst the wealthy of the north, as with Nathan’s family, it is considered a great honor. Amongst some of the poor it is seen as a means to escape poverty.  
 
    “But for those who hate the Empire, and there is no shortage of such people, it is a curse and they hide it from the authorities in the cities and towns. In the south, on the Red Coast, a tradition developed amongst merchants and high borns of paying bribes to city guards so that they pass over those who are Called.” 
 
    “Larisa’s parents told us about that,” Malory commented. “That’s how she avoided being drafted into the Imperial Institute and then fled to the Hidden City.” 
 
    “Well, that loophole has been closed. The punishment for hiding anyone who has received the Call to be a Seeker, is death,” Melchior said. “Likewise the punishment for any city guard who accepts ‘tribute’ to pass over a child who has been Called.” 
 
    Jaden shivered at the words and remembered his own recruitment to join the Imperial Institute for Seekers. He had fled from the city guard in the Lessertown Market, with more than a few guards suffering at least minor injuries. Ultimately, he had to be subdued by one of the Immortal Council, who are the supreme authority of the Empire. Even after he had escaped and had fled with Melchior, Malory, and Nathan, heading toward the Hidden City, they had been confronted by Malabar soldiers and another Immortal. That Immortal had tried to negotiate with Jaden, to convince him to return to the Institute with promises of how good it would be. It was obvious that such “leniency” was now at an end. If Jaden were to try to flee today, it would be the public gallows for him, if he even made it that far. 
 
    Such a regime of terror and suppression made Jaden angry, of course, but also sad for the children who would be forced to submit to Devourer’s reign and that of the Immortal Council. With the methods of indoctrination and total submission, innocent children would be turned into monsters. The only other possibility was death for them and their family.  
 
    Jaden shook his head in dismay. “We must end Malabar,” he said. “It is an Empire of Death.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Melchior said. 
 
    After another twenty minutes of walking in silence, they emerged into a meadow near the edge of a wide river. The meadow swept gently down toward the river so that where land met water they joined seamlessly. It was as though one was a continuation of the other. The river itself emerged from dense forest and, after a short spell passing through the meadow, disappeared once more beneath the dark canopy of trees. The dark water rolled along lazily, only visible because of leaves that floated on its surface. 
 
    “This is the Bringan River,” Melchior said and pointed toward it. 
 
    “Called that after the Elven name of the Hidden City,” Jaden said. 
 
    “Exactly. It’s not really a proper river, more like an elongated lake. A dozen smaller rivers and many more streams enter it from the northern side of the city. Many springs also bubble up just inside of the Great Park. All of them are fed by the glaciers on the mountain tops. Deep in the Balsa Woods, beyond the Wandering Forest, the Bringan River breaks up once again into a number of important and lesser rivers and streams. Some of them pass through the City itself, providing drinking and sewage. Others sink back into the ground and become part of a large aquifer that farmers to the south of the City use for irrigation.” 
 
    “That’s very interesting, but I’m betting that you didn’t bring us here for a geography lesson,” Malory said. 
 
    “Indeed, I did not,” Melchior said and continued into the meadow, walking several paces ahead of the others. 
 
    About 100 paces from the riverside, Melchior suddenly disappeared from view. The others froze. 
 
    “What in the name of the Hidden City,” Jaden said. 
 
    “Step forward and you will see,” Melchior’s voice said from somewhere in front of them. 
 
    They continued forward and realized that he had not disappeared. Rather, he had dropped down a shallow hole that led to a landing. The landing was surrounded by a stone wall on three sides before descending by stairs beneath the earth. 
 
    They stopped at the edge of the almost hidden indentation in the meadow and looked down at Melchior, who smiled up at them. 
 
    “I have a feeling you’ve pulled that trick before,” Jaden said. 
 
    Melchior shrugged. “Even a general needs a bit of harmless fun.” 
 
    They laughed at his foolishness and leapt one after another onto the landing. 
 
    “What is this?” Lily asked as she peered into the darkness below. 
 
    “I said earlier that there were no spies here in the Hidden City, and that is true,” Melchior explained. “However, it is not only the Elven magic channeled by Headmaster that has kept us safe. It has also been our concern with taking precautions with sensitive discussions. While there may be no spies, it is always possible that a rebel squad could be captured in Malabari territory, or even a shepherd wandering beyond the protection of the city’s enchantment zone. The less that very sensitive information is known widely, the safer.” 
 
    “I get that,” Malory said. “But then why are we here?” 
 
    “Come, and all will be explained. There are others who are part of this conversation.” 
 
    Melchior descended into the darkness of the stairs, which were covered by a ceiling of earth and stone. Jaden snapped his fingers – a new innovation that he’d developed since the loss of his right hand – and a ball of cool light appeared above his left hand. Then, he too, descended the stairs, followed by Nathan and Malory. 
 
    Carved into the stones of the long staircase were runes and images. Most were worn away by centuries of erosion, from rainwater and moss. But many remained clear and sharp, as though they had just been carved. 
 
    “As I’m sure you’re figuring out, these stairs, and our destination were built by Elves at the time of the original city of Bringan. We don’t know what it’s purpose was as the building that had been over top of these stairs was long gone before Headmaster and the original founders built the Hidden City.” 
 
    “There was nothing left above?” Jaden asked. 
 
    Melchior responded over his shoulder. “Most likely taken by locals over the centuries, for their own homes, for the walls of wells and barns, even pigpens. I’ve been in farms that had 10,000-year-old columns holding up the ceiling to the second floor, right in the middle of their dining rooms. They had no idea of the history that they lived with. Humans are like ants and we let nothing useful rest in place.” 
 
    “How did these stairs and walls survive?” Malory asked. 
 
    “They were hidden under massive floor stones. Of course a resourceful farmer could have moved them, but it was hardly worth it, not when there were so many other sources of salvage lying about. Then, the rebellion arrived and remade the landscape. Those stones are now part of the floor of the Crystal Palace,” Melchior explained. 
 
    By then, they had gone down over two hundred paces. The air was cool and damp, making Jaden shiver, but it was also a relief from the humid air of late summer. Finally, they reached a landing at the bottom.  
 
    It too was made of stone and was slick with condensed, humid air. In the light of Jaden’s orb, he could see that the walls were likewise coated with a film of water and moss. The door in front of them was made of wood and was clearly of recent construction, reinforced with black and rust-free iron. Melchior knocked three times and the door immediately opened, revealing a well-lit room within. 
 
    Before entering, Melchior turned to them. “I’m sure that I don’t need to but nonetheless, you must never speak to anyone of this place or of what you are about to hear. Not without explicit permission from the executive committee of the rebel council.” 
 
    The three of them nodded and then Melchior turned and walked into the room. Jaden looked at his three friends and followed him. Beyond the door was a large, round room with a domed ceiling that rose surprisingly high into the air; at least five or six times the height of Jaden himself. In the middle of the room sat a large, round table made of polished stone. Several bowls of fruit were set on the table beside jugs of fresh juice, along with plates of meat and bread. 
 
    Hanging on the wall at the other side of the room was a massive map of the entire world. Jaden was familiar with the shape of their own continent but had no idea that there were so many other continents around the world. They were never, ever spoken of by the people of Malabar, except in the way that one spoke of the Hidden City; as an ancient myth that had no basis in truth.  
 
    Of course, they knew that there were other places that were “not Malabar” and from which exotic goods would sometimes arrive; spices, cloth, weapons and the like. But Jaden had no idea that Malabar was only one of three large continents. 
 
    In the room was Ariana, the mayor of the Hidden City, and her assistant, Lyra, along with two other generals whom Jaden had seen but had never met: A man named Cranston and a woman named Ixchel. She towered over the other two. They sat at the end of the table, waiting with grave looks. 
 
    While Jaden had wondered on the journey to this secret meeting room what Melchior could possibly want to talk to them about, he had assumed that they wanted more of a debriefing on their mission to God’s Bowl.  
 
    They had discussed what had happened, especially the appearance of new magical creatures into their world but Jaden had still been in the healing center. It was entirely possible that there were questions they didn’t want to ask in an open setting or information that they wanted to confirm without the possibility of anyone else overhearing. But as soon as they entered the room and saw their faces, Jaden knew why they were there. 
 
    It was Headmaster.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaden remembered the dream with Headmaster, on the journey back to the Hidden City. He was no stranger to dream visitations, not since he’d received the Call to become a Dragon Seeker. However, he had assumed that the Headmaster dream was just delirium as a result of the infections that were wracking his body, along with the exhaustion of constant travel.  
 
    Now he knew that it wasn’t a dream at all. It’d been a visitation from Headmaster and an attempt to deliver to Jaden a message. 
 
    “Headmaster has been captured, hasn’t he?” Jaden blurted out, without waiting for any of the niceties of greetings. 
 
    Ariana stood and looked to Melchior, who closed the heavy wooden door behind them. Melchior nodded, almost imperceptibly. 
 
    “Yes,” she said simply. 
 
    “Is he alive?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “In the name of all that is good, is this conversation really happening?” Malory exclaimed. 
 
    Ariana ignored her, her eyes were focused on Jaden. “We believe so.” 
 
    “Believe?” 
 
    Ariana nodded. “The Hidden City remains hidden. If Headmaster were dead, it is likely that the enchantment would cease to function, and the City would be revealed.” 
 
    Jaden nodded. That made sense. But that led to the next question. 
 
     “Where is he being held?” 
 
    Ariana signaled toward the table. “Please, sit. There are many parts to this story and we feel you should know them all as well as we do, and then we must discuss what we’re going to do.” 
 
    “We’re going to rescue Headmaster is what we’re going to do,” Jaden said, more sharply than he intended. “That can’t possibly be up for debate.” 
 
    “Please,” Ariana repeated. “Sit.” 
 
    Jaden looked to the others. They moved as a group to the stools arranged around the table. Nathan, as always at the sight of food, pulled a plate toward himself and began eating voraciously.  
 
    He had continued to grow since they had arrived at the Hidden City, both in height and in terms of muscles. He was now half again as tall as Jaden and ate constantly to feed his muscles. But sometimes, like in moments such as these, it felt inappropriate and annoying to Jaden, though he knew it wasn’t fair of him to think so. He turned toward the executive committee so that his back was to Nathan. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “As you know, Headmaster went north to carry out the same kind of operation as you did in the south,” Ixchel said. 
 
    “How do you know that he was captured?” Lily asked. “Maybe it’s just proving more difficult an operation than he envisaged. He was alone, after all.” 
 
    “We received word that there was a large explosion somewhere north of Malabar City,” Melchior explained. “It came from a large sinkhole in which there are Elven ruins amongst a submerged forest. Or were. That was Headmaster’s target and he seems to have acted upon arriving.” 
 
    “When was that?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “Three and a half weeks ago,” Ariana said. “Two weeks ago we all had a dream with Headmaster. An omen.” 
 
    “I also had a dream with Headmaster then. While we were still traveling toward the Hidden City.” 
 
    Melchior and the other generals looked from one to the other but said nothing at Jaden’s revelation. Jaden noticed and wondered amongst how many people there had been a dream visitation.  
 
    Ariana continued. “And then yesterday a dove with a message landed on my desk and just sat there.” 
 
    “One of Headmaster’s Legendary Beasts is a red-breasted dove,” Melchior said. “The same kind that arrived. The message was in its plumage: an Elven rune that represents the name of an ancient city.” 
 
    Melchior slid a parchment across the table with a drawing of the Elven rune. Jaden recognized it from some of the books in Headmaster’s library. He himself couldn’t read any Elven, but Headmaster had used the illustrations from the books to help explain some Elven history to Jaden, especially before and after Jaden’s visit to the Retreat of Reckoning, which lay in the mountains behind the Hidden City. He had used such an illustration to draw a map for Jaden. 
 
    As Jaden examined the drawing, another thought occurred to him. 
 
    “One of his Legendary Beasts…” Jaden said. “He has more than one?” 
 
    “That’s not important right now,” Cranston interrupted. He had a heavy brow and deep-set eyes. Mostly he was silent, only speaking when it was to express disapproval with the direction of the conversation. 
 
    “Fine,” Jaden shot back. “What city?” 
 
    “Thiringan City,” Melchior responded. “It was, we believe, the sister city to Bringan City. The difference was that while Bringan City was destroyed during the cataclysm that ended the age of Elves, Thiringan survived. We don’t know for certain but the runes suggest that they were utterly identical except that Thiringan was the mirror image.” 
 
    “What do you mean a ‘mirror image’?” Nathan managed through a mouthful of food. 
 
    “A monastery on the east side of Thiringan would have been on the west side of Biringan. This temple cellar is in the north-east center of the old city and there is an identical cellar in the south-west, though with the temple still standing above.” 
 
    Ixchel interjected again. “The ruins are no longer called Thiringan, they are now known as the Imperial Reliquary.” 
 
    “That’s where Malabar keeps all of the magic relics that it finds around the Empire, isn’t it?” Lily asked. 
 
    Melchior nodded. “Yes. Devourer has always been terrified about the potential danger of magic to his rule. But he also finds it useful, obviously. He created an institute of magical archeology many centuries ago for the specific purpose of collecting, cataloging and storing magical relics. Thiringan’s central library and temple is where they are. According to Headmaster it is also the apex point of a central Column of the Polyverse, just as with the one in the Hidden City.” 
 
    “And the intensity of the magic is such that they are able to hold Headmaster prisoner there,” Jaden surmised. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Where is it located?” Jaden asked. 
 
    Arian shrugged. “We don’t know.” 
 
    “It’s a city,” Jaden said in disbelief. “How can you not know?” 
 
    “It is hidden, just as our city is hidden,” she replied. “We know that it is north of us, closer to Malabar City. We have three possible locations but none are certain.” 
 
    Melchior stood and walked to the enormous map on the wall. He picked up a long stick and pointed to three red circles on the map. They were surprisingly far apart, with one on the coast, and two along different estuaries surrounded by mountains. 
 
    “It could be here, here, or here,” Melchior said. “Or it could be somewhere else entirely.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not exactly useful,” Malory complained. “To search even one of those areas could take years if the city is enchanted. The Hidden City has stayed hidden for centuries even with Devourer using his army of spies to try and find it.” 
 
    “We know,” Ariana agreed. “But it’s all that we have.” 
 
    “We want to rescue Headmaster just as much as you do,” Melchior reminded them. “He has been an inspiration to the rebellion since its founding. And more than that. If they can break his will or even kill him, the rebellion would be in grave danger. We are not ready for an attack by Devourer and the Malabari army. Even if we could withstand an assault, we’re not prepared for a lengthy siege. We must rescue Headmaster.” 
 
    “We are hoping,” Ixchel added, “that your experience with God’s Bowl has given you some insight into where the Imperial Reliquary might be located.” 
 
    Jaden exhaled and leaned back in his seat. Beside him Malory put her head down on the table, whether in despair or in thought, he couldn’t say. Behind him he could hear Nathan still eating, and presumably thinking but without success or he would have stopped stuffing his face and said something. He turned to Lily, who shrugged. She hadn’t been with them on the Red Coast, let alone in God’s Bowl. 
 
    Jaden shook his head. “I don’t know. When I destroyed the Column machine and stole the dragon’s eggs, I ended up in the world of my Legendary Beast.” 
 
    “I remember you telling us,” Melchior said. “You saw a joint Titan-Elven city there.” 
 
    “Not just any city. I got the strong impression from my Dragon that it was the first and most important city, the holiest in the realm if you will. Maybe there’s answers there, a map or something.” 
 
    “Could you return there when your Dragon next calls?” Ixchel asked, leaning forward in her chair. 
 
    “There’s something else I didn’t tell you in detail,” Jaden said, feeling his face flush with shame and guilt. “My Dragon… He was bitten by Devourer in serpent form and fell unconscious into the ocean on that world. I haven’t been Called by him since.” 
 
    Nearby, Lyra gasped at the news. Lily put her hand to her mouth in shock.  
 
    Jaden realized that he hadn’t told her. He hadn’t told any of them. 
 
    “Is he dead?” Melchior asked and turned to the others. “Is that possible?” 
 
    “You still have Dragon powers,” Ariana noted. “If he were dead…” 
 
    “It may be because of the baby dragons,” Jaden interrupted. “When they united with me, they gave me access to their powers; air and ice. Maybe that’s where my mana is coming from now.” 
 
    The shift in the focus of the conversation onto the fate of Dracoseth, and Jaden’s role in it, made him anxious and upset. It reminded him that Dracoseth could, in fact, be dead.  
 
    Whether or not he still had Seeker powers was not the only issue. He received the Call from Dracoseth. Dracoseth made him the Dragon Seeker that he had become, with his powers, with his training. The old Dragon was difficult to deal with, but they were part of each other. If he were dead, it was as if a part of Jaden was also dead, even more than his right hand, which at least still existed for him as a ghost hand. 
 
    “I’ll have to consult the senior faculty at the Academy,” Ariana said. “Without telling them the specifics, of course. For the moment we can’t have word getting out that your Legendary Beast might be dead.” 
 
    “Do you think that I don’t know that?!” Jaden shouted, frustrated at what he felt was Ariana’s condescending tone. “I don’t need the faculty discussing my Dragon like a thesis paper. There’s nothing I can do about whether he’s alive or dead at the moment. But Headmaster is still alive. If you don’t have a plan then I’ll make one, instead of sitting around wasting time fretting.” 
 
    Melchior spread his hands in order to restore calm. “Alright, Jaden, I understand your anxiety – both about your Dragon and about Headmaster.” 
 
    Melchior turned to Ariana. “I think that you should not bring this discussion in any form to the faculty. That is Jaden’s choice, not ours.” 
 
    Ariana nodded her agreement. 
 
    “Thank you,” Jaden said. 
 
    “As for Headmaster, maybe you’re right,” Melchior conceded. “We’ve been going around this question for days. We’re paralyzed. But sometimes doing nothing is better than doing the wrong thing.” 
 
    “Sometimes, yes. But in this case, I don’t believe that it is. If Headmaster dies or Devourer is able to dominate him magically, it could cost us everything. What we won in God’s Bowl, the morale and the prestige boost – not only here but also amongst all of the opposition elements throughout the Empire – is at stake. As is our final defeat. Urgency, not prudence, is needed!” 
 
    Jaden stopped talking and took a breath. He looked across from him at Lily who smiled and nodded slightly to let him know that she was with him and that he spoke well. Malory, always less subtle than Lily, patted him on the back in open support of his comments. Nathan was silent but also had stopped eating and was entirely focused on the discussion.  
 
    The city executive was also silent and exchanged looks. It was obvious that none of them would individually make a comment until they could have a conversation as a collective. That was understandable given the stakes, but it also suggested to Jaden that the conversation was over for now. 
 
    He stood. “I think that we should leave you to discuss this amongst yourselves, unless there’s anything else you wanted to discuss.” 
 
    Everyone else stood now as well. The sentiment was obviously shared by everyone in the room. 
 
    “Thank you for your thoughts, Jaden,” Ariana said. “And for letting us discuss it as the executive of the city and leadership of the rebellion. I promise that we will make our decisions quickly.” 
 
    Melchior and the other generals walked around the table and shook hands with Jaden and the Seekers, as did Lyra, the assistant to Ariana. She was the first citizen of the Hidden City to really talk to them and had given them something of a tour on the way to their new lives at the Academy.  
 
    He had a fondness for her and it was obviously shared by her toward them, as she embraced each of them tightly. Ariana, on the other hand, nodded formally but hung back, lost in her own thoughts.  
 
    Without further ceremony, the four friends turned and left the “cellar” to return to the campus of the Academy.  
 
    When they had climbed the stairs and were well out of earshot, back in the meadow, Malory shook her head. “That mayor is a jerk. She didn’t even say goodbye.” 
 
    Jaden put a hand on her shoulder. “She was just lost in the weight of the decision. I don’t care about the formality of hi and goodbye, just that she makes the right call.” 
 
    “Jaden, that was impressive in there,” Lily cut in. “You turned that whole discussion around. They were treating us like kids, but you stood up to them. I was really proud of you.” 
 
    “Yes, I was also impressed at your handling of that situation,” Nathan added. 
 
    Jaden looked at him. “I was impressed at how you ate literally everything on the table.” 
 
    “I believe that I am going through a bout of growth at the moment,” Nathan said and blushed. 
 
    The three of them put their arms around Nathan and laughed. They made their way back across the meadow, hoping to find their way back to the path without Melchior to guide them. 
 
    As they reached the edge of the meadow, Malory turned to them. “Should I fly up and make sure that we’re heading in the right direction?” 
 
    “I have a better idea,” Jaden said and clicked his tongue. 
 
    After a few seconds there came the high-pitched screech of the baby dragons. They appeared over the forest from the direction of Seekers’ Slumber, where they had been hunting. They both immediately flew to Jaden, landing on his shoulders. Jaden grunted at their claws and at their weight. They were less than a month old but had already at least doubled in size. 
 
    “How large will they get?” Lily asked. 
 
    Jaden shrugged. “Smaller than my Dragon but larger than a horse. That’s all that I can say for sure.” 
 
    “If they were a little bigger we could ride them back to Seekers’ Slumber,” Nathan said. 
 
    “They’d have to be a lot bigger to carry you, Nate,” Malory said and patted Nathan’s stomach. 
 
    “Nathan,” he replied. 
 
    Jaden laughed and turned to the dragons. “OK, guys, show us the way home.” 
 
    The dragons screeched again and lifted off. They circled the trees and chased one another, but always remained in sight of the group and led them in the general direction that they needed to go. 
 
    As they moved through the forest, they again fell into silence, all of them lost in their thoughts about what was to come.  
 
    Some kind of war was unavoidable, that much was clear. But when and how was still to be determined, possibly by what they did in the coming days and weeks. 
 
    To Jaden it was obvious that they needed to do everything in their power to make sure it was on the best possible terms for the rebellion. It frustrated him that he wasn’t part of those discussions and preparations, which he assumed must be happening within the city executive.  
 
    He knew that, were Headmaster in the City, he would have an open discussion with the senior Seekers about what was coming. He had said more than once that the Seekers had to be more than just soldiers in the rebellion. They had to be leaders, and to be a leader required knowledge. 
 
    Ah, Headmaster. 
 
    Thinking about him reminded Jaden of what Melchior had said in the cellar, during their meeting: that Headmaster had more than one Legendary Beast.  
 
    That had spurred another memory in Jaden’s mind, of his battle with Devourer, when the wizard had tried to get into Jaden’s mind and weaken his resolve. He said that Headmaster had been a leader of Malabar, and not a mere disillusioned soldier of the corrupted movement that brought Malabar to power. The possibility of what that meant was horrifying to Jaden. 
 
    They had been taught in their Seeker history and theory classes that the members of Malabar’s Immortal Council were Seekers who had devoured the souls of their own Legendary Beasts. This was done in order to increase their access to their Beast’s mana and also to prevent the inevitable loss of their connection as they approached their full adult years.  
 
    Having tasted such souls, some such as Devourer went on to devour even more Legendary Beasts and to accumulate their powers as well. The particular affinity of Kalamin to this is what had earned him the name Devourer in the first place.  
 
    The annual calendar of Malabar was, in fact, filled with celebrations of every Legendary Beast that he had consumed. There were even temples dedicated to each specific Legendary Beast in Devourer’s repertoire. 
 
    Did that mean that Headmaster himself had been an Immortal, perhaps one even as powerful as Devourer himself? And if that were true, could he even be trusted as someone with a noble intention? Perhaps his struggle against Devourer wasn’t so much because he sought liberty, but because he sought to displace a more successful competitor for the role of leader of the Malabar Empire. 
 
    He pushed this thought down as soon as it erupted into his mind. It couldn’t be. Not after so many centuries.  
 
    Surely, if that was his only goal, there would be evidence of his moral corruption. The values that they were taught at the Academy of the Free Seeker emphasized ethics, solidarity with other humans and even nature. They were taught above all to respect their Legendary Beast as they would a parent or themselves. Would Headmaster have created such a system if he were only seeking to displace Devourer and usurp his throne as chair of the Immortal Council?  
 
    No, not possible. Devourer had just planted a dark seed in Jaden’s mind, leaving it to gestate over the following weeks and months. 
 
    Jaden snapped his fingers to shake off the intrusive thoughts that plagued him. 
 
    “You have an idea?” Lily asked, in response. 
 
    “Uh, yes,” Jaden said, covering. “I think that we should go to Headmaster’s library. I’ve seen the Elven rune that came with the dove he sent in some of the books of his library. I’m sure of it. Maybe there are old maps that will show us where it’s located.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Malory said. “Can you get in?” 
 
    “Headmaster gave me a key so that I could use his library whenever I wanted,” Jaden said. “He was worried about me. I mean, that I would destroy the Hidden City because I couldn’t control my power. I think he was happy to keep me as occupied in research as possible.” 
 
    The baby dragons led them back out to the path, back past Seekers’ Slumber and on toward the Academy campus. Headmaster’s burrow, as it was called because it was built mostly underground, was behind the main lecture theater building. The Academy was buzzing and there were dozens of new students who had ended up there. 
 
    Some of them had come as a result of an increase in raids by rebel squads, many of which now had the first cohort of Seeker graduates to accompany and aid them.  
 
    Others were called “walk-ins” as they had fled the recruitment teams that hunted the newly Called in the cities. These young people “went walking” in search of the mythical Hidden City.  
 
    Since the victory in God’s Bowl weeks earlier, there had been a surge of new Seeker recruits, especially from the cities of the Red Coast, amongst whom the news had spread rapidly. The north had always been a stronghold of the Empire, which kept it more insulated from any news of restive populations. 
 
    The walk-ins would be found often in small towns and sleeping rough in the countryside. The network of Hidden City supporters was still large enough that they could pass along rumors to a local leader. They, in turn, would pass it along to a rebel group, like Melchior’s, which would then search for those fleeing the Imperial Institute.  
 
    The Academy was not yet at the level of enrollment that it had prior to the Great Defeat of a century earlier, but it had grown enough that they were facing challenges. There were not enough experienced faculty, for instance. And there were too few beds in the dormitory, which had mostly lain vacant for 100 years and was now in need of significant repairs. 
 
    The group passed by the lecture theater building as quickly as they could given the interest they generated and the number of students who wanted to meet them or just say hello. When they finally got past and came around to Headmaster’s burrow, they found Melchior standing in the doorway. Jaden had the key that Headmaster had given him in his hand. 
 
    “I don’t believe that you have any classes in Headmaster’s private quarters,” Melchior said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “You sure got here quick,” Malory commented. 
 
    “I’m a tracker,” he replied simply and nodded toward Jaden’s hand with the key. “Where did you get that?” 
 
    “Uh, well, Headmaster gave me a key to be able to use his library,” Jaden replied. 
 
    “Why would you want to use Headmaster’s library when he isn’t here to supervise?” Melchior asked. “What could you possibly want with his old books?” 
 
    Jaden looked to his friends and took a deep breath. He felt certain that they were in a lot of trouble.  
 
    With Headmaster absent, his quarters would be under the control of the campus security force. Unless he had left an explicit note that Jaden was allowed to come and go as he pleased, they would likely not look kindly on him doing so. 
 
    “It was my idea, not theirs,” Jaden said. “They were trying to talk me out of it. But I remembered the rune that was on the dove from some of his ancient books on Elven history and geography. I wanted to see…” 
 
    “If you could find any clues as to the location of Thiringan so that you could rush off in the night and save Headmaster,” Melchior finished. 
 
    “No!” Jaden protested. “We… I was just trying to…” 
 
    “You don’t need to sneak off in the middle of the night or even into the quarters of Headmaster without permission. The executive decided that you were right and should be given leave to begin a search for Headmaster.” 
 
    Melchior grinned at Jaden and the others. He had tricked them again. 
 
    “You’re a very bad man,” Malory said, wagging a finger. 
 
    “I know,” Melchior said. “I’m a rebel bandit, after all. Report to me if you find anything in the library. But, whatever you find, you leave by the end of the week.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The books were laid out in stacks on the floor of Headmaster’s library. From his position, lying on his side, the stacks looked to Jaden like a cityscape. Some stacks were taller, some shorter, some wider and some narrower. To an outside observer, it would appear like total chaos, as though they were taking apart the library and leaving it hither and thither around the room. But it was all organized in great detail, which was why Jaden was lying on his side on the floor. 
 
    They had been browsing through Headmaster’s library systematically for three full days. During that time Jaden had slept on the floor, surrounded by the tomes, ancient and new, scouring for clues.  
 
    At the moment he wasn’t sleeping, he was taking a “thought break”, as he called it, staring at the stacks and seeing if it inspired any ideas about where they needed to go to find the lost city of Thiringan. Malory called it a “nonsense break”. 
 
    “But whatever keeps you sane,” she added. 
 
    They had worked through each shelf in Headmaster’s rather substantial collection. They would note the position of each book, its title, and any clues or elements that they’d discovered within it and what type of clue that it was.  
 
    For instance, if there were a map, they would note that. If it were a poem or an illustration of a fragment of runes found on a temple or carved on a stone, they would put those together. The maps they could compare with modern maps to see if they lined up. If they required translation by an Elven expert, then that would also be noted. 
 
    Luckily, or not, the Red Coast twins had actually had some training in ancient Elven. The native language of the Red Coast, only spoken any longer in the small, isolated, fishing villages, had a number of roots that went back to Elven times. Or at least, the people of the villages claimed that it did, which justified in part their resistance to Malabar rule and also their hatred of the city folk from Marleborn and other Red Coast cities. They told themselves that they were the descendants of Elven kings, the people of Marleborn were mongrels, polluted by northern, Malabari blood. 
 
    To pacify the villages, and keep them supplying fish to the cities, the provincial council of the Red Coast, had provided financial support to the establishment of traditional language academies. These were dedicated to the teaching of the Elven language and studying the linguistic and historical links between the peoples of the coast and the Elves. The council, a sub-committee of the Malabari Immortal Council, knew that there was a fair share of fiction involved in this research, but fomenting divisions between city and country was useful for Malabar. 
 
    And it was also potentially useful for Jaden and the others in this moment, because it meant that the sisters could read Elven. 
 
    The trouble was that the sisters not only finished each other’s sentences, they also never agreed. Their constant bickering about the meaning of runic. Malory begged Jaden to throw them out and ask Ariana to find someone from the city university who could translate. 
 
    “Sure, Ariana can get us someone who is more of an official expert than Hilda and Tallulah, but it could take weeks for the whole process, certainly days. And not only do we not have that time, but the city academics bicker just as much about the interpretations as the sisters do. You’ve seen them in the Crystal Palace.” 
 
    Malory had to agree and so they continued to suffer the twins and referee their disputes. Jaden was also convinced that, if they had the patience to endure them, the points of their dispute could offer clarity.  
 
    For instance, Hilda had translated the line of an Elven poem on a rock as: “ye great city [Thiringan] that lies on a rock of the ocean’s flow, overseeing the crash of the waves.” Tallulah had translated it as: “ye great city, that lies on the edge of the salty river, far from the crash of the waves.” 
 
    “Don’t you see,” Jaden said. “A salty river is an estuary. And Hilda translated the name Thiringan as “calm waters”, which contradicts her ocean translation of the poem. That suggests that the city was located on an estuary, not right on the ocean.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lily agreed. “But Tallulah translated the city’s name as being ironic or like a prayer, a wish for calm waters because there weren’t any. That could mean that it was oceanside.” 
 
    “I pray for calm anything,” Malory groaned. “Starting with an end to this debate.” 
 
    The maps were no help either. No maps had survived the millennia since the Elves had disappeared. All of the maps in the ancient geography books of Headmaster’s library were themselves part of the debate about where cities, temples, monasteries and more were located in the age of Elves. Very few of these debates were settled. 
 
    By day four, Jaden had reached the conclusion that the search was pointless. They were not going to find anything in Headmaster’s library, not without his supervision – obviously impossible – that would help them locate the Imperial Reliquary.  
 
    He decided that the only reasonable course of action was to search the three sites that Melchior had indicated on the map, during their meeting with the city executive committee. But that had certain consequences in terms of how they would undertake the search. 
 
    “It will be myself, Malory, Hilda, and Hyacinth,” Jaden told them as they sat amongst the heaps of knowledge that were wrapped in leather, wood and metal. 
 
    “What?!” Lily protested. “You can’t leave Nathan and I behind. We are experienced – way more experienced than Hilda.” 
 
    “Hey,” Hilda protested. 
 
    “Don’t insult my sister,” Tallulah finished. 
 
    “You’re right, Lily,” Jaden agreed. “I don’t want to leave you behind. But we’re making no progress here and that means we’re going to have to search a big area, which is best done from the air. You and Nathan don’t fly. They do.” 
 
    “Lily could ride one of the baby dragons,” Nathan replied. 
 
    It was true. The dragons had doubled in size again within a week. Jaden had no idea what they were eating, but hoped that there would be no shepherds complaining to the Academy about the theft of their sheep. Each morning he would come outside, and they would be substantially larger than the night before.  
 
    They had reached the size of donkeys and Jaden had to stop them from landing on his shoulders, or they’d have crushed him. That also meant that they could probably carry Lily. 
 
    “You can’t just fly on a dragon,” Jaden replied. “They won’t let you.” 
 
     “They are perfectly comfortable around me,” Lily reminded him. “And I’m a trained horse rider.” 
 
    “Not on horses that fly and breathe ice or hurricane winds. Anyway, what about Nathan?” 
 
    “I will use one of those giant balloons that the farmers use to sow their fields with fireweed,” he replied. 
 
    “It’s sowing season,” Jaden reminded him. “And even if it weren’t, they’re not going to risk losing something so precious. My mind is made up.” 
 
    Lily stormed out of Headmaster’s in a rage as Malory chased after her. Nathan shook his head, but accepted Jaden’s decision. The only one who seemed happy with it was Hilda, likely because of how much it annoyed her sister.  
 
    In the end, only Nathan stayed with Jaden to help him put the books back on the shelves. 
 
    “This turned out bad for you all around,” Jaden said. “I’m really sorry. You got stuck cleaning up and I excluded you from the expedition.” 
 
    “I understand the need to make difficult decisions, Jaden,” Nathan replied. “I don’t agree, mind you. I think that we need to stick together, but I respect your thinking on the issue and that is why I support you.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Jaden said. “I’m sorry that I upset Lily so much though.” 
 
    “I should clarify,” Nathan said as he put the last book of a row on the shelf. “I agree with you excluding me. I am too large. But I think that your reason for excluding Lily is because you are jealous of your dragon.” 
 
    “What? That’s absurd. They’re living beings, not my property,” Jaden shot back as he slammed a book into place with more force than he intended. 
 
    Nathan raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Jaden sighed. “OK, maybe. But they were hard won and…” He couldn’t bring himself to say what he was thinking. 
 
    “And you are worried that your Dragon is dead and therefore your only connection to Seeker powers is through those two baby dragons,” Nathan finished. 
 
    Jaden nodded. It was true. The bigger they got, the more conspicuous they became, and the more anxious Jaden was about their safety.  
 
    If they were his connection to dragon mana, then anything that happened to them could destroy him as a Dragon Seeker. Even though being a Dragon Seeker was a heavy burden in many ways – almost all ways – he had to admit that he liked being so important and he liked the attention.  
 
    He’d been a sewer urchin and now he was the bearer of a prophecy that could change the world. The thought of losing that terrified him. 
 
    “You’re never going back to the sewers, Jaden,” Nathan said, as though he could read his thoughts. “And you’ll never be ‘normal’ again. You defeated Devourer at God’s Bowl. Not forever and you didn’t win the war with that one battle, but your place is assured. Besides, you can sense the location of dragon’s eggs. If anything happens to one of the baby dragons, you can follow that sense to find another.” 
 
    Jaden froze as a sudden realization went off in his mind. He looked at Nathan and then laughed and laughed, unable to stop. 
 
    “Have you gone off of your rocker?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Jaden replied. “I mean, yes, I have gone off of my rocker, because I’ve just realized how stupid I am. We’re searching unreadable texts, every scratch of which is disputed by the world’s foremost experts in Elvenology, or whatever they call it. Meanwhile, I can sense the location of dragon’s eggs.” 
 
    “That’s what I just said…” 
 
    Jaden moved closer to emphasize his next point. 
 
    “Where would Devourer store any dragon’s eggs that they’ve ever found?” 
 
    Nathan’s eyes went wide, and he too laughed. “Oh, yes, of course.” 
 
    “The Imperial Reliquary,” they both said together. 
 
    “I am the map,” Jaden added, then turned and rushed toward the door. “I need to go find Lily. Can you finish up in here?” 
 
    Nathan looked around himself at the mess strewn on the floor. “Uh, I suppose that I can…” 
 
    Jaden was already gone. 
 
    Outside in the twilight of the late afternoon, Jaden rushed across the campus, past the lecture hall building and toward the path that led back to Seekers’ Slumber. Halfway to the dormitory he reached Lily and Malory, who were walking together. 
 
    “Wait!” Jaden yelled, causing them to stop and turn. 
 
    When he caught up to them, Malory started off again. “I’ll leave you two alone to talk.” 
 
    “No,” Jaden said. “I want to talk to you as well.” 
 
    He told them how he had been blinded by his own fears because of the disappearance of Dracoseth. And he explained his realization about his ability to sense dragon eggs and how they could use it to find the Reliquary. 
 
    “I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before,” he said. 
 
    “Not like it’s an ability that you’ve used more than once, why would you?” Malory replied. “I mean, you have like a million powers so…” 
 
    “I suppose it doesn’t matter,” Jaden said. “But I also wanted to apologize to both of you. I was being selfish back there and caused a conflict in our team that was unnecessary. Sometimes it’s hard to know if what my instincts tell me are the right choice or if they’re just my own insecurities.” 
 
    “I guess that’s the value of experience,” Lily said. “My dad used to say that instincts without experience are just a fancy way of saying you’re guessing.” 
 
    “Your dad was wise.” 
 
    “He was very experienced as an armorer. I saw how that lifetime of experience shaped his instincts. He was usually right,” Lily said. 
 
    “Anyway, I’m sorry for being a jerk.” 
 
    Lily shrugged. “We’re even. Hopefully the more experience we get – as Seekers and as adults – the less often we’ll be jerks.” 
 
    “I dunno,” Malory interjected. “I knew a lot of experienced people back in Lessertown who were just more experienced jerks.” 
 
    They laughed and then Lily turned back to Jaden. “What’s the plan then?” 
 
    “I think that we should leave tomorrow or the next day,” Jaden replied. “The sooner the better.” 
 
    “You need to tell Melchior,” Malory said. “I’m sure he’ll have some last-minute suggestions and will help with supplies.” 
 
    Jaden nodded. “Oh, and one more thing,” he said to Lily and clicked his tongue. 
 
    The two baby dragons screeched from some distance away before setting down lightly near Jaden. They were larger even than they had been that morning. As they grew, they were also differentiating.  
 
    The ice dragon had a blue gleam to it, with scales that were angular and crystalline. The air dragon was a series of shifting colors, from blue to orange and green, with soft-edged, round scales. When it glided overhead, it could almost be mistaken for a passing cloud. 
 
    Jaden walked over to the ice dragon and patted its neck, as it leaned into the caress. 
 
    “Sounds stupid but I’ve never named them. Just didn’t seem right, somehow. I don’t know why,” Jaden said. 
 
    He led the enormous, magical lizard over to Lily with clicks of his tongue and stood in front of her with the dragon by his side. The air dragon and Malory both watched from nearby. 
 
    “I want him to be yours,” Jaden said. 
 
    “What?! No, Jaden. I can’t accept,” Lily protested. “I understand now why you resisted letting me fly on your dragons before. You definitely don’t have to do this.” 
 
    “I want to,” he said. “Not only because it’s important to me as your friend and because I trust you with my life, but because it will make our team stronger. And, in the end, that’s all that matters if we’re going to beat Devourer.” 
 
    He turned to the ice dragon, which cocked its head to listen. 
 
    “From this moment forward, you will be united with Lily,” Jaden said. “Understand? You’re to protect her and share with her your powers and let her ride you without throwing her off into a lake or the forest or whatever.” 
 
    The dragon made a croaking sound and bobbed its head, which Jaden took for acknowledgement. Then, before either he or Lily could react, the ice dragon bit down on Lily’s shoulder and she let out a scream. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Jaden shouted and tried to pull it off. 
 
    “Kalamin’s ashes, it’s killing her!” Malory exclaimed. 
 
    The dragon ignored him and kept its fangs sunk into Lily’s shoulder as her knees buckled, so that only the dragon’s mouth kept her upright. Her eyes rolled back in her head and her body shook, as Jaden pounded on the dragon’s side. Blood stained her shirt, spreading like a cloud.  
 
    Finally, Jaden stood back and snapped his fingers, summoning an orange fireball into existence. His eyes glowed and the fireball became white hot. He drew back his arm and prepared to strike the dragon, quite possibly killing it, given how much energy he had put into the orb. 
 
    Then the dragon released Lily, stood up again and eyed Jaden. It made another querying croak but didn’t move otherwise.  
 
    Lily remained upright. Her eyes were closed and her body vibrated.  
 
    Jaden moved close to her, as did Malory. 
 
    “What just happened, Jaden? Is she going to die?” 
 
    Jaden shook his head. “I… I’m not sure. When the dragons hatched, they bonded with me by biting my neck and injecting me with their venom. But they were small enough to fit in my hand then. It’s so massive now.” 
 
    “We should get her to the healing center. Maybe Master Frolsch will know what to do,” Malory said. 
 
    Jaden put Lily over his shoulder, and the two of them leapt into the air, flying over the treetops to the healing center and dormitory. They landed on the front stoop, a few seconds before the dragons landed behind them. Jaden turned to the dragons before rushing inside. His eyes glowed with anger. 
 
    “Stay here,” he demanded.  
 
    The dragon squeaked in protest, then curled up and lay on the ground. The air dragon placed its head on top of the body of the ice dragon, comforting it. 
 
    Jaden and Malory rushed inside with Lily, whose body was covered in a cold sweat and who continued to shake. They found an empty room and while Jaden placed Lily in a bed, Malory ran through the halls, calling for the master alchemist and healer. A few moments later they both arrived back at the room, where Jaden waited, holding Lily’s hand. 
 
    “Malory explained what happened,” Master Frolsch said as he examined Lily. 
 
    He pulled up her lids, revealing entirely white eyes underneath, and then he put his ear near her nose to check her breathing. 
 
    “Is she going to be OK?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never dealt with dragon venom before. But she’s not dead and actually seems to be stable. Even her puncture wounds have completely stopped bleeding.” 
 
    “God, I’m such an idiot!” Jaden shouted and kicked a nearby chair, sending it careening against a far wall. “I should have waited until Headmaster returned or checked with you or…” 
 
    “Breaking furniture won’t help Lily, nor will blaming yourself,” Master Frolsch told him as he continued to run tests on Lily. 
 
    “You didn’t know,” Malory said. 
 
    “And that’s why it was reckless and stupid,” Jaden responded. “I thought I controlled the dragons, but I obviously don’t and now…” 
 
    “Just stop, Jaden,” Malory barked. “This is about her now, not you and whether or not you made a mistake. Do you understand? It’s about her.” 
 
    Jaden nodded and took a deep breath. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He walked over and took one of Lily’s hands again in his. It was clammy and limp, though the fingers twitched, which reminded Jaden of how Lily told him that he moved like a dog in his sleep. 
 
    After stroking the bottom of Lily’s feet and placing his head on Lily’s chest to listen to her heart, Master Frolsch stood. 
 
    “Every type of venom affects people differently but poisoning generates a limited set of symptoms, if that makes sense. To be perfectly honest, I don’t think that Lily is poisoned. Not any kind of poison I’ve encountered, and I thought that I’d encountered them all.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with her then?” Malory asked. 
 
    Frolsch shrugged. “I’m not a dragon expert. No one is, except maybe Headmaster. They haven’t been around for a thousand years. But what is happening with Lily is more like a deep sleep state than poisoning. I’ve seen similar symptoms with certain rituals involving chanting and the consumption of medical plants that affect the mind and induce dreaming.” 
 
    “Should we wake her?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Frolsch replied. “If her body needed to be awake, I think that it would be awake. And if we try to interfere with what her body wants, that could be worse than whatever it is that she’s going through.” 
 
    “You’re not going to do anything?” Jaden asked, growing insistent. 
 
    “I’m going to leave Lily’s two friends with her to watch over her. If anything changes, you can come and get me. I live in the apothecary building behind the healing center.” 
 
    Frolsch placed a hand on Lily’s forehead and leaned in close. “You’re safe, Lily. Your friends are here and I’ll be nearby if you need me.” 
 
    He patted Jaden’s shoulder and nodded to Malory, then he left the room. 
 
    Jaden was beside himself. He couldn’t get a lungful of air and his heart was pounding in his ever-tightening chest. He squeezed his eyes and tears rolled out of them as he kneeled on the floor and held Lily’s hand. 
 
    “Please be ok. Please be ok.” 
 
    Malory put a hand on his shoulder. “Go outside for a minute and get some air, Jaden. Clear your head. You’re panicking and it’s not helpful. We need to stay calm. That’s what Lily needs.” 
 
    Jaden nodded as Malory helped him to his feet. He stumbled to the door and out into the hallway in a daze.  
 
    He struggled to swallow the lump in his throat as he shuffled toward the front door of the building. His body was covered in a layer of cold sweat, and his mind was filled with the worst thoughts.  
 
    He was wrought with guilt and shame. 
 
    Outside, the sun had already dipped behind the horizon and the air had cooled, which felt good on his skin. He staggered into the evening air and over to the bench nearby. He couldn’t believe that it was just a few days earlier that he had sat there with Nathan and Malory to see the mock battle presentation that Lily had organized for them. 
 
    If he stared at the spot, he could visualize her causing vines to spring from the earth and capturing the opposing team members. She had been so concerned that the younger students felt good about themselves and their abilities. She put aside her own prestige in order to boost theirs.  
 
    Had Jaden been so focused on his own standing with his friends and those who looked to him that he had put Lily in danger?  
 
    Could he really be that selfish? 
 
    Jaden hung his head into his hands. He couldn’t bear the thought that she might die because of him.  
 
    “Hey, what’s wrong?” 
 
    Jaden lifted his head. Nathan jogged up the path from the campus and Headmaster’s burrow. Jaden couldn’t imagine wanting anything less than having to explain to Nathan what happened. But he would have to. 
 
    As he watched his friend approach him, Jaden noticed something out of the corner of his eye and stood up: the dragons. 
 
    The air dragon was now seated on its hind legs, its tail curled around the ice dragon, which lay at its feet, unmoving. Jaden walked toward it for a closer look, just as Nathan arrived. 
 
    “Are you ok, Jaden?” 
 
    Jaden didn’t respond for the moment as he examined the ice dragon. He gently lifted its large, heavy eyelid and saw only white underneath. And the dragon was twitching. It was behaving exactly like Lily. 
 
    Jaden ran for the healing center door and back inside the building, followed by Nathan, who was obviously confused. They ran down the hall and then into Lily’s room. 
 
    “What in the 100 names of Kalamin,” Nathan cursed at the sight of Lily, twitching and blood-covered. 
 
    “She’s bonding with the dragon,” Jaden panted to Malory. 
 
    She looked up at him from Lily’s bedside. “What?” 
 
    “The ice dragon. It’s in exactly the same kind of state as Lily. Its eyes are all white and it's twitching and asleep. They’re dreaming, like, like, a hound dog. I bet they’re flying together in their dreams,” Jaden said and laughed. 
 
    “Have you gone insane?” Malory asked. 
 
    “What is going on!!” Nathan demanded. 
 
    “I… I told the ice dragon that Lily would be its partner from now on and that it needed to bond with her. Then it bit her, and I guess injected her with something and she went like this. We thought she was dying, but I think that it’s bonding with her mind.” 
 
    “I said to let her fly the dragon, Jaden. Not to feed her to the creature,” Nathan said, aghast. 
 
    “You can’t just fly a dragon,” Jaden replied. “You have to be bonded to it. My Dragon explained all this to me and…” 
 
    “Well, how long are they going to be like this?” Malory asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I mean it was tiny when it bonded with me and it took maybe half an hour. It probably had less venom.” 
 
    “Venom?!” 
 
    “Not venom exactly. Master Frolsch said that she’s not poisoned.” 
 
    “So, it could be days?” Malory said. “Longer?” 
 
    Jaden shrugged. “Maybe? We just have to wait. But I’m sure that she’ll be ok.” 
 
    “I think I liked you more when you were panicking,” Malory replied. 
 
    “She’ll be ok,” Jaden said to Malory, then turned to Nathan. “She’ll be ok.” 
 
    But a not insignificant part of him wasn’t so sure. 
 
    That night Jaden slept by Lily’s bed, or tried to. Nathan was curled up into a ball so that he could fit on the floor, while Malory slept at Lily’s feet, at the end of the bed. Because Nathan took up so much room, Jaden had to sleep under Lily’s bed and woke up when either Malory or Lily moved. 
 
    Then he would go for a wander outside and check on the ice dragon. It continued to lie where it had been, still twitching and groaning. The air dragon remained on guard over top of it, seated in a crouch, its eyes unblinking.  
 
    It was vigilant but calm and seeing that helped keep Jaden calm. The air dragon wasn’t anxious or upset about the state of the ice dragon, merely protecting it while it was vulnerable.  
 
    That had to be a good sign. But, still, Jaden felt anxious. 
 
    Back and forth, the whole night Jaden lay on the floor then checked on the ice dragon. When he returned to his place under Lily’s bed, the sun was coming up, or rather its first pink fingers climbed over the mountains.  
 
    His body ached with exhaustion, and he longed for sleep so much he could imagine how it would feel, like a hungry man remembers the experience of a favorite meal. But, finally, just as the sun itself was becoming visible between a pair of mountains in the sierra, Jaden fell into a deep sleep. 
 
    He opened his eyes and Lily was there, sitting on the ice dragon’s back and smiling at Jaden, her hand beckoning him to join her.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were in the sloping meadows, beyond the forest that surrounded the Hidden City, in the foothills of the mountains. It was late summer, and the grass was yellowed and dry, with that particular smell of sun-toasted vegetation and baked soil. Amongst the trees in the near distance, the cicadas called to one another with buzzing.  
 
    It felt so detailed and real, but he knew it was only a dream. But also more than a regular dream, it was an enchantment, like the Seekers’ Call. 
 
    “Is that really you?” he asked Lily and she nodded. 
 
    “Strange, isn’t it?” she said. “To be in a dream together.” 
 
    “With an ice dragon,” Jaden said, nodding toward the creature on which she sat. 
 
    “Is it really here too?” Lily asked. “It seems real, but I’ve never had a dream like this except when I got the Call and when my Legendary Beast summons me.” 
 
    “It’s because we’re both bonded with a magical being, I think,” Jaden said. 
 
    “And now to each other through the dragon,” Lily added. 
 
    “In real life, outside of this dream world,” Jaden explained. “Both you and the ice dragon are asleep and dreaming. We can’t wake you. We thought…” 
 
    Jaden stopped himself before he said any more. If the person he saw really were Lily, he didn’t want to upset her for fear of the effect it might have on her back in the waking world. If she were just part of his dream, he was afraid that by saying what he was thinking, he would conjure up a terrible nightmare from his sleeping mind. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Lily replied. “We’re fine. We’ve been practicing flying. It was difficult at first, but I think that we’re used to each other. And we’ve shared names, like the magrots.” 
 
    “You can’t tell me the ice dragon’s name then?” Jaden asked. “I’d really like to stop calling it the ice dragon. It seems a little unfair.” 
 
    Lily cocked her head slightly and then giggled. 
 
    “She says that you can call her Morgana but that’s not actually her name, she just likes it. Her real name is only meant for other dragons and for me.” 
 
    “Even though we’re bonded as well?” 
 
    “She says that you had your chance,” Lily said with a smile. “You’re not prime anymore. Only one can be prime and that’s me now.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s good that I never knew her real name then,” Jaden said. “Or she’d have had to kill me once she bonded with you.” 
 
    “Likely.” 
 
    They both laughed, though it was a bit nervous on Jaden’s part. The bit about the dragon killing him was probably true.  
 
    Magic rules are magic rules and one’s true name was a point of weakness for one’s enemies. Jaden, of course, remained Jaden, but Rachel, his magrot had given him the magical name of Lanool. Jaden had told no one of that name, other than Dracoseth, who called Jaden a fool for doing so.  
 
    Even Lily couldn’t know his true name. 
 
     “I’m just glad that you’re both safe.” 
 
    “We are, but I don’t think that we’ll be going to the Reliquary,” Lily said. “Not yet.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Why not?” 
 
    “I can’t truly say, it’s just a feeling I have. In this world I feel like I’m much more connected to the shifts of emotions, of magic, of everything in the waking world. And I feel a pull southward.” 
 
    “To the Red Coast?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Lily said and shook her head. “I’m sorry. It will all become clear soon.” 
 
    This news or prophecy, whatever it was, that Lily had just delivered to Jaden didn’t seem to faze her, but it made him anxious. He wanted to know what was happening in the waking world that she was detecting, if there was any way of doing so. 
 
    “We need to get back, Lily. I feel like we’ve got a lot to do,” Jaden said and began to let himself dissolve. 
 
    “No, wait,” Lily said, reaching out and touching Jaden’s shoulder, which brought him back. “Come and ride with me. Time means nothing here. It won’t change anything in the other world, and we may never get this chance again.” 
 
    Jaden thought about it for a moment and then nodded his head and smiled. Lily was right. They might not get the chance again. He climbed onto Morgana’s back and put his hands around Lily’s waist. 
 
    “Ready when you are,” he told her. 
 
    Without a warning, Lily urged Morgana up into the air, almost vertical. Jaden, who had experience both with flying and with riding Dracoseth, nonetheless felt his stomach sink down to his boots. 
 
    “You’ve definitely been practicing. How long?” 
 
    Lily glanced at him over shoulder. “I have no idea. It feels like only a moment and it feels like months, maybe years. I don’t know that time has any of the usual meanings here. To explain it we would need a whole other language.” 
 
    Jaden laughed and a thought occurred to him. “Maybe that was the kind of language that the Elves had. After all they lived between different layers of reality, each one piled on top of the other. It must have required a whole different way to talk about space and time. Maybe that’s why human scholars can’t figure out what any of the Elven language means and just end up arguing with each other.” 
 
    Lily laughed. “I think sometimes people – like Hilda and Tallulah – just like to argue. No deeper reason is needed.” 
 
    “That’s possible too,” Jaden said. 
 
    He now looked down and saw that they were high above the Hidden City. All that time there, all the training he had done, including how to fly, and Jaden had never flown over top of the Hidden City before.  
 
    The realization shocked him. It made sense, of course; Headmaster had forbidden Jaden to do any Dragon Seeker magic within the city itself, for fear of the damage he might cause if he lost control. And yet, he couldn’t believe that he’d never seen the Hidden City from above before. 
 
    It was as he expected in some ways; a giant ring of dense buildings and streets, around a massive central park. The major boulevards radiated outward from the park like spokes in a wheel, and, at one end of the park, facing inland away from the mountains and toward the Malabari heartland, rose the enormous Crystal Palace. It sparkled in the sun so that it was difficult to even look directly at. 
 
    “It’s stunning,” Jaden said. 
 
    “The first time I saw it from up here I was overwhelmed,” Lily said. “It’s not just that it’s beautiful and ancient and new and just. It’s that the fate of it is in our hands. I mean, not just you and me, all of us.” 
 
    To emphasize the point, Lily took hold of Jaden’s left hand and stretched it outward, pointing with it toward the city. “That city represents the highest and best of all that we are as humans. And you, me, the Seekers, the citizens, the rebel army: it’s on us to spread that to the whole world. It’s enough to leave you speechless.” 
 
    “I love you, Lily, daughter of the smithy,” Jaden blurted out, without intending it. 
 
    Her unblemished optimism and goodness just filled his heart up to bursting sometimes and now it had come out.  
 
    She turned herself at an awkward angle and leaned against him, her lips parted. They kissed and Jaden felt like his life was complete at that moment. It was pure bliss, even as it all faded away and the waking world came in with the sounds of the morning from outside of the healing clinic. 
 
    Jaden sat bolt upright underneath the bed and hit his head with a curse. Above him, he heard movement and soft groaning. He rolled out from under the bed and then rose to his knees.  
 
    The room was empty, except for himself and Lily, who was still in bed. She was sleeping fitfully now, as though slowly waking. He was tempted to touch her shoulder to rouse her, but was mindful of what Frolsch had said and didn’t want to wake her before she was ready. 
 
    To remove himself from temptation, Jaden went over to the window. A crowd of students was gathering outside. They were in a circle around the two dragons, which were practically blocking the entrance to the healing center. The students were curious, of course.  
 
    They had seen the dragons enough times; they were, after all, very difficult to hide any longer. But usually only in the air above the campus as they hunted and consumed insects and birds or dove into the forest when other prey had been spotted. To see them so up close was too great an opportunity to be passed up, and Jaden could see more students pouring out of Seekers’ Slumber to have a look. 
 
    The air dragon remained in its guardian position over Morgana, the ice dragon. One enthusiastic, younger student got a little too close to the sleeping Morgana and the air dragon gently put a hefty claw on the boy’s chest and moved him back. The air dragon never even turned its head when it did so.  
 
    The boy and the other students took the hint and retreated a few paces from the great beasts. 
 
    The ice dragon woke up and lifted its head from the ground, shaking off its long slumber. It opened its eyes and blinked several times as it adjusted to its surroundings. When it had oriented itself, Morgana stood on its hind legs and looked up at Jaden in the window of the healing center. It let out a screech. 
 
    “Hi,” Lily’s voice said from behind Jaden. 
 
    Jaden spun around and saw her sitting up in bed. Malory and Nathan were in the doorway, holding plates of breakfast for them and for Jaden. Their eyes were wide, mouths open in shock at the sight of Lily. Malory dropped her plate to the floor and rushed toward her.  
 
    Jaden likewise leapt over to the bed and took her hands in his. Nathan carefully set down his own over-full plate of food on a nearby table before joining them. 
 
    “How’re you feeling?” Malory asked. 
 
    “A bit confused,” Lily said. “And a bit disoriented. But good.” 
 
    She looked down at herself, at the sizable bloodstain on her shirt and the blood crusted in her hair and laughed. 
 
    “So it wasn’t just a dream,” she said. “I must look like, I don’t know, pretty frightful.” 
 
    Jaden took her hand. “I am so sorry for what happened. I had no idea that…” 
 
    “It’s OK,” Lily interrupted. “I don’t know how it looked to you, though I can imagine with all this blood. But for me it was incredible.” 
 
    She looked around the room. “Where’s Morgana?” 
 
    “Morgana?” Nathan asked. “Who is that?” 
 
    “The air dragon,” Jaden said. “That’s her common name.” 
 
    Lily looked at him. “Oh, how do you know? I thought that just happened in my dream.” 
 
    Jaden smiled. “I visited you. In the meadow outside of the Hidden City, where you were training with Morgana. You told me her name and then took me for a flight with you. You don’t remember?” 
 
    Lily shook her head, which filled Jaden with a combination of relief and sadness. They had reached such a powerful moment between the two of them, and now that moment was his alone to remember.  
 
    It was probably for the best. In the dream state, one allowed themselves emotions far more powerful than ones they’d be comfortable with in the waking world. Better that she forget their kiss, than that she feel shame and embarrassment. 
 
    “I can’t believe that you were there and I don’t remember it,” she said. “I mean, it was all so incredible and so much happened while I was there.” 
 
    “Jaden said that you were bonding with… Morgana,” Malory said. “Is that what happened? I mean, you were freaky; twitching and all white-eyed.” 
 
    “Yes. I was in the dream world with Morgana, it felt like a really long time, not just one night. And now I can hear her voice in my head. Is she outside?” 
 
    Jaden nodded. “She woke up at the exact same moment as you.” 
 
    “I was not even aware that Morgana was a female dragon,” Nathan said. 
 
    “If you can’t eat it, why pay it any mind, right?” Malory said and Nathan shrugged. 
 
    Lily swung her feet over the floor and moved to stand up. 
 
    “Are you sure that you’re ready to stand?” Master Frolsch said from the doorway. 
 
    “I feel fine, honest,” Lily insisted. 
 
    “Just don’t rush it,” he said. “You’ll only fall on your face once, but your nose will be bent forever.” 
 
    Everyone instinctively looked toward Jaden, whose nose was still bandaged and swollen. 
 
    “Why is everyone looking at me?” he asked and they laughed, breaking the spell of anxiety from the night before. 
 
    Frolsch performed several tests on Lily, to ensure she was well enough to walk under her own steam, and wouldn’t suffer a dizzy spell and fall over. When he felt confident that she was fine, Frolsch allowed her to leave the healing center with Jaden and the others.  
 
    Outside the front door, Lily walked directly over to Morgana and embraced the dragon, now the size of a small horse. The large gathering of students remained, and all watched in surprise that Lily was able to approach the dragons and even touch one of them. 
 
    “I want to fly with Morgana,” Lily said. “In waking life, I mean. In the dreaming world, nothing feels quite real, like a dimension or one of my senses are missing.” 
 
    “I think you should eat first, and that we should talk,” Malory said. “This is all still really new and weird, and I’m not sure what it means for our plans.” 
 
    “I agree with Mal,” Jaden said. “If nothing else, I think that we have to wait a little before leaving, to make sure that Lily is fit to travel.” 
 
    “Honestly, I’m fine,” Lily protested. 
 
    “Still..” Jaden said. 
 
    “I’ll go find the terrible twins,” Malory said. “They should probably be part of this conversation, as much as I’m going to regret it.” 
 
    Malory left to go find the twins in their dorm rooms, while Jaden and the others went to the commissary on the first floor of Seekers’ Slumber. By the time they arrived, most of the students had already finished breakfast and had left, drawn outside by word of the spectacle of the two dragons on the front lawn. It wasn’t a school day and so, in general, there was just a lot of milling about.  
 
    Students who had already seen the dragons or weren’t interested, sat at tables and played card games. Others drifted off to the common rooms on the upper floors or to the playing fields and training gyms. 
 
    Jaden and the others lined up with trays to serve themselves from the weekend buffet. Jaden and Nathan exchanged looks as Lily filled her tray of food fuller than even Nathan’s. 
 
    “Can’t believe she’s eating more than me,” he whispered to Jaden. 
 
    “To be fair, this is your second tray of food for breakfast,” Jaden replied. “But, yes, impressive.” 
 
    “I ate that back in her room in the healing center,” Nathan said. “That doesn’t count.” 
 
    “I can hear you,” Lily said. “And I’ve just bonded with a dragon and spent, I don’t know, a month in my dreams training how to fly with it. I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Jaden said. “I was not judging you. If anything I was judging Nathan.” 
 
    “Foul,” Nathan complained and slapped another scoop of mashed potatoes onto his tray. 
 
    The three of them found an empty table in the corner. Lily and Nathan immediately dug into their respective piles. Jaden’s stomach was sour from sleeping so poorly, and he had other things on his mind than breakfast.  
 
    After a few minutes, when Malory didn’t appear, Jaden became impatient. There were things he wanted to clarify. 
 
    “You flew Morgana in your dreams,” Jaden said to Lily. “Do you think you could fly her all the way to the north-west coast, where Melchior said that they thought the cities might be located.” 
 
    “I can fly,” Lily replied, with her mouth full. “But is that where you think that the Imperial Reliquary is? You are the one who can sense dragon eggs.” 
 
    “We’re so far away,” Jaden said and closed his eyes. 
 
    He focused on remembering how he’d felt on the way to God’s Bowl from Marleborn. At the time he hadn’t realized what he was feeling. He just knew that he was anxious and unable to sleep. He felt drawn toward their destination, but he’d assumed at the time that it was just a desire to do what they had come to do.  
 
    It was only later that he’d put all the pieces together and realized that the eggs were “calling” to him. They’d been with Captain Lucas the whole journey, who knew where he was going and so kept them on the correct path.  
 
    In retrospect, Jaden was sure that if they’d made a wrong turn, his senses wouldn’t have permitted him to veer away from the eggs. The closer they had gotten to the eggs, the more it felt like he was in an invisible maze of sorts, with walls that would prevent him from traveling in the wrong direction. 
 
    As he struggled to conjure up some of those feelings now, he found that they were still weak and diffuse because of the great distance. After all, they were the width of a continent away. As a result, the sensations lacked urgency.  
 
    It felt more like a general desire to head out of the mountains and toward the northern boundary of the Southern Plains that spanned the continent and led to both the Northern Inland Sea and the rugged western coast. 
 
    Jaden opened his eyes. “I think we have to start by assuming that Melchior’s map was at least right about the general direction. From here I can barely sense anything. I’m not even sure if it’s really a sensation or just my desire to find Headmaster. But once we get closer, I’m sure that the pull will grow stronger, and I’ll have a better sense.” 
 
    Malory rushed into the commissary, looked around, and when she spotted them, ran over to the table. She was out of breath. 
 
    “You guys need to come with me,” she said, her face pale. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “Just come.” 
 
    They leapt from the table and followed Malory to the third floor that was dedicated to the female students, now that the numbers at the Academy had grown.  
 
    When Jaden had arrived, all of the students only took up half of one floor in the dormitory. It was a big change and meant that Seekers’ Slumber always felt full of life and noise, not just from the animals that lived amongst the intertwined branches but all of the young students as well. 
 
    Malory led them into one of the two common rooms. A number of students had gathered in a circle on the far side of the room, watching something that was going on in the middle. 
 
    “Everybody out,” Malory shouted. “Except Hyacinth.” 
 
    The students grumbled, but shuffled out of the way, faster when they noticed that Jaden was there. His status as “the hero of God’s Bowl”, even though both Nathan and Malory had also been there, won him preferential treatment.   
 
    Sitting in the middle of the floor were the Red Coast twins. They were across from each other on the floor, eyes locked each on the other, and rocking back and forth. They hummed as they rocked, in a kind of harmony. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “They’re communicating with Philomena. In Marleborn,” explained Hyacinth. 
 
    “Jaden sit with us. Take our hands,” the sisters said in monotone voices that betrayed no punctuation. 
 
    Jaden looked at the others. 
 
    “You should do it,” Malory said. “You’ll understand why.” 
 
    Jaden sat on the floor between the two girls, facing his friends and the still-assembled curious. The twins held out their hands to Jaden, and he took hold of each one. Hilda, who was to Jaden’s right, grabbed his forearm, rather than the glove that covered his air hand. She was obviously seeking skin-to-skin contact with him. Then the two sisters reached out their other hands and completed the circle. 
 
    The room disappeared, and Jaden’s world spun into darkness. 
 
    He appeared in a room, seeing the world through someone else’s eyes. It was simple, white with only a table and a chair. After a moment, he realized that it wasn’t a room at all but a tower on a building with a roof over top, held up by four columns. The white walls were the cloudy skies in every direction. 
 
    “Don’t panic, alright?” said a woman’s voice. 
 
    Jaden turned his head, or the head of the person whose body he had occupied. Standing near him was Larisa. 
 
    “You’re in Philomena’s body,” she said. “She is still in control of her body, though she will react to your thoughts, such as your desire to turn her head. You will also be able to talk through her but it will be in her voice.” 
 
    “OK,” Jaden heard Philomena say, which had been his own thought. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Let me show you,” Larisa said. 
 
    She reached out and took Philomena’s hand leading her, and thus Jaden, over to the edge of the tower, giving them a view of Marleborn City down to the waterfront, which appeared to be half a league or so off. 
 
    Fires dotted the city’s core, and smoke rose lazily toward the sky. Down below, some distance from them, were interior city walls that looked like they were ancient. Soldiers patrolled along the walls, eyes glued to the streets beneath them. 
 
    “We’re in the Citadel right now, which was built when Marleborn was much smaller. It was, in fact, the original fort and palatine city of what was then called Laroche. For that reason it’s called the Citadel of Laroche.” 
 
    “I remember it,” Jaden said in Philomena’s voice. “It was between your parent’s house and the piers.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Larisa answered. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    Jaden listened and heard only the ocean nearby with the bickering of the seabirds, perhaps the distant creaking of ships rocking in the waves. But other than those sounds, silence. 
 
    “I don’t hear anything,” Jaden said. 
 
    “Because the city is empty,” Larisa explained. “The Noon Wraiths have won, and we had to evacuate the entire population, most of them to the borderlands on the edge of the great Southern Plains. Some traveled south to the Red Coast’s second city, Obsidia. But they have closed their gates to further refugees because they’re swamped.” 
 
    “How did you lose?” Jaden asked. “I thought that you were slowly clearing out the Noon Wraiths.” 
 
    “We were,” she replied. “But after the fall of God’s Bowl, Devourer regrouped Malabar’s garrison from there and sent them to attack Marleborn from the east. It was a revenge assault not meant to conquer the city. Their goal was to force us to relocate the city guard and citizen militia to defend the eastern wall from their attacks. While we defended the wall, the Noon Wraith ran rampant, spreading first through the popular quarters and the ports, and then through the rest of the city. We had no choice but to evacuate or our losses would have been much greater than they were.” 
 
    “Why are you still in the city then,” Jaden asked. 
 
    “We held off Malabar’s troops from here using catapults and archers. When they realized that the Noon Wraiths were unstoppable, and that we would be defeated by them, they broke off their siege and marched north. They sent some emissaries to Obsidia to spread the story that they had tried to help but that we, in our rebelliousness, refused to let them join the battle in the city and sealed our own fate. Anyway, by then it was too late for us to escape with the refugees. We’ve tried to break out of the city but with no luck.” 
 
    “You have to get out of there,” Jaden said. “The leadership of the city can’t be killed by Noon Wraiths.” 
 
    “I agree. In principle but, you know, it’s rather more complicated than that, Jaden.” 
 
    “Of course,” he replied. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “We need help with our refugees most of all. They are largely unarmed, have no shelter except what they can improvise, little food, and the fall rains will soon be upon us. If they go north they will be attacked by the Malabari garrison, which has blocked that route. And they can’t go south.” 
 
    “They want to kill everyone as an example,” Jaden said. 
 
    “That is clear, yes,” Larisa agreed. 
 
    Jaden used Philomena’s hands to reach out and take Larisa’s. Though she put on a brave face, he felt the tremble of fear in her.  
 
    She was also beginning to fade in his vision, as though the lights were growing brighter and causing the details to fade away. He was losing contact through Philomena. 
 
    “How are your parents? Captain Lucas?” 
 
    “Alive. For now. They’re all with me here.” 
 
    “We won’t abandon you,” Jaden said. 
 
    “…” Larisa said something else, but Jaden couldn’t hear it. It was as though someone had put their hands over his ears. 
 
    Then he was back in the common room. He looked up to the others, who were watching him. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Lily asked. 
 
    “Devourer struck first and the war has begun,” Jaden said. “I think we have a change of plans.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Malory asked. 
 
    Jaden glanced at the captive audience gawking at them from the doorway. Malory took the hint and spun on them. 
 
    “Out out out! This is a private discussion,” she shouted, clearing the room. 
 
    When everyone except for Jaden, Malory, Nathan, Hyacinth, Lily and the twins had left the room, they closed and locked the door. Jaden explained what he had seen and heard in Marleborn. The twins had seen it as well and added more details. 
 
    “I understand your concern,” Nathan said, “It is a terrible tragedy what is unfolding, but the priority must be the rescue of Headmaster. If we can save him, he can help us with Marleborn.” 
 
    “We don’t even know where he is,” Jaden reminded him. “What if we don’t find him or we find him and it’s too late.” 
 
    “You have the ability to track dragon’s eggs,” Nathan shot back. “Of course we will find him.” 
 
    “We’re going to Marleborn,” Hilda insisted. 
 
    “And you can’t stop us,” Tallulah finished. 
 
    “I agree with Nathan,” Malory said. “We need Headmaster or we’re done.” 
 
    “Maybe we should listen to what Jaden has to say,” Lily added. 
 
    “Everybody stop for a second,” Jaden interrupted, shutting everyone up. 
 
    He took a deep breath. “It’s true that I can sense the eggs’ location, more or less. I’ve never tracked one on its own before though. At God’s Bowl we had Captain Lucas to guide us most of the way there. And what if there are eggs in multiple locations? Or we can’t slip past the guards and into the Reliquary?” 
 
    “Nothing matters but Headmaster,” Malory said. “He is the key to the rebellion and to keeping the Hidden City hidden.” 
 
    “Hope is the key to the rebellion,” Jaden disagreed. “Hope and numbers. If we save Headmaster, but the defenders in the Citadel of Laroche are martyred we will look like a rebellion that cares more about one man than it does about an entire city. And others will be too afraid to stand up to Malabar.” 
 
    “Then we ask Melchior to send rebel troops to help in Marleborn. Or to send rebel troops to the Imperial Reliquary,” Malory argued. “We pick one based on where we can be most helpful.” 
 
    Jaden shook his head. “Both tasks require Seekers and we are the only Seekers with battle experience who are nearby who have fought the Noon Wraiths. The ones in the field, with the rebel groups, who are rescuing young Seekers, are unreachable. We are the only hope and we must make a difficult decision.” 
 
    Lily looked at him. “I will follow whatever you decide, Jaden. But I ask you now: are you sure that your instincts aren’t colored by your emotions?” 
 
    “You mean: am I guessing?” Jaden replied with a smile. “I am, but Headmaster is not. He came to me, as we traveled back to the Hidden City, and he told me that there would be difficult decisions like this that we would have to make. I believe that he knew and wanted us to do this.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Malory asked, still the most skeptical. 
 
    “Because he’s not a man who speaks in riddles. If he thought that rescuing him was our biggest priority above all others, he would have said: you must rescue me or the rebellion is lost,” Jaden said. 
 
    Jaden looked around the room at his friends.  
 
    No one argued with him. Most were nodding their heads in agreement. 
 
    “We must be known as the rebellion that saved the Defenders of Marleborn and her people because there is no sacrifice that we will not make to save the people of Malabar from Devourer and his armies. When people want to fight, they must look to us as the bravest. When people want help, they need to look to us as the most noble.” 
 
    “You have convinced me,” Nathan said. “However, now you must convince the executive committee of the Hidden City. They have not been to Marleborn and do not have the emotional ties that we do to the city and its people.” 
 
    “No, but they have ties to the success of the rebellion and to the defeat of Malabar,” Jaden replied and rose to his feet. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not,” Melchior said, slamming his hand on the massive table. 
 
    They were in the “strategy dungeon”, as Malory called it, next to the Bringan River, in a meeting with the city executive. It hadn’t been going well at all.  
 
    Jaden, Nathan, Malory and Lily were there. So, too, were the Red Coast twins. They had used their connection to their sister Philomena to “send” mayor Ariana to Marleborn for a tour with Larisa. Ariana now sat, looking pale in her chair at the end of the table, saying nothing. 
 
    “Our work in Marleborn, at God’s Bowl, has initiated an alliance with the Red Coast rebels,” Jaden reminded him. “That alliance will be key to our struggle against Malabar. You want to just throw that all away?” 
 
    “It won’t matter if Headmaster dies and the Hidden City is exposed. The Hidden City rebellion will be crushed ALONG WITH the Red Coast rebels,” Melchior asserted for what was perhaps the tenth time. “We cannot save them and to try is a foolhardy betrayal of our rebellion.” 
 
    The conversation was stuck in a circle, neither side convincing the other. 
 
    “Well, we are going to Marleborn,” Jaden shot back. 
 
    He had felt his temper rising for some time but had resisted any statement of open defiance, in the hopes that they would convince Melchior. No such luck.  
 
    He was impervious to all of their arguments and was fixated on the very real threat of what might happen with Headmaster. His position was becoming more and more entrenched. 
 
    “You have been given a direct order and you will obey it,” Melchior spat, his anger was, if anything, more elevated than Jaden’s. 
 
    “I will obey my conscience,” Jaden shot back. “If that means leaving the Hidden City rebellion and joining the Red Coast rebels, then so be it!” 
 
    “As will we,” said Hilda. 
 
    “To hell with the cowardly Hidden City rebels,” Tallulah finished. 
 
    Jaden saw out of the corner of his eye that his friends were looking from one to another.  None of them spoke against him, though they were clearly uncomfortable with the direction that the argument was headed. The insult by the impetuous and fiery twins wouldn’t help.  
 
    They seemed headed for an inevitable and permanent break that everyone was going to regret. 
 
    “Jaden and the others must go to Marleborn,” Ariana said in a flat voice. 
 
    “What?!” Melchior replied, jumping to his feet. 
 
    “If you had seen the things that I saw through the eyes of their sister,” Ariana said, referring to Philomena. “The bodies lie in the street in heaps, Melchior. They don’t even decay because the pollution of the Noon Wraiths keeps away even the flies. If the city is allowed to die that way, we won’t be far behind and there will be none to come to our rescue.” 
 
    “Maybe yes and maybe no,” Melchior said. 
 
    “Oh, shut up for a second, will you,” Cranston, the sullen, barked. 
 
    Jaden had noted the obvious dislike between the two men. He was certain that Cranston also had the same conservative position as Melchior but, in the interest of aligning himself with the mayor against Melchior, was willing to set aside principles. 
 
    “We need the Red Coast,” Ariana added, reaffirming Jaden’s argument. “We cannot afford to abandon them.” 
 
    “And what about Headmaster?” Melchior demanded. 
 
    “He has survived a thousand years. He shall endure, I have confidence.” 
 
    “While I agree with the sentiment,” Ixchel boomed, “our desires and sentiments are of no value here. Marleborn is more than two weeks from here by magrot. The Citadel will be conquered by then, and her defenders long dead.” 
 
    “We can send Seekers with the ability to fly,” Nathan suggested. 
 
    “Junior Seekers at the Academy will be of no use to you,” Ixchel continued. “They lack the training to use their powers. And I doubt that even the most experienced of you could fly half the distance to Marleborn. It is on the other side of the continent and several hundred leagues south.” 
 
    “Balloons,” Jaden interrupted and looked to Nathan. 
 
    “What?” Ariana asked. 
 
    “Nathan had a suggestion a few days ago, when we were discussing who to take for Headmaster’s rescue operation. The fireweed farmers around the Hidden City use balloons filled with fire-heated air to seed their fields. We could take two of those, ten people in each. A mix of rebel fighters and Seekers…” 
 
    “That’s madness. And the farmers will never hear of it,” Melchior interrupted. 
 
    Lily spoke up. “Sowing season is long over. We can promise the return of the balloons or their replacement. The farmers don’t want to be defeated by Malabar any more than the people of the city do. I’m sure that the right person can convince them.” 
 
    “Melchior, you shall round up a force of ten and take command of the expedition as a whole,” Ariana announced. 
 
    “I’m not a squad leader any longer,” he reminded her. “I’m a general. My place is…” 
 
    “Your place is leading key battles and as a representative of the rebellion. We need to send a signal to the Red Coast people that we consider their struggle as our own,” Ariana said. “Ixchel, you shall be responsible for requisitioning two of the largest fireweed balloons along with experienced flyers for each.” 
 
    “What’s the bloody battle plan, then?” Cranston piped up again from under his eyebrows. “If you’re going to fly all the way there, you can’t just plan by the speed of your shoes.” 
 
    Jaden nodded. “We shall fly into the Citadel and land the balloons behind her walls. Our fighters will help to hold the fort while we use the balloons to evacuate it. When everyone else has left, we leave as well.” 
 
    “I think we should take as many supplies as we can carry for the refugees,” Lily added. “Food, medicine, warm clothes and blankets.” 
 
    “Do you really think that will allow them to survive the winter in the fields, without a roof over their heads?” Melchior asked. 
 
    “No,” Jaden agreed. “Once the rescue is completed, I will take a team of Seekers northward in one balloon to find and rescue Headmaster. Melchior will stay with the refugees to help them build shelters for the winter and to coordinate the retaking of Marleborn from the Noon Wraiths.” 
 
    “Yes,” Nathan said. “If you can take control of the waterfront, the Wraiths don’t swim so your backs will be secure. You can push into the city from there and as it’s liberated, people can begin moving back in and helping with the sterilization process.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jaden agreed. “The Malabari troops have marched north, either back to the capital or to the city of Midrift, where there is a large garrison. They won’t head south again during the rainy season and the winter. They probably won’t even hear news until it’s too late.” 
 
    “This is madness,” Melchior reiterated, but the fight had gone out of his voice. 
 
    “We will have balloons ready in two days’ time,” Ixchel told them. “Select your troops and prepare them for the journey. We will meet in Drained Marsh, where fireweed is cultivated, near the seed co-op on the edge of town.” 
 
    Melchior stood, saluted the other generals and Ariana, then left without another word. 
 
    “The rest of you are dismissed, except for Jaden,” Ariana said. “Jaden, may we have a word?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. 
 
    “We’ll wait outside,” Malory whispered as they all headed for the door, the generals included. 
 
    When the room was empty, Ariana rose and began pacing. 
 
    “War is coming, Jaden, as you know. I have supported you in this because what you say makes sense, and because I too have had dreams of Headmaster. I believe this is what he wants us to do, as hard as the choice is. I’m sure you understand what it will mean if we lose Headmaster.” 
 
    Jaden nodded. “Yes, I do. Thank you for your support, Mayor.” 
 
    “I’m not finished,” she interrupted. “Don’t threaten to defy the rebel chain of command in the future. I know decisions are sometimes difficult, but…” 
 
    “With all due respect, Mayor, to both yourself and Melchior, he was wrong. What’s more, the Hidden City general staff hasn’t been tested in war. Even I know the difference between rebel raids to liberate Seeker students and leading a campaign to defeat a 1000-year-old empire. And it’s a lot.” 
 
    Ariana sighed. “Yes, we are lacking in experience, it’s true. Nonetheless, we must all march in the same direction.” 
 
    “At this moment we still have the luxury to test ourselves with lesser battles before the main battles begin. It’s only through trials by fire that we’ll know who is worthy to lead and whose judgment is wanting. I’ve seen Melchior in a fight and would trust him with my life in the midst of a battle, without question. He’s brave and canny. But I haven’t seen him lead a campaign to victory, nor the other generals. Because there have been no campaigns. Until they have, I won’t follow them without question.” 
 
    Ariana smiled. “You have the ethics and insubordination of a sewer urchin.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll take that as a compliment.” 
 
    “As you should. It also suggests that you’re going to be a constant pain in our behinds as your confidence grows.” 
 
    Grinning, he said, “I’ll also take that as a compliment.” 
 
    Jaden emerged from the stairwell to find his friends waiting for him. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not a Seeker of the Bulldog?” Malory asked with a smirk. 
 
    “I’m not, but my Dragon definitely is,” Jaden laughed and immediately felt a sharp jolt at the memory of Dracoseth, and his unknown fate. 
 
    Lily approached Jaden. “The last thing that Melchior said before storming off was that we couldn’t bring the dragons. He said that we couldn’t risk them against the Noon Wraiths.” 
 
    Jaden shook his head. Melchior was digging in his heels on every detail of the mission. It promised to be a difficult journey. Jaded needed to resist the dynamic of opposing everything that Melchior said or demanded or it would be a disaster. He took a moment to consider what might have been Melchior’s reasoning and to look past his first, negative reaction. 
 
    “He might be right,” Jaden replied. “We don’t know how they’ll do against supernatural creatures and neither you nor I have gone into battle with them before. We – and they – need more training.” 
 
    Lily didn’t look happy but accepted Jaden’s explanation. Jaden appreciated her support, though he himself wasn’t sure either if it was the right choice.  
 
    The dragons were natural predators and already fierce and powerful. On the other hand, they had no idea if the dragon’s powers would work at all against the Noon Wraiths. Certainly Dracoseth had said that Legendary Beast powers in general didn’t work against them, only by piercing them with their own quills could the Noon Wraiths be destroyed. Even Jaden’s fireballs left them unscathed and, at best, could knock them aside. 
 
    The only other way to hurt the Wraiths was by burning the ground, since the Noon Wraiths were basically fungus that grew beneath the soil. The Wraiths themselves were like flowers and seed pods rolled into one. The underground tendrils that generated the Noon Wraiths could be destroyed by heating the ground to a sufficient temperature and that would limit the range of the Wraiths, which required the tendrils, like a spider needs a web.  
 
    An ice and an air dragon would be no help in this regard, and their loss would be devastating. 
 
    The group made their way back to Seekers’ Slumber and began preparing for their journey. They had no idea how long they would be traveling and how long before they would be back at the Academy and in the Hidden City.  
 
    Their excitement of the journey ahead was tempered by their fears of what they would face, and their regrets to be leaving once again. Jaden and Nathan both sat in their rooms, having packed up their clothes. 
 
    “We just got back,” Nathan said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jaden agreed. “I miss this place and we’re still here. I even miss the marmosets that sit on my head while I’m sleeping.” 
 
    Nathan laughed. “I don’t know that I miss those little beasts.” 
 
    “You think we’ll ever get to properly finish our studies?” 
 
    “Perhaps going repeatedly into battle and surviving are our studies,” Nathan suggested. 
 
    Jaden laughed. “I was hoping that we’d get to spend more time in lectures, to be honest. Maybe practice our abilities in the morning when it’s cool, take a nap after lunch and then read in the evenings.” 
 
    Nathan laughed as well. “You were meant to be high born, Jaden of Lessertown.” 
 
    “Is that so bad?” 
 
    “It is when you’re not high born,” Nathan replied. 
 
    “Well, I don’t need all sorts of expensive things or servants or a palace. I just want to read books without mold growing on the pages and to relax with a full belly and no fear or anxiety,” Jaden explained. “Growing up in the sewers of Lessertown is a bit like what we’re doing now, constant struggle, always thinking about the battle to survive. Where will I get food today? Which merchant will hire me to sweep up or count inventory?” 
 
    “Rather different from fighting soul-sucking fungus creatures from another world, I would say,” Nathan replied. 
 
    “Ok, in the details it’s different, yeah, sure,” Jaden laughed again. “I mean in the sense of constantly facing challenges, never having time to think or meditate and enjoy life. When we arrived here – what was it, a year and a half ago? – I thought that kind of life was over, and I could take time away from basic survival. Seems like that’s what we’re still doing, even if it’s battling soul-sucking fungus creatures, instead of running away from city guards or rats or hunger.” 
 
    “Point taken, friend. The battle to save the world demands our attention. Later, I promise to buy you all the books you want.” 
 
    “Nice try, Nathan. We both know you have no money or lands any longer.” 
 
    “I suppose my life has changed rather more than yours then, hasn’t it?” Nathan said. 
 
    Jaden gave him a playful shove. “You’re a better person for it. Nate.” 
 
    “Nathan! Damn that Malory.” 
 
    As much as Jaden may have regretted the need to leave, so soon after having returned to the Hidden City, he found the following hours of waiting more difficult still.  
 
    He had spoken once more to Larisa in Marleborn, through the Red Coast twins, and told her that they were coming to help. While she expressed her obvious gratitude, it was clear that she was worn down from exhaustion and fear.  
 
    Things looked grim. It was unclear how much longer they could hold on in a 24-hour a day battle with the Wraiths. 
 
    Seeing the difficult situation and the terrible casualties they’d already suffered left Jaden fretting. They were ready to go and were just waiting on Ixchel to secure balloons and crews for the journey. None of them had a sense of how long the journey would even take, which made their desire to depart all the more pressing. No one had flown across the continent in a balloon before.  
 
    Jaden wasn’t even fully certain that it would work.  
 
    The balloons, after all, were only meant for short flights over farmers’ fields at a relatively low height. They would need to fly high to avoid being spotted by Malabari soldiers and spies.  
 
    What if they flew away from the planet and out toward the sun? Was that possible? 
 
    On the first morning after it had been decided that they would undertake the mission, Jaden bolted upright in bed.  
 
    Melchior sat silently across from Jaden, watching him. 
 
    “What are you doing…” Jaden began. 
 
    Melchior put a finger to his lips and indicated for them to take the conversation outside. Jaden dragged himself out of bed and glanced toward the window, where the moon was still visible, and the sun was not. If it was close to dawn, it was clearly not that close. 
 
    They walked down the hall and descended to the main floor. The building was silent. Even the marmosets were quiet for once, asleep in their burrows and nests.  
 
    Soon, they were outside in the cool night air, surrounded by the sounds of frogs and crickets. Nearby, Melchior’s horse quietly munched on the long grass on the other side of the path, next to the forest. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Jaden asked when they’d come to a halt. 
 
    “Ixchel has the balloons secured early. Things are proceeding quickly and everything is ready to leave this morning,” Melchior explained. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just wake us all when it was time to leave then? Why stare at me in my sleep? You know that’s creepy, right?” 
 
    “I’d only been there a few moments and was deciding whether or not to wake you. We still have a few hours,” Melchior replied. “But I wanted the chance to speak with you before we left.” 
 
    “Why?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “There was a lot of heat between us yesterday morning in our discussion,” he said. “I am to blame for much of it and for that I apologize.” 
 
    “The stakes are high,” Jaden said. “I don’t hold any grudges. Your view was perfectly reasonable, and you felt passionately about it.” 
 
    “And I feel likewise about yours, though I still disagree,” Melchior replied. “But we’re now going to be traveling together and my soldiers will look to me for leadership…” 
 
    “…and the Seekers will look to me,” Jaden finished. 
 
    “Exactly. That could cause some confusion and conflict when we encounter a difficult situation. Confusion costs lives in the midst of battle.” 
 
    “Your combat experience far exceeds mine,” Jaden replied. “As far as I’m concerned you are in charge in combat situations.” 
 
    “I appreciate that confidence, and I won’t betray it,” Melchior said. “I also sense a ‘but’ in your reply.” 
 
    “When we aren’t in the midst of combat, no decisions are taken without discussion.” 
 
    “There may be difficult decisions that have to be made.” 
 
    Jaden nodded. “And we must build a united leadership. That can only happen through trust, dialogue and experience.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” Melchior replied. 
 
    Jaden had thought a lot about the question of leadership, during and after God’s Bowl, and especially since the conflict with Melchior in the cellar. As he did so often, Jaden leaned on his experience in the sewers.  
 
    They were a ragtag bunch of desperate waifs, thieves, beggars and odd job providers, like Jaden. But when the sewers were attacked or in danger in any way, everyone knew their role and who to turn to. Nobody thought of it like a chain of command or a collective leadership or anything so grand.  
 
    But that’s what it was, and it had been built through years of common struggle and hardship. They just knew what to do, without even words being spoken or orders given. 
 
    After so long without any direct struggle against Malabar, too many of the rebel commanders reveled in their title, but didn’t seem to quite know what to do with it. Jaden had met many of them during his time at the Academy and while studying with Headmaster.  
 
    He knew that they all were committed to bringing down Malabar and freeing the peoples of the Empire. They could have pursued many other lives in the Hidden City, including lucrative ones that would’ve let them live in peaceful luxury.  
 
    But they’d chosen to be leaders of a rebellion, and a very weak one at that, because of their commitment to its principles. Long years of calm had dulled their instincts and instilled in them habits of routine and even bureaucratism. At least, it seemed so to Jaden, who still remained ‘high-strung’ from so many years of life on the edge in Lessertown. 
 
    Melchior himself had been brought into the senior leadership as a result of Headmaster lobbying for him, knowing that he was a combat commander of a rebel unit. There had been rumors of dissatisfaction with the choice to give him a senior commission. Melchior was less bureaucrat/manager and more warrior than most of the other senior command staff, which was what Headmaster felt was needed.  
 
    The return of a Dragon Seeker meant that war was coming, sooner or later. But he was throwing Melchior into a pool of people for whom routine and inertia were the more typical daily life. 
 
    “Are you at all excited?” Jaden asked, wanting to change the subject. “I mean, to go on a combat mission again.” 
 
    Melchior smiled. “Yes, I must admit that I am, though it feels a bit of a demotion. I miss the immediacy and the camaraderie, to be honest. It feels more real than filling out supply requisition forms.” 
 
    “Then why did you resist so strongly?” Jaden asked, shaking his head in confusion. 
 
    “Because I thought that you were wrong!” Melchior snapped. 
 
    His eyes flashed and his defensiveness returned. He seemed about to launch into another tirade about priorities but stopped himself. He closed his eyes and exhaled, his body visibly relaxing as he regained control over his temper. Then he smiled. 
 
    “I think I also was resisting changing plans for the sake of resisting changing plans. After all, I’d already filled out all the proper forms to requisition you for a trip to save Headmaster.” 
 
    Jaden laughed. “Well, I’m glad that you’re coming along and will be our battle commander.” 
 
    Melchior nodded but offered no other acknowledgment of Jaden’s compliment. 
 
    “You need to go wake the others now,” he said. “Ixchel is waiting at Drained Marsh and it’s a bit of a journey from here.” 
 
    Melchior turned and walked across the road to where his horse was tied to a tree. He mounted the horse and rode off down the path, toward the eastern exits from the park and the spoke road that led out of the city. From there he would ride out toward Drained Marsh and the fireweed plantations. 
 
    Jaden watched him for a moment, lost in thought.  
 
    The man was such a bundle of contradictions. A warrior who was quick to anger, but who had fallen into the habit of routine very quickly nonetheless. As much as he said himself to be looking forward to being back on the ground, in real combat, Jaden wondered if Melchior wasn’t burned out.  
 
    If that were so, could he be counted on to make the difficult decisions necessary in the middle of combat after all?  
 
    Jaden intended to stay true to his word, but would also remain alert in case Melchior had “gone moldy”, as they used to say in Lessertown’s sewers. 
 
    Shaking off his reverie, Jaden rushed back into Seekers’ Slumber to wake the others. He started with Lily, whom he knew would move silently through the female section of the dormitory to wake Malory and the twins.  
 
    Then he returned downstairs to wake Nathan, who was quick to rise, but extremely loud. Jaden wanted to get him out of the building as soon as possible, so as not to alert the other students. 
 
    As per agreement with Ariana and the rebel leadership, they had kept their plans a secret. They didn’t want the expedition to Marleborn to become common knowledge, not only because it would become a huge and disruptive buzz on the campus. There was also concern that some other students would petition to join it. 
 
    Almost two dozen students among them were from the Red Coast, including several from Marleborn itself. If they knew what was happening, it would be difficult to keep them from rushing home and many of them had very little training. They would be a danger to themselves and others. 
 
    They had, however, chosen four other senior Seekers to join them, so that there would be ten rebel soldiers and ten Seekers. Hyacinth was one of them, as she’d been in combat and been wounded when they’d set out for God’s Bowl. She was also a senior student with leadership experience.  
 
    The other three students were from a wide range of geographies, in order to not tip off the students as to their destination. There was Hamish Seeker of the Wolf Spider, who hailed from the capital city. Karine, a Seeker of the Barracuda, who had been a petite girl when she’d arrived from Midrift, but had since developed razor sharp teeth and lithe, dangerous muscles as her Seeker powers had grown. Finally, there was Roderic from Marleborn, who had been one of the first ten in the new cohort that had arrived a year and a half before Jaden, along with Hyacinth and Loren, who was still in Marleborn with Larisa. Roderic was a Seeker of the Hare, who could run almost as fast as Nathan and Hyacinth but could also hide as well as Lily. 
 
    Within fifteen minutes, the entire team of ten had assembled in the darkness outside of Seekers’ Slumber, with their bags slung over their shoulders. Though the air was thick with a palpable excitement, none of them spoke for fear of waking up the students asleep inside.  
 
    They set off down the road, along the same route that had been taken by Melchior. Jaden hoped that they would be able to reach the outskirts of the city by sunrise, where they could stop for breakfast in the woods, at the side of the road, and then continue on their way.  
 
    However, they had only traveled a few hundred paces when they found a pair of donkey-drawn wagons waiting for them. 
 
    These certainly weren’t luxurious coaches. Not like the ones that the Imperial Academy had used to transport Jaden and other candidate Seekers to Malabar City. These donkey wagons were meant for hay and manure transport, and hay bales were what they would use for seating.  
 
    Someone had left a courtesy basket of ripe apples in each cart for their breakfast. There weren’t even drivers to take them to Drained Marsh, presumably in the interests of security and secrecy. Jaden wondered if the drivers who had brought the wagons and left the sign that read “for Seeker excursion of 10”, had wondered why they were needed in the middle of the night. 
 
    “Doesn’t look too comfortable,” Jaden noted. “But it’ll be a lot quicker than walking.” 
 
    If anything, the secret, shoddy wagons increased the excitement and anticipation of the group. Jaden, Nathan and Malory had been on a lengthy expedition before, including battling supernatural beings and destroying a Malabari garrison.  
 
    No other member of their team had that experience. For them, this was the moment that they had been training for. The final four senior students whom they had chosen didn’t yet even know where they were going or what their goal was, only that they were finally fighting for the cause. Jaden took the opportunity to fill them in once they were well along the spoke road out of the city. 
 
    “My family is in Marleborn,” Roderic said with concern. “Don’t suppose you’ve heard word of them?” 
 
    Jaden shook his head. “No but perhaps the twins can ask their sister, who is still there. If they weren’t part of the city guard or rebel militia, I imagine they'd be among the refugees a half day outside of the city.” 
 
    “I hope so,” he replied. “My mom’s a leatherworker and my pa’s a cook for the stevedores on the piers.” 
 
    The others were buzzing with questions as they made their way in the rocking and jolting wagon. They wanted to know everything about the Wraiths, the Golems and the Archanoptera, and how they fought them. And, of course, they wanted to know their mission. 
 
    “Save the defenders in the Citadel, and then help the refugees to survive while we organize to retake the city, starting from the piers,” Jaden explained. 
 
    He didn’t tell them of his own plans to head north to find Headmaster afterward. He still intended to keep the numbers for that journey very small; likely just the original four of himself, Lily, Nathan and Malory.  
 
    They would need to enter the Reliquary covertly and hopefully free Headmaster before their presence was discovered. With Headmaster free of whatever magical bonds they’d placed on him, Jaden felt sure that they’d be able to fight their way out of the city without difficulty. Stealth would be the key to finding and freeing him. 
 
    They reached the eastern city gate, which they found open and abandoned, likely for the same reason that the wagons had been left for them. It was still dark, with the first hints of pink on the jagged horizon.  
 
    Jaden gazed up at the watchtower and spotted a fire lit. So the guards were there, but had been instructed to leave the gate open and stay inside. He wondered what they thought as well, of the strange order that they’d been given. 
 
    Outside of the gate, the road veered sharply north to avoid a massive swamp that came almost right up to the eastern city walls, acting like a natural defensive system. Of course, the danger to the Hidden City came from the west, where the cities – and armies – of Malabar were located.  
 
    Beyond the eastern mountains behind the Hidden City were only a few towns on a very jagged and inhospitable coastline. Between the eastern mountains and the Hidden City stretched only farmland and a few small farming villages that depended upon the Hidden City for a market to sell their goods as well as to purchase parts for their farming equipment and other manufactured supplies and goods smuggled in from the world outside. In other words, the east posed no threat whatsoever. 
 
    To the north of the gate was a dense forest of pine trees, through which the road passed with gentle curves around the large and ancient trees. The canopy of branches and needles only began high up, ten times the height of a normal man, so that they were unreachable without special spiked boots, like those worn by the lumberjacks, who felled the smaller pines on the south side of the Onyx before floating the logs into the city to be processed. 
 
    No marmosets lived here, and the birds, while loud with the rise of the sun, were invisible in the treetops. At the base of the trees, there was a constant “rainfall” of needles that increased when the wind came down out of the mountains or when actual rain or snow fell. Underneath the wheels of their wagons, they crunched and popped against the small, smooth stones that made up the surface of the road near the city. 
 
    The constant fall of the needles created a “pine desert” that was something to behold. There were tall dunes of brown needles that prevented anything from growing close to the ground. No other trees, no shrubs, not even brambles or determined weeds grew here. It also posed a fire hazard for the eastern edge of the Hidden City, with stories of destructive infernos from early in the history of the Hidden City. 
 
    A Pine Festival was held each year in early summer, before the heat had dried out the forest floor. Huge numbers would head out from the city to gather the needles far away from the city walls. The long needles would be woven expertly by thousands of fingers into smaller or larger sculptures that would be burned after a celebratory feast.  
 
    Once upon a time, this had been done on a rotating basis, but as the population of the city dwindled with the Great Defeat, it had become compulsory for the entire adult population every year. 
 
    The cushions of needles also created a kind of strange silence that ate all sound. Even the cacophony of the birds, during its peak at sunrise and sunset, seemed punctuated and contained.  
 
    Traveling as they were in late summer, the first league they passed along within the forest had been cleared only a few months earlier. The road was still visible, and there were even some vain but noble attempts by other vegetation to take root in the soil. The autumn rains would put their efforts to an end, as they brought down a deluge of needles that would smother the few and the brave. 
 
    Beyond the boundary of where the needles had been removed, they suddenly faced massive drifts of them. Beyond the road, on either side, it was completely impassible. It was said that anyone who tried to wade through the needle drifts was swallowed up as surely as a person who fell into the sucking mud on the edges of the enormous swamp.  
 
    Some even believed that dark and hungry creatures lived beneath the heaps of needles, waiting for careless travelers. They were rumored to snatch the unwary by the ankles and pull them into their underground burrows, like land-bound moray eels. 
 
    This area of the forest was silent and eerie. The ambiance was so oppressive that the Seekers, who had been very talkative as they rode in their two wagons, quieted. The needles may or may not have concealed hungry creatures, but it was certain that the forest ate all sound and silenced travelers. 
 
    Finally, they emerged free of the pine forest and into the sloping meadows and farmland of the foothills. The fields with wild grass had long since dried and the flowers withered. But on the cultivated fields in the lower meadows, there was green, along with bright yellow sunflowers, red poppies and shimmering fireweed. 
 
      
 
    At the edge of the forest, the road split into three directions, turning north to follow along the frontier of the forest and toward northern pass that traversed the highest and northernmost mountain, known as Dagger. No one had traveled it in centuries and it was believed to be impassable once it reached and began climbing Dagger. Another road continued east, directly through the large meadowlands that ended at the center of the range of the Eastern Mountains. Along one side of this road grew an endless wall of sunflowers, while on the lower, southern side of the road, there grew another wall of poppies. 
 
    Finally, there was the third road, which descended along the sloped meadow toward the wide river that was known as Onyx because of its reflective, dark waters. The water of the Onyx fed the farmland and reached the Hidden City, carrying logs and even some barges. One branch of the river passed through a wide, barred tunnel into the city itself, while the main branch ran around the City, skirting its southern borders, before merging again with its tributary on the western side. 
 
    Headmaster had told Jaden, that when the city was built, they had created the massive, barred tunnel through which the “Little Onyx” entered the city. Only later did they realize that it had been a waste of effort and time, as no attacking army could pass around the City in order to sneak in by river boat from the east. Since then, the bars had been left to the slow erosion of rust and the Onyx’ strong current. Several had been cut to allow the logs harvested on the southern shore to pass freely into the city. 
 
    They traveled down the road, along the edge of the pine forest, past the poppy fields on their left as they made their way to the bottom of the valley. In the distance, next to the Onyx, lay a farming community known as Drained Marsh. It wasn’t a name so much as a description for the very flat land along the northern shore of the Onyx river. This strip of land had been a swampland when the Hidden City was first built. Later generations had constructed walls upriver to prevent spring overflow, so that the marshland was drained. Beneath the waters they found the richest, blackest soil imaginable. 
 
    This soil was perfect for the fireweed plant. Not only was it rich in nutrients to feed the crops, the dampness of the soil, which never fully rid itself of its swampy character, meant that the fireweed’s natural and repeated burns through the course of its lifecycle, didn’t spread.  
 
    If it had done so, the dried pine needle dunes to the west and north would have made fireweed cultivation exceedingly dangerous. 
 
    As they approached the town, the poppy fields came to an end as the land leveled out. The large, delicate flowers of the poppy were replaced by the spiny, purple and yellow flowers of the fireweed that looked like a cross between a cantaloupe melon and a sea urchin.  
 
    These plants grew to a height taller than a man, with razor sharp thorns covering everything, including the large flowers. It required special skill to harvest the fireweed flower, but it was well worth it as they produced a food source that had been the basis of the Hidden City’s diet for centuries. It could be sliced and grilled like meat or dried and ground into a flour that made a dense bread that was nutritious enough for a person to survive on. 
 
    The plant was an annual and the fields had to be sown every year to grow a new crop. The sowing was even more dangerous than harvesting the prickly plants.  
 
    In the olden days, farmers would ride through the fields at top speeds, tossing seed pods over their shoulders. When the pods struck the ground, they exploded in a hot geyser of flame that spread the seeds across the field. These seeds were small with sharpened spirals on either end. The explosion of the pod sent them in every direction and the spiral allowed them to travel great distances. They held onto the heat of the explosion and when they struck the ground, the spin of the “hook” caused seeds to dig into the earth, aided by the heat of the seed, which burned everything it touched. An exploding seed pod could also kill a careless farmer. 
 
    As a result of the danger, and the high mortality rate amongst farmers, they had devised an ingenious way to sow their fields. They would take the seed pods up into large balloons filled with air heated by burning the dried stalks of the previous year’s harvest. They would then drop the seed pods onto the fields at regular intervals, ensuring that the entire field was sown and that no one was killed in the process. 
 
    The sowing happened many months earlier, in early spring when the ground was at its wettest. The massive, juicy flowers were approaching the time to harvest, which meant that the balloons were unnecessary until after the winter months had passed. 
 
    Jaden and the others came around the last field before the river, which the road traced. The buildings that made up the town were visible as was the massive warehouse structure housing the farmers’ balloons and baskets.  
 
    The colorful orbs of the inflated balloons bobbed above the high-domed, stone roof of the balloon warehouse. Jaden noticed that the entire town was, in fact, made out of the hand-sized flat stones, like slate, that could be found everywhere in the foothills.  
 
    They passed through the town, which was mostly just buildings to store or service farming equipment. For several generations the fireweed farmers, distinct from other farmers, had lived inside the walls of the Hidden City. Just as the sowing prior to the balloons had led to fatalities every season, so too did living next to the fireweed fields.  
 
    On most sunny days, the plants sweated a sap that caught fire, turned to a gas and which then spread the flames. The fire eliminated all plant competitors from growing in the fields but left the thorny plants untouched. 
 
    From mid-summer till autumn, one could see the shimmering, almost invisible flames moving like the waves of the ocean, across the fireweed fields. The heat could be almost unbearable, even inside stone structures.  
 
    Anyone who wandered too close could suffer terrible, even fatal, burns if the breeze turned their way. It was not the place to raise a family, even if it did produce a local staple that was highly prized. 
 
    As they came around the warehouse building Jaden got a clearer view of the full scale of the balloons and their baskets. They had been emptied of their sowing equipment and the safe storage boxes of the fireweed seed pods. These were lined with rows of soft, cotton “nests” to prevent unintended explosions, which would set off other pods and bring down a balloon. Without these the baskets could easily fit fifteen to twenty adults, even lying down. 
 
    Suspended above the baskets were platforms with metal boxes almost the same size as the baskets. These were braziers used for burning dried fireweed plants. When they were alive and growing, it was impossible to ignite the plant itself, but when it had been harvested and dried, it burned at high temperatures with no smoke. It was perfect for heating the air used to fill the balloon and give it lift. 
 
    Arriving at the point of lift-off, Jaden spotted Melchior directing his soldiers to carry tightly bound bundles of dried fireweed. They were loaded into a large box with a geared lift that would feed fuel into the fire in the box at regular intervals to keep the balloon afloat. Jaden knew all this from his reading about fireweed agriculture, otherwise all the strange machinery would have been a mystery to him.  
 
    Ixhcel was consulting with a farmer, behind whom stood a group of six men and women. They wore full bodysuits, including hoods and facemasks. Their eyes were covered with goggles of leather and tinted glass. Jaden could barely tell who was a man and who was a woman. 
 
    “Quite the creations, aren’t they,” Melchior said. 
 
    “Those seed pods must produce quite the explosion to make it worth going to such lengths.” 
 
    “Indeed they do. They still produce one or two fatalities every year, from mishandling,” Melchior replied. 
 
    Jaden nodded, impressed. “Maybe we ought to bring some with us, just in case we run into trouble.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” Melchior replied. “I’ll talk to Ixchel and the master agronomist to see if they can spare any. Meanwhile, get your people helping load up the fireweed bundles so that we can take off before the morning heat ignites the fields.” 
 
    Jaden did as Melchior suggested and led his Seekers to the nearby storage building from which the soldiers were unloading bundles of fuel for the flight. The soldiers greeted them amicably, before continuing their tasks with discipline, much more so than Jaden’s lot.  
 
    Melchior had chosen soldiers with raiding experience, ones he knew wouldn’t panic in a fight. They were used to combat, which put a premium on efficient movement and focusing on the task at hand.  
 
    The Seekers, on the other hand, wanted to discuss everything that they saw, how the bundles felt to carry, how they would be used in the balloon machinery. They treated the expedition like a school study group. 
 
    “You lot never shut up, do ya,” one of the soldiers, a girl name Brid with a deep scar on her forehead, said to Jaden. 
 
    “Rarely,” Jaden replied. “Makes me think we should include a course on shutting up as part of our training.” 
 
    Brid laughed and shared the joke with the other rebel soldiers, who joined in but never slacked their pace as they did so. They remained focused always on their assigned task. 
 
    “What did you say that was so funny?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “Show them how many loads of fireweed you can carry and watch them stop laughing,” Jaden told him, instead of answering his question. 
 
    Nathan shrugged and strode over to a tall pile of bundled fireweed. Casually, he picked up a stack of more than twenty bundles, twice as tall as himself, and carried them to the nearby balloon.  
 
    As Jaden predicted, the soldiers stopped laughing and their jaws dropped. He smiled to himself. 
 
    “What are you grinning about?” Lily asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Just sharing some of our weaknesses and strengths with the rebel soldiers. They’ve never fought beside Seekers before.” 
 
    With ten Seekers on the task, the balloons were quickly fueled. As the last of the bundles were loaded onto the baskets, and they began to board, Jaden went to meet with the master agronomist and Ixchel. 
 
    “So, you’re the Dragon Seeker, are you then?” the master agronomist said as he offered Jaden his hand. 
 
    “I am. Yes,” Jaden replied self-consciously. 
 
    “The prophesied sign of the end of the wars or whatever. Pretty heavy pack to carry, no?” 
 
    “I suppose. Not like I wake up thinking I’m anything other than hungry and have to go pee, just like everyone else,” Jaden replied. 
 
    The agronomist let out a booming laugh and turned to the crew in their strange uniforms. “In case you were wondering what makes the Dragon Seeker here different from you, it ain’t his morning routine. He goes for a pee first thing just like you lumps.” 
 
    When the agronomist said it, it sounded even funnier, and Jaden joined in the good-natured laughter of the agronomist and his crew. Ixchel looked a little off put by the mirth, especially as it was at the expense of a Seeker’s prestige. Seekers were part of the rebel army and therefore not to be mocked.  
 
    Jaden didn’t mind. Gentle mocking was the best compliment as far as he was concerned. When people treated you with cringing respect to your face, it was because they disrespected and disliked you behind your back. 
 
    The balloon crews boarded the balloons and climbed up into the boxes in their protective gear. The fires had been burning since the night before, to inflate the balloons, which were trying to pull the baskets into the air. They were only prevented from doing so by the heavy ropes that were tied to a series of large boulders arranged in a circle around the field.  
 
    The fire managers, as the six workers in full-body suits were called, worked within the giant braziers of fire, arranging and stacking the bundles, maintaining the maximum efficiency of the fire or dampening it if it was time to let the balloon settle toward the ground.  At the moment, they were all in the boxes, stoking the fires to grow. Once they were in the air, only one at a time would remain in the box. 
 
    “Don’t you think you should have two at a time in there?” Jaden asked. “In case one of them is hurt.” 
 
    The agronomist snorted. “If one of them is hurt it’s coz they’re dead. And if one of them is dead, they’re both dead. No point in losing two fire managers when one will do.” 
 
    “OK,” was the only response that came to Jaden’s mind. 
 
    He could only imagine the danger of the job. The high mortality rate, made them flippant about the possibility of death. He was, in any case, glad that they were now ready and that the fires were burning at full throttle.  
 
    Jaden approached Melchior before boarding his own basket. “I’m still not certain about putting your soldiers in one basket and my Seekers in another. Shouldn’t we mix them? We’re going to be fighting together, after all. They should get to know one another.” 
 
    Melchior shook his head. “When we’re in the air, we’re not fighting anything except boredom. I need to maintain the discipline and morale of my soldiers. The Seekers have their own rituals and forms of discipline. When we go into battle, we’ll make them work together but if they are just lying about, they’ll imbue each other with the worst habits for each other’s functioning.” 
 
    Jaden wasn’t certain that was true but didn’t want to start their expedition with an argument. He saluted Melchior, shook his hand and then did the same with Ixchel. Then he boarded the balloon with the other Seekers. 
 
    “How do we steer this thing?” Malory asked as the agronomist and Ixchel hacked apart the ropes holding each balloon to the ground.” 
 
    “I’m guessing that once we’re in the air, the fire managers will do that. But probably a lot will just depend on the wind.” 
 
    As they began to rise in the air, Malory licked a finger and held it up. “Feels like it’s blowing the right direction more or less, anyway. Should take us over the southern edge of the Hidden City and west toward the vega.” 
 
    The Seekers settled in and were sprawled around the bottom of the basket, avoiding the areas where there was machinery. The walls of the basket were up to Jaden’s shoulder, which allowed him to peek over the edge, but also to crouch down and shelter from the wind. 
 
    The large fire platform above was at a high enough distance that they didn’t feel the heat of the fire burning within the box. They’d also be safe from rain, should the sky open up.  
 
    Jaden noted that one of the smaller seed pod cabinets had been put back into the basket and secured against the wall. It was locked shut to keep anyone from foolishly opening it and sending the explosive pods rolling around the floor of the basket. 
 
    Arriving at the front of the basket, Jaden gazed over at the city below. It was as he remembered it from the dream that he shared with Lily, after Morgana had bitten her. If anything it was more spectacular, with parts of it covered beneath fluffy clouds painted in bright shades of new dawn. 
 
    “It’s just like I remember,” Lily said. 
 
    “From our dream,” Jaden replied. 
 
    “Yes,” she said and smiled, looping her arm through Jaden’s. 
 
    He looked at her. “You remember?” 
 
    She shrugged mysteriously and kept gazing out at the city that was passing under their feet. Jaden opened his mouth to continue pursuing what Lily remembered, but decided it wiser to keep his mouth shut. There would be another moment. 
 
    “It looks different when you’re not focused on flying and can just enjoy it,” he said. 
 
    Lily pointed to the gap between the mountains that was straight ahead and to the south. “One of the fire managers told me that the air moves in that direction unless there’s a storm from the west. When they’re sowing the seed pods they’re always fighting against the natural air flow that wants to take them out toward the Southern Plains.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad that we won’t have to fight it in that case,” Jaden replied. “One less thing to worry about.” 
 
    “Do you think that we’ll be able to save the people in the Citadel in Marleborn?” Lily asked. 
 
    Jaden closed his eyes and let himself feel the breeze on his face. Up so high it was cold enough that the chill burned his skin. It felt nice and, for just a moment, he simply enjoyed the present. 
 
    He opened his eyes and turned to Lily. “We have to save them. The future of the rebellion depends upon it. Even more than what happened at God’s Bowl.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “We chose the battle at God’s Bowl. Devourer chose this one to destroy one wing of the rebellion and to destroy the possibility of unity.” 
 
    Lily moved closer to him. “Then we will win at Marleborn too.” 
 
    He wished that he could be so certain. 
 
    Looking to their right, Jaden saw the other balloon traveling parallel to them. It was indeed impressive.  
 
    The balloon itself was the colors of fireweed flowers, setting itself off dramatically from the blue skies. It occurred to him that such vivid colors, while beautiful, could be a problem for them when they entered Malabar proper and floated above the Southern Plains. They would have to fly high and hope for clouds.  
 
    They would have to rely on the strong possibility that likely no one over whom they would be passing would have seen balloons of such size before. Something so strange might not even register in the minds of people who saw them as anything at all, other than as a distant bird. 
 
    Those would be problems for the next day and beyond. For the moment, they could enjoy the sights.  
 
    Beneath them, the Hidden City rolled like a child’s model, except for the visible people who were moving about, living their lives like insects. A few stopped, pointing at them. Jaden and Lily laughed at their obvious wonderment and waved back, wondering what they would tell their friends and family that night over dinner.  
 
    They passed over the Crystal Palace in the center of the city and marveled at its sparkle, which seemed to pulse. It truly was a beautiful city that Headmaster and his early followers had created as a point of resistance, within the black heart of Malabar. 
 
    After perhaps an hour they had left the Hidden City behind them. Jaden watched as the enchantment’s effects took hold and the Hidden City faded from view. As though a mirror had been slid in front of it, the magic reflected back the surrounding landscape and concealed what lay behind the mirror. The effect was seamless, and Jaden found the power of Elven magic deeply impressive.  
 
    He had looked toward the City from beyond the radius of enchantment and not seen it several times before, from the first time he arrived to his last return after God’s Bowl. But he had done so from ground level, whilst traveling at normal ground speeds. To see it from the air, from a balloon flying with the speed of the wind, was something else entirely. 
 
    Jaden looked around at his comrades aboard the basket. They too were awed by the sight. Only the fire managers seemed disinterested, perhaps having witnessed the wonders of flying in a balloon many times before. They may have even seen the disappearance of the city behind the enchantment that Headmaster had wrought, using Elven magic. Or it was possible that they were simply busy and focused on their work. 
 
    Once they had lifted from the ground, two of the three fire managers had left the third in the fire brazier to stoke and manage the flames. The other two worked the navigation controls along the rear of the basket. They were quite complicated and involved a series of flaps that extended like rudders from the rear and beneath the basket.  
 
    The fire managers calculated the angle of desired direction, measured the wind speed and direction, wrote out a complex formula, and then turned a series of wheels of various sizes to achieve the navigational effect that they wanted. Intermittently they would hold up a sextant to check their location and direction, then make adjustments to the wheels again. 
 
    By the time that night fell, they’d reached the mouth of the eastern mountain, which some called the Lips of the Teeth, the teeth being the mountains and the lips being the rolling, ancient foothills that curved upward like a smile at the north and south ends of the pass into the mountain range. 
 
    With the mountains well behind them, they now had a view in all directions. This too was breathtakingly spectacular. It seemed that the whole world was visible from the balloon.  
 
    Jaden could see the blue-white mushroom shaped cloud for which Midrift was famous. It was the result of large-scale burning of the stubble in fatgrass fields, to prepare them for next year’s sowing. Already harvested for the season, the fatgrass seeds would have been ground into a waxy flour used for pastries and bread. 
 
    Jaden had never visited Midrift but knew of it from traders and merchants that brought the light, fluffy bread to the Lessertown market. They bragged that Midrift was the most beautiful city in the realm, which was why it was located right in the middle of the Empire, so that it was equally accessible to everyone.  
 
    As a young lad, Jaden had believed them and wanted to visit, but when he’d grown older he found out that it was, in fact, a bold-faced lie. Midrift was indeed important because of its production of bread and flour, but the city itself was famous for how ugly it was. The most beautiful part of the city was the mushroom cloud, which locals sarcastically called “Midrift City Hall.” “Where all your dreams go up in smoke.” 
 
    They had no intention of getting close to Midrift. There was a very large garrison there, bolstered by the garrison at God’s Bowl. The last thing that they wanted was to be spotted by a city guard in the towers.  
 
    Jaden was no expert in archery, but he didn’t want to find out if Malabar’s longbow archers could reach the height of a balloon. 
 
    And so the fire managers adjusted the wheels again, to send them out into the heart of the Southern Plain. On the edges of the Plain, near the coasts, and at the north and south perimeters, where the Plain broke up into small stands of trees and then larger forests, there were a number of population centers. But the center of the Plain housed no permanent settlements, only the criss-crossing roads tromped by merchant nomads carrying their wares by the shortest possible routes to their intended markets.  
 
    These were not people who looked up and even less, people with the kinds of weaponry capable of reaching the sky. It was the safest route. Once they reached the center of the Plain, they would turn south by south-west, drifting slowly toward the Red Coast and its capital city of Marleborn. 
 
    But that was likely not till tomorrow. For now, the sun was falling behind the distant horizon, like a candle behind a ball.  
 
    The stars were blinking into being and the moon grew in brightness. The fire managers had locked the navigation wheels in place and both had tied strings from the wheels to their big toes as they lay down to sleep on the floor of the basket. If the wind pushed them too far off course, the wheels would turn and tug their toes, waking them.  
 
    The third fire manager came down from the fire brazier and removed her hood and goggles. She and Jaden made eye contact, and she smiled at him. Her face was red and sweaty, with dark soot stains everywhere that hadn’t been protected by her outfit. 
 
    “We won’t settle to earth during the night then?” Jaden asked, nodding with his chin toward the brazier. 
 
    The woman stripped off her outfit without embarrassment and prepared to slouch on the basket floor in her undergarments. 
 
    “Ain’t you a Dragon Seeker, then?” she laughed. “Thought you’d be able to give us a lift if we needed it while I slept.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know that I was expected to…” 
 
    She laughed and was joined by the two others, whose eyes were closed but were obviously still awake. “Just yanking your foot there, Seeker. Don’t you worry, I’ve put enough buns in the oven to keep us till breakfast. If we start to sink I’ll taste it and wake up.” 
 
    “Oh, ok,” Jaden said. “That’s great. Sleep well.” 
 
    He smiled and then turned away from the woman, sticking out his tongue to taste the air, like a snake. Or a fool, he thought. He assumed that she was pulling his other foot, but then he did notice a different sort of flavor to the air that he hadn’t paid attention to previously. It reminded him of how he used the ability to smell things acutely to help guide him. 
 
    The sun set completely and the balloons slowed with the dying of the twilight winds. The young night was silent all around him.  
 
    The Seekers had mostly laid down to sleep as well, other than a few that silently looked up at the stars, in a sky so full of them that it looked smeared by light in some places. The only real sound came from above in the fire brazier, where the dried fireweed bundles crackled and popped from time to time, their reflected light flicking inside of the balloon above them. 
 
    Jaden looked again to his right and saw their companion balloon was also flickering with firelight. He also saw Melchior standing in the bow of the basket, looking over at Jaden. He silently waved and Jaden returned the greeting, then Melchior disappeared below the wall of the basket, presumably to sleep.  
 
    Sleep sounded good right about now. Jaden walked over to his bag, onto which he had tied a blanket. He pulled it free and then lay on the floor of the basket, laying the blanket on top of himself.  
 
    He stared at the sky visible at the edges of the basket, beyond the fire brazier and tried to find recognizable constellations, without much luck. Without realizing it, he fell asleep. 
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    For three days and three nights they floated south by south-west, across the Southern Plains and toward the besieged city of Marleborn. Jaden and the others settled into a kind of strange routine of life aboard the enormous basket.  
 
    Much of the time was spent walking around the basket in circles and talking, as though out for a stroll in the park. With the air temperature of higher altitudes dropping close to freezing at night, and not that much higher during the day, they needed to keep moving in order to stay warm. 
 
    For Malory, Hilda and Jaden, Seekers who could fly, it was a problem solved relatively easily. They stretched their wings and got their blood flowing by flying circles around the balloons. Jaden stayed close to the balloon, out of a sense of obligation to share the difficult conditions.  
 
    Meanwhile, Malory and Hilda flew low to the ground below, where the temperatures were warmer. It wasn’t so easy for those Seekers who couldn’t fly nor, obviously, for the rebel soldiers and the fire managers. The fire managers, at least, could take turns stoking the brazier that kept the balloons aloft. 
 
    On the morning of the fourth day, an argument broke out between Hamish and Karine, which almost descended into physical violence. Hilda and Tallulah also had a screaming match related to Hilda’s trips down to warmer temperatures.  
 
    In both cases Jaden had to intervene to put a stop to the arguments. It was clear that if they waited another three days to relieve the conditions somehow, someone would almost certainly come to blows. 
 
    With peace restored for the moment on their balloon, Jaden leapt over the side of the basket and circled around his own balloon several times to clear his mind. Then he angled toward the other balloon, which carried Melchior and the rebel soldiers. He had visited them two days prior.  
 
    At that point, things had been fine and there’d been no major conflicts. But things change. 
 
    Jaden landed on the deck of the other basket and immediately felt the same intense energy there that he’d left behind on his own balloon. Faces were grim and the soldiers were slapping hands together or against their own arms to keep warm. No one was speaking. Melchior approached Jaden and was clearly in a foul mood. 
 
    “I’m guessing that things are going about the same as on our balloon,” Jaden said. 
 
    “Yeah, you could say that. Too cold to sleep, too small to move about much. At least not enough to escape looking at each other’s miserable faces. Brid got into it with Dan’l and threw his provisions over the side last night, as a prelude to tossing him overboard. I nipped it in the bud before it got that far and made Brid share her provisions with him as punishment.” 
 
    “Sounds like things are even worse here then. Or maybe our fighters knew there was not much point tossing provisions over as one of our flying Seekers would just bring them back,” Jaden replied. 
 
    Jaden sighed and looked around at the grim expressions and soldiers with hoods pulled up and hands stuffed into sleeves, staring at their feet. It was obvious what needed to be done. 
 
    “Maybe we should set down,” he said. “Let people warm up and move around a bit.” 
 
    Melchior nodded. “Been thinking the same thing. Based on our map, I’d say we have another four days ahead of us till we reach our destination. Let’s set down for a few hours today, then again in two days. That’s all the cold and boredom our people seem to be able to stand.” 
 
    Jaden agreed and returned to his balloon, where he relayed the message to the fire managers. Through a series of complex hand signals, the fire managers communicated with their compatriots on the other balloon. The goal was to coordinate their descents so that they didn’t land ten leagues apart.  
 
    It took several hours as the fire managers gently released small amounts of heated air from vents in the balloons. They needed to make a soft landing and be careful that the balloons didn’t lose too much buoyancy, or it would take a full day to refill them. 
 
    In the late afternoon, they finally landed. With a scraping thud, the basket met the earth and dragged along it, until the fire managers were able to catch an anchor securely in the soft earth of the grasslands.  
 
    They hadn’t even stopped yet when the passengers of both baskets leapt out onto the ground; some of them went on their knees and dramatically kissed the ground. Jaden watched in amusement as they staggered about like drunkards, unused to the solid, unmoving earth. Once Jaden felt sure-footed enough himself, he too joined the others in the long, dry grass of the Plains. 
 
    Melchior approached Jaden and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Much better, eh? A couple hours of running about, and we should be right as rain again.” 
 
    “Should we send out a hunting party?” Jaden asked. “I saw a small herd of antelope as we were coming down. Fresh meat over a fire would do wonders and be the icing on the cake.” 
 
    “We don’t have days to track antelope,” Melchior said. “But maybe you could take out some of your flyers and bag one for us. That’d be more than enough.” 
 
    “Right away,” Jaden said. 
 
    He found Malory and Hilda, the other two flyers amongst the Seekers, and they readily agreed. None of them had much skill with bow and arrow but they had the element of surprise. It was decided that they would choose an antelope and then dive at it with their swords. As they were preparing to depart, Lily walked over to join them. 
 
    “I’ve been told that you’re going to hunt some antelope,” Lily said. “You should take me with you.” 
 
    “Why would we do that?” Hilda asked, ever petulant. “You don’t fly.” 
 
    “Have you ever hunted an antelope from the air before? Or from the ground?” Lily asked. 
 
    Hilda shook her head and stared at her feet. 
 
    “Have any of you?” 
 
    “You know the answer, Lily,” Malory said. “What’s your proposal?” 
 
    “I can communicate with antelope. They’re related to deers,” Lily replied. “Every herd has its weak and frail members, who are eaten by predators. Here in the Plains the predators are prairie cats and long-tailed bears. I will offer them our balloons as an escort to the River Edyll in return for one of their weaklings. It’s on our way anyway and will only mean flying low for one day across empty Plains.” 
 
    “You won’t hear me complaining about flying in warmer air,” Malory said. 
 
    “Why would they sacrifice a life for us willingly?” Jaden asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    “Because for antelope the herd is everything. Their individual consciousness is weak,” Lily explained. “We can guarantee to them that only a weak antelope is sacrificed and not a young buck or breeding female, which would weaken the herd.” 
 
    Jaden couldn’t help but think about Headmaster and wondered if that’s what they were doing with him, in effect. Not that he was weak. Through his magical abilities he was still in his prime, even at 1,000 years old. But he had become a point of weakness and danger for the rebellion because of his capture by Malabar.  
 
    Were they choosing to sacrifice him in order to “save the herd”, that is, the rebellion? Jaden hoped not.  
 
    He hoped that while their plan was a gamble, it would allow them to have the best of both worlds and not have to sacrifice anything. Still, regardless of his hopes, Jaden was enough of a realist to know that hope counted for little. 
 
    Jaden shook off the thought. “I think that’s a good idea,” he said. “Let’s give it a try.” 
 
    Lily stepped up to Jaden and wrapped her arms around his neck, while he wrapped his around her waist. He closed his eyes for a moment and felt his wings extending from his back and smelled their sizzling electricity.  
 
    With a small leap, they were both in the air and rising. He looked beside him, where Malory was also climbing, her eagle wings extended from her back. 
 
    Malory made eye contact with Jaden, indicated toward Lily with her arms around him, and rolled her eyes. Jaden scowled at Malory, which only made her laugh and then she dove away from him, heading off in the direction where they’d seen the antelope. It annoyed him that Malory ruined how wonderful it felt to have Lily so close by making it a silly teenage game. 
 
    Once they’d gained enough altitude, they were able to coast on the breeze that blew at a steady pace across the grasslands. They flew quickly and Jaden enjoyed both the feeling of the wind on his face and of Lily’s cheek so close to his own.  
 
    He could smell her hair and reveled in the feeling of her strong arms on him, as much as the feeling of holding her waist with his own arms. He broke from the reverie and shot a glance toward Malory to see if she was watching and mocking. But she was studiously looking straight ahead and not at him. 
 
    To Jaden’s left was Hilda, who struggled to keep up. As a Seeker of the Sea Bat she could certainly fly, making sharp, darting turns that could be incredibly useful in battle. But for an extended flight, she lacked the ability to let the movement of air keep her aloft while she did little besides shift the angle of her wings.  
 
    Although Jaden’s wings were in many ways akin bat wings, they were long and broad enough to act like the gliding wings of an eagle or albatross. His flight required very little effort, unless he was trying to reach maximum speeds. 
 
    They had only been in the air for a short while when they spotted the antelope herd in the distance. The herd was on the move but, strangely, not traveling anywhere. They ran in a series of concentric circles, each one in the opposite direction. Jaden alerted Lily and angled himself so that she could have a better view. 
 
    “There’s predators. And they’re surrounded, I’d say,” Lily said and then pointed. “At least two antelopes are down. I wonder why they’re not being allowed to run away.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “Prairie cats hunt in groups of six to eight, typically,” Lily explained. “They coordinate to catch one, maybe two antelope and then eat, letting the others escape. They don’t need more than that and it’s not like they can take it with them.” 
 
    “Human nomads?” Jaden suggested. 
 
    “Watch out!” Malory shouted from nearby and went into a sharp, twisting dive. 
 
    At the last second, Jaden caught the sight of a long spear hurtling right at him and rolled away from it, almost dropping Lily in the process. When he regained control, he looked from where the spear had come. 
 
    “Archanoptera,” Jaden hissed and followed Malory toward the Plains beneath them. 
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    From behind him, Jaden heard the screech of Hilda. He and Lily spun around to see her shrieking at a large Archanoptera warrior who was approaching her, swinging one of its swordlike claws. The monster reared back at the sound of her piercing bat shriek, claws raised to either side of its head, its hooked tail raised in the air defensively. 
 
    Lily crouched down and touched the ground beneath her feet, eyes closed. A tangle of vines burst from the earth and enveloped the cringing Archanoptera. It was trapped in a cage of living branches and hissed in impotent fury. Hilda was able to escape. 
 
    Jaden glanced around them and quickly assessed their situation. “I count six of them!” he shouted. 
 
    “Eight,” Malory corrected. “Two more coming from behind you.” 
 
    “You need to go for help,” Jaden told her. 
 
    He snapped his fingers, conjuring a ball of white fire over his hand. It pulsed with energy, its heat caused Lily’s hair to billow. 
 
    “I can’t leave you,” Malory replied and then flapped her wings, sending a burst of wind that knocked an Archanoptera backward. 
 
    “The four of us can’t take on eight of these things,” Jaden said. “And if we all try to leave, they’ll almost certainly be able to knock at least one of us from the sky with their spears. I can protect you, while you fly off.” 
 
    Malory nodded and launched herself in the air. Jaden let out a roar and flung the fireball at the two monsters that approached them from behind. Flames exploded from the impact against the armor of the closest, setting the field on fire and staggering the beast.  
 
    The attention of all the monsters turned to him, which allowed Malory to climb high into the air. 
 
    When one of the beasts saw Malory fleeing it flung a spear toward her. Jaden shouted a warning, but Malory didn’t hear it. She was going to be struck in the back.  
 
    Jaden pulled back his arm and conjured another fireball. But without time to properly empower it, the fireball was small and weak. He wasn’t certain that it would reach her in time or be able to deflect the spear with enough force to prevent it from striking Malory. 
 
    Seemingly out of nowhere Hilda dove in front of the spear and snatched it out of the air, then flung it back at the creature with surprising accuracy. It deflected off of hit the monster’s. The creature was unharmed, but Hilda had bought enough time for Malory to escape.  
 
    The eagle Seeker disappeared into the distance, hedging to warn the main party. 
 
    “They’re only vulnerable in the abdomen,” Jaden shouted to Hilda. “And there’s poison in those claw-swords at the ends of their arms as well as in the spike of their tail.” 
 
    Hilda nodded and fluttered low to the ground, harassing one of the creatures that had been galloping toward Jaden and Lily. Claws burst through the material of Hilda’s boots and as she angled upward, she dragged them across the eyes of the beast. Liquid oozed from the insect orbs as the creature reared back and howled in pain and rage. 
 
    Jaden yanked the glove off of his air hand, freeing it from the constraints. He hadn’t really used it in battle before, but it felt instinctual to do so. He drew his arm back and snapped it forward.  
 
    The air hand extended like a thick horsewhip, reaching the blinded Archanoptera and striking its exposed abdomen. The narrow point of the air whip was sharp as a dagger blade and opened a gaping wound that caused the creature to howl and stumble backward. After several steps, it collapsed to the ground and convulsed. 
 
    From behind him, Jaden heard Lily scream and spun around. She had been caught unaware by one of the creatures that must have been crouched in the shoulder-tall grass. It had lifted Lily in the air and had drawn back a claw-sword, preparing to strike her dead. 
 
    “No!” Jaden shouted and leapt into the air toward her. 
 
    He felt a sharp pain in his side as one of the creatures backhanded him. Sent spinning, the ground came at him hard. With a thud he had the wind knocked out of him so intensely that he struggled against blacking out. It was only his concern for Lily that kept his mind alert and focused.  
 
    As he looked up, still not on his feet, he saw her hold up an arm helplessly, to block the blow of the insect-like creature. 
 
    The claw-sword hit Lily’s hand, turned white and then shattered like a crystal figurine into a thousand tiny shards. The creature bellowed in surprise and released its grip on Lily. She fell to the ground and landed in a crouch, her eyes glowing. 
 
    Jaden was shocked, having never seen Lily display such power before. By the expression on Lily’s face, and the way that she stared at her hand, she was just as surprised.  
 
    The other creatures closed in in a tightening circle. 
 
    Jaden rushed to Lily and whistled for Hilda, who disengaged a monster and joined them. Back-to-back, they’d be better able to hold off the creatures until Malory was able to return with help.  
 
    However, as more creatures appeared, rising out of the tall grass, Jaden understood why the antelope had been running in such a strange pattern when they arrived. He also understood that standing back-to-back was unlikely to help them much.  
 
    They were heavily outnumbered. 
 
    Lily, who remained crouched, got onto all fours. Her body arched and changed, the antler buds on her forehead visibly growing in size and complexity. Her face, neck and arms became covered by short brown hairs, like that of a deer and her eyes turned black. She was tapping into something deep within her.  
 
    It frightened Jaden to see such a dramatic transformation, but he didn’t want to interrupt her, for fear that doing so would cause her damage. Lily then made a strange series of noises, before rising to her feet, her arms wide with palms upward as though lifting a great weight. 
 
    No vines rose from the ground to tie down the Archanoptera squad that was encircling them. Jaden wondered what she could be doing. He conjured up a fireball and began to spin it on top of his open palm. Before he could throw it, a river of stampeding antelope struck a line of Archanoptera, knocking them over and underfoot.  
 
    They struggled to rise but were unable as wave after wave of charging animal stomped on them. Many were destroyed by hooves that hit their vulnerable abdomens, crushing and splitting them open. They howled in pain as Jaden watched the assault unfolding in front of him. 
 
    The remaining monsters, perhaps eight or ten of them, turned their attention away from Jaden and the others. They began striking out at the antelope, cutting them down in large enough numbers that the animals veered around them, like a river around immovable boulders.  
 
    The animals were willing to help Lily when they had clear domination, but when the monsters struck back, they fled.  
 
    The energy went out of Lily’s body as the connection was severed between her and the herd. She collapsed to her knees. 
 
    Jaden considered using the air whip again to bring down another monster but realized it would be the last thing that he would do. The other Archanoptera were moving quickly and would be on them by the time Jaden was able to stop one of them. Instead, he threw the fireball a dozen paces away from them, at the earth.  
 
    The flames spread quickly with the angular momentum of the orb. With his air hand, Jaden punched the ground, creating a localized whirlwind, like a dust devil. As he lifted his hand, the dust devil expanded outward, growing in size. It passed over them, whipping their hair and clothing and continued until it reached the brushfire that Jaden had started. 
 
    The whirlwind took hold of the fire and spread it in a tornado encircling them, drawing in the broken stalks of dried grass, pollen, and more. This thickened the wall of the fire tornado, extending it upward. The heat inside the eye of the whirlwind was almost unbearable, but most of it was flung outward, forcing back the Archanoptera.  
 
    The faster that the tornado spun, the more Jaden felt it pulling him toward it, through its connection to his air hand. It was as though there were an umbilicus from his arm to the fire tornado. He dug in his heels and crouched down, grabbing hold of the stalks of dried grasses near his feet using his left hand. He wasn’t sure how long he could hold on. 
 
    Jaden turned to Hilda. “Take Lily and fly upward, out of the top of the tornado. The rising heat should push you upward. Get as far away as you can.” 
 
    Hilda shook her head. “What kind of filth would I be if I left you to die in here?” 
 
    “I’m not going to die,” Jaden replied. “But I can’t hold this much longer. It’s pulling me in. Lily can’t fly though, so if I let it drop, the Archanoptera will be able to get her. Just go!” 
 
    Jaden turned to his left and saw Lily was still crouched on the ground. It was as though hurting the herd had hurt her as well.  
 
    He turned back to Hilda and nodded. She gritted her teeth and furrowed her brow but obeyed and rushed over to Lily, grabbing her under the arms. She flapped her arms and lifted up into the air, but Lily slipped out of her arms and fell back to the ground. Hilda wasn’t strong enough to carry her and Lily was too dazed to even be any help. 
 
    Jaden was knocked backward and almost lost control of the swirling firestorm. The monsters were throwing themselves at the tube of flame, trying to break through it and to reach them. With each assault, the tornado bulged inward lost some of its spin, weakening it. Over and over they launched at it, so that Jaden felt like he was being beaten from every side. 
 
    Forcing himself to his feet, Jaden approached the whirling wall of flames. Through the red wash of burning material, he could see the field beyond. Directly in front of him, the largest of the Archanoptera stopped and stared back at Jaden.  
 
    As the beast stared at him with its bulging, compound eyes, Jaden was reminded how these creatures looked like a strange amalgam of man and scorpion from a distance but, up close, they looked insect through and through. They were hideous, with jaws that separated and extended, like insect mandibles that were sharp enough to sever a limb. At the bottom of their triangular faces were a pair of spiky feelers that looked like a man’s beard. What looked like eyes on the front of their face were more like camouflage or decoration, and not eyes at all. Their true eyes, on the sides of their heads, looked to be part of a battle helmet. 
 
    So close to the firestorm, Jaden struggled to remain on his feet and not be pulled into the inferno. He raised his right arm into the air and swirled it, increasing the velocity of the winds yet further, to keep the monster at bay.  
 
    The Archanoptera, its face a malevolent blank, thrust its arm through the flames and snatched Jaden by the waist in its claw. The tornado grabbed hold of the creature and flung it in the air, taking Jaden along with it. As they tumbled, Jaden lost control of the whirlwind and it died, sending him and the monster rolling through the burning grass. 
 
    The monster’s claw bit deeply and painfully into the flesh of Jaden’s waist and he instinctively reached down and took hold of it. As he did so, the claw became covered with a layer of frost and the beast roared in pain. Jaden raised his left fist over his head and brought it down with all his strength. It struck the frozen claw and shattered it.  
 
    The monster staggered backward and Jaden whipped his air hand toward the beast, slicing it in half at the mid-section. With the immediate threat over, Jaden fell to one knee, the world spinning around him. The beast’s poison was taking effect. 
 
    Immediately, next to him was Lily, her hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “You OK?” she asked. 
 
    Jaden nodded but was unable to respond; the pain was too great. Around him, more monsters were closing in on them, and the fire was burning itself out near them.  
 
    He raised his left hand to conjure up a fireball but nothing appeared, no matter how hard he focused. His hand didn’t even feel like it was attached to his arm. It was a strange alien thing. 
 
    From somewhere nearby he heard the sound of a clatter of armor and weapons, as well as the whizz of arrows. Malory had brought the others. But they needed his help to fight the creatures, he thought. With all his strength, he pushed himself up to his full height. Everything pulsated and shimmered around him, like looking through a flame. 
 
    “Venom… protect… we must.” 
 
    Lily was speaking to him, her hand on his cheek, though he couldn’t make sense of her words. Then she crouched in front of him and touched the ground.  
 
    Thick tendrils exploded from the earth and wove each around the other like a basket. Jaden’s knees buckled but the vines caught him and prevented him from falling. They wrapped and protected him as he lost control of his mind and body.  
 
    Then, darkness. 
 
    It wasn’t that he was unconscious. He knew where he was, but he was unstuck from his body. And his mind kept jumping around in time and space, keeping him in a state of disorientation. All was black. 
 
    “You humans are so sad and pathetic, so puny and soft,” a deep, familiar voice spoke in the darkness. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dracoseth,” Jaden slurred, recognizing it. 
 
    “Did you think me gone forever?” 
 
    “You fell. Then silence. I didn’t know…” 
 
    “Yes, that vile Devourer paralyzed me, and I sank to the bottom of the sea, like a cursed shrimp,” Dracoseth explained. “It is darkness and cold. I despise cold.” 
 
    “But you recovered,” Jaden said with relief. 
 
    “No, boy, I have not recovered. Obviously. There is a reason we are in darkness. But my mind awakens at long last and when my body joins my mind, I shall come myself into your world and turn that ****** into ash,” Dracoseth growled, using a word for Devourer that Jaden couldn’t understand. His ears heard it, but his mind could make no sense of it. 
 
    “Will you be able to lift yourself from the bottom of the ocean?” 
 
    There was silence, unusual for Dracoseth. “I need you to bring me something,” the Dragon said, obviously hating that he had to ask for assistance. 
 
    “What? And how, if you’re at the bottom of the ocean?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “Must I solve all of your problems?” Dracoseth complained. “Even after all this, have you not developed the ability to think? Now, look at you, cocooned in a plant and half-dead from the poison of a giant insect.” 
 
    “And you’re lying at the bottom of the sea like a shrimp,” Jaden reminded him. 
 
    Dracoseth was silent again for some time. “You must return to the ancient city and find a hidden pearl. You must bring the pearl to me and replace my right eye with that pearl.” 
 
    “What?!” Jaden said in his mind. 
 
    “The fiend’s poison resides in my eye, where it grows like rust, slowly consuming my mind and keeping me paralyzed. He has laid in me the larvae of some foul creature and it must be removed if I’m to rise to the surface.” 
 
    “What does this pearl look like? And how will I remove your eye?” 
 
    “The pearl you will know because it will be as large as my eye, obviously. And you will remove my eye with a dagger of Elven steel, heated with the dragon fire that I have gifted you.” 
 
    Jaden pondered all of the things that Dracoseth was demanding of him and the complexity of actually putting it into place. For one thing, he had no idea how to even get to Dracoseth’s world again. They had, after all, destroyed Malabar’s machine in God’s Bowl.  
 
    If there even was another version of this machine – and Headmaster seemed to have destroyed one other in the north – surely Malabar would have it securely guarded. They wouldn’t make the same mistakes again and leave vulnerable something of such value. 
 
    “I will do what I can,” Jaden managed to say and was then blinded by a burst of light. 
 
    Standing in front of Jaden were Lily and Melchior, looking concerned. Malory, Nathan and the others were behind them. They were covered in dirt and blood, both their own and that of the fetid Archanopteras.  
 
    He tried to look around and to open his mouth to speak but was unable. He couldn’t even blink and his eyes were growing blurry as they dried in the light of the sun.  
 
    Lily seemed to sense that this was happening and held up a small pouch that sprayed a fine mist on his eyes, relieving the burning itch of them. 
 
    “You’re paralyzed,” she said to him. 
 
    “Can he hear you?” Melchior asked Lily. 
 
    She nodded. “He is conscious. The Archanoptera venom paralyzes so that the creature can eat its prey but doesn’t kill.” 
 
    “You know of these beasts? I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “Jaden told us of them and I did my own research afterward. They’re known from Elven records that have been found but were thought to be just a myth.” 
 
    As she spoke, she took vials out of a bag and poured small amounts into another vial that was being held by Malory. With the addition of each tincture and powder, the liquid in the vial changed color. When she had finished, she passed her bag to Malory and took the vial with the mixture. She lifted it to her lips and poured the whole quantity of liquid into her mouth but didn’t swallow.  
 
    Then, Lily pressed her lips against those of Jaden, parting his and expelling the medicine that she had concocted into his mouth. He felt it burning as it poured down his throat. 
 
    When she had finished feeding Jaden his dose of medicine, she remained for a few lingering moments, their lips pressed together.  
 
    Jaden wondered if it was his imagination or if it was a necessary precaution in her treatment, to get the last drops into him. Or was it something else? 
 
    After a moment, Lily stepped back. She misted his eyes again and as she did so, Jaden blinked on instinct. Lily smiled. 
 
    “Let it work its way through your system,” she said. “There’s no rush. You’ll feel it freeing your body from the poison, one area, one limb at a time.” 
 
    Sure enough, over the next several minutes, Jaden felt a creeping tide of warmth washing through his body, loosening his muscles and joints. His breathing became easier as his chest loosened and he could finally feel his feet and wiggle his toes. He lifted a hand up to Lily’s face and she smiled. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    “Any time,” Lily replied. “But, you know, I’d prefer you didn’t.” 
 
    “And, maybe next time you’ll remember to wear the Elven metal armor the Seekers gave you, dingaling,” Malory interrupted. 
 
    “Thanks for that too,” Jaden croaked. 
 
    Hands reached in and eased Jaden out of the cocoon of ivy. While he had a sense of feeling back, his joints still felt as though they had been injected with molasses and he could barely bend them.  
 
    The Seekers and rebel soldiers carried Jaden away from the vine. They laid him on a cot that had been set up for him, its back elevated so that he was reclining but not lying down. 
 
    As Lily sat down beside him, Jaden was able to see the results of their battle with the Archanoptera monsters. The grasses nearby and for a stretch of a long distance had been burned to black stubble. Somewhere in the distance, a grass fire still burned like a flickering orange wall, throwing smoke into the air.  
 
    Spread about on the charred ground were the broken bodies of the Archanoptera, many of them blackened by fire, others killed by the sword or spear or claw. There were also many bodies of antelope, often lying in heaps. 
 
    “Your fire storm killed most of them,” Lily told him. 
 
    “She is absolutely correct,” Nathan said as he approached. “By the time we arrived, all the hard work had been done. As a result we lost none of our own, though it looked like we might have lost you for some time.” 
 
    “More Lily than me,” Jaden managed to mumble. “And antelope.” 
 
    Nathan looked to Lily who shrugged modestly. 
 
    “The antelope did save us,” she said. “But Jaden did more damage.” 
 
    “How long have I been out?” Jaden slurred through his still stiff jaw. 
 
    “It has been hours. And lucky it was too. Lily had made that protective container rather thicker than intended, I believe. It took most of that time to get through the vines.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Lily said. “I was a little overprotective. And then it was knotted so tight that I couldn’t get it to unclench.” 
 
    “You don’t need to apologize for saving my life,” Jaden replied and croaked out a laugh. 
 
    “Besides defeating the Archanopetera, I suppose that we have the added benefit of having no shortage of fresh antelope,” Nathan joked. 
 
    “No!” Lily protested. “We can’t. They sacrificed themselves to save us. The antelope herd will see it is a grave insult if we then eat their dead. We can burn them or bury them, but we can’t eat them. On my honor, I must not let it happen.” 
 
    “Of course,” Nathan submitted without further protest though Jaden could see his always-hungry friend’s disappointment. 
 
    Melchior now arrived. “We’re going to burn the monsters and the antelope in separate piles,” he said. “afterward, we’ll leave, if Jaden is up to it.” 
 
    “I’m fine, I think,” Jaden replied. “But before you burn the monsters there is a difficult and disgusting job that must be done. Any of your soldiers who have the stomach for it can also take the armored shells of the creatures. It is the finest armor they will ever own. Hard and in no need of oil to keep away the rust. We had some during God’s Bowl but left it behind, I’m sorry to say.” 
 
    “I hear you have even better armor now,” Melchior said. “If only you’d thought to wear it.” 
 
    Jaden looked over and saw Malory watching and listening. She smiled and shrugged, and he wagged a finger at her. 
 
    “I didn’t know that we were going into battle with a herd of monsters, or I would have,” he replied. 
 
    “What is this disgusting job then?” Melchior asked. 
 
    “In the fleshy abdomen of the creatures is a single gold ring, the size of a headband. They have to cut open the abdomen and reach inside to remove it from the creature’s offal. These rings have special powers that could be very useful to us, especially when we are in the Reliquary with the dragons’ eggs.” 
 
    “Alright, then. It will be done. There’s enough dead Archanoptera that each of my soldiers can have their own armor. I’m sure that I can motivate them.” 
 
    Melchior turned to one of his soldiers. “Make it happen.” 
 
    The soldier ran off to pass along the order. 
 
    “There’s something else,” Jaden said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t understand how or why these things were so far north, or why there were so many of them. We encountered only three between God’s Bowl and Marleborn. We saw no others, certainly not a whole herd of them like this.” 
 
    “Maybe when you destroyed God’s Bowl and dispersed the garrison, these things wandered off as well, searching for food. They don’t seem that intelligent, more like enormous foraging insects.” 
 
    Jaden remembered the moment inside the fire tornado when he and the Archanoptera locked eyes. He saw something more than an insect mind behind those eyes.  
 
    It was calculating, deciding whether it could reach Jaden through the swirling fire, whether it could end the fire tornado by grabbing him. And it did grab him and the tornado did disintegrate as a result.  
 
    Jaden would have been killed, along with the others if he didn’t have ice dragon powers and Malory hadn’t returned in that moment. And even before Jaden and the others had arrived and gone into battle against the creatures, they were herding the antelope into kill pathways using tactics and strategy. Some hid, others made themselves very visible. They might not be philosophers and alchemists, but they were sophisticated thinkers nonetheless. 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s true. It would be a mistake to underestimate their intelligence in the future,” Jaden replied. “I think we should also consider the possibility that the Malabaris drove them northward on purpose.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” Lily asked. “If they’re smart and vicious, why not incorporate them into the Malabar army?” 
 
    “Maybe they’re not smart enough to be useful as soldiers,” Jaden suggested. “Or maybe they’re smart, but aren’t interested in an alliance, only food and pillage.” 
 
    “Or maybe they’re more useful terrorizing villages,” Melchior said. “And then Malabar can come in and rescue whatever town they ended up attacking, to build their prestige.” 
 
    Lily now understood. “Devourer would have two examples: rebellious Marleborn, destroyed because they refused to allow the Malabari garrison to enter to help, and another town where Malabar saved the humble and loyal people from these strange monsters.” 
 
    Melchior shook his head. “Diabolical. And smart. It also means that Devourer probably had this herd under surveillance to see where they were headed.” 
 
    “An imperial Seeker,” Jaden said and looked up to the skies, as though he might see a spy watching them. “They probably saw us and will report it to Devourer.” 
 
    “We need to get out of here then,” Lily said. “For all we know they have a force of soldiers not far off.” 
 
    Melchior waved over Malory. “Go back to the balloons as quick as you can. Tell them we leave in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Ok, on it,” she replied and launched into the air, in the direction of the balloons. 
 
    “Can you travel yet?” Melchior asked Jaden. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Jaden replied. 
 
    “We’ll get those rings from the dead creatures but there will be no scavenging of armor from them and no burning of the dead,” Melchior said. “There’s no time.” 
 
    He rushed off to tell his soldiers, leaving Lily and Jaden. Lily held out a hand to Jaden, which he took hold of, and helped him out of the cot and to his feet. 
 
    “I need to keep my promise to the antelope,” she told him. 
 
    “There’s no time,” Jaden replied. “We have to go.” 
 
    “It won’t take as long as building biers and burning them,” she replied. “But it’s a commitment on my honor. I have to stay true to it.” 
 
    Without another word, Lily walked away from Jaden, toward a pile of dead antelope. He was about to say something, to object because of the urgency of their situation, but held his tongue.  
 
    She had saved his life, and she had performed brilliantly in battle by skillfully using her Seeker powers. It would be wrong to doubt her now or to try and stop her from doing what she felt necessary as a Keeper of the Deer, to stay true to her Calling. 
 
    Lily knelt on the ground, placing her right hand on the earth and her left hand on one of the dead antelopes. She closed her eyes and began humming. It wasn’t a song, though it wasn’t unpleasant either. It sounded as if she was trying to find the right note, as her voice rose and then fell in key. After a few moments she passed a note that resonated deep in his guts, so much that it surprised him and he reached out a hand to touch his abdomen. Lily obviously felt it too as she held the note and raised the volume of her voice. 
 
    Jaden felt something under his feet and looked down. The earth was vibrating, the grains of sand and pebbles, the dusty remnants of burned and broken grasses all shaking at the same frequency.  
 
    Lily was swaying softly as she continued to emit the sound. The vibrations in the earth became stronger. 
 
    From nowhere, the tendrils of grass roots began to emerge, like a million worms, from beneath the dirt. They rose into the air, blindly seeking toward something. They looked like the hair of a shaggy animal as the number of roots thickened and grew.  
 
    The roots found the bodies of the dead antelope and bent over them, caressing them. All around the corpses, the roots cracked the earth, splitting it open. The corpses were lifted and dragged into the widening cracks, disappearing beneath the earth, which consumed them.  
 
    Soon, the roots disappeared behind the corpses, pulling closed the earth as they departed. It was then as though the earth had never been disturbed and no antelope had been there. 
 
    Lily stood where she had been kneeling and Jaden saw that her face was wet with tears. He realized just how powerful was the bond that Lily had to create with the minds of the antelope in order to bring them to their aid. She felt their deaths as though they were her own people.  
 
    From amongst the tall grasses a pair of adult antelope approached Lily, whose head was bowed. They touched their foreheads against hers and then turned and trotted back into the grasses. When they had disappeared from sight, Jaden could hear the pounding hooves of the entire antelope herd, as they rushed off, fading into the distance. 
 
    Lily turned to Jaden. “It’s right that we leave the shells of the Archanoptera here,” she said. “They won’t deteriorate for a long time and will be grave markers for the antelope that died here today.” 
 
    Jaden nodded. It was unfortunate that the rebel soldiers wouldn’t be able to use the incredibly strong armor of the beasts, but it was the right decision. Not only for the time it would save them, but because no one had sacrificed in the battle like the antelope. They were owed the honor and the spoils. 
 
    He took Lily by the hand and they began toward the balloons. Behind them, the soldiers finished up with their task, with the help of the Seekers. Others gathered any supplies or weapons that had been dropped.  
 
    The last streamers of smoke rose around the battleground behind them. Neither Jaden nor Lily spoke as they made their way. 
 
    Half an hour later, they were rising rapidly into the skies. The air was still at lower altitudes and didn’t pick up at all until they were very high up.  
 
    For what seemed like an eternity, the baskets rose straight up, like platforms raised on a scaffolding. However, once they found a wind, the expertise of the fire managers soon allowed them to find a westward current and steer the balloons into it. Once again, they were headed toward their destination. 
 
    Before lifting off, Melchior and Jaden had a final discussion and made two decisions. The first was to tie together the two balloons, a short distance apart.  
 
    Melchior was concerned that Malabari soldiers and Seekers were indeed nearby and might attack. He didn’t want them to get separated and wanted them close enough that, should one of them suffer damage, there would be the possibility of transferring the crew and passengers from one balloon to the other. 
 
    They also decided, on Jaden’s insistence, that there would be no more stops until they arrived at Marleborn. 
 
    “Our people won’t be happy,” Melchior said. 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll complain,” Jaden countered. “They fought those monsters and now have a taste of what awaits them in Marleborn. I think they’ll want to save themselves for the real battle, rather than risk dying in a field of grass, a hundred leagues from anywhere.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Melchior replied. “I hate when soldiers start complaining.” 
 
    Now high in the sky, Jaden looked over at the other balloon. A half dozen ropes connected them, and they were only far enough apart that they wouldn’t collide. If necessary, they could quickly cut the ropes between the two airships. A rope ladder had also been set up between them, allowing people to move back and forth in an emergency. 
 
    At the bow, Lily had climbed over the interior wall and sat on the wide ledge where many of the ropes were tied, securing the balloon to the basket. Jaden walked forward and climbed over to join her.  
 
    She was staring at the ground below, as they passed over the scene of the battle. From as high up as they were, the full extent could be seen. The antelope were entirely gone, including the dead, but the heap of eviscerated Archanoptera were strewn about, largely where they had fallen. A large grass fire continued to burn in the distance, looking like a living wall of orange and gray, but it was petering out with the dying of the winds near the ground. 
 
    “You OK?” Jaden asked. 
 
    Lily nodded. “Yeah. Just hits me hard when I’m connected like that. You?” 
 
    “Yeah. Sore but the poultice you gave me helps. And I heal pretty quick.” 
 
    He smiled at her and she returned it. 
 
    “So, I’ve heard,” she replied, then became serious again. “You almost died.” 
 
    “Almost isn’t the same as actually dying. I’ve been through worse.” 
 
    “You’re cocky, Jaden of Lessertown but the universe won’t care about your attitude when the time comes.” 
 
    “There’s nothing I can do about that, except try hard to avoid it being my time to go,” he replied. 
 
    She looked away from him. “I remember the dream and us flying over the Hidden City on Morgana. In that moment it seemed as though questions like these were some impossible distance in the future.” 
 
    Jaden’s jaw worked, but no words came out. He felt so many conflicting emotions and questions he wanted to ask. In the end he could manage only one.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because of what happened at God’s Bowl. Because of what happened today. If I let myself love you, when you die I’ll be destroyed.” 
 
    “When I die? You don’t know that I’ll die. I’m a survivor, more than most.” 
 
    She laughed bitterly. “You’re the main character in a prophecy about the end of this world as we know it. Jaden, you are the prophecy and prophecies die young, because that’s how they’re fulfilled.” 
 
    “Lily… I love you,” he said. 
 
    Even as the words were out of his mouth he knew that they were weak. She was afraid of his death – and probably her own.  
 
    Love had nothing to do with it, not directly.  
 
    In fact, love was the source of her anxiety, because love made loss that much worse. Declaring his love for her could only increase her fear for the future. 
 
    She stood up and lifted a leg over the edge of the basket, then stopped as she sat one leg in and one leg out of the basket. She spoke without looking at him. 
 
    “I don’t love you, Jaden. I can’t let myself.” 
 
    Then she was gone. 
 
    Jaden sat for a long time on the ledge. He wanted to be alone and he wanted to give Lily space in the small basket to not feel or see his presence. Nor did he want to see her, the idea was too painful.  
 
    He considered flying off and joining Melchior and his rebel soldiers in the nearby balloon, but Jaden was the unofficial commander of the Seekers, and he couldn’t leave them because Lily told him that she didn’t love him. When he ran over it in his head, it sounded too petty and absurd to be even considered.  
 
    So, instead, he watched the sun sink below the horizon, in the hopes that the return of night would make everything bad seem like a half-forgotten dream when the sun came up the next day. 
 
    The last sliver of sun had disappeared when Nathan climbed over the basket wall and joined him. 
 
    “Hey,” Nathan said as he balanced precariously on the edge, trying to fit his enormous body on it somehow. 
 
    “I’m not sure that this is the best place for you to be,” Jaden told his friend. 
 
    “You are here, being sad, and so I am here also. If I fall, you will just have to catch me,” Nathan replied and finally managed to sit by wedging himself behind some of the ropes. 
 
    “I’m OK,” Jaden told him. “Just been a tough day and needed some time alone.” 
 
    “You are a poor liar,” Nathan laughed. “You wear your emotions on your forehead like a Red Coast face tattoo.” 
 
    Jaden smiled. “Perhaps. It is beautiful here though, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’ll let you change the subject, but let’s both acknowledge that is what is happening. And, yes, it is very beautiful.” 
 
    They both fell into a silence and stared out over the shreds of pink-red clouds as they slowly faded with the setting sun becoming mere smudges against the darkness. Above them the stars grew bright, and the air increasingly chill. 
 
    “She is right, you know,” Nathan finally said. 
 
    “Were you eavesdropping?” 
 
    Nathan smiled and pointed at his head. “Kangaroo ears. I hear things I don’t want to. Can’t help it.” 
 
    “Our powers are also a curse,” Jaden replied. 
 
    “Don’t be foolish and maudlin,” Nathan scolded him gently. “Our powers are a gift that comes with responsibility. That is why you should listen to what Lily says.” 
 
    “What she says; that she doesn’t love me?” Jaden said. “You came to make me feel worse then, did you?” 
 
    “Bah, of course she loves you. It has been obvious from the moment I met you three fools. I mean that she’s right that this isn’t the time for love. Not for us.” 
 
    “Is that in the Seeker rule book? I hadn’t read that chapter.” 
 
    “Don’t play the little boy,” Nathan scolded him. “You know that we are about serious, dangerous business. And the war has not even started yet, not really. Marleborn, Headmaster’s capture, even God’s Bowl; these are all mere maneuvers before the war. Each side is trying to establish the greatest advantage before the launch of the first real battles.” 
 
    “Nathan, Devourer ordered the destruction of the capital city of the Red Coast, knowing it would mean suffering for thousands upon thousands. How is that not a real battle?” 
 
    “You are thinking with your heart and not your head. How many of his own troops did he commit to this battle? How many do you suppose that he lost?” 
 
    “The entire God’s Bowl garrison was committed!” 
 
    “No, the God’s Bowl garrison had to leave God’s Bowl because we flooded it. They merely stopped on their way north to Midrift. He camped them outside of Marleborn City in order to draw away the city’s resources from fighting the Noon Wraiths. Of course, if Marleborn hadn’t met them with a force of defenders and had instead maintained their entire force focused on the Noon Wraiths, Devourer may well have attacked the city. But he didn’t have to. There was no battle.” 
 
    “Fine, I accept your point. What has that got to do with me and Lily?” 
 
    “Because we have not yet begun to sacrifice. There are hard days ahead, Jaden. Like it or not you are our leader. You are the Dragon Seeker. You will have to make the hardest choices and the greatest sacrifices. You may be called upon to give your own life – and I do not doubt for a second that you will do so. And you may be called upon to sacrifice the lives of one of us for the larger war – and I also do not doubt that you will do that.” 
 
    “And so there’s no place for happiness for me,” Jaden muttered. “I’m so glad that you came to sit with me.” 
 
    “There is room for happiness. But on the terms of the war, not on our own terms.” 
 
    “I’m still not glad about your arrival,” Jaden replied and stood, leaping over the side of the basket. 
 
    “Hey, wait,” Nathan shouted after him. “I can’t extract myself from these ropes!” 
 
    The night passed sleeplessly, with ruminations about Nathan’s words and their meaning haunting Jaden. Instinctively, he knew that he was right and that it aligned with the message that Headmaster had sent to Jaden in his dreams, though Headmaster obviously wasn’t referring to Jaden’s emotional choices.  
 
    In any case, he would need time to adjust to thinking in a new way about his relations with friends and comrades. In the meantime, he would avoid any situations with Lily that could lead to confusion, wherever possible. 
 
    He also realized something else about the significance of what Nathan said; that they were not yet at war, only maneuvering for position. Nathan was right, Jaden realized.  
 
    He was also right that many more difficult decisions lie ahead. That was for the future, but for the moment he had clarified for Jaden their tasks. It reaffirmed for him the correctness of the decision that they had made to come to Marleborn’s aid. They could not afford to go to war with Malabar without the Red Coast as an ally. 
 
    With all these thoughts to consider, and the icy weather, it was difficult to endure the passage of time with nothing to do. To make the hours pass more quickly as they continued on their journey to Marleborn, especially as they intended to fly without stopping, Jaden and Melchior decided on some training.  
 
    Exercises were organized, as well as drills, to occupy the time of the rebels and Seekers. Some of the rebels were flown to the Seeker balloon and some Seekers to that of the rebels. In this way, they would at least be able to become accustomed to working together and feel a bond, before diving into what promised to be a difficult situation.  
 
    By the end of the third day, they were bone tired from the training, but had begun to develop innovations in using each other’s skills to maximum advantage. During it also budded a camaraderie that didn’t exist previously, and which Melchior had told Jaden was obviously lacking in their response to the Archanopteras. 
 
    “If you and Lily hadn’t already killed or wounded most of them,” Melchior told him, “we almost certainly would have lost several people in the battle, both Seekers and regular soldiers. They were practically tripping over each other’s feet.” 
 
    “Then it was a useful and relatively painless lesson,” Jaden replied. 
 
    He hoped that the training exercise had ironed out at least the worst clumsiness. 
 
    The morning of the fourth day was one of rest, at least from training. At mid-day, Malory returned from scouting ahead of them. She landed on the deck of their basket to tell Jaden that she had spotted the refugee camp of those who had fled Marleborn. 
 
    “It looks massive,” she told Jaden. “Most have nothing over their heads except woven grasses packed with mud, at best. It’s bad.” 
 
    Jaden flew to Melchior and relayed the news. Melchior ordered the fire managers to begin a slow descent, while Jaden returned to his own balloon and prepared the basket for landing.  
 
    They had brought substantial amounts of aid with them, but by the sounds of Malory’s report, it would be nowhere near enough. He only hoped that it would help a little, while they began the fight to liberate Marleborn from the Wraiths that occupied it. 
 
    Soon enough, the edge of the camp became visible and it was, indeed, a sight to behold.  
 
    A hive of makeshift shacks extended in every direction, surrounding a large river that passed through the rolling fields, perhaps two leagues distant from the city itself. Upstream from the camp, the river was a deep blue, but downstream it became a swirling cloud of unpleasant colors. The refugees were forced to dump raw sewage produced in the camp directly into the river. From this same river they drank and in it, they bathed. 
 
    Beyond the sprawl of crude tents and reed huts rose the boxy skyline of Marleborn, with the regular shapes of the buildings’ roofs and the domes of the government buildings and temples. From every corner of the city rose black, white and gray columns of smoke, some thicker and some thinner. They reached an altitude above the city, and then spread out like a sheet that drifted inland with the ocean breezes. In a few weeks or a month the fall rains would come to the coast, but it would be too late for Marleborn by then.  
 
    The city was burning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They landed the balloons in a clearing on the edge of the river, right in the center of the refugee city. The first thing that Jaden noticed was the smell, and it reminded him of life back in the sewers of Lessertown. That was because the refugee city was basically one, big open sewer system.  
 
    The people had fled the city so quickly and had to set up a settlement on the edge of the Southern Plains with so little preparation, that there was no time for basic city infrastructure. It didn’t help that the rainy season was still some weeks off, and the river was low after a hot summer of no rain. 
 
    As they landed, they were immediately surrounded by locals, armed with whatever was at hand. They had just been through an attack by Noon Wraiths that had laid waste to their city and now a pair of giant, brightly colored orbs had descended from the sky filled with soldiers and Seekers. They were taking no chances. 
 
    “We are from the Hidden City rebellion,” Melchior announced as a circle of unfriendly faces closed around them. “We have nothing to do with the attack on Marleborn or the Malabar Empire.” 
 
    They didn’t look interested and probably didn’t believe him. The Hidden City had been little more than a myth for a century. And in the lore of the Red Coast, the Hidden City Rebellion had left them alone to resist Malabar. That had led to more than one destructive assault and occupation of Marleborn, with the last one destroying the northern wall of the city.  
 
    It was true that Jaden, Nathan, Malory, Larisa and Loren had been there only several weeks before. However, their visits had been so brief and so few that their time in Marleborn had made no impression on the general population at all. 
 
    The crowd looked so desperate and angry that Jaden considered a show of Seeker power to get them to back off. He glanced back at the balloons and could see that there was no way that they would take off in time to avoid taking casualties if things deteriorated further.  
 
    He also realized that creating a fire tornado, or some other spectacular demonstration of Seeker abilities, would only confirm in the minds of the refugees that they were connected somehow with the Noon Wraiths. It might buy them time to escape, but it would ruin the foundation of future attempts to build links between the Hidden City and Marleborn. 
 
    “We have food and medicine,” Jaden shouted. “Our intention is to give you our supplies, and then continue to Marleborn to rescue the defenders in the Citadel.” 
 
    This broke through the wall of hostility, and the armed refugees looked from one to another for confirmation that perhaps these strangers weren’t there to hurt them after all. They still weren’t welcoming them, but at least they weren’t attacking.  
 
    A tall woman in a robe with a headwrap stepped forward. 
 
    “I am Theodora,” she announced. “From the weavers’ quarter of Marleborn. I am in charge of this district. Why should we trust you?” 
 
    The others around her expressed agreement with her sentiment. 
 
    He pointed toward the Red Coast twins and to Roderic, who were from the Red Coast. “We have sons and daughters of the Red Coast amongst us, as we have people from all corners of the empire in the Hidden City. But our help doesn’t require you to trust us.” 
 
    “The Hidden City is a legend for children and fools,” Theodora scoffed. 
 
    “You don’t have to believe that we’re from the Hidden City either. We just want to distribute food and medicine to the appropriate authorities here.” 
 
    Theodora kept her eyes locked on Melchior’s as she waved over another woman. She whispered something to the woman, who then ran off. 
 
    “Unload your cargo,” she said. “I’ve sent for the rest of the guild leaders. Together we are the responsible council, and we make the decisions here.” 
 
    Melchior nodded his agreement and ordered the rebel soldiers and Seekers to unload the balloons onto the ground. Before joining the others in carrying the goods, Jaden took one last look at the refugees and their surroundings.  
 
    They had evacuated the city perhaps three weeks earlier, but already they looked haggard, sickly and dirty. There was an obvious lack of basic infrastructure, and Jaden imagined that they were suffering from dysentery and other diseases that came with a lack of sewage-free drinking water. 
 
    Behind the refugees, their houses were visible, insofar as one could call them houses at all. They were assembled from mud and grass, packed together. The roofs were sometimes of the same material thrown on top of heavy branches, other times they were made from scavenged material, perhaps brought from the city. Some had no roof at all, just large blankets stretched between packed mud walls.  
 
    Their situation was dire. 
 
    They quickly unloaded the large amount of supplies that they had brought. It was mostly medical supplies, knowing that small amounts could go further and provide more aid than a small amount of food, which was more likely to cause riots than actually solve the problem of hunger.  
 
    They had hoped, when they made this decision, that the seafaring people of Marleborn had the skills and equipment to catch fish to supply the refugees. Relatively close, east of the city, there were also the agricultural lands that were fed by the snow melt rivers from the distant mountains. 
 
    When the people had first been forced to evacuate, Malabar troops were stationed in this agricultural zone, drawing forces from the Malabar defenders who feared an attack from the east. That would have made accessing the crops impossible, but now that the soldiers had moved north to Midrift, Jaden imagined that the refugees were sending food requisition teams.  
 
    He also imagined that the wealthy farmers, many of them Malabari colonists from up north, wouldn’t be happy with having crops taken with no payment. They might have sufficient guards to prevent starving refugees with little in the way of military experience or weapons from taking what they needed. 
 
    They had just completed the unloading of the baskets, when the members of the refugees’ council began to trickle in. These were not the usual city elites that Jaden had seen in the upper neighborhoods, where Larisa’s family and Captain Lucas lived.  
 
    He imagined that those people had been able, for the most part, to head south to winter homes or to relatives who lived in the Red Coast’s second city, Obsidia. 
 
    The current leaders were the heads of the craft guilds, who lived in the thickly populated districts in the lower city, near the port lands. They lived and suffered like the other refugees, with dirt under their nails, matted hair and circles under their eyes. And like the refugees, they too had no second homes to escape to, no wealthy relatives with cliff-side mansions in Obsidia.  
 
    Amongst them was Claire, the port boss whom Jaden and Nathan had met when the first battles with the Noon Wraiths began. 
 
    Jaden approached her and bowed. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you’re well,” he said to Claire. 
 
    She laughed loudly. 
 
    “This what you call well? Hate to see unwell. Or worse,” she replied. “Anyway, we’re alive, or most of us. So, you came back did you, Jaden of the Hidden City?” 
 
    “We brought medicine and some emergency rations for infants and the elderly,” he said. 
 
    Nathan also saw Claire and joined their conversation. 
 
    “Ah, tis the big lad with the dog face,” Claire said. 
 
    “Kangaroo,” he corrected. “But, yes, I am indeed that man.” 
 
    “We want to give you what we’ve brought and then continue to the city to rescue the defenders in the Citadel,” Jaden reiterated to Claire. 
 
    “Then what’s stopping ya?” she asked. 
 
    “Well,” Nathan clarified. “You are. Or, rather, the guild master of the weavers. Perhaps you didn’t notice the armed citizens around the clearing here.” 
 
    Claire glanced around her and noticed for the first time the allies of Theodora, who milled about with spears in hand. Other guild leaders were also there with small groups of supporters around them. Jaden wondered if desperation had led to dangerous conflicts in the camp, so that leaders were forced to have protection when they moved about. 
 
    “Put those pig stickers down, you lot,” Claire shouted. “These here are from the Hidden City and they brought a pile of bandages, herbals and poultices. Where’d you learn your manners?” 
 
    Theodora came over, looking none too happy. “Only I disarm my people,” she snapped at Claire. “We have no idea who these flying interlopers are.” 
 
    “Look ‘round, Theo. I’ve got three to every one of yours. These idiots are my friends.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that because you have a larger guild you have a larger say?” Theodora snapped at her. 
 
    Claire looked genuinely surprised by the question. “Well, yes, I am. I mean there’s more of us. Was also us and the ironworkers and leatherworkers who covered the backs of our people during the evacuation. I doubt you even know how to use those sticks you picked up floating down the river.” 
 
    Theodore glowered at the humiliation of Claire’s words.  
 
    Jaden could see not only that there was a pecking order emerging amongst the refugees, but that the hardship and powerlessness was indeed taking a toll. With little to do for most but sit around in filth all day, with sick children and elderly, everyone was on edge. 
 
    “Friends,” Jaden interrupted. “We don’t want to create conflict. You have enough tragedy here without us adding to it. We only want to help you with treatment and to help your heroes still in the Citadel.” 
 
    “Then what?” Theodora said to him. 
 
    She was still angry, but she had lowered her voice and stepped away from her toe-to-toe confrontation with Claire, which was a good sign. 
 
    “We’ll still be living in the mud, our city occupied by horrors from hell,” she added. “Your help won’t save us from dying when the winter comes, and we freeze and starve out here.” 
 
    “We will work with your defenders to reconquer the city,” Melchior interjected, having joined the conversation. “Once we have freed them. But first, let our healers work with yours to catalog and disperse the medicines we’ve brought. Then we will move on to the city.” 
 
    Theodora stayed silent for several moments, glaring at Melchior. She looked around herself at the gathered refugees who watched, many of them sitting in the trampled mud because they lacked the strength to remain standing. Finally, she raised and lowered her arm as a signal to her people, who then lowered their spears. 
 
    “Alright,” Theodora said. 
 
    She turned around to another group of her supporters and made a series of hand signals. They nodded and rushed off. 
 
    “They’ll collect the healers from every guild community and bring them here,” she said. “You can pass along the medical supplies and then leave. IF you return with the defenders from the Citadel, you will be considered friends. Until then, I will consider you spies.” 
 
    Theodora turned away from them and disappeared into the crowd, followed by other guild leaders who bombed her with questions, anxious to know from what was going on. She offered no farewell to Jaden and the others, except for an icy look in Claire’s direction. 
 
    “I tell ya those weavers are a crusty lot. They produce such beautiful fabrics too. They must put all their good into the fabric, leaving nothing but bile for themselves.” 
 
    Jaden smirked but resisted laughing, not wanting to give insult to the remaining weavers’ guild members who stood nearby – and to whom Claire was clearly speaking. Melchior remained stone-faced, while Nathan raised an eyebrow and awkwardly cleared his throat. 
 
    “I’ll be coming with you. I’ve got a whole squad of stevies up in the Citadel,” Claire added, referring to the stevedores. “Twenty or more.” 
 
    Melchior nodded. 
 
    A few moments later, the guild healers began arriving. Lily led them through the inventory that they’d brought, making sure that they knew what everything was and how to use it.  
 
    Jaden, not for the first time, was impressed by her knowledge, so much of it absorbed over the last year and half of intense training at the Academy in the Hidden City. She was truly both a warrior and a healer. 
 
    He had to look away finally, for fear of her seeing him, and because their last conversation still ached sharply in his chest. 
 
    “Let’s get you on the balloon,” Jaden said to Claire. 
 
    “Don’t worry, lad. Hurts less every day,” she said and nodded toward Lily. “Can see why you love her though.” 
 
    Jaden opened his mouth to reply, but Claire had already wandered off toward the balloon and was shouting at them to lower the gangplank to let her board. He shook his head and followed after her, leaving a wide berth around Lily and the healers, to avoid any possible eye contact. 
 
    Climbing onboard, Claire was very interested and impressed by the workings of the balloon and the brazier. She cornered the fire managers, who were trying to do their jobs and keep the balloon ready to lift off. Claire wanted to know everything about how the balloons worked, and how they were steered.  
 
    They didn’t have any sails, so how did they use the wind to get them from place to place? What kept them from falling to earth like a stone? They answered her questions as best they could as they maintained the fires, while releasing enough hot air to keep the balloon from pulling the anchors out of the ground. And they were very polite with all her detailed inquiries, only stopping her when she made to climb up the rope ladder to the brazier where the fires were. 
 
    “Not safe up there, ma’am,” Erin the chief fire manager told Claire. 
 
    “I’m no ma’am, you tart,” Claire shot back. “And I’ve climbed more rigging and masts than you have hairs on your head.” 
 
    “That is probably true, but there weren’t blazing infernos at the top of those masts and rigging, I’ll bet,” Erin replied politely. “Without a protective suit, you’ll be roasted bald, and your eyeballs melted.” 
 
    “Ooh, can’t have that,” Claire agreed. 
 
    She elbowed Jaden and gave him a wink. 
 
    “I have a date with Emperor Kalamin when all this is over and don’t want to be a fright,” she said, using Devourer’s official name. 
 
    By the time that they were finished with Claire’s tour of the airship, Lily and the rebel healer had finished walking the locals healers through the medical inventory. The rebel soldiers and Seekers were back onboard the balloons, ready to go.  
 
    After some negotiation with Claire, who absolutely would not leave the basket, though Melchior wanted her to, she was joined by four of her “stevies”, as she called them. The balloon lifted into the air, and the crowd of refugees, hopeful for a small victory, at least in the rescue of the defenders of the Citadel, raised a cheer and sang a rebel song.  
 
    Jaden watched the people as they lifted into the air and the people became smaller, along with their voices. He too hoped they’d make it in time. If this trip failed, it might cost them both the public support and Headmaster’s life. 
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    They drifted toward the city at a slow pace with the winds having turned unfavorable. Jaden had a better chance to see the entirety of the refugee city that sprawled beneath them, much of the way to Marleborn.  
 
    The endless repetition of misery and ad hoc housing became almost monotonous, it went on for so long. Jaden had to remind himself that the dirty trails and lumps of mud below were places lived in by human beings, sometimes entire families.  
 
    It seemed almost unfathomable that so many were suffering in such a way and that it was facilitated by Devourer himself as a strategy to defeat any internal resistance. If Malabar had ever had a heart with a sliver of human compassion, that heart was long dead. 
 
    Eventually, the recently constructed slums drifted behind them, and they approached the city itself. The scale of destruction became more evident, with each passing moment.  
 
    From the far side of the refugee camp, they had seen the columns of smoke rising but no other details. Now, they could see that whole neighborhoods had burned to the ground, and walls had collapsed in battles. Nothing moved in the streets except the identical “girls” – the Noon Wraiths – who wandered mindlessly in search of prey. 
 
    And there was something else. Something new that Jaden hadn’t seen before. 
 
    Every few streets a large flower had burst from under the cobbles, pushing the stones aside into small heaps. From one of these flowers, he spotted a Noon Wraith emerging.  
 
    It dragged itself out of it, like a child pulling itself out of the mud of a swamp. When it had fully emerged, the newly born Wraith waddled off without trying to clean itself and without even a sideways glance at the flower from which it had emerged. 
 
    Jaden pointed the flower out to Malory, who was beside him. They and Hilda had all been flying intermittent patrols ahead of the balloons, to see if they could see any survivors or any dangers. 
 
    “You see that?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “What is it?” Malory replied. 
 
    “Looks like once they establish themselves, the fungus starts to reproduce Wraiths in large numbers that way.” 
 
    “We never saw any of those when we were here before,” Malory noted. 
 
    “They’d just emerged from God’s Bowl not long before,” Jaden reminded her. “Maybe they hadn’t had the chance yet. The question is, can those flowers be destroyed?” 
 
    “We should find out while we’re safe up here,” she said. 
 
    “Good idea,” Jaden replied. “I’ll tell Melchior first.” 
 
    Jaden flew across to the other balloon with Malory and Hilda in tow, letting him know of the plan. Melchior agreed, but suggested that they use a flaming log from the brazier of the balloon, rather than Jaden’s dragon fire. 
 
    “We can’t all produce dragon fire,” he said. “But we can all throw burning logs or spears.” 
 
    Jaden agreed with Melchior and the three of them – he, Hilda and Malory – each took a wooden spear and Jaden took a pot of oil. “Fireweed burns at a higher temperature than regular wood,” he reminded Melchior. “And we don’t want to use up the last of our fuel or we won’t have any to return to the Hidden City.” 
 
    They leapt over the side of the basket and dove at high speed toward the ground, spreading their wings when they were near the top of the four story buildings that typified the crowded popular neighborhoods of Marleborn. They hovered above a large flower that had taken over most of the street beneath them.  
 
    It dominated the street from one side to the other, with tendrils climbing the nearby buildings. Beneath the ground, its roots pushed up the cobbles and spread out in several directions, like underground veins. 
 
    Jaden took hold of Hilda’s spear tip with his left hand and ignited it. The spear burst into flame, the wood quickly blackening.  
 
    Hilda had grown up in a Red Coast fishing village and had experience on boats with spear fishing. She drew back her arm and threw the spear toward the flower. She struck it dead center where a black hole was located and from which the Noon Wraiths emerged. 
 
    The spear sank deep and the fire caused a hissing release of liquid from the flower, which sounded like a terrible screech that made the hair rise on Jaden’s arm.  
 
    Liquid sprayed into the air, perhaps poisonous and intended as a defensive measure. It also doused the spear, eliminating the fire. The flower seemed unharmed. Obviously one spear wouldn’t be enough to destroy a Wraith flower. They would either need many of them or some other means of attack. 
 
    Jaden touched the oil in the pot. It burst into flame as well, with black smoke rising from it. Jaden flew closer to the ground and poured the flaming oil directly on top of the flower.  
 
    There was more shrieking, louder this time, as the oil cooked and destroyed the fibers and flesh of the flower. A significant amount of burning oil also poured into the birth canal of the flower, causing horrible belching sounds and the release of a terrible odor. 
 
    A half-gestated Wraith, hideous and malformed, leapt from within the flower, launching itself two-thirds of the distance toward where Jaden had been hovering. It grabbed at his feet, startling him, before tumbling back to the ground and landing on its back on top of the flower.  
 
    It shriveled and collapsed in on itself, like a pumpkin rotting on the vine. The flower followed shortly afterward, releasing a grayish cloud of what looked like spores, before folding in on itself and disappearing back into the earth. 
 
    From behind Jaden, Malory shouted and he spun in the air. She was gripping at her chest in agony, face contorted. He looked behind her and saw a half dozen Noon Wraiths drifting in the same lazy way that they walked, only through the air. He flew to Malory. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I… don’t know.” 
 
    Jaden held her arm and closed his eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath as he focused his energies. When he reopened his eyes, he saw the Noon Wraiths as they really looked, like enormous, malevolent sea urchins.  
 
    They bristled in every direction with prehensile quills that grew, waved about, shrank and probed the air in front, above and behind. In the middle of their bodies opened hideous maws. It was into these maws that they drew the souls of their victims, devouring them, leaving behind only cursed bodies that not even the maggots would touch. 
 
    He looked down at Malory’s hands, which were clasped over her chest. Between her hands a large hollow quill had pierced her body. It was beginning to pump a glowing liquid into her. It wouldn’t be long before she lost consciousness as a prelude to the Wraith sucking out her soul. 
 
    Jaden hadn’t made the same mistake as he did with the Archanoptera in the Southern Plains. This time he had worn his armor and his sword. He drew it quickly, moving toward the hideous Wraith, and slashed at the quill, cutting through it with the first swipe of the blade.  
 
    The Wraith squealed horribly in pain as the stump of its quill pumped its venom into the air. Jaden rushed back to Malory and, with a sharp tug, pulled it free of her chest. The pain of the extraction caused Malory to lose consciousness. She would have tumbled to earth, had Jaden not wrapped an arm around her waist. 
 
    “Give me a hand!” he shouted to Hilda. 
 
    She rushed over and took Malory’s other side. The two of them flew back toward the balloons and away from the Wraiths, which followed behind them.  
 
    They reached the basket and set down inside of it, lying Malory on the deck. Lily rushed over. 
 
    “She got a dose of Wraith venom, but she should be ok,” Jaden told her. “She’ll be out for a while though and those things will come for her, like predators to fresh meat, until the venom is out of her body.” 
 
    “We’ll protect her,” Lily said. 
 
    Jaden handed the quill to Nathan who had joined them. 
 
    “Those things get close, aim for the knees,” Jaden reminded him. “That’s where the maw is located and that’s the only way to kill them. I’ll get more.” 
 
    Without another word, Jaden leapt again from the deck of the basket and into the air.  
 
    No more than ten Noon Wraiths were closing in on the slow-moving balloons from every side. He dove at the closest of them and eyed its central quill, which extended serpent-like toward Jaden. He knew from experience that it would extend slowly, finding his vulnerability and then it would lash out, seeking to catch hold of him in the area of the neck or chest. With the Elven armor on, he was mostly invulnerable and the quill seemed to be able to sense it. 
 
    As the quill coiled, preparing to strike at Jaden, he dashed forward and sliced it free of the creature. The Wraith screamed and retreated, but Jaden spun the quill around and thrust it into the maw that was lined with thousands of small, needle-like quills.  
 
    The Wraith shivered and gurgled once and then fell toward the earth, as it shriveled and blackened. When it hit the ground, the Wraith exploded into wet, gray fragments that dissolved into the soil. 
 
    Jaden repeated the maneuver with several more of the Wraiths, cutting loose their main quill before killing them. When he had accumulated a bundle of the things in his hand, he returned to one balloon and then the other.  
 
    Here, he divided the captured quills between the crews so that they would have a means to defend themselves. On the balloon with the Seekers, Nathan had already skewered two of them and they had collapsed in disgusting piles onto the deck.  
 
    Malory, still only semi-conscious and looking gray and sweaty, lay in a corner near the steering and elevation control wheels. Lily had placed a poultice on Malory’s chest and Jaden could see that some blood was seeping through. 
 
    By the time that Jaden leapt into the air once again, along with Hilda, even more Noon Wraiths swarmed around them. Jaden gathered two more quills and gave them to Hilda.  
 
    Her bat-like manner of flying, bouncing and jerking rather than smoothly gliding, made it difficult for the Noon Wraiths to target her. She darted in and around them with growing confidence, thrusting and jabbing with the quills. Several of the creatures fell to the ground and she let out whoops and cheers, as though it were a game. 
 
    Jaden also went on the attack, focusing on keeping the creatures as far from the balloons as possible. But no matter how many he took down, more arrived, slow and relentless.  
 
    The Wraiths seemed drawn by the death of their fellow monsters. Jaden couldn’t help but think that this was his fault, because of their tests on the vulnerability of the Wraith flowers. It was with the spear and then the oil that the Wraiths began to appear, after the flowers squealed and released liquid into the air.  
 
    Now, as fast as Jaden was able to destroy the Wraiths, he was becoming tired. He wouldn’t be able to last much longer. 
 
    He called out to Hilda, and they retreated back to the airships with a large supply of quills. Hilda delivered hers to the basket with the rebel soldiers, while Jaden flew to the Seeker ship.  
 
    Upon landing on the deck, his knees buckled underneath him. He was more exhausted than he realized, and he tumbled along the deck, holding the quills tight to his body for fear of stabbing one of his comrades or himself. 
 
    He stopped rolling and came up on one knee, holding out the bundle of quills to Karine, the Seeker of the Barracuda. She grinned at him with her pointy teeth and passed out the quills to the rest of the Seekers. By then, there were a half dozen Noon Wraiths moving amongst the rigging. 
 
    Claire and her stevies fought the Wraiths with even more joyful abandon than had Hilda. As they thrust and jabbed at the things, they sang songs from the waterfront and from the sea. Jaden thought them mad, but soon realized that it was actually their way of organizing themselves and each other.  
 
    They always knew where the others were and what they were doing. It seemed to almost link them to each other in a magical way, such was the power of the song.  
 
    One of the stevies was stabbed by a quill, and before the Wraith could begin pumping venom, Claire was there, slicing at the quill, even though she couldn’t see it, only Jaden could because of his ability to see through magic. She sawed through it and then yanked it free of her comrade’s chest, using it as a weapon against another Wraith. 
 
    But with the ever-growing number of the monsters filling the air around the balloons, it was only a matter of time until they were overwhelmed. 
 
    “Take us down,” Jaden shouted at the fire managers. “We need cover. We’re exposed from every angle up here.” 
 
    Erin, the lead fire manager, nodded and climbed to the brazier, where she rang the ship’s bell to attract the attention of the lead fire manager on Melchior’s ship. She made a series of hand gestures at her opposite on the other ship. 
 
    “Look out!” Jaden shouted at her. 
 
    A Noon Wraith approached her from behind and. The creature speared her in the back. She arched in agony and fell into the brazier.  
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    There was an explosion of sparks and flames licked upward. Surely both Erin and the fire manager who was tending the burning fireweed had been destroyed by the fireball that erupted from inside the box, Jaden thought. 
 
    He was about to fly up and try to rescue them, but the fireball caught the balloon, which burned like paper, trails of embers glowing and climbing upward, consuming the balloon bit-by-bit. 
 
    “Abandon ship!” Jaden shouted. 
 
    Nathan picked Malory up from the deck and put her over his shoulder. He rushed to the side of the balloon and leapt across to Melchior’s ship. Meanwhile, the stevies with their lifelong experience on ship rigging were already halfway across on the ropes connecting the two airships. Claire stayed back to coach the Seekers, who were facing death for the first time and beginning to panic. 
 
    “You’ll be fine if you don’t lose your heads,” Claire said. “My lot are a bunch of half-drunken fatsos and look at ‘em, like spiders they are. You can do it.” 
 
    Her confidence was infectious and seemed to be working. Feeling that she had that under control, Jaden turned back to the Noon Wraiths. He rushed back into battle, avoiding their whiplike attacks with his magical sight.  
 
    Near him, Hilda continued together with Tallulah, whose octopus limbs handled half a dozen quills simultaneously. She was thrusting and jabbing everywhere at once, and Jaden was more concerned that she would stab him than that she would suffer from an attack by the Wraiths. 
 
    Jaden fought to cover their retreat from the doomed balloon. Rolling, leaping, flying, he slashed and jabbed, accumulating quills and turning Wraiths into shriveled sacks that collapsed and turned to liquid on the deck, making it slippery.  
 
    He glanced back over his shoulder. The last of the Seekers, Roderic the Cheetah, was making his way carefully across the ropes. 
 
    Claire whistled to get Jaden’s attention and then she, too, began to make her way across. She stood upright on the ropes, unbelievably nimble given her large frame, and scurried along the ropes like a spider.  
 
    A Noon Wraith approached her, but she thrust her remaining quill at it, piercing it and sending it earthward, shrieking. However, she was left weaponless and more Wraiths were approaching her from every angle. 
 
    “Look out!” Jaden shouted and stabbed a Wraith, then leapt toward Claire. 
 
    Surrounded from all sides, she decided that she had no chance. With a battle cry, Claire leapt off of the rope and grabbed hold of a Noon Wraith. Her body trembled as dozens of the creature’s smaller quills punctured her flesh and injected her with their venom. Her eyes rolled back into her head as she lost consciousness and fell backward.  
 
    Jaden dove after her, but she was too far and surrounded by too many of the Noon Wraiths.  
 
    He had to turn away before she hit the ground, and he returned to the Seeker basket where the two twins were still battling. 
 
    The balloon was sinking at a growing speed and the number of Wraiths was becoming overwhelming. Jaden arrived just in time to eliminate one that had come up behind Tallulah, knocking it aside and then spearing it with a quill. 
 
    “Let’s go!” he shouted. 
 
    The three of them broke away from the fight. The balloon wouldn’t last much longer as it was rapidly disintegrating above them.  
 
    Even the other balloon was in trouble, though not yet on fire. Two dozen of them were fighting off the Noon Wraiths, but still it wasn’t enough. Jaden and Hilda each grabbed one of Tallulah’s arms and they flew across the gap between the two airships. 
 
    The rapid descent of the Seeker ship was dragging Melchior’s balloon toward the ground, causing the basket to tilt dangerously. It made fighting the Wraiths even more difficult.  
 
    Once they were across, the rebel soldiers, Melchior and Jaden slashed at the ropes, finally separating the balloons. The released basket spiraled toward the earth and crashed into the tiled roof of a building, smashing it open and sending burning fireweed inside.  
 
    Melchior’s basket bobbed back upright, tossing many of them to the deck, but making it easier to fight the ever-growing mob of Wraiths. 
 
    The balloon suddenly jolted, and Jaden looked upward. Several Noon Wraiths closed in on the upper reaches of the balloon. Their central quills were being extended toward the balloon fabric.  
 
    Whether this was a strategy to get at the defenders in the basket by knocking them to earth, or because they believed that the balloon itself was a living being worthy of attack, wasn’t clear. Whatever it was, it was dangerous.  
 
    Jaden leapt upward toward the monsters. As he did so, he saw Hamish, Seeker of the Wolf Spider, scampering up the rigging almost as fast as Jaden could fly, quill in one hand. 
 
    Jaden reached the first Noon Wraith and dispatched it before it even saw him. The next one snapped its quill at Jaden, striking his neck, before he managed to slice through the quill with his blade, and then thrust that quill into its maw. It too tumbled toward the earth below, blackening and shriveling as it fell.  
 
    Hamish meanwhile, had also eliminated two of the creatures. Then a third and fourth struck at him, piercing his neck and side and sending him tumbling off of the airship. 
 
    Again, Jaden was forced to make a rapid, difficult decision. If he dove after Hamish, he might save his life, but that’d leave the Wraiths to destroy the balloon and kill everyone onboard. 
 
    He swallowed hard and returned to attacking the Wraiths.  
 
    The venom of the quill that had pierced his neck was causing Jaden’s vision to blur, and he struggled against dimming consciousness as he attacked one Wraith after another. Jaden was becoming sluggish and disoriented, but he couldn’t stop. 
 
    Hilda appeared beside him, with Tallulah holding onto her legs with two of her eight limbs. They finished off the last of the Wraiths, though the balloon was fatally damaged and sinking rapidly as air escaped out of a sizable tear in the very top.  
 
    Jaden grabbed hold of the rigging rope in his gloved right hand and let himself slide down it in a controlled descent to the deck beneath. As he got there the basket was tilting dangerously. The balloon was in chaos as the battle with the Noon Wraiths continued. 
 
    Jaden went down on one knee, the chaos around him fading into a blur of noise and movement as he struggled against the encroaching darkness at the edge of his vision. The shouts of anger and pain blended one into the other, and he closed his eyes, struggling to keep it all together and make it make sense.  
 
    He felt the basket angling further toward his left, and his knees sliding on the deck until he thunked against the edge of the basket.  
 
    Someone bumped against him, and then he felt them tumble over the side. 
 
    More than anything, Jaden wanted to sleep, but he knew that was just the venom working on him. It made him angry that he was losing control of himself in this way, at this moment, when he was needed by his comrades.  
 
    He pounded both his fists against the deck at his knees.  
 
    Then again.  
 
    Then again.  
 
    On the fourth time, a sudden surge of energy passed through his body and the wooden deck cracked beneath his blows. Fire flooded his veins. His entire being radiated heat. He rose to his feet and opened his eyes. 
 
    Everything moved slowly around him, and he observed it almost as though he weren’t there. The world seemed as though he were a spectator at a sporting event in a stadium. The shouts of battle, the strange shrieks of wounded and dying Wraiths, the thud of bodies striking the deck.  
 
    Jaden yanked the glove off of his right and flicked his wrist as though turning a doorknob, but one that was above his head. 
 
    A funnel of spinning air appeared above Jaden, extending from the end of his arm. It widened out rapidly and moved at such high velocity that the air itself screamed.  
 
    It drew the Noon Wraiths like a magnet and as the first hit the whirlwind, it became caught, spinning wildly inside of it. Then another joined it, and then another. Soon, it had trapped a dozen Wraiths. All those arriving to join the attack were pulled in. 
 
    Without new Wraiths to harass them, the soldiers, stevies and Seekers were able to overwhelm the slow but inexorable attack of the others.  
 
    One by one, the creatures faced the thrust of their own quills into their maws, until none were left. 
 
    By then, the basket was close to the ground, such that some of the soldiers were already leaping out to look for cover, knowing that more were likely on the way to attack.  
 
    Jaden raised his right hand and formed it into a fist, which he used to strike the palm of his air hand. Instead of fire there appeared icy air, so cold that hail and snow formed within the whirlwind.  
 
    Even on the deck of the basket frost blossomed. Moisture was drawn in from around them and became shards of ice, like daggers, that whirled at high velocity. 
 
    Caught in the icy winds, the Wraiths became covered in frost as they too froze and became solid. Their quills stopped moving and probing in a search for victims. They became tumbling blocks of ice. As they struck one against another they began to shatter into smaller and smaller shards, joining the frozen whirlwind.  
 
    But the mass went out of Jaden’s control. The whirlwind grew higher and larger, until finally it reached up to the balloon. It too was frozen, and then torn to pieces by the fragments within the gale. The basket dropped the remaining distance to the ground, splitting in half and falling helter skelter on the city street. 
 
    The jolt of the fall shattered Jaden’s concentration, and his hands came down to his sides as he fell to his knees. The ice and fragments of all and sundry, were sent in every direction away from the broken basket and her crew. They came down onto the cobbled streets with a clatter as though it were raining broken glass. 
 
    The collapse of the basket caused some of the beams holding up the brazier to snap. The brazier tilted at a sharp angle, dumping out its load of burning fireweed.  
 
    The fire manager tumbled out of the brazier along with the burning bundles, onto the deck. Luckily, he avoided being pinned under the heavy load of burning material. The crew and passengers scattered to avoid the widening spread of the flames as they caught on the deck. 
 
    Jaden forced himself once again to his feet and looked around in a daze. He was inside of a growing wall of smoke and flame. The intensely hot, white-blue flames of the fireweed caused everything made of wood to ignite.  
 
    He staggered over to where the fire manager lay unconscious on the ground and picked up the man, struggling to heave him over his shoulder. Jaden stumbled through the flames, the smoke burning his eyes, until he reached the edge of the basket. The chest high wall stood between Jaden and the road, where safety lay. It too was burning, and Jaden kicked at it several times until the charred wood cracked and broke. 
 
    Jaden stepped out into the streets of Marleborn and away from the remnants of their balloon. Half a block in the other direction, the Seeker balloon and basket had come down on top of a group of houses that contained a pub and fish market at street level.  
 
    The collapsed brazier had sent bundles of burning fireweed onto the semi-destroyed roof of the building. Flames burst skyward through the holes in the roof as fire spread through the house.  
 
    Jaden carried the unconscious fire manager to the edge of the street, away from the conflagration and set him down. Then he slid down the wall of the building and sat, staring at the flames. 
 
    It seemed a long time that he sat there, surrounded by the disaster of what had happened, staring at the orange flames of the baskets and houses.  
 
    They had come to rescue the defenders of the Citadel and instead had simply created one more column of smoke in a city dotted with such columns.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaden chuckled deliriously at the irony of it, his eyes swimming in his head. Then Lily appeared in front of him, shaking him. 
 
    “Jaden, can you hear me?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Are you hurt?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Had a Wraith sting but I think that’s passed but I’m not really sure.” 
 
    “Where were you stung?” 
 
    Jaden pointed at his neck and touched the spot. His body was already forcing out a clear ooze of the venom and it was running down his neck.  
 
    Lily slid out a small knife from a pouch at her side and poured alcohol on it. With a flick of her wrist she slit Jaden’s neck. Blood and venom flowed freely down his chest, staining his shirt.  
 
    Around her neck she wore a large jar with a cork in a wide neck. Lily removed the cork, stuck two fingers in the jar and scooped out a large dollop of an emerald-green cream and slathered it on the wound she had just created. 
 
    Jaden screamed and then blacked out. 
 
    He woke up and looked around. It couldn’t have been long, because the fires of the baskets were still burning and smoke was everywhere, along with a sense of chaos and panic.  
 
    Nearby, he saw Lily treating someone else. Next to Jaden, the fire manager had been propped up. His mask and protective hood had been removed and a bandage was wrapped around his head. There was a round, red stain on the bandage that Jaden assumed was blood.  
 
    He reached out and touched the man. He was still alive. 
 
    Jaden pushed himself up the wall to his feet. Lily turned to him and scowled. 
 
    “Stay there. You need to rest,” she said. 
 
    But Lily was in no position to enforce the order. She was too busy treating the injured. Jaden needed to know who else was injured and who was dead.  
 
    He stayed close to the wall of the building and made his way around the burning balloon basket, assuming that the others would also be spread around it. 
 
    Remembering where they were and what they had just been through, Jaden stopped to peer in every direction. For the moment, no Noon Wraiths approached them, not from above anyway.  
 
    Perhaps they managed to clear out the neighborhood. Jaden had no idea. It was all a blur. The important thing was that they weren’t under attack right now. 
 
    As Jaden came around the side of the basket, he saw bodies sprawled on the ground but didn’t approach. First, he wanted to know who was alive, before seeing who hadn’t made it.  
 
    Down the street some distance, he spotted Nathan standing and watching the flames, just as Jaden had done. Nathan was on his feet, his face blackened by soot, staring in disbelief at the disaster.  
 
    Next to him, propped up against a wall, was Malory. Surprisingly, she looked better than Nathan, more annoyed than in shock. 
 
    Jaden approached. At first Nathan didn’t even register Jaden’s presence, until Malory spoke. 
 
    “You made it too,” were her first words. 
 
    “It seems,” Jaden replied. 
 
    “By Kalamin’s bones where did those things learn to fly?!” she asked. 
 
    “The last time that we were here,” Nathan replied, still staring into the middle distance. “It was just one of them. On the boat. In the harbor.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jaden agreed, remembering the battle on the ship. “Maybe that one taught others? Are they smart enough to learn?” 
 
    “Apparently,” Malory replied. 
 
    “Melchior?” Jaden asked, fearing the worst. 
 
    Malory nodded toward the burning basket with her chin. Melchior was alive and walking toward them. He seemed to be the most composed of all survivors. 
 
    “Glad to see you three made it,” Melchior told them. “Without you we’d be walking blind.” 
 
    “Your affection is truly moving,” Malory said sarcastically. 
 
    “Obviously I’m glad you’re alive for that reason too,” Melchior backpedaled. “I’m just trying to figure out where we’re at and we’ve lost all of the stevedores in the crash, so we have no locals to guide us.” 
 
    “By the beard of the demon who lives in Malabar,” Jaden cursed. “I saw them fighting. They were brave.” 
 
    Melchior nodded. “Yes, it’s a real loss for everyone.” 
 
    “And our own people?” Nathan asked. “Did we suffer losses?” 
 
    “Hamish the Wolf Spider Seeker, as well as three rebel soldiers: Mary-Ellen, Farukh and Eleanor. Only two fire managers survived. One that Jaden saved, Marcus, and a young apprentice named Freya.” 
 
    Jaden was struck by a horrific, half-formed thought. “Did I cause this?” 
 
    He couldn’t remember much from the battle itself. Either the venom or various blows to the head had left him dizzy and confused. But he remembered creating a whirlwind of jetsam and flotsam that he feared had brought down their balloon. 
 
    Melchior shook his head and put a hand on Jaden’s shoulder. 
 
    “If it weren’t for you, Jaden, we’d probably all have ended up killed. That whirlwind destroyed dozens of them at once. Every single one that we saw was pulled into it and broken into a thousand pieces.” 
 
    Nathan now turned to Jaden for the first time. “He is right, although I would add that the ice shrapnel of exploding Wraiths did wreak some havoc on the structure of our airship.” 
 
    Jaden looked at Nathan to see if he was being serious. His eyes were still blank but cleared for a moment and showed signs of a smile at their corners. Jaden laughed, though it hurt his ribs to do so.  
 
    The laugh felt good, but it threatened to get out of hand with delirium and Jaden reigned it in. 
 
    “Is there a plan?” he asked Melchior. 
 
    “Go to the Citadel on foot,” he replied with a shrug. 
 
    “How far are we?” Malory asked and coughed. 
 
    “You’ve all been here before, I haven’t,” Melchior replied. “You tell me.” 
 
    Jaden looked around. It was hard to see much from their current location. He leapt into the air, flew up to the top of the buildings on the street and situated himself.  
 
    To their right the city sloped down to the piers. To the left it climbed sharply to the high-born quarter. Straight ahead was a gentler slope that led to the city wall and the Citadel, which overlooked the plains between the ragged coastline and the distant mountains. 
 
    Jaden drifted back down to the ground. He pointed in the direction of the Citadel. 
 
    “It’s about a quarter league from here. Marleborn is made up of a series of ever larger half-ring roads that begin and end at the sea. Each semi-circle is crossed by radiating spokes that all begin at the piers, at the very center of the waterfront. If we head back up this spoke road to the ring road after the next one, we can follow it right to the Citadel.” 
 
    Jaden turned to Nathan. 
 
    “It’s the road we took out of town, with Captain Lucas.” 
 
    Nathan nodded, remembering the start of their last journey in Marleborn. Jaden then turned again to Melchior. 
 
    “Who can travel and who can’t?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure about Marcus the fire manager. He got a pretty nasty bump on the head. But everyone else who survived sustained only minor injuries.” 
 
    “Good,” Jaden said. “Because we can’t leave anyone behind, not here. They won’t last an hour.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Lily came running, appearing out of the smoke and flame like a vision. 
 
    “Everyone is treated and there’s no Wraiths in sight,” she said. “And we have a surprise.” 
 
    “Good or bad? Because I don’t have any more bad surprise tolerance in me,” Malory said. 
 
    “Good,” Lily replied and turned to face the direction from which she’d come. 
 
    Hobbling out of the flames, using a broken piece of banister as a cane, came Claire the port boss. Her hair was knotted and burned and her face was bruised and blackened. Besides that, she seemed unharmed. 
 
    “How is that possible?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “Takes a lot to kill me, laddy,” she laughed. 
 
    “But you fell from the balloon after being injected with Wraith poison…” 
 
    “And I fell through them, like hitting infernal pin cushions. We were high from the ground but not very far from the rooftops. Maybe I was limp and unconscious because of the monster’s venom or the luck of the damn gods was on my side. I’ve no idea. But I woke up on a fourth story balcony, right across from the burning building. So, I hiked up my girdle and staggered down to the street, where I found this one here.” She pointed at Lily. 
 
    “Your stevies didn’t make it,” Jaden told her. “I’m really sorry.” 
 
    Claire nodded back tears. “Better way to go than to have a crate of Ilesian potato liquor drop on your head. They’d be proud to know fighting those things is how they went. 
 
    “Can you walk?” Melchior asked her. 
 
    “Can you? Because I ain’t carrying you,” she shot back. 
 
    They soon set off along the spoke road, after gathering up what remained of their supplies and the medical aid that hadn’t been destroyed in the crash and fire of the balloons. Marcus, the fire manager, was still unable to walk and so Nathan slung him over his shoulder. 
 
    Within twenty minutes they reached the semi-ring road that led to the Citadel on the eastern edge of Marleborn. They could see a long way along it, though not as far as the wide steps that climbed up to the Citadel itself.  
 
    The street was empty of people, except for the pale, unchanging dead. There were barricades set up, many of which burned, while others were half-dismantled or destroyed during combat with the Wraiths and lay strewn in the streets. At least two of the Wraith flowers bloomed in the distance. 
 
    “We’ll have to see if we can go around them,” Melchior suggested. “We can destroy them, but that will act as a magnet for a lot of Wraiths, that’s clear.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Jaden said. “Let’s get closer and then make a decision.” 
 
    The 19 survivors from the balloons moved in a rectangular formation, four wide on the street. Jaden had wanted to have the flying Seekers scout ahead from the air, but Melchior felt that for the moment, they should remain on the ground, fearing that they would attract more of the Wraiths. 
 
    “At the moment there’s none,” he said. “I don’t see why we want to invite the devil to our party when he’s off busy somewhere else.” 
 
    They marched quickly and in silence, again to keep from attracting any attention of the Wraiths. Crackle and rumble of fire were the only constant sounds in the eerie silence of the abandoned streets, punctuated by the occasional crash of a collapsing roof or other structure. 
 
    It didn’t take long for them to reach the first Wraith flower. They stopped some distance away to plan their next course of action. 
 
    Jaden pointed toward a dark alley close by. “I think that we should turn down that alley and make our way around the flower by other streets,” he suggested. 
 
    “The alleys here are narrow though,” Melchior replied. “We’ll be forced to move two by two, which will make us vulnerable to attack.” 
 
    “I have to agree with Jaden,” Malory said. “We’ve seen that the flowers can call for help from the Wraiths. Maybe it’s not just when you attack them. Maybe all we need to do is get close because we’re trying to walk past them on the same street. The alleyways are safer.” 
 
    In the end they decided to follow Jaden’s suggestion and make their way down the alleys that threaded between the major streets of the spokes and arcs. Jaden took the lead, far enough ahead that if he encountered a Wraith he could fly back and warn the others. Malory kept the rear, with the same basic task of warning the main group if a Wraith appeared.  
 
    They still had yet to encounter any since the battle in the air. 
 
    To stay ahead of the main group, Jaden used his wings but flew at an altitude far below the rooftops of the buildings, in order to not be spotted by any of the flying Wraiths. He took care to check each open doorway that he passed.  
 
    Inside, he often found one or more of the strangely preserved dead. Some were lying on the floor, others seated at a kitchen table, as though waiting for their meal. When no Wraiths appeared, Jaden would quietly close the door so as not to disturb the dead and to prevent any unseen Wraiths from walking out behind him, unnoticed.  
 
    It was like visiting a graveyard at dusk, plagued by the fear of what would come when night arrived but with still some hours of safety. 
 
    They had traveled down this one alley, perhaps half the distance to the stairs that led to the entrance of the Citadel. Up ahead, Jaden saw what appeared to be a barricade blocking their route. Getting closer it became clear that it wasn’t a barricade but a blockage that had resulted from the collapse of one of the buildings.  
 
    There had been a fire that had been mostly contained to one four-story apartment, which had destroyed the structural integrity of the stone building. It had collapsed in a heap. They would have to go around it. 
 
    Jaden doubled back to the last cross street, one of the spoke roads, and waited for the others to catch up to him. As he stood there, waiting, he saw a Wraith a short distance away, moving toward him from the direction of the port district.  
 
    He signaled to his comrades to stop before entering the road and observed the creature. It moved in a leisurely path from side to side, foraging for prey perhaps, or just driven by some inner motivation incomprehensible to Jaden. 
 
    Jaden considered his options. He had no doubt that he could eliminate this one Wraith, but he was worried doing so would alert others. As they had experienced in the balloon, the Wraiths could converge on and overwhelm them in very short order.  
 
    A thought occurred to Jaden as to how he might destroy the monster without giving it a chance to alert others. 
 
    He knew, because he could see the Wraiths true form, that they had no eyes. The eyes of the “little girl” that others saw was nothing more than camouflage. But when they were revealed in their true urchin-like form, they had a mouth and the sensing and attacking organs that were the quills.  
 
    Jaden surmised that the Wraiths sensed their prey either by some kind of smell, by temperature or both. Perhaps there was a way to stop them from sensing him. 
 
    Jaden closed his eyes and took his left hand, placing it on his chest. He felt the cold surge through his midsection, spreading to every extremity of his body. For a moment he shivered wildly, his teeth chattering, but then the moment passed. His body temperature was extremely low. Crystals of frost hung on the hair of his arms. But he didn’t feel it. 
 
    Jaden stepped out of the shadows of the narrow laneway, a quill in hand. He could see the look of anxiety on the faces of his friends, and he waved to them to stay back.  
 
    He approached the Wraith. The creature continued its random shuffle down the street, not appearing to notice Jaden. Only when Jaden had reached just over one arm's-length away from the creature did it stop.  
 
    Its quills delicately probed at the air in front of Jaden. The creature had obviously sensed the shift in the air as a result of Jaden’s movements and could feel the coldness emanating from his skin. 
 
    Jaden stayed still for a moment, examining the Wraith, watching its reaction. It had stopped wandering, clearly confused as to what it should do and was trying to decipher the strange sensations it was picking up.  Jaden gave the creature a moment to try and figure out the puzzle that it faced. It never did.  
 
    Satisfied that he could disguise himself in this way in the future as well, Jaden snapped his hand out, thrusting the quill he carried into the maw of the Wraith. It blackened and crumpled to the earth without a sound, then turned to liquid that disappeared into the earth. 
 
    Jaden stood glued to the spot. He waited to see if the creature had managed to somehow signal others between the moment of being pierced by the quill and its almost instantaneous death.  
 
    Several minutes passed. No other Wraiths appeared, neither in the air nor on the ground.  
 
    His gambit had worked and would be a useful method in the future to deal with them. 
 
    Jaden returned to the group and signaled that it was safe to come out from the alleyway. They followed him back to the arc road to their left. The Wraith flower that they had first seen, and avoided, was far in the distance as a result of their journey along the back alley. The second flower was also behind them. To their right, in the direction of the Citadel, the road looked clear; neither Wraiths nor flowers were visible between where they were and the wide steps that led to the Citadel itself. 
 
    Jaden turned to the Red Coast “twins”, and said, “Can you contact your sister and let her know that we’re almost at the front gate of the Citadel?” 
 
    They both shook their head. “We haven’t been able to contact her for two days,” Tallulah said. 
 
    “We think she’s injured and unconscious,” Hilda added. 
 
    “We’re very worried,” Tallulah finished. 
 
    “You should have told us before now,” Melchior sighed. “How are we going to approach the Citadel’s front gates and not be fired upon by the defenders?” 
 
    “Let’s get closer,” Jaden said. “They’ve been under attack for weeks. Who knows the situation there now? They could have been defeated or the Wraiths might have decided to leave them alone.” 
 
    “I seriously doubt that,” Malory said and then saw the horrified look on the faces of the twins. “Sorry. I’m sure they’re still fine. I didn’t see the Citadel when we were here, but I’m sure it’s a powerful fort.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” Jaden said, and led the group of them along the edge of the arc road in the direction of the Citadel, still only barely visible around the curve of the road. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They approached the enormous, stone steps that led up to the massive and fortified gates of the Citadel. The stairs were white marble blocks, so large that one had to almost climb up each step to get to the next one.  
 
    The Citadel itself was also massively disproportionate from the point of view of the human body. Everything seemed beyond epic in size. Even the torches that hung from sconces in the exterior walls were twice the size of an adult male. 
 
    It was an ancient building, built before humans even had written language, leaving no record of who had built it, which kingdom or empire whose name had been forgotten in the passage of eons. But its usefulness to the defense of the city of Marleborn had been such that successive generations had maintained its upkeep. It was a many-storied building that had withstood centuries of attempts to storm and sack the city.  
 
    Even when armies, like that of Devourer and Malabar, had been successful in breaching other city walls, the Citadel always withstood and protected all who sheltered there.  
 
    Larisa had told Jaden the story of how Devourer had intended to dismantle the Citadel. He was, it was said, going to take the stones back to the capital and use them to build a castle for himself. It was to be a symbol of the Red Coast’s submission before him and the Immortal Council that ruled Malabar.  
 
    However, when the work crews arrived from the north, with an entire garrison of Malabari troops to protect them, the riots that swept the city were so fierce and deadly that the soldiers were forced to flee. And that was after Marleborn had been defeated in a revolt that had left the city already in ruins.  
 
    So, the Citadel continued to stand as a symbol to the people of the Red Coast and Marleborn. And now it was the location of another last stand, this time not only against the marauders of Malabar but also against strange and deadly magic from another world.   
 
    Jaden hoped that the power of the Citadel to protect all who hid behind its enormous gates still remained.  
 
    It was clear that the Citadel had suffered a sustained attack, though not with a typical army. Jaden and the others looked up the stairs from a laneway at the bottom and off to the side of the stairs, across an expansive plaza littered with garbage and bodies. Various barricades had been set up at almost every step and that each one had been breached.  
 
    Jaden counted over a hundred bodies splayed out on the ruined fortifications outside of the Citadel. The massive front gates, made of some other polished stone of gray with veins of bright red, stood closed at the top of the stairs. 
 
    Beneath the stone gates, Wraiths milled about on each level of the stairs. There were also at least a dozen in the air, drifting about in their search for souls to feed upon.  
 
    The lack of urgency or direction amongst the Wraiths suggested to Jaden that there was nothing alive within the Citadel. He was about to say as much to Melchior, when a band of a dozen archers appeared over the wall.  
 
    They drew back their bows and fired at the Wraiths drifting in the air nearby. Immediately, eight of the dozen Wraiths crumpled and collapsed to the ground. Another volley was fired, and the remainder fell moments later.  
 
    “They’ve fashioned their quills into arrows,” Jaden said to Melchior. 
 
    “Very clever,” Melchior replied. “But it doesn’t help us to get inside.” 
 
    “Now that we know they’re in there, I’ll fly up and tell them that we’re here,” Jaden said. 
 
    “And when they fire a dozen quills at you?” Melchior asked. 
 
    “I have the means to protect myself,” Jaden smiled. “I don’t float about mindlessly like the Wraiths.” 
 
    “For mindlessly floating they still manage to do a lot of damage,” Malory reminded him. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Jaden said.  
 
    Since no one argued further with Jaden’s plan, he used the same technique to chill his body and then stepped out from their hiding spot. The Wraiths, as before, continued to mill about aimlessly on the stairs. Jaden willed his wings to emerge and flew across the square toward the creatures. Upon reaching the base of the stairs, however, the Wraiths all moved toward him as a group. 
 
    Jaden realized that the lightning that made up the material of his wings must have been sensed by them as belonging to a living creature. Jaden immediately dismissed his wings, and the Wraiths became confused and stopped moving before once again wandering aimlessly. 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” Jaden thought to himself. It meant that his little trick wouldn’t work in the air. 
 
    For the moment, though, the trick to fool them was sufficient for his needs. He ascended the steps, eliminating one Wraith after another. None of them reacted to the destruction of the others and none of them approached Jaden to attack him, once his wings had been withdrawn. Soon enough he was alone on the empty stairs, which were now clear for his comrades to climb toward the gate. 
 
    He considered flying into the air and over the wall, as planned, but it seemed a risky proposition. That was especially true now that he knew the Wraiths could sense his presence as a living being and potential food source. What’s more, not only would he likely attract the monsters, but the guards behind the wall might also fire their weapons at him.  
 
    Jaden could probably avoid being struck by their arrows, but if he was battling both archers and Wraiths, things might go badly for him. He decided to try the front door instead. 
 
    To the left of the double doors was a bell as large as Jaden himself.  Hanging next to the bell was a long, carved log with a ram’s head of iron on the end. The log hung by a series of ropes so that the head of the ram touched the bell.  
 
    Jaden pulled the log back and released it. It swung at the bell, striking it with a loud, resonating sound. He repeated it.  
 
    A long pause followed as Jaden waited in front of the gates.  
 
    Then, a smaller door cut into the gate eased open silently, and Larisa stepped out. She saw Jaden and her jaw dropped. 
 
    “Hi,” he said awkwardly. “We’re here to save you.” 
 
    Without another word, Larisa ran into Jaden’s arms and they embraced for a long time in silence. Finally, she released him and stepped back. 
 
    “Gods, you’re freezing. Are you OK?” she asked.  
 
    “Those baby dragons bestowed upon me some new abilities,” he explained. “I figured out that by chilling my body temperature, the Wraiths can’t sense where I am. I can get right up to them and destroy them.” 
 
    “Tell me you are not alone,” Larisa said to him. 
 
    Jaden looked over his shoulder to the nearby alley. “The rest are down there.” 
 
    The others stepped out from the shadows and into the plaza at the base of the massive stairs. Larisa looked around nervously, obviously for Wraiths, and then waved for them to come to the front gate. The group rushed forward and began climbing the high stairs. 
 
    “You just walked into the city?” she asked, stunned. 
 
    Jaden shrugged. “Not exactly. We had other plans, but we were attacked by the Wraiths and lost our transport and several of our people.” 
 
    She hugged him again.  
 
    “But you still came. You have no idea how much this will mean to everyone here,” she said, her eyes welling with tears.  
 
    Larisa grabbed Jaden’s face and kissed him hard on the lips. “You have no idea how much this means to me.” 
 
    Malory touched down beside them, having flown up the stairs.  
 
    “I’m guessing quite a lot based on that greeting,” she said. 
 
    “Hey Mal,” Larisa said and punched her in the shoulder. “Good to see you.” 
 
    “You too, Larisa.” 
 
    Jaden glanced to his right and saw that Lily was on the last step before the top and was looking at him strangely.  
 
    She too had obviously seen the kiss.  
 
    Probably everyone had seen it as they were effectively standing on the largest stage in all of Marleborn when it happened. It made Jaden uncomfortable, but Larisa was almost giddy with excitement at their arrival and didn’t notice the discomfort.  
 
    Finally, Claire and Melchior, who had stayed close to the big woman, along with two other soldiers, arrived at the top step. Claire was heavily winded but all smiles. 
 
    “I came a long way to rescue my stevies and lost a few on the way, girl. You better tell me that they’re still alive and kicking in there,” Claire announced loudly. 
 
    Larisa laughed. “Yes. The stevedore militia is very alive and very kicking.” 
 
    From somewhere below them, Jaden heard the distinctive shuffling and turned around. In the plaza beneath the stairs, the Wraiths were emerging once again from the nearby streets. Some of them were already lifting off of the ground in order to ascend the steps. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here before those things come up here,” Larisa told them and indicated toward the door. 
 
    The group filed through the door as Jaden hung back, to make sure everyone made it inside without a problem. Larisa embraced each of the Seekers that she knew as they passed her into the Citadel.  
 
    Finally, it was just her and Jaden again. 
 
    “Not a day has gone by that I haven’t thought of you, Jaden of Lessertown. I really wondered whether I’d see you in the flesh again and not just through the voice of Philomena.” 
 
    “Is she alright?” Jaden asked. “Her sisters haven’t been able to contact her for a couple of days.” 
 
    Larisa nodded. “She was stung by one of the Wraiths and it left her unconscious. She’s better now – our healers have learned how to treat their venom since I almost died from it – but she’s still too weak to communicate psychically.” 
 
    “And Loren,” Jaden asked. “How is he?” 
 
    “He returned home before everything went wrong,” Larisa explained. “The infection from the wound cost him his arm, and he wanted nothing more to do with the war.” 
 
    Jaden nodded. 
 
    “I don’t blame him,” he said. 
 
    “If I lost a limb, I feel like it would make me even more determined,” she said. “I almost died because of these things and it made me want to destroy Malabar even more. Not that I blame Loren. Everyone has their limits and he reached his.”  
 
    There was a moment of thoughtful silence as they both pondered Loren and what might be their own limits. Jaden wasn’t sure that he had a limit.  
 
    What would he do if he reached his? Return to the sewers? 
 
    Tired of the heavy thoughts and returning to the present, Larisa grabbed Jaden one more time and shook him.  
 
    “I can’t believe that you’re here!” 
 
    Her excitement made them both laugh. And, if he was honest, was a relief after the tension between him and Lily, who struggled with a powerful ambivalence in her feelings toward Jaden. 
 
    Jaden followed Larisa inside the Citadel through the smaller door in the stone gate, which she closed and barred behind him. The others had already gone deeper inside, led by some of the Citadel guards. Larisa locked her arm in Jaden’s and led him in the same direction. 
 
    Jaden looked around him at where the defenders had been holed up all those weeks. The inside, like the outside, was proportioned as though meant for giants and Jaden immediately was reminded of the ancient ruins in the world of Dracoseth.  
 
    He wondered, for a moment, if it was possible that the Titans had lived in the world of humans, perhaps before even humans existed. No one had ever discovered any other examples of the Titans in their world, so it seemed more likely that the original builders wanted to impress their enemies with the scope of the fortifications; to give the sense that those within were giants and not worth attacking.  
 
    Whatever the reason for the original builders’ plans, the Citadel was an impressive palatine city. The walls rose above them at least twenty and perhaps thirty adults high. Doors were three times as tall as an average man with doorknobs that required two hands to turn. The stone carvings on the walls had been well preserved and still looked crisp and clear, displaying battle scenes for wars long forgotten and detailing stories about heroes whose names were no longer known. 
 
    Away from the front gates, the buildings that filled the Citadel were close together so that if anyone invaded, they would have to battle one by one against an enemy who knew their way around the labyrinth. The stone buildings within the Citadel were also of gargantuan proportions, rising far above Jaden’s head.  
 
    Larisa led Jaden through the winding streets until they reached the very center of the Citadel, which held a wide plaza with the palm and pine trees typical of the Red Coast. Here were gathered a large number of those who still remained in the Citadel, defending it from the Wraiths and trying to stay alive.  
 
    They looked to be in better shape than the refugees outside the city walls, but were obviously tired from an endless battle against an enemy that never stopped producing new soldiers to attack.  
 
    Jaden’s friends and comrades stood in a semi-circle being addressed by Captain Lucas, the charismatic seaman who supported Red Coast rebels by getting close to Malabar with his wares.  
 
    He gesticulated emphatically as he spoke to Jaden’s friends as though he were explaining something very important. But, when Lucas saw Jaden, he stopped what he was doing and hurried right up to him, embracing Jaden nearly as heartily as Larisa had done. 
 
    “You look much better than the last time I saw you,” he said. 
 
    “My nose is a little straighter, yes,” Jaden joked. “But we have had our own share of difficulties getting here.” 
 
    “So I have heard,” Lucas replied. “We are grateful for the efforts that you had made to help us. I understand that you brought medicine and food with you.” 
 
    Jaden nodded. “We left most of the medicine with the refugees outside of the city. And of what we had left, we lost much in our own battle with the Wraiths. Hopefully what remains will be enough.” 
 
    “No matter,” Lucas said. “We appreciate what you have brought us and, for the most part, injuries are not our greatest difficulty. We have learned to fight them from behind our walls with minimum losses. Our real challenge is exhaustion. We even have enough food to last us a year or more.” 
 
    “You need to get out of here,” Jaden said. “For one thing, your people outside need you. Most of the city’s elite seem to have fled south to Obsidia, and while the refugees have organized themselves well, they have few trained fighters amongst them.” 
 
    “We are a hundred within these walls but perhaps only two dozen fighters of any skill. We have been training others but for the most part they are not fighters. Your arrival will increase our odds of escaping this blasted city. Perhaps then we can help our people.” 
 
    “I really hope that we can help, Captain Lucas. Once we’re outside the city, maybe we can gather enough fighters to retake the city,” Jaden said. 
 
    Lucas smiled. 
 
    “My dead friend. Your bravery is without question, but I have seen the infestation of these monsters. We have nowhere near the forces required to cleanse the city. Not even to take back the piers, where we would have the ocean behind us. And we don’t have time to train up the numbers that we need for such an operation before winter rains begin.” 
 
    “How many fighters do you think that we’d need?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “At least a thousand, though several thousand would be better if we want to reclaim the entire city and not be fighting an eternal battle against a plague that re-emerges from every corner. I am convinced that if we can escape the Citadel and the city, I can raise an army of mercenaries from overseas. I have many contacts and the fastest ships in the merchant fleet.” 
 
    “And mercenaries would risk their souls, in the land of the Malabaris, who are known for their viciousness?” 
 
    Lucas smiled. “Money is a great motivator for a mercenary. Even more than death, no matter how terrible its prospects.” 
 
    Jaden laughed. “Well, let’s get you safely out of the city in that case – and everyone else in here.” 
 
    “But first, I suggest that your people need to feed and rest,” Lucas said. “If we’re intending on departing in the next few days, there is no reason to be stingy with our food supplies.” 
 
    Lucas embraced Jaden once again and returned to the others, leading them off to show where they could sleep for the night. Larisa stayed behind with Jaden. 
 
    “You should speak with my parents,” she said. “And you can stay in our spare room.” 
 
    Jaden nodded, and she took him by the hand, leading him in the opposite direction. They moved again through the narrow streets, where not even a wagon pulled by a donkey could fit.  
 
    Jaden was amazed at the people going about their daily business, leading a seemingly normal life. Though he saw not a single child. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Jaden finally said. 
 
    “What don’t you understand?” 
 
    “How have you survived? And all these other people. It’s like they’re leading regular lives.” 
 
    Larisa laughed. “They’re not defenders. They get to sleep. Soldiers and fighters are always on guard duty and being on guard duty means always fighting. But for the people down here, their job is to keep all of us alive. It’s a whole world unto itself.” 
 
    “But without children…” 
 
    “When we came into the Citadel, we thought that an attack was imminent from the God’s Bowl garrison of Devourer. In the city itself the battle was turning for the worst. The children were the first to be evacuated.” 
 
    “How long can you last in the Citadel?” 
 
    “A long time,” she said. “Maybe years. Between the stocks of dried goods and other supplies. Plus there are live animals and even an orchard in one of the interior plazas. At the far end is a small field sown with corn.” 
 
    Now Jaden laughed. “And here we were rushing to come and rescue you. It doesn’t seem like you needed rescuing at all.” 
 
    “Don’t let the seeming normality fool you. We’re all tired. We don’t know if our friends and relatives are still alive out there – and many have children. We can’t help our people. And we don’t know how long we’ll last before the Wraiths find a way in. Everyday someone suffers an injury, like Philomena. Once a week, someone dies. There are limits and everyone wants out of here.” 
 
    “We’ll make it happen,” Jaden said. 
 
    “I know,” Larisa replied and squeezed his hand, turning her head to look into his eyes. “But there’s something more you need to know.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My parents will tell you,” she said and pulled him through a doorway into one of the tall, narrow buildings that lined the streets. 
 
    Inside the building was a home and a meeting center. A fire burned in a brick brazier in the center of the room, the smoke rising in a swirl toward the ceiling where a hole opened to the sky. There were cushions spread about on the carpets that covered the packed and oiled dirt floor. Hanging on the wall were more brightly woven carpets. The fabrics smothered the sounds, filling the space with silence. 
 
    As they entered, Larisa reached over to a small shelf that hung beside the door, picked up a bell and rang it.  
 
    Immediately, her parents, Stefan and Marie, entered the room. When they saw Jaden, grins broke across their faces and they rushed to embrace him, pulling him into their home.  
 
    “Jaden of Lessertown, you are a sight for sore eyes,” Stefan said to him. 
 
    “Larisa said that you were coming but we dared not believe it,” Marie added. “We have had none come to us since we closed the front gates.” 
 
    “I made a promise to Larisa that we would rescue you from the Citadel and get you out of the city,” Jaden explained. “I’ve brought nearly twenty fighters with me, including nine Seekers from the Hidden City.” 
 
    “Praise be,” Stefan said and looked up to the sky. 
 
    “He even brought Claire from the docks,” Larisa said with a smile. 
 
    “Well, that’s it then,” Marie laughed. “We’re as good as saved.” 
 
    “Larisa said that you had something you needed to tell me,” Jaden said. “Does it have anything to do with how we can evacuate everyone from here?” 
 
    Stefan shook his head. 
 
    “No, it’s nothing to do with that,” he said. “It has to do with God’s Bowl and the other Columns of the Polyverse.” 
 
    “Has Malabar tapped into more of them with their machines?” Jaden asked. “I mean, I wouldn’t be surprised. If they can do it once.” 
 
    Marie put a hand on Jaden’s arm. 
 
    “We had some people on the inside at God’s Bowl, with the garrison.”  
 
    “Spies?” Jaden asked. 
 
    Marie nodded. 
 
    “Yes. It was a ploy.” 
 
    Jaden narrowed his eyes.  
 
    “I don’t understand. What was a ploy?” 
 
    “All of it. Your raid, the dragons, the destruction of God’s Bowl.” 
 
    Jaden looked at her, confused.  
 
    “That can’t be,” he said. “We destroyed God’s Bowl and their machine along with it. I captured two dragons and their entire garrison was forced to flee.” 
 
    “Where is Headmaster?” Stefan asked. 
 
    The blood in Jaden’s veins froze.  
 
    Was it possible? Had Devourer engineered the whole scheme, the whole idea that they were trying to destroy the Columns of the Polyverse in order to eliminate magic?  
 
    “He is… he’s being held captive,” Jaden replied. “In the Imperial Reliquary. We came here first to rescue you, and then we’ll take a mission to the Reliquary to win his release.” 
 
    Larisa hung her head at the words, and Marie closed her eyes as Stefan began pacing. 
 
    “Then that was the plan,” Marie said simply. “We knew it was a trap and suspected but…” 
 
    The full realization of what it meant began to dawn on him. 
 
    “My Dragon… Devourer poisoned him, and now he’s at the bottom of the ocean in his world, where I can’t reach him.” 
 
    Larisa gasped and grabbed Jaden’s arm. 
 
    “Do you still have your powers? Are you still a Seeker?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. You saw what I did out there to the Noon Wraiths, but I don’t know how long my Dragon will live. He’s paralyzed.” 
 
    “So, he’s called you,” Larisa said. 
 
    Jaden nodded. “Once.” 
 
    He took his hand back from Larisa’s and walked over to the wall, resisting the urge to punch it. Instead he sat down on the pillows, feeling the weight of all that he had just learned.  
 
    Had Devourer really played them that thoroughly? It was possible. Headmaster had said many times that Devourer had lasted a thousand years as Emperor Kalamin, because he was the canniest of all the Immortals.  
 
    And now he had even fooled even Headmaster, his most determined and experienced opponent. Even Dracoseth, a Legendary Beast, thousands of years old, and, of course Jaden, had fallen to his trickery.  
 
    Jaden leapt to his feet.  
 
    “I have to go,” he announced and made for the door. 
 
    Larisa blocked him. 
 
    “You can’t go now. The sun is about to go down. The Wraiths will be everywhere. Even you won’t make it out of the city.” 
 
    Jaden took another step toward the door, and Larisa put her hands on his chest. 
 
    “You don’t understand, Larisa. Headmaster is the Shield of the Hidden City. It’s his magic that has kept the city from being discovered, even after the Great Defeat. If Devourer can break Headmaster or kill him, the city will lie exposed, and Devourer will only need to lay siege to it to end the rebellion. He will have realized in the most negative sense the prophecy of the return of the Dragon Seeker; he will have ended the war by winning it. And I helped him!” 
 
    “And so did Headmaster,” Larisa reminded him. “It was Headmaster who sent us to God’s Bowl and who chose to travel by himself to the north. You can’t blame yourself for this and you can’t change anything tonight. Tomorrow we will lead our people out of the Citadel and out of Marleborn. OK?” 
 
    Jaden took a deep breath and nodded. As much as he hated it, her words made sense.  
 
    She took hold of both his hands. “I will go with you to the Reliquary to save Headmaster. I promise on my life.” 
 
    As much as it was the last thing that he wanted to do, Jaden allowed Larisa to drag him to the banquet that was being held in honor of the “Liberators from the Hidden City,” which Captain Lucas had organized.  
 
    “I know it sounds a bit grand,” he told Jaden quietly. “Really you are just a bunch of glamorous chaperones at a debutante ball, but the people need some cheer, and you are the excuse.” 
 
    Two large head tables had been arranged for all of those who had come from the Hidden City, as well as for Claire. The entire population of the Citadel, what looked to Jaden to be about a hundred people, were all gathered in the central plaza. A series of long tables had been pulled out of somewhere for the population.  
 
    The trees, tables and even the ground had been decorated with candles. They had decided to go all out for their final night in the Citadel. Jaden was certain that in part this was because Lucas knew that not all of them would make it out of the city on the morrow. 
 
    If anything, the feast of food was even more elaborate than the décor. With no intention of staying longer and no way to transport more than any one person could carry, they had cooked almost all of the food that they had.  
 
    Enormous, wide copper bowls were filled with meat and rice and vegetables and cooked over open fires. Beer that had been chilled deep in the basement of the Citadel was poured freely.  
 
    The people ate and sang with the gusto of those who pretended that they weren’t on the verge of descending into a life of misery, at best, or, more likely, a horrible death at the hands of the Wraiths. 
 
    Somewhere into the dessert course of the evening, Jaden went off to sit by himself and watch. He didn’t feel like any more small-talk or re-telling the story of God’s Bowl or pretending to make plans about life after Malabar. He was happy to just sit in the quiet.  
 
    In the plaza across from where he sat under a tree, Jaden saw the Red Coast “twins” dancing with their triplet sister, Philomena. Weirdly, she looked totally different than her other two sisters; taller, lankier and darker. 
 
    Lily approached him, sitting beside him on the ground and leaning against the wide trunk of the ancient palm tree.  
 
    For a long time they sat in silence, enjoying the music and each other’s company. Finally, she reached across and put a hand on his bicep.  
 
    “Gold piece for your thoughts,” she said. 
 
    Jaden turned and smiled at her, but it was a weary smile. He was feeling drained and what he wanted most of all was to leave and rest before the next day’s challenges. The thoughts about Headmaster and Dracoseth weighed heavily on him, and he felt he couldn’t tell anyone else, certainly not the others from the Hidden City. 
 
    “Just running over all the things that could go wrong tomorrow,” he replied. “And what we can do to avoid them, of course.” 
 
    Lily laughed and shook her head. 
 
    “You really do never stop, do you?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Being a Seeker, a warrior for justice and all that.” 
 
    Jaden laughed. 
 
    “I guess not,” he said. 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “I grew up in a sewer with the orphans of Lessertown. My parents were arrested by the City Guard for no reason at all and probably killed. At the very least they were sent to prison in the Fortress and have been there for nearly a decade. Malabar stole their lives, and they stole my childhood. Being called to be a Seeker is a miracle.” 
 
    “Because you can get revenge on Malabar?” Lily asked. 
 
    Jaden shook his head. 
 
    “Revenge won’t change anything, certainly not the past. But if we can stop other kids going through what I had to; or entire cities like Marleborn suffering horrors like this… Aren’t you driven in the same way? They took your father.” 
 
    “And I hate them for it,” she hissed. “But if that becomes my whole life then Malabar will have become my horizon and my lodestone. If they are able to take away my happiness, then they’ve won as well.” 
 
    “Happiness is in destroying Malabar,” he said. 
 
    Lily smiled sadly and touched Jaden’s cheek. 
 
    “You’ll make a great prophecy,” she laughed, her eyes welling.  
 
    “I feel like all I’m doing is screwing up, to be honest.” 
 
    Lily shook her head. “You’re learning. And fast. Because this is all that you think about; you never stop.” 
 
    “Thanks. I think.” 
 
    Lily stood up, wiped her eyes and smoothed out her shirt as she collected herself. She smiled one last time at Jaden, but it was a sad smile, a farewell smile. 
 
    “Larisa is a great companion. She gives herself as completely to the rebellion as you do. Keep her close,” Lily said. “I don’t think that you’ll find another like her.” 
 
    Lily then turned and disappeared into the crowd of people who were dancing in a circle, holding hands.  
 
    She was gone.  
 
    Jaden was stunned, unsure of what had just transpired and why. Was it because Lily had seen how Larisa had greeted him without reserve or fear? That’s what he suspected. 
 
    “I happened to see…” Malory said from behind Jaden. 
 
    “…while eavesdropping,” Jaden finished. 
 
    Malory laughed. 
 
    “I prefer spying. It sounds more important than just being nosey,” she said. “I was listening too.” 
 
    “Of course,” Jaden replied. “And now you’re going to offer your own advice based on the knowledge that you’ve acquired immorally.” 
 
    “Immoral is such a hard word, don’t you think? Fortuitous sounds better,” Malory said. “Anyway, Lily is right. You know she is. She’s dedicated to the rebellion, but she’s already thinking about when she’s no longer a Seeker and having a blacksmith shop in some village and maybe a few kids.” 
 
    “I swept your parents’ fabric stall and counted oranges in the City Market,” Jaden replied. “I don’t have any artisanal skill to look forward to developing, other than catching rats.” 
 
    “Sure you do. You’re a warrior. When you’re no longer a Seeker because you’re too old and you’ve lost your connection to your Legendary Beast, you’ll be a rebel commander like Melchior. That’s your artisanal skill.” 
 
    “Things don’t usually end up well for ‘artisanal warriors’,” Jaden said. 
 
    “Everything has its risks, I guess. Anyway, maybe Lily’s just jealous because you get to practice your craft and your calling every day. She has to wait until her time as a Seeker is up, which might not be for a decade or more.” 
 
    Revisiting all of this made Jaden feel even more tired, and he didn’t want to discuss the subject any longer.  
 
    As far as he could see, the matter was settled. The only reason to continue picking at the open wound was because that was the sort of thing that Malory liked to do. 
 
    “And what do you want to do with your life, Malory?” 
 
    “You know, young people like us want to believe we’ll always be who we are right now; rebels who struck out on our own path, not like our parents,” Malory said. “But part of me knows I’ll end up going back to my parents’ fabric business. Or maybe I’ll start one in the Hidden City. It’s my family destiny.” 
 
    “I don’t have a family destiny. This is the only destiny that I have,” Jaden told her and walked away. “I’m going to bed.” 
 
    On his way out of the plaza, he spotted Larisa dancing and laughing with her parents. Jaden hung back and watched her from a position where she couldn’t see him.  
 
    He could see in her the joy of life, and he knew that the joy she felt was because they were about to go into battle the next day. Jaden and the Hidden City rebels were freeing Larisa to be able to fight once more against Devourer and Malabar. Her motivation was obviously different and less immediate than that of Jaden, but it seemed to be no less powerful and all-consuming.  
 
    He wondered if it would destroy them both, or lead to something great. 
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    The next day, Jaden was up early before everyone else besides the guards who were always on the Citadel walls. The sun was up, but the Citadel itself was still silent, no doubt because the celebrants from the night before were sleeping off the ale and dancing.  
 
    Jaden was glad to have gone to bed early and that the stone walls of the ancient houses in the Citadel dampened the noise to near total silence. It meant that he could wake up early and enjoy the calm before the bustle and danger of the coming escape. 
 
    Along the wall the guards stood, staring into the depths of the city, alert to movement. They told Jaden that at least a dozen Wraiths would drift in to attack them every day. Their goal was to bring them down as far from the Citadel as possible.  
 
    There was always the danger that a Wraith would call to others somehow before it was destroyed and then the number of attackers would triple, or even quadruple for the day. Those were the days when guards would suffer injuries and, more likely, death. But they had gotten extremely good at firing the quills at sufficient distance, before the Wraiths had spotted them. 
 
    The more difficult task for the defenders of the Citadel had become the gathering of quills. Many of them could be recovered, after taking down a Wraith, though it required leaving the Citadel and rushing to the spot where a Wraith had been brought down in order to do so. That entailed the danger of being caught outside and surrounded by the creatures. The only other way to replenish their supply of quills was to hunt living Wraiths on the ground.  
 
    Lacking Jaden’s abilities, the Citadel defenders had to fight blind against the Wraiths in order to seize a quill. Their only chance was to find the quills using their own sense of touch. They would have to grab the central quill before being stung, cut it free and then stab the Wraith.  
 
    The guards told Jaden that the person who led these raids, and who was known to be the bravest – or most reckless, depending on one’s point of view – was Larisa. She seemed to thrive most when faced with such high-stakes danger. Perhaps it was her own close-call with death from Wraith venom that made her so fearless. 
 
    As Jaden reached the side of the Citadel wall that looked away from the city, rather than into it, Larisa appeared. She approached Jaden, who was enjoying the view toward the rich agricultural lands that looked like painted squares on the landscape, and which were framed by the dark mountains that rose behind them. 
 
    “You ready for today?” he asked her as she stood there in silence next to him. 
 
    Larisa put an arm around Jaden and gave him a friendly shove. 
 
    “Want to make a bet who will kill the most Wraiths today?” was her answer. 
 
    Jaden shook his head. 
 
    “I destroy them when I have to, but I prefer to avoid them. There’s always a high price whenever we fight those things,” he replied. 
 
    “We’ve gotten good at fighting them,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve heard you’re quite the Wraith slayer,” Jaden replied and nodded toward the guards on the other wall. “You should be careful, Risa. You wouldn’t be easy to replace.” 
 
    “That’s a very sweet thing to say,” she replied. “I’ll be careful on the way out of here. I promise. I don’t want to give you a heart attack. You’d be hard to replace too.” 
 
    Jaden side-eyed Larisa and she winked at him, which made him laugh despite himself. Something about her recklessness made him uneasy. Maybe it was all just getting tied up with the things that Lily had said to him, and Malory too. Even the horrible realization of how they had been tricked by Devourer, perhaps by being reckless and hasty. 
 
    “I have a question,” he finally said to her. 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “Do you ever think of anything else?” he asked. “You know, other than the war against Malabar.” 
 
    Larisa took a deep breath.  
 
    “Everything is about the war, Jaden. I mean, when I think of other things – my family, my friends, you – it’s in the context of the war. What else is there?” 
 
    Jaden nodded. 
 
    “I don’t know. Your parents' business, having kids. Normal things that normal people do.” 
 
    She laughed. “Are you thinking of settling down then?” 
 
    He threw her a serious look. 
 
    “OK,” she said. “I’ll bite, whatever the reason is that you’re asking me this right now. And the answer is ‘no’. I don’t want to run my parents stupid spice business. Not interested. I don’t want any of those things, because none of them matter as long as Malabar can take away an entire city, like he did here.” 
 
    Jaden nodded at her reply and looked back out over the landscape, made by normal people doing normal things that made life possible. None of it interested him. 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” he said. “I wonder if something’s wrong with us.” 
 
    “Is this about you and Lily?” she asked. 
 
    Jaden was shocked by the question, and though he turned to her, no words came out of his mouth. 
 
    “Boys are dummies,” Larisa laughed and rolled her eyes. “Of course I know. I see. I hear. You love her but she’s afraid of you and what you are.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess it’s about her but also about who I am and whether that’s who I want to be.” 
 
    “Does it make you unhappy being the Dragon Seeker?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    “No,” she said and shook her head. “I don’t mean are you unhappy when things go badly and someone gets hurt. Because that would mostly happen whether you were a Dragon Seeker or not. Look at Marleborn right now. Look at your life before you were a Dragon Seeker.” 
 
    “You’re right. Being a Dragon Seeker is what I live for, as hard as it is.” 
 
    Larisa leaned in and kissed him gently on the lips. 
 
    “You love the wrong girl, Jaden.” 
 
    With that she turned and walked away, leaving him standing on the wall and watching her go.  
 
    “I’m not afraid of what you are, Jaden of Lessertown,” she shouted over her shoulder. 
 
    Jaden returned to the Citadel living quarters sometime later to join the rest of the group. They were by then eating a light, cold breakfast and completing packing to leave.  
 
    Were it not for the likelihood that they would have to run to flee Wraiths, at least for part of the journey, they could have carried more supplies with them out of the city. But given their circumstances, the leadership of the defenders – and Melchior – insisted that no more than a small backpack was allowed, other than for weapons. That meant leaving behind a lot of food and other supplies, despite their best attempts to consume everything the night before.  
 
    They divided up perishable food from unperishable, with the dried goods and preserves being loaded into the basement storage areas of the Citadel. They had hope that someday soon they would reconquer Marleborn and return. Then they could come back to the Citadel for a celebration meal made from the food that they had left behind in storage. Food that wouldn’t keep, they burned in the central plaza to keep the Citadel from being overrun by vermin in the absence of humans.  
 
    The livestock, mostly chickens and goats, were released into the city. They’d considered leaving them inside the Citadel, but it was almost certain that the Wraiths would find them. Trapped behind the walls, they had no chance. In the city there was the possibility that they could escape.  
 
    Jaden helped with corralling the animals and taking them out through the front door within the larger gate. 
 
    “I wonder if animals see the Wraiths as most people do or as they really are?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “Maybe they see them as little goats and chickens,” Malory suggested. 
 
    Jaden bent down and addressed a pair of goats that didn’t want to leave. 
 
    “Ok, guys, you’re on your own now. Don’t talk to any goats that you don’t know. Just turn around and run away,” he said.  
 
    The goats stared blankly at him and didn’t move. Jaden conjured up a fireball and tossed it at the animals’ feet, startling them. They flung themselves down the stairs and disappeared down the nearest street.  
 
    “I think you just ruined a perfectly good friendship, Jaden,” Malory joked. 
 
    By late morning they were ready to leave.  
 
    Guards climbed the walls one last time to eliminate any nearby Wraiths, either on the ground or in the air. When they were destroyed and no more had shown up, the defenders, the populace and the rebels formed up inside the main gate. 
 
    “We shall open the main gate,” Lucas announced loudly. “When we are all on the stairs, the designated guards will close the gate. Scouts will move ahead to clear the way. Everyone else stick together in the formation as per your directions.” 
 
    Jaden was designated as a scout, along with Malory, Hilda and Larisa, because of their abilities to fly. Once again Jaden would stay out in front, accompanied by Larisa and the other two would remain in the back. The other Seekers would be divided between the front and rear guard of the evacuation.  
 
    The rebel soldiers, with their experience of mobile, small unit combat would act as second tier scouts both ahead and behind. If Jaden/Larisa or Malory/Hilda got into trouble they would be closest to come to their aid. The defenders from the Citadel, like the Seekers, would be divided between the front and rear. 
 
    The right gate was opened using a large iron wheel in the stone wall beside the entryway. As soon as the crack was wide enough for someone to pass through, Jaden and the other scouts went out front and down the stairs to the main plaza in front of the Citadel.  
 
    The rest of the evacuation group poured out onto the steps and waited for the all-clear from the front and rear scouts. Then they made their way quickly to the plaza as well.  
 
    Inside the Citadel, the guards reversed the direction of the gate until it was closed and then left through the small, spring-loaded door in the right gate. It closed with a whoosh and sealed behind them. Getting back inside was now a very complicated operation.  
 
    There was no turning back. 
 
    Jaden and Larisa moved out ahead of the main group, along the arc road. They had decided that with over a hundred people in the caravan, the alleyways would cause a line that was too long and vulnerable.  
 
    Instead, they would travel along the arc for as far as possible, to the spoke road prior to the first Wraith flower. They would turn down this road and travel to the next arc road inward, then follow that for as long as possible before returning to the original, outer arc road. 
 
    The city was quiet, except for the distant fires. Jaden wondered how it was possible that Marleborn was still burning after so long.  
 
    Shouldn’t the fire have either burned itself out or destroyed the entire city already? Obviously not, but it did raise questions in Jaden’s mind that hadn’t previously occurred to him. Was someone still in the city starting fires? And, if so, why? 
 
    Since the kiss that Larisa had given Jaden, she had switched to being totally professional in their interactions. They were now in a situation where their emotional state and personal relationship had to be set aside. Larisa clearly had no difficulty doing that and Jaden was glad, though he kept stealing glances at her and was more distracted than usual. He wished that she had waited until they were out of the city to kiss him, so that he could process it without having to worry about her being killed by a soul-sucking monster. 
 
    They had been marching for fifteen minutes when Jaden heard the distinctive shuffle of the Wraiths and signaled to Larisa, who stopped to listen. Jaden chilled his body temperature to disguise himself from the Wraiths’ sensory abilities and snuck behind a pile of rubble.  
 
    As he rounded the semi-collapsed building, he saw that a Wraith had trapped a lost goat and was piercing it with its quill. The goat, one of those they had released, bleated in fear and pain. 
 
    Something snapped in Jaden. It hadn’t happened before, even when the Wraiths were killing their comrades on the airships and, even earlier, when they first encountered them before making their way to God’s Bowl. It was as though the killing of this innocent animal sent him over the edge for all of the other indignities, deaths and injuries that had been inflicted.  
 
    Jaden rushed the monster, causing it to rear back as it sensed the movement of air around him. He threw out his left hand and a ball of white light emanated from it, striking the Wraith and turning it to ice. He swung his right hand, unleashing a whip of spiralling air that cut the frozen Wraith in two, shattering it.  
 
    The startled goat, now free of its attacker, bleated once more and then ran off deeper into the city. Jaden stood over the stain on the cobbles left by the destroyed Wraith, shaking in a rage that he didn’t really understand. 
 
    He felt a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s all good,” Larisa said. “You saved the goat.” 
 
    Jaden turned to her. She smiled, with a twinkle in her eye. She understood the dark place to which he had just gone, and she was able to bring him back from it.  
 
    His heart swelled as he looked at her. Maybe both Lily and Larisa were right, though he didn’t say it, not at that moment. He didn’t dare. 
 
    “Some of my best friends are goats,” Jaden said and smiled.  
 
    Larisa laughed.  
 
    “YOU are a goat. Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    They continued down the arc road until the Wraith flower came into view. It was in the process of birthing another Wraith, which was dragging itself hideously from inside the birth canal and writhing. 
 
    Jaden signaled back to the second tier that they were going to turn down the spoke road next to them. He also pointed to what was happening up ahead and for the need to keep an eye on it. By the looks of where the “birth” was at, they had more than enough time to get away from it before it would be on its feet and foraging for food. 
 
    The spoke road was as barren as the arc road had been. Again, nothing but the occasional fire. They reached the next inner arc road and checked both directions, where they saw no sign of any activity, except a sizable fire that was consuming a series of buildings ahead of them. 
 
    “What’s with all these fires?” Jaden asked Larisa quietly. 
 
    She shrugged.  
 
    “It’s been like this for the last month. Fires just start, then burn out. At first we thought it was because there were people or looters left behind in the city, but I don’t think there’s anything left alive besides the Wraiths, if you count them as alive.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen the Wraiths start a fire before. I suppose there’s oil still in some of the houses, used for cooking, but those fires would be out by now. Wraiths barely have the brains to attack, they’re like jellyfish, just kind of bumping into food. They’re not smart animals and they certainly don’t know how to start fires.” 
 
    “No, they’re not smart,” Larisa agreed. “I think that you’re right. The Wraiths are not starting the fires. And there’s been no thunderstorms with lightning. I just have no idea. The city is haunted.” 
 
    They moved down the street, checking in open doors as they went. Jaden saw more of the strange, unchanging corpses inside of homes but no more Wraiths. Up ahead, the road was clear of Wraith flowers too.  
 
    As they approached the large fire ahead of them, Jaden put out an arm to stop Larisa from going further.  
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “There’s something about that fire,” Jaden replied. “I’m sensing magic. That’s not a regular fire.” 
 
    Larisa looked closer at the fire. “It looks like fire until you stare closely at it. I can’t see magic like you, but I can see that the flames aren’t dancing like normal flames. There’s something weird.” 
 
    Jaden signaled for the second-tier scouts to stay back, then he and Larisa approached the burning building carefully. Jaden’s suspicions were proven true.  
 
    The flames crackled over the building like fast-moving insects. They scurried in trails like ants or moved like a swarm of them on a piece of food on the ground.  
 
    “That fire is a living thing,” Jaden said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “If those things are all over Marleborn, there’s nothing that we can do about it,” Larisa sighed. 
 
    “No, but we need to know if we can pass it safely or if they’ll attack us.” 
 
    “Better to just avoid them,” Larisa suggested. “We’re not here to pick fights.” 
 
    Jaden nodded. He had to agree with her. As much as he wanted to know the intentions and the power of these fire creatures – because he didn’t doubt that at some point in the future they would meet them again – that was not the moment to do so. 
 
    They turned to face the caravan of evacuees, to signal them to double back to the previous spoke road. They would have to go further into the core of the city, toward the port lands, and take the next arc road.  
 
    The idea concerned Jaden, who knew that the deeper they went, the denser became the buildings and the narrower and older became the roads. That left them less room to maneuver if Wraiths showed up in any numbers. On the other hand, they would arrive sooner at a spoke road that they could follow all the way out of the city.  
 
    So far, they hadn’t seen any Wraith flowers on the spoke roads and Jaden assumed that it must have something to do with their relationship to the sun and the wind. The city had been built to take into account the elements that it had to face, being next to the sea and being subject to harsh and hot sun most of the year.  
 
    The spoke roads allowed the movement of cool sea air through the entirety of the city. They were also built so that they would get less sun than the arc roads. Perhaps the Wraith flowers preferred hotter, drier streets.  
 
    Whatever the reason, Jaden hoped they would soon be able to pass through empty streets unmolested by Wraiths and not blocked by the plants that sustained them. The matter of the living fire was something else entirely and they would have to play it by ear. 
 
    As Jaden and Larisa began back toward the rest of the group, they saw Malory and Hilda flying rapidly toward them. They landed at the back of the group and were conversing with Captain Lucas there. Jaden launched into the air, followed by Larisa and soon joined the conversation. 
 
    “We have a small herd of Wraiths following behind us,” Lucas informed Jaden as soon as they’d landed. “Doubling back will be difficult.” 
 
    Larisa and Jaden exchanged a look. 
 
    “Up ahead we have a whole new problem,” Jaden said. “The fire in those two buildings is like a living thing. I don’t know that it will attack us, but I don’t know that it won’t. If it does, I have no idea how we fight something like that.” 
 
    Lucas nodded. “The fire may attack or it may not but the Wraiths, we know, will certainly attack us.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’ve been growing in number for a little while,” Malory agreed with him. “I don’t know if they smell us or what, but every street or two a new one joins their little Wraith party.” 
 
    “It’s not such a little party anymore,” Hilda added. “There’s, like, ten of them.” 
 
    “We can fight them,” Larisa said. “But more will be attracted by the battle.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Lucas agreed. “And we’ll have to run toward the flames anyway.” 
 
    Melchior now joined the conversation as well, having returned from the second-tier scout group up front. 
 
    “I think we ought to send the forward scouts with Jaden and Larisa, see how the fire creatures react and then make a call,” he said. “We put the rest of our fighters in the rear and notch our arrows in case the Wraiths get too close.” 
 
    They all agreed, and Jaden and Larisa flew back toward the blaze that was consuming the building up ahead. Landing on the roadway they looked again at the creatures. Jaden was by then completely convinced that the fire was composed of magical beings of some kind.  
 
    “Let me step closer and see what happens,” Jaden said. 
 
    He took several steps toward the burning building. At first nothing at all happened, but then he crossed some invisible line and the fire reacted.  
 
    From out of the larger conflagration, tens and then hundreds of small flames, barely larger than a little finger, leapt from the building toward Jaden. 
 
    The creatures, whatever they were, swarmed around in a chaotic spiral pattern. Yet, they didn’t attack. Jaden waved to Larisa to let her know that he was fine and then continued toward the building. More flame creatures flew at Jaden and joined the swirling funnel. The heat was intense, but Jaden’s abilities as a Dragon Seeker allowed him to resist intense heat and – more recently – intense cold.  
 
    He continued toward the building. 
 
    The number of flames around Jaden made it almost impossible to see. Jaden wondered what the creatures were, and if they were even individual creatures at all, or small bits of a larger being.  
 
    Jaden spread the fingers of his left hand and caused the temperature to drop in both the hand and his forearm, all the way up to his elbow. The color of his skin shifted to a bluish white. 
 
    Although the column of flames looked like a blur of orange, red and white, Jaden was able to make out the individual flames within it. They glowed a vibrant purple and though their exact shape couldn’t be seen because of their speed, he could discern them as individual things. 
 
    Jaden snapped his arm forward and closed his fist around a flame. He felt it wriggle in his hand, like a fish or a trapped housefly. Then it stopped.  
 
    He pulled back his hand and opened the fingers. Lying on his palm was the creature responsible for the many flames, now frozen solid. It looked like a large dragonfly, its body the color of the flames it produced. These were some kind of fire bugs.  
 
    Holding out his icy hand, Jaden moved forward and the column of flame opened, allowing him to pass through it. Jaden continued approaching the building until he reached the door. It was blackened and badly burned, and Jaden was able to collapse it by merely reaching out and touching it.  
 
    He stepped inside the building and saw the fiery dragonflies – for now that he had seen one of them, Jaden could make them out on every surface. They covered everything but they gathered most thickly on a nearby bed.  
 
    As Jaden moved closer, he could see that there were the remains of two people lying in the bed. They had been reduced to skeletons and the bones themselves were blackening and turning to ash. 
 
    Jaden turned around, made his way quickly out the door and back into the street. As he moved away from the building, the dragonfire flies drifted off and back to the building. Larisa watched him approach with a look of shock. 
 
    “I was just about to panic,” she said. 
 
    “They don’t want us,” Jaden said. “They’re here to eat the dead.” 
 
    “They’re not from this world,” Larisa surmised. 
 
    “No, definitely not, but I don’t think they’re malicious, though obviously they can be dangerous. As long as our people stay on the opposite side of the street, they won’t feel threatened, and we should be ok.” 
 
    Larisa turned and waved to the main group, indicating for them to come forward and to go onto the far side of the street. 
 
    “Did they come from God’s Bowl too?” she asked. 
 
    “I can only assume. The prophecy about the end of wars being heralded by the return of the Dragon Seeker, speaks about the return of magic to the world. Maybe this is what they meant; all kinds of creatures that we’ve never seen before are coming back.” 
 
    “And you think that Devourer is doing that on purpose?” 
 
    Jaden shrugged. 
 
    “I thought I knew what Devourer was doing, but I feel like I don’t have any idea any longer. The only thing I know is that he’s always been several steps ahead of us, and we’re paying the price for it. What that has to do with these creatures, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Hopefully we’ll get out of this city so that we can figure it out,” Larisa said. 
 
    “Hopefully we’ll make it past the next intersection so that we can figure out how to get out of this city,” Jaden replied. 
 
    In the distance, behind the main group, the herd of Wraiths grew. Jaden didn’t like how this was looking.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All of the evacuees arrived at the cluster of burning houses just as another group of Wraiths appeared ahead of them. It was as though they had been waiting for the escape routes to disappear, before striking. 
 
    “This is really bad,” Malory said upon seeing that they were trapped. 
 
    Nathan moved forward to where Jaden and Malory were standing. 
 
    “Have we seen this before?” he asked. “This kind of herding behavior, in which they trap their prey?” 
 
    Jaden shook his head. 
 
    “No. I didn’t think that they were smart enough for anything like that.” 
 
    “OK,” Larisa interrupted. “Now we know they’re smart, what do we do?” 
 
    Jaden looked over at the group of soldiers and regular people – farmers, blacksmiths, tailors, cooks – and at the Seekers. They couldn’t really fight, not effectively anyway. He didn’t relish even sending in the Seekers to battle the Wraiths, nor the rebel soldiers.  
 
    Close quarters combat usually cost them, and the last thing that they wanted was for the regular people to start to panic. That could turn a few battle casualties into a disastrous rout. 
 
    He turned to Melchior. 
 
    “Archers?” 
 
    Melchior nodded and signaled to Lucas, who also nodded. 
 
    “Archers, form up! First squad in front and Second in back. Wait for my order,” Lucas shouted. 
 
    The archers amongst them moved as they were directed to the front and rear. They notched their arrows and took aim. Jaden turned to Lily, who was behind him. 
 
    “Fire doesn’t do much, but they can be frozen,” he told her. “You have ice dragon powers…” 
 
    “I wish I had Morgana,” she said, referring to her ice dragon. “I feel stronger when she’s close.” 
 
    “We work with what we’ve got,” Jaden replied then turned to Nathan. “You back Lily up. When she freezes a Wraith, you smash it.” 
 
    Nathan nodded and he and Lily ran off to the rear. Malory was already with the second unit of archers, her own bow raised and waiting. 
 
    “Me and you can do the same,” Jaden said to Larisa. “I’ll freeze them, and you shatter them. But you’ll need something heavier than your rapiers.” 
 
    Larisa nodded and ran over to one of the wagons, being pulled by the blacksmith from the Citadel. He had a heavy hammer on the end of a long handle amongst his tools. Larisa lifted it, feeling its weight. It would work. She returned to Jaden’s side. 
 
    By then the Wraiths had closed in from both ends. Only a few dozen paces separated them from the front and back of the group.  
 
    Beside them, to their left, the buildings seemed to burn brighter. Jaden noticed and was concerned that the buildings might collapse into the street and pin them more tightly against the opposing side of the street, limiting their movement. 
 
    Behind the archers, Melchior had formed up the rebels and other Seekers. They were armed with the rapier-like quills of the Wraiths. Once the archers had done their best, if any Wraiths remained, Melchior would give the order for a rush in both directions to finish off the survivors. 
 
    Lucas dropped his arm and the archers released the strings on their bows. The quills flew toward the Wraiths. 
 
    From the inferno of the burning buildings, a swirl of dragonfire flies burst across the street and enveloped the quills. They were turned to dust before they could reach the Wraiths.  
 
    With the attack on the Wraiths neutralized, the fire insects turned on the archers themselves. They surrounded and swarmed them. The heat and pain of the insects caused them to scream in pain. 
 
    “Whirlwind!” Jaden shouted at Larisa. 
 
    He tore off his right glove and swirled his hand in the air, snapping it toward the insect enveloped archers at the rear of the group. Larisa had immediately understood Jaden’s intention. She dropped the hammer and stirred her own whirlwind using her Sandpiper Seeker powers. 
 
    They were able to drive away the fiery insects, giving the archers some relief, but more were coming from the nearby building. 
 
    “Let’s merge and create a protective column around the group,” Larisa yelled to Jaden over the roar of the swirling winds and buzzing swarm. 
 
    Jaden nodded and the two of them expanded the size of their spinning funnels, drawing in more and more of the insects. Finally, the entire group stood in the eye of a single, massive whirling cone of fire. They were protected for the moment, but they were also trapped. As soon as they let down their guard, the insects would swarm all of them. 
 
    And there was still the matter of the Wraiths. 
 
    The Wraiths had continued to approach the group. They were blocked from physically entering the space within the whirlwind, but they could surround them and did so. If they let down the cyclone of fire, they would face immediate attack from both Wraiths and dragonfire flies. 
 
    “I thought these things were benign,” Larisa shouted to Jaden. 
 
    “I thought so too. It’s like they were protecting the Wraiths,” he replied. 
 
    Jaden was reminded of certain types of rats that would track large, carnivorous water lizards in the tunnels of the sewers. When the saw-toothed lizards killed some prey, the rats would wait around for whatever was left and feast on the remains. In return, the rats would protect their benefactors from any land predators who sought to attack them. That included sewer urchins who got the idea of eating big game, instead of the small garbage-eating fish that were everywhere, slow and terrible tasting. 
 
     “Maybe they need each other,” Jaden said. “Like, the flies only eat the flesh of the dead killed by the Wraiths.” 
 
    “They’re symbiotic,” Larisa said. “Of course. It explains the fires around the city as well. And why those Wraith flowers always grow near burned buildings.” 
 
    “Where the flies have burned a lot of the dead,” Jaden dead. “Then their ashes sink into the soil and feed the fungus stage of the Wraiths.” 
 
    “No wonder they’re defending the Wraiths,” Larisa added. “It’s how they live.” 
 
    Jaden cursed himself that he had invited everyone into this trap. Of course, how could he have known that the dragonfire flies would attack to protect their food providers, the Wraiths?  
 
    The re-introduction of magical beasts into their world was creating a whole new series of mysteries to be solved. Still, he was supposed to be a leader. He should be aware of possible dangers.  
 
    He shook off the thoughts. It didn’t matter at that moment. Now, they were surrounded and with the Wraiths not even attempting to enter the whirlwind, as the Archanoptera had done, Jaden could do nothing to eliminate them. 
 
    Remembering the Archanoptera attack gave Jaden an idea. 
 
    “I’m going to create an ice storm,” he shouted to Larisa over the shriek of the whirlwind. “It might work on the fire insects, which would at least solve one problem.” 
 
    Jaden raised his left fist and brought it into contact with his right, air hand. From his fingertips a torrent of shards of frozen air burst forth. It reached the outer, swirling cyclone and spread the icy air rapidly through the whirlwind.  
 
    Thousands of dragonfire flies froze solid, creating bands of darkness within the swirling fire. It was having an effect, but Jaden didn’t have the power to eliminate the entire swarm. The cyclone was too big and the fire of the insects burned too hot. 
 
    The Wraiths obviously sensed the damage being done to the dragonfire flies and were taken over with a frenzy. Some of them threw themselves at the whirlwind and were caught up in the spinning wind. They too froze and were smashed against the wall of swirling, frozen insects, shattering both and causing local cascades of destruction. 
 
    “It’s working!” Larisa shouted. 
 
    Jaden shook his head. The amount of concentration that he needed to maintain the energy of both the whirlwind and the frozen air, were taking a toll. If he spoke, he wasn’t sure that he could maintain them. 
 
    The Wraiths quickly drew the conclusion that they couldn’t physically attack Jaden to stop his destruction of their allies. At least not with their entire bodies. They moved themselves at equidistant points around the whirlwind and then stopped. 
 
    “They’re up to something,” Larisa shouted. 
 
    “Lily,” Jaden groaned. “I need your ice dragon power!” 
 
    Lily nodded and rushed over to the wall of spinning air, debris and dead creatures. She closed her eyes for a moment and then reached out with both her hands, sending out her own blast of icy air. More bands of darkness appeared as fire was snuffed out, along with the lives of the dragonfire flies. 
 
    The Wraiths rose into the air, climbing higher and higher. 
 
    “What’s happening? What are they doing?” Larisa shouted. 
 
    Jaden squinted to focus his eyes. The Wraiths were getting smaller and smaller. Then a large section of the firestorm of insects broke free of the whirlwind and joined the Wraiths in their ascent. Jaden realized what it was that they were doing. 
 
    “They can’t get through, but they’ve figured out that the cone only goes so high. They’re going to fly to the top and then come down on top of us.” 
 
    “Can you curve the whirlwind?” Lily asked. “To create a dome to protect us from above.” 
 
    Jaden shook his head. 
 
    “No, the wind will run into itself and cancel itself out,” he replied. 
 
    The truth was that he hadn’t tried it before. It might work. But that was not the moment to experiment with their powers and end up without any defense at all. They needed a way to create an escape path for all of them. 
 
    “On my count, we’re going to thrust the whirlwind outward.” 
 
    “But that will bring it down too,” Larisa said. “We’ll have no protection.” 
 
    “We have no protection now. At least not once they reach the top edge of the whirlwind. If we push outward, we can throw them away from us and then run. If we don’t we’ll be trapped by our own defensive shield.” 
 
    “OK,” Larisa agreed. “Do it.” 
 
    Jaden turned his attention to Captain Lucas and Melchior. 
 
    “Get everyone ready to run,” Jaden said. “I’ll create another whirlwind behind us once you’re gone, to give you a head start. Then I’ll catch up.” 
 
    “You will be alone with a dozen of those horrors,” Lucas protested. 
 
    “And those fire creatures,” Melchior added. 
 
    “Unless you have a better plan right now, there’s no option.” 
 
    They obviously didn’t as both men merely nodded and went to inform the rest of the group of the plan. The news spread through the guards, soldiers, Seekers and ordinary people. Lucas and Melchior organized people to gather toward the far end of the whirlwind, and once they were in place, signaled to Jaden. 
 
    “Get ready!” Jaden shouted at Lily and Larisa, who nodded. 
 
    “Three, two, one, now!” Jaden counted off 
 
    He threw his arms wide with as much force as he could muster. Larisa did likewise as Lily pushed forward.  
 
    The whirlwind bulged, and then exploded outward, throwing the shards of frozen creatures in every direction like thousands of icy daggers. A huge swarm of dragonfire flies were destroyed, causing large patches of darkness to appear in the air. 
 
    Yet, still above, the Wraiths could be seen rising silently and quickly. 
 
    “Run!” Larisa shouted toward Lucas and Melchior, but she needn’t have bothered as the entire mass of escapees were already on the move, along the arc road. 
 
    With the whirlwind gone, the Wraiths sensed that they needn’t climb any longer and began to descend rapidly toward the group. 
 
    “You two go,” Jaden told Lily and Larisa. “I’ll hold them back.” 
 
    Lily responded by touching the ground and causing it to explode with tightly entwined vines. They climbed upward and blocked the street from side to side, like a living wooden wall, more tightly bound even than Seekers’ Slumber.  
 
    But no sooner had the vines woven themselves into a solid wall than a series of spots exploded into flames as the dragonfire flies threw themselves against it in a mass, devouring the wood as surely as they devoured the dead victims of the Wraiths. 
 
    Larisa waved her hands and conjured up a series of localized whirlwinds to fill the holes created by the many fires that the insects had caused. However, the insects were burning through in too many places. 
 
    “Go!” Jaden shouted at Lily. “There’s going to be wounded. I guarantee it. They’ll need you.” 
 
    Lily nodded, kissed Jaden’s cheek and ran off to catch up with the rest of the group. 
 
    “If you think that you’re getting rid of me you might as well just give up on that stupid idea,” Larisa told him as the insects made their way through the last of her attempts. 
 
    Jaden wanted to say something back that would convince her to leave, but didn’t have the time. He threw out his hands and created a blast of icy air that clung to Lily’s vine and grew like a living crystal into a wall of ice. Inside the wall, fire insects were frozen mid-flight. Behind the ice, the glow of flames intensified. The wall wouldn’t last much longer than Lily’s vines.  
 
    Jaden turned to tell Larisa that there was no more that she could do. As he opened his mouth, he felt a sharp pain in his neck on the right side. Then another on the left side. And then a piercing jolt in the back of his neck.  
 
    The Wraiths had climbed over the wall and were attacking at a distance. Many of their quills bounced off of Jaden’s Elven armor. But many more found his flesh. His neck, his face, and his hand had been punctured multiple times. 
 
    The venom coursed down the many quills toward his body. His Dragon Seeker powers had given him the ability to resist the worst of its effects, but the venom of a dozen would almost certainly kill him. Already, the world swooned and spun. 
 
    From nearby, Jaden heard a shriek of rage. Larisa landed in front of Jaden and swung her rapier wildly, unable to see the quills that were still connected to the Wraiths. With her sharp blade and determination, Larisa managed to blindly sever a number of quills and dispel their camouflage. She tossed her rapiers aside and seized two of the quills, yanking them from Jaden’s body. 
 
    The pain was excruciating, but necessary. Then Larisa began to counter-attack the Wraiths near her, using the quills that she set free. She stabbed at them expertly, causing several to shrivel and collapse to the ground in an oily heap. She took down half a dozen of the creatures, before she herself was pierced by a pair of quills and paralyzed. 
 
    Suddenly, Melchior and Captain Lucas appeared. They too yanked quills free from Jaden’s body and began to stab and thrust at the Wraiths.  
 
    Jaden fought against the darkness, his eyes locked on Larisa, who had also sunk to her knees. He slid his sword from its sheath and swiped at the final quills that still held him in place. 
 
    Finally, he broke free and threw himself toward Larisa. She had almost died once from the sting of a Wraith, he wouldn’t let it happen again. 
 
    Half-staggering, Jaden reached Larisa and swung his sword, cutting through the quills that had stabbed into her. Larisa struggled to her feet with Jaden’s help and pulled the now-severed quills free of her body. They must have injected less venom than he had feared.  
 
    Jaden sheathed his sword and yanked free a pair of quills that still dangled from his skin. He spun around, looking for Wraiths to attack. He saw Melchior still attacking. The smears at his feet indicated the success he’d had in killing several of them. But Lucas was down on the ground, staring at the sky, quills protruding from his chest and arms. 
 
    Jaden stepped toward Melchior and Captain Lucas, but sank down to one knee as his strength gave way. In that moment, he saw a volley of arrows, tipped with quills, arc through the air and strike the remaining Wraiths. Almost simultaneously, they shriveled, blackened and dissolved. Lily then rushed forward, outstretched hands and reinforced Jaden’s ice wall with more frozen air. 
 
    Forcing himself to his feet, Jaden looked over in the direction from which the arrows had come. The line of archers stood looking toward them, bows in hand. Amongst them was Malory who rushed toward Jaden, but he directed her toward Larisa who was staggering nearby in a daze and on the verge of collapse.  
 
    He stumbled toward Lucas, lying in the dirt on his back, and knelt down beside him. His skin still had color, meaning that the Noon Wraiths hadn’t had the opportunity to take his soul. He could be saved. 
 
    Jaden took Lucas’ arm and tried to pull him upright, but he was weak and Lucas was limp, dead weight. Then hands were on Jaden himself and Lucas was pulled free of him. Jaden was lifted to his feet and away from the scene of battle. 
 
    “Wait, they haven’t got his soul,” Jaden half-shouted, half-slurred under the influence of the Wraith poison. 
 
    “No,” the voice of Melchior said close to his ear. He was obviously the one pulling Jaden backward. “They’ve not got his soul, but it’s gone from his body nonetheless.” 
 
    “We have to go, Jaden,” Lily’s voice said beside his other ear. She was helping Melchior pull him away from the battle scene. 
 
    “There will be more Wraiths here soon,” she added. “And you need anti-venom.” 
 
    Jaden broke away from both of them and rushed back to Lucas’ body on the ground. He crouched down beside him and focused, turning his energy inward. He felt fire in his veins, scourging his blood of the Wraith venom. His mind cleared. His wings sprouted from his back, crackling and sparking, creating the smell of lightning in the air. 
 
    Jaden’s eyes burned with anger and power. Everything moved as though time had slowed. The others retreated down the street, away from the burning buildings and toward the northern exits of the city. Malory helped Larisa fly in the direction of the others. The wall of ice was cracking in front of him and would soon collapse, releasing the dragonfire flies from behind. 
 
    Crouched over the dead body of Lucas, Jaden shouted his rage at the wall of ice and the attacking creatures behind it. A column of flame erupted from his mouth and eyes, striking the wall, like an explosion of lava. It shattered and disintegrated the wall with a fire so hot that even the dragonfire flies were consumed by it. Those that weren’t turned to ash, fled in the opposite direction, deeper into the city in search of less dangerous prey. 
 
    Eyes still glowing, Jaden picked up the body of Lucas and stood. Spreading his wings, he rose from the ground and turned in the direction of the others. In a few seconds he had closed the distance between himself and the main group. He set down amongst them and, touching the ground, stumbled under the weight of Lucas’ body. 
 
    Nathan rushed up and helped take some of the weight of the body. Melchior joined them and together they carried the limp body to a nearby wagon. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have…” Melchior started. 
 
    “We can’t leave our fallen behind to lie in the streets,” Jaden cut him off. 
 
    As he said it, Jaden knew that the anger he felt was visible in his eyes, for he could feel their heat. Melchior nodded and stepped back from Jaden. Larisa now arrived, held up by Malory, who had helped her fly away from the battle. She put a hand on the back of Jaden’s arm, and immediately his temperature began to fall. 
 
    Looking at the body of Lucas lying in the wagon, images of Headmaster flashed in Jaden’s head. Jaden had respect and fondness for Lucas and in that moment, he felt his loss intensely.  
 
    But they hadn’t been close and hadn’t known each other for long. He was channeling through the tragedy of Lucas, the guilt that he felt about Headmaster languishing in the Reliquary. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Jaden said in a calm voice. “Every Wraith in the city is probably on the way here.” 
 
    As he said it, the front of the group was already moving again along the arc road. After what had happened, they were moving at double-speed to get to the city’s exit as soon as possible, despite it increasing the risk of being spotted by more Wraiths.  
 
    Malory and Hilda took point, while Larisa and Jaden were assigned to bring up the rear. That was where the greatest danger was, but also the least likelihood of surprises. Jaden was entirely free of Wraith poison and Larisa had been treated with anti-venom by Lily. However, they both still felt its effects and probably didn’t have the fastest reflexes. 
 
    Jaden looked down at his hands. They were shaking, not with fear but with the leftover energy and nerves that he always felt after facing danger. He closed his hands into tight balls to try to control it but without much luck. 
 
    They kept an eye on every doorway and laneway that let out onto the arc road. All was still silent, though behind them, in the distance, a growing number of the flying Wraiths floated over the city’s skyline. 
 
    Neither Jaden nor Larisa spoke, but she took hold of his hand and just held it, calming the shaking and the pounding of his heart. 
 
    “He was like my uncle,” she said after a long time. 
 
    “I know,” Jaden replied. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I appreciate you bringing his body back to us. My parents did as well. He was a rogue, you know, but he was also a hero to our fighters. You were right that it was important that he wasn’t left behind. For our own morale.” 
 
    “I feel like everything that’s happening is pushing to divide us, to make us into lesser beings, willing to sacrifice every shred of honor and dignity just to save ourselves. We can’t let them turn us into the lowliest, most desperate animals.” 
 
    “We won’t.” 
 
    They passed along the final spoke road, which led to the gate out of the city, which years before was destroyed by Malabar when it put down the last Red Coast uprising. On their way lie the charred remnants of their balloons and baskets, their fires now burned out. Ironically, the balloon that had crashed into the roof of the buildings was the least damaged of the two. 
 
    Still sprawled on the ground were the dead whom they had left behind on their way into the Citadel. The stevies were here along with Hamish the Wolf Spider Seeker, and three rebel soldiers.  
 
    It seemed to Jaden as though they had left them sleeping while they went ahead on the mission. And now they had returned to wake them. The group stopped to gather the fallen and divided them between three different wagons. 
 
    “Those things flew in the sky?” Larisa asked Jaden, pointing at the ruins. 
 
    “Did you never see them when you were in the Hidden City?” Nathan asked. 
 
    Larisa shook her head. 
 
    “I guess I wasn’t there long enough before we came back to God’s Bowl,” she replied. “How many can each balloon carry?” 
 
    “It depends on the size of the balloon,” Melchior responded. “These were mid-sized balloons, and we were able to carry thirteen in each without difficulty. I’ve seen the full-sized ones that are used by the largest fireweed plantations. Enormous things. I would say that they can carry at least two or three times that number.” 
 
    An idea occurred to Jaden, who turned to Malory. 
 
    “Your parents were cloth merchants,” he said. “Do you know what kind of fabric arrived at Marleborn ports and where it was stored?” 
 
    “I only came here once with my father, but Marleborn is a major port and receives every kind of fabric that exists. It is the primary port for iron silk in all of Malabar, which is why we came.” 
 
    “Iron silk?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “It’s lightweight but practically untearable. Shears of special metals are needed to cut it, and special needles to stitch it as well. It’s what the balloons are made of.” 
 
    Jaden nodded at the information. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” Larisa said. 
 
    “Lucas intended to sail away from Malabar and recruit mercenaries to retake Marleborn from the Wraiths. He felt it was possible to reconquer the city district by district, starting with the ports,” Jaden said. “That obviously can’t happen and unless someone else has the connections that Lucas had…” 
 
    “Nobody has the connections that Lucas had,” Marie’s voice came from behind Jaden. 
 
    Everyone turned to see Marie and Stefan. 
 
    “Believe us when we tell you that his loss is incalculable,” Stefan added. 
 
    “And my condolences, I know that he was your friend,” Jaden replied. 
 
    They bowed their heads in thanks, then returned to the business at hand. 
 
    “My point is that we face a difficult situation with few options,” Jaden continued. “Winter is coming, and there aren’t the forces to reconquer Marleborn.” 
 
    “No, there are not. Devourer ordered the city guard to abandon Marleborn after his defeat at God’s Bowl. They were Malabari, but they were loyal to the city.” 
 
    “If they were loyal, they wouldn’t have left,” Larisa hissed. 
 
    “Perhaps, but this is where we are in any case,” Marie continued. “We lost many rebel fighters in the early battles. We have the stevedore militia, but even with them, Marleborn is a large city…” 
 
    “That’s exactly my point,” Jaden interrupted. “It’s not safe inside the city, even if a part of it is reconquered. And it isn’t safe in the fields outside. We need to get the refugees to a safe place.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting, Jaden?” Larisa asked. 
 
    “We bring them to the Hidden City.” 
 
    There were looks of shock on everyone’s faces and many sideways glances. It was obvious that the plan seemed mad to all. They likely thought that Jaden’s brain was still addled with venom. 
 
    “Hear me out,” Jaden said. “The Hidden City is half-abandoned because of a century of weakness after the Great Defeat. There is room for the people of Marleborn.” 
 
    “Even if that is true,” Melchior intervened. “How will we get them there without revealing the city’s location? We will have a slow-moving army of refugees, traveling for weeks across the Southern Plains. We will have to pass Midrift, and smaller towns.” 
 
    “There are also many elderly, sick, and children. We’ll lose hundreds along the way to exhaustion and fatigue,” Stefan added. 
 
    Jaden pointed at the ruined baskets onboard of which they had flown to the Red Coast. 
 
    “We build news ones, hundreds of them, and fly them to the Hidden City. With the speed of travel, we can afford to take the long way around, avoiding Midrift and other towns, just as we did on our way here. We’ll stick to the Southern Plains as long as possible.” 
 
    “Fly the entire population of Marleborn? Have you gone mad?” Stefan asked in shock. 
 
    “And what is your realistic plan then? What will you do when the rains arrive in the coming weeks and turn the fields into mud and collapse the makeshift hovels that the refugees have built? Or when the Wraiths spread outside of the city’s walls?” 
 
    “Surely there isn’t enough fabric to build so many balloons. And how will we get the materials for the baskets?” Melchior asked. 
 
    “The fabric warehouse in the portlands – three of them – are plenty large,” Claire said, stepping forward. “I know nothing about making bags filled with hot air, but I have seen the accounting waybills. There is material aplenty, including iron silk. And timber of all kinds for the baskets. I reckon you could build a whole other city there is so much.” 
 
    “But the dock lands are crawling with Wraiths,” Marie interjected. 
 
    “We can’t take the city,” Jaden replied. “But the portlands are contained and easily defended, at least while we empty the warehouses of materials.” 
 
    Melchior nodded as Jaden explained his idea. 
 
    “It can be done. I mean clearing the dock lands and defending them for a period. If we’re smart we can do it without casualties even. We’ll have to transport the material back through the city to the outskirts. We will need a caravan two, three or four times as large as the one we have now. It could lead to a disaster.” 
 
    “Nay,” Clarie disagreed. “That’s a fool’s trip. We raid the ports with stevies and sailors, fill a few ships and take them up the coast a league. There’s a fishing town there of some size.” 
 
    “I know that town. There’s no port there,” Marie said. 
 
    “Hilda, Philomena and Tallulah are from there,” Larisa said. “They can get the townsfolk to help unload the ships with their fishing boats since there’s no port.” 
 
    “Will they help?” Melchior asked. “My understanding was that they didn’t like the city folk from Marleborn.” 
 
    Larisa smiled. 
 
    “They don’t. They’ll be glad to be rid of us camping on their doorsteps. I think they’ll help.” 
 
    “From there it’s maybe a league inland along the river D’oro to the refugee city,” Marie said. 
 
    Jaden looked from one face to another. They were taken with the idea. He had convinced them. 
 
    “Are we agreed with the plan then?” he asked. 
 
    “And these bags of fabric filled with heated air truly work?” Marie asked, still skeptical. 
 
    “I rode in one myself,” Claire responded. “Flew like a fat albatross on a summer breeze.” 
 
    “It’s how we came here from the Hidden City,” Melchior added. “And they’ve been in use for decades by our fireweed farmers.” 
 
    “We can train fire managers for each balloon,” Marcus, the surviving fire manager said. “It shouldn’t be complicated.” 
 
    Jaden looked around. Everyone nodded. 
 
    “There’s the small matter of the guild leaders,” Claire added. “They’ll need to agree as well, but I think that I can win them over, especially now that we’ve rescued the defenders of the Citadel.” 
 
    With their fallen comrades loaded into wagons, they scavenged what they could from the ruined baskets and continued out of the city. There were no attacks by Wraiths when they reached the city gates, which Jaden believed was probably the result of their earlier battle. It was possible that the Wraiths didn’t reproduce as quickly as he feared, and thus had yet to repopulate the northern section of the city, near the ruined gate. 
 
    By the time that mid-afternoon arrived they were well beyond Marleborn and could look back from a hilltop that they had reached. There were yet more columns of smoke rising from the city skyline, and they now knew what that signified. The dragonfire flies were consuming the cursed dead of the city, and the buildings in which they fell.  
 
    A weary sort of relief spread across the group. They’d made it out, at a cost, but they’d made it. Small though it was, this was an important victory for the rebellion. 
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    They stopped on the hilltop for lunch, before continuing on. The devastation of the entire city was clear from their position and everyone ate in a pensive silence, looking back upon the ruins. Jaden wondered if Marleborn would ever rise again. 
 
    Descending the hillside, they traveled across the lightly forested flatlands until they arrived at the river plains, where the refugee city began. They were first greeted by excited children, who danced around them and asked endless questions. Shortly behind, the adults came out to see what all the fuss was, and soon enough the guild leaders themselves arrived, including Theodora. Those who had escaped the Citadel, meanwhile, rushed into the refugee city in order to find their families. 
 
    Theodora approached Jaden and the others gathered near him. She looked from one to the other. 
 
    “You are fewer than when you left,” she said. 
 
    “We lost some during the rescue,” Melchior said and nodded his head toward their fallen in the nearby wagons. 
 
    Theodora looked over toward them and then bowed her head, an action that was repeated by her followers and others nearby. They murmured something identical that Jaden couldn’t make out. He assumed it was a prayer or blessing. After a moment they lifted their heads again. 
 
    “You have my condolences and my thanks,” she replied. “I must admit that I didn’t think you would be successful. In fact, I believed that you were just a ruse from Malabar and would leave and never return except, perhaps, with a troop of soldiers to attack us.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to disappoint you,” Melchior replied with a sly smile. 
 
    “No disappointment. It is always a blessing to find new friends and allies.” 
 
    Claire now stepped forward. 
 
    “Allies they are indeed,” she said. “They risked more than those dogs of the city guard who abandoned us.” 
 
    “Sadly, Captain Lucas died during the escape,” Marie added. 
 
    “My lady,” Theodora replied to Marie and bowed her head. 
 
    “Lift your head, Theodora,” Marie replied. “All distinctions of social class are gone. We are all now just dirt on the shoes of Malabar and would do well to remember it.” 
 
    Theodora smirked, then spat on the ground. 
 
    “Some dirt has taken up residence in the finest housing that Obsidia has to offer,” she replied. “I’ve heard that they wash themselves of Marleborn in pools of marble and mother of pearl.” 
 
    “As with the city guard, crises demonstrate who are friends and who are not.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Theodora responded. 
 
    “We would ask to be able to burn our dead with proper honors,” Melchior interrupted. “May we do so by the river?” 
 
    “Of course,” Theodora replied. “If it so pleases you, they will be burned with our own losses. Tonight when the stars waken.” 
 
    Larisa glanced over at the body of Lucas in the wagon and nodded. 
 
    “That is as it should be. We are one now and will travel in this world and the next side-by-side,” she said. “If we don’t know it then surely our fallen do.” 
 
    It was agreed. The fallen were taken to the river with others who’d passed, many from lack of clean water, others recovered from the city who had been taken by the Wraiths.  
 
    Jaden was tired and went to the sleeping quarters donated for their use. He wanted the chance to rest and clean himself before the memorial and the meeting with the guild leaders that was to follow. 
 
    He arrived at the hut and found Nathan on all fours, crawling through the small door that led inside. It was made of mud and grass like the others and was only just large enough for a few normal sized people to fit. Nathan was anything but normal-sized, being half again the height of Jaden. 
 
    “Should I put my boot on your behind and give you a shove,” Jaden asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “You may laugh at my predicament, dear friend, but I assure you that I do not find it amusing,” Nathan said in his way, which made Jaden laugh louder. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Nathan. I couldn’t help myself and if you could see yourself from my position you’d understand the humor.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But I cannot because it is my behind in the open air and my shoulders stuck in the narrow door,” Nathan replied. 
 
    “You’re strong as an ox, Nathan. Surely you can pull yourself out or push yourself through.” 
 
    “Of course I can but I feel rather certain that I would destroy the hut in the process and be buried under the dirt,” Nathan said. “I feel humiliated enough without taking that extra step.” 
 
    A local showed up from the builders’ guild, and after sharing a laugh with Jaden at Nathan’s expense – along with a few of the neighbors – he used a small scythe to carve a wider doorway in the mud. It wasn’t pretty, but it allowed Nathan to pass through. When he was inside, he stuck his head out. 
 
    “If we are to stay here for any stretch of time, this hut will need further modifications,” he said to the builder. “I don’t require that I should be able to stand or leap in the air, however I would appreciate being able to sit upright on the floor without my head hitting the filthy ceiling.” 
 
    “Of course, m’lord,” the builder replied with a smirk. “I’ll have the fellows come through and dig the floor down to the water line.” 
 
    “Water line?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “We’re sitting on a plain with a river nearby. About the lowest point in the land. If we dig down too much you’ll have headroom alright, but you’ll be in a swimming pool.” 
 
    “Yes, I would appreciate it if we could keep things dry.” 
 
    “Of course, m’lord,” the builder said. He nodded at Jaden and left them, whistling a tune that Jaden felt sure was meant as a joke, if only they’d known the words. 
 
    Nathan disappeared inside the hut, and Jaden crouched to crawl after him. Inside it felt surprisingly large, though Nathan’s body took up much of the space. And there was little light. They hadn’t bothered to leave windows in any of the mud huts. Winds and rain of the fall season would soon be upon them, and they would need to keep the huts as warm as possible. 
 
    The big fear was that some people, suffering from the cold, would light fires inside to keep warm. Without proper ventilation they would die from lack of air or the straw in the walls, and wood in some ceilings would catch fire and burn down the buildings.  
 
    A fire rampaging through a city of flammable dwellings was a nightmare scenario. It was just one more of the many challenges that they faced for the coming winter. 
 
    To counter this possibility, they were constructing large community huts where fires could be safely built. The refugees could spend their days there, including the refugee children in makeshift schools, for Marleborn was the one city in all of Malabar where schooling was universal. It was a popular tradition that they obviously intended to defend, no matter their conditions. 
 
    Thus, in the day they would have community heating for the cool winter months. Meanwhile, at night they would sleep in their huts and rely on heavy blankets.  
 
    The problem was that they had yet to be able to build enough community huts of sufficient size. And, in the beginning, they had just built living huts willy-nilly, without any plan. The priority was on giving people a place to sleep, out of the open air. 
 
    To begin to introduce planning and services, the authorities in the camp needed to tear down some already built hovels to create spaces at regular intervals for the community huts. Claire had explained to Jaden that in the context of privation within the refugee city. Anxiety caused by it had spilled over into conflict between some of the guilds. And this had happened even though there was official agreement amongst all that this would take place. 
 
    “Scared, hungry people will fight over a rat turd for lunch and potato peels for clothing,” Claire told him. 
 
    In the end, the “stevies” had to step in to separate the fighting parties and to protect the builders’ guild and the stonemasons. 
 
    Even once spaces were cleared, the process of building with mud and straw was time consuming, no matter the available hands. A wall of mud could only be raised by so much in any given day. Try to pile on too much, and the weight of the wet mud would cause the bottom of the wall to bulge and collapse.  
 
    As the nights cooled, it was taking longer and longer for walls to dry enough to have more height added to them. A month earlier they could raise a wall higher by the length of a man’s forearm each day. With the approach of fall it required two days for the same height of added mud to dry sufficiently to add more height. 
 
    As a result, it was likely that there would be nowhere near enough community huts by the time that the rains came. And those huts that were incomplete would have to be abandoned until the rains had passed. All that could be done was to put a large amount of cut grass on the tops of the exposed walls and hope that the rain didn’t dissolve them too much. 
 
    For now, the days were still hot, while the nights had become cool, which made for good sleeping in the hovels, and provided a place for privacy during the day. Jaden sat on the packed mud floor, which had been hardened and polished with some kind of oil. It was almost like stone. There were blankets and a few pillows here, and Jaden put them underneath him, leaned against the wall and fell asleep. 
 
    He was woken by Larisa, who was inside the hut. Nathan had somehow managed to extricate himself without waking Jaden.  
 
    They were alone together in the near darkness, and he could feel the heat of her skin in the cool air. The twilight barely managed to paint the walls with the fading light. He had to blink a few times for Larisa to become visible to him. 
 
    “Time for the farewell service,” she said. 
 
    “Mmmh, of course,” Jaden replied groggily. “It hasn’t started yet, has it?” 
 
    “No, not yet. Come,” she said and offered him her hand. 
 
    Back in the city, when she had held his hand, he hadn’t thought about its texture. It was a source of comfort and connection, but its feel didn’t register in his mind at all. Now, with no immediate danger, he noted how her hand had changed since they had been together at God’s Bowl almost two months earlier.  
 
    Gone was the soft hand of an aristocratic girl used to a life without heavy work. She now had hard and rough calluses, and her fingers felt effortlessly strong as she gripped his. 
 
    “You have the hand of a warrior,” he said without thinking. 
 
    She turned to him in the doorway. 
 
    “We’ve all grown harder,” she replied. “But thanks for noticing. I feel I’ve earned it.” 
 
    As they crawled out of the hut and into the evening air, Jaden took in a lungful. Behind the smell of over-crowded humanity, and all its effluence, he could detect the smell of the countryside.  
 
    There was the damp soil, churned up beneath their feet, and the smell of the nearby river. Behind these smells hung the salty reminder of the ocean, only a few hours walk away. So many years of living in a sewer had taught Jaden how to isolate background smells and block out those that were unpleasant.  
 
    Now, he closed his eyes and enjoyed the smell of a river valley on a late summer evening. 
 
    They made their way toward the wide river that ran through the center of the new, mud hut metropolis. The River D’Oro was low, because the winter rains had not yet come to fill it up to its banks. This left exposed a wide, beach-like shore of sand and packed dirt, as well as waterlogged branches and tree trunks that had been carried downstream in the spring.  
 
    The river, over generations, had cut a deep scar into the landscape so that its shoreline was almost the height of a man below the level of the grasslands. And it was here, on the dried mud of the wide bank, that a series of biers had been built with gathered kindling and dried grass. 
 
    On top of each bier several of the fallen had been placed.  
 
    At one end of the row were those who had died of the diseases of refugees, of illness or old age. At the other end were those, like Lucas and the stevies, who had died in battle. In the middle were those who had been taken by the Wraiths while simply living their lives or trying to flee the horror. 
 
    On each of the biers were placed objects to accompany the dead and related to how they had died. Those who had died of illness were accompanied by the things in life that they had loved, and which had given them comfort. Those who fell at the hands of the Wraiths were surrounded by objects meant to guide their souls back to the land of the dead, and away from the horrible gullets of the monsters. There were herbals salves, flowers, lanterns. Those who had died in battle had shields, swords and other weapons laid on top of them, so that they could continue the fight for a better world, free of Malabar and its monsters, in the afterlife. 
 
    The torches were lit, each one held by a guild leader, and they were then put to the bier. As the flames spread, the family and lovers, friends and neighbors, emitted a low moan that rose in the air.  
 
    It was a cry of despair and mourning, which slowly transformed into a song of sadness for those who had lost and then became a song of joy for the afterlife that the fallen would experience. 
 
    Jaden was strongly reminded of the song that had been sung upon their arrival in the Hidden City, after their victory at God’s Bowl. It too had moved him, with its strength and determination, and its powerful mix of emotions.  
 
    He felt a lump in his throat that he couldn’t swallow, and his eyes became blurry with tears. 
 
    A hand slipped into his, and while he didn’t look to see who it was, it was the hand of a warrior he knew well enough to recognize. Jaden squeezed the hand and stroked her thumb with his own.  
 
    More and more she was becoming his anchor and his comfort, as well as his comrade.  
 
    The flames took full control of the dried vegetation that made up the bier, and their heat burned the skin on his face, or so it seemed. The figures of the lost, who were being consumed, became mere silhouettes in the flames and the smoke blackened that rose from the biers. 
 
    For a long time they watched the fire send off the lost to the next world. Jaden gazed up at the sky. Stars appeared and disappeared behind the clouds of rising smoke. He listened to the crackle and pop of the flames and allowed himself to cry.  
 
    He thought of his parents and wondered if they too had been sent to the other world with a ceremony – or if they still lived. Certainly, if they died in the custody of the Empire, they would have received no concessions of dignity. Not knowing their fate turned his sadness at their losses to anger. 
 
    When the flames reached their peak, and the bodies were being consumed rapidly, and sent to the stars, the music began. Some of the refugees had managed to save their musical instruments or had fashioned new ones from the material at hand.  
 
    The songs they sang were of pure joy that encouraged the people to dance on the grass at the sides of the river. There was much laughter through the tears as the people of Marleborn found the power to keep their humanity alive in their inhumane conditions. 
 
    The celebration of life went on until the flames had died down to the pulsing embers of coals. The Ash Keepers shuffled these on top of the bones that remained to ensure that everything that could burn would be turned to ash. They wanted no skulls or other bones left over for animals to dig through. The entirety of the fallen was meant to be sent off to the next world, and by the time this had happened, the darkness had well and truly descended upon the world. 
 
    Only then did the leaders of the refugees, primarily guild masters and neighborhood delegates, meet in one of the few community huts that had been built. In total there were more than a hundred people, seated in a circle around the large space.  
 
    The hut was a circle as well, at least twenty-five paces from side to side. The ceiling was high, as the floor had been dug below the level of the ground, so that they had to climb down half a dozen steps from the door to the floor. 
 
    In comparison to the sleeping huts for families, this building looked more finished and less ad hoc and temporary. The walls had been covered with a wash of lime and chalk, so that they were bright white. With the many torches burning on the wall, the space was well lit and airy. But, still, with so many people, it felt crowded. 
 
    Melchior, as the representative of the Hidden City rebellion and a general in the rebel command, led the discussion of the proposal. He put forward the plan as Jaden had presented it, with the balloons and the raid on the port lands where they could recover fabric and wood for the construction of enough balloons to transport the entire population of refugees to the Hidden City. 
 
    There were doubts, many of them the same as those that had been raised when Jaden first proposed the idea. Others were new and difficult to answer, such as how those with family in other cities, such as Obsidia, would be able to visit them without revealing the Hidden City’s location (they couldn’t). Others wanted to know if they would be safe in the Hidden City (they would for the moment, but war was coming). 
 
    A hundred more questions were raised, and Jaden was glad that Melchior was leading the meeting and not him. He didn’t even care that the idea had been his but that Melchior would be credited with it. The most important thing was that the refugees from Marleborn were safe from winter storms and the likelihood that, sooner or later, the Wraiths would leave the city looking for more food.  
 
    On the open plains, the refugees wouldn’t stand a chance. With Devourer and Malabar moving toward war, the Hidden City was definitely in danger, but that was a threat less immediate than the winter the refugees faced. 
 
    Once discussion of all the possibilities and concerns was exhausted, a vote was taken.  
 
    A majority voted in favor of the proposal to organize a massive, flying evacuation to the Hidden City. There was, however, a significant minority of community leaders who didn’t support the proposal.  
 
    Either they didn’t want to give up their contact with their families in other cities and towns across the Red Coast, or they didn’t trust the Hidden City, a feeling that was still deep in the cultural memory of the region. 
 
    For those who didn’t want to travel to the Hidden City, it was decided that they would leave, dispersing in multiple directions, but only after the refugees who wanted to travel to the Hidden City had already left. That way the escapees would already be some distance away by the time those who remained behind arrived in other places, and people became aware of what had happened. 
 
    Jaden hoped that nobody believed the refugees who went to other cities and towns. Thankfully, the story sounded far-fetched when you said it out loud.  
 
    Who in their right mind would believe that an entire city flew in giant bags of hot air, across the Southern Plains, to a magically invisible city that was dedicated to resistance against the Malabar Empire?  
 
    It was the stuff that ended up in legends told to children but not in history books. 
 
    With all other business resolved, the refugee council broke up into working groups that would be responsible for different aspects of the flight. There were those who would be part of the raid on the city, such as the soldiers, sailors and stevedores. Then there were those who would be responsible for stitching the balloons out of the fabric and those who would construct the baskets, the weavers’ and the carpenters’ guilds.  
 
    The surviving fire managers worked with the smithies and metalworkers to create the necessary plumbing for the hot air controls. 
 
    It was a complicated machine of organization that was necessary to pull it off and all of the moving parts made Jaden’s head swim. Regardless of whether he got credit for the idea or not, he felt proud that it was being taken up and implemented by so many.  
 
    He wandered from one group to the next inside of the community hut, listening to plans being formulated and felt optimistic for the first time in days. He believed that his fellow sewer urchins, who always loved a good caper, would have been impressed as well. 
 
    Malory approached Jaden as he was standing near the back of the crowd and gave him a friendly shove. 
 
    “You gonna join the raiding group or what?” Malory asked. 
 
    Jaden shrugged. “Melchior has it under control. I’ll do as I’m told when we go in. I don’t want to step on his toes.” 
 
    Malory laughed. “Don’t be a dummy, Dummy. Melchior was the one who sent me to drag you over. You’re one of the few who’s fought the Noon Wraiths on the piers.” 
 
    Jaden pushed himself off of the wall and walked with Malory through the various groups arguing and exchanging ideas. He joined the raiding party near the fire.  
 
    Nathan was there and nodded at Jaden. Claire was there as well and seemed to be leading the group as much as Melchior. Larisa sat on the ground, scribbling notes of the detailed plans on a scroll with a stick of charcoal. 
 
    “Jaden, glad you could join us,” Melchior said and smiled at him. “Wondering if anything useful struck you when you and Nathan were at the piers, fighting the Wraiths.” 
 
    Jaden shrugged. 
 
    “I’m sure that Nathan could say the same as me – and probably has. Or, even more, Claire,” Jaden said. “The key is to blockade the main and secondary gates. I’m sure there’s Wraiths inside and maybe some Wraith flowers that will have to be dealt with quickly. Hopefully no one was trapped and killed by the Wraiths inside of the warehouses, because then those dragonfire flies might have burned the buildings to the ground, to eat the fallen. If they have, there’s nothing we can do about it. But it’s probably a good idea to send a flying Seeker ahead to scout before you put people in danger for nothing.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Larisa said from nearby. “I know my way around the piers. My parents are spice merchants.” 
 
    “I can go with her,” Malory added. 
 
    “No,” Jaden interrupted. 
 
    “Why not? I’m perfectly capable.” 
 
    “I know you are. It’s just… I should go. I don’t know my way around the piers as well as Larisa, but I have been there and fought there.” 
 
    “Then why don’t the three of us go,” Malory replied. 
 
    “Because there’s only four flying Seekers,” Jaden said. “We can’t risk all of us. You and Hilda can watch the perimeter, once we’ve established ourselves on the piers. If anything should happen to Larisa or I…” 
 
    “Jaden, why should you put yourself more in danger than me?” Malory interrupted. “You’re the Dragon Seeker. If anything happens to you… it will be bad. We need you for the battle with Malabar that we all know is coming, not risking yourself in a rescue operation, as important as it is.” 
 
    Jaden looked around the room.  
 
    Melchior was nodding, obviously in agreement with Malory. So, too, were Nathan and the triplets. And where was Lily? She wasn’t even in the meeting. 
 
    “I hate to say it, Jaden but I agree with Malory,” Larisa spoke up. “I want you there, and while you would be an incredible asset, we can’t take the risk. When our people arrive in the Hidden City, you need to be with them and lead them across the threshold. People need to feel like the prophecy is on our side. Scouting the docks is not your first priority.” 
 
    He understood her point and maybe even agreed with her a little bit, but couldn’t help but feel hurt and frustrated. He wished that she would have backed him, logical or not. That she didn’t felt a little like a stab in the back. However, Jaden could see that the room was not with him this time and he nodded. 
 
     “Fine,” he said. “I’ll stay behind but I want to be part of the raid.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Melchior replied. “If the dock lands aren’t full of those creatures and their flowers, then yes. But if it’s too dangerous, we can’t take the chance. I agree with Larisa and Malory on this point.” 
 
    Jaden fought the urge to storm out. People saw him as a leader now. He couldn’t just leave because he didn’t get his way.  
 
    He wondered why it annoyed him so much that they were concerned about him. It was true, wasn’t it? They couldn’t risk anything happening to him.  
 
    If he were to die, and Headmaster were to be broken by Devourer, it would deliver two extremely heavy blows to the morale of the rebellion, before they’d even entered battle. They were in an extremely sensitive and precarious situation. 
 
    And, yet, it did make him angry. Was it pride? Jaden wasn’t the prideful type.  
 
    You couldn’t live in a sewer, eat rats, beg for the most demeaning odd jobs in the day while dodging the city guard by night – and grow a sense of pride. The prideful didn’t survive long in the sewers, one way or another. It was something else.  
 
    It was Larisa. Or rather, it was that he felt like already others he loved had suffered because he wasn’t there for them; his parents, Dracoseth and Headmaster. 
 
    He’d continued to chase Devourer, and so left Dracoseth to fall into the depths of the ocean. Now he was unable to find him and likely to lose his Legendary Beast as a result. And if he had insisted that Headmaster not go alone, but bring Jaden along with him, he might not have been captured.  
 
    And, of course, his parents. He’d been so young, but he couldn’t help but feel like he bore some responsibility for their disappearance. 
 
    Now, once again, he was faced with a choice and he felt like his absence could lead to harm coming to someone close to him.  
 
    Someone who loved him. 
 
    The words of everyone in the meeting faded to a blurred mumble as Jaden struggled with the conflicting emotions. He tried to concentrate to no avail as the emotional turmoil was too great, along with the anxiety. 
 
    The meeting ended, and Jaden was still staring off into the middle distance. Only by then there was no one standing before him, just the wall.  
 
    He had missed all of the details discussed in the rest of the meeting. He felt like a fool for being so self-indulgent. 
 
    “Let’s walk,” Larisa said from behind him. “I’ll debrief you.” 
 
    Jaden turned to face her with an indignant look of surprise. 
 
    “What do you mean? I was here, I don’t need to be debriefed.” 
 
    “You were staring right at me and didn’t see me at all. I know, I made faces at you and you didn’t react,” Larisa replied. 
 
    Jaden sighed and smiled, having been caught. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I just fell down a hole of memories,” he said. 
 
    Larisa took his arm and led him out. Most planning groups were also beginning to break up for the night, while others continued.  
 
    Near the exit door, he spotted Lily in the middle of a meeting with the healers’ guild, sharing strategies for dealing with the health challenges faced amongst the refugees. She was addressing the healers passionately, and they were listening to her points closely, nodding their heads. 
 
    “You know she’s a great sword fighter too?” Jaden asked as they passed through the door into the night air. 
 
    “Of course I do. I’ve seen her,” Larisa replied, her arm still hooked in his. “But…” 
 
    Jaden chuckled. 
 
    “That obvious was it? But she’s a better healer,” he said. “I mean, she’s ten times more natural helping people than trying to kill them; using herbs and healing powers, or helping people hide. She can fight like a warrior, a great one even, but she’s not a warrior, if that makes sense.” 
 
    “It does,” Larisa replied. “You and I are warriors from A to Z. And that’s why you will be part of the raid.” 
 
    “You heard Melchior,” Jaden said. 
 
    “He’s putting his foot down because he’s worried. We’re all worried.” 
 
    “About me?” 
 
    “About the war. About Headmaster. About the Hidden City. And so, yeah, about you too. But Melchior will bend on including you in the raid. We need you. However, he’s not going to agree to have you be the lead scout. You know that it makes no sense.” 
 
    Jaden nodded. She was obviously right and he needed to let it go. 
 
    Larisa kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    “But thank you for being concerned about me. It means a lot. Now go get a good night’s sleep. We have a lot of work to do.” 
 
    She squeezed his arm and walked away, leaving him in shock. He really was the easiest-to-read person ever. Jaden shook his head as Larisa disappeared into the darkness and chaos of the camp. He turned and made his way back toward his own hovel. 
 
    Inside, Nathan was already snoring. Impressive, considering he’d crawled in mere moments before Jaden. Jaden found his way into a nook on one side of the hut where there wasn’t a limb of Nathan’s and let himself fall asleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaden sat at Headmaster’s desk in his library in the Hidden City, reading a book.  After a long moment, he looked up from his reading.  
 
    Had he heard a noise? He saw nothing.  
 
    Looking back down to his hands, the book was gone. Jaden’s heart pounded in his chest, and he felt his throat tighten. Suddenly nothing made sense. 
 
    He was disoriented and confused.  
 
    How did he get there? When did he arrive?  
 
    He had no recollection of walking to Headmaster’s library from class or from Seekers’ Slumber. He looked around the room for clues, but everything seemed both normal and strange at the same time. 
 
    “I imagine that you’re confused right now,” Headmaster said. 
 
    Jaden spun around in his chair at the sound of the voice.  
 
    There was no one there. 
 
    “If you want to see me you will have to use your powers, dear Jaden.” 
 
    Jaden located the voice in a far corner of the room. 
 
    “Why are you invisible?” 
 
    “Ah, but you are also invisible to me,” Headmaster replied. “Or you were until you spoke just now. I was only able to sense you.” 
 
    Jaden closed his eyes and focused his mind on the voice and energy of Headmaster. After a moment he opened them again. 
 
    Headmaster sat in his reading chair in the corner of the room, his own book open on his lap. He looked strange, like a ghost but solid. He had a glow around him and seemed to be not quite touching the chair on which he sat. 
 
    “I can tell that you can see me now as well,” Headmaster said to him. 
 
    “This is a vision, isn’t it,” Jaden surmised. “It seemed even more real at first than when my Dragon calls me. There was no sense of having been transported.” 
 
    “You are in a place that you know and where you are comfortable. That grants it more realness. In any case, in the physical world we are in two very different places. I sense that you are on the Red Coast at this moment.” 
 
    “Do you know why?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “I have heard things,” Headmaster replied. “The prophecy is accelerating. Devourer is drawing more magic back into our world in order to fight you.” 
 
    “He’s trying to control the direction of the prophecy.” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “We received word that you were captured and are being held in the Imperial Reliquary,” Jaden said. 
 
    “I am indeed.” 
 
    “Are we both asleep and dreaming?” 
 
    “You are. I am unconscious, under an enchantment by Devourer,” Headmaster explained. “He is trying to break my mind and my soul by consuming each of my Legendary Beasts, one after another. To protect myself I have created this world and my dominant consciousness has retreated to it.” 
 
    “Are you hurt? Are you safe here?” 
 
    “My body is indeed hurt, but I am safe in this place. It is very unlikely that Devourer can reach me or even knows where I am. Not until you get closer to him, when he can try to reach me through you.” 
 
    “I would never lead him to you,” Jaden said forcefully. 
 
    “I have no doubt that you would not do so intentionally. But Devourer is a powerful and canny wizard. He was able to trick the both of us and now here we are. Forced to meet in our imaginations.” 
 
    “God’s Bowl,” Jaden whispered. 
 
    “Yes. It was an impressive feat that you achieved. And, yes, it was also a trap, as you have surmised.” 
 
    “He defeated Dracoseth,” Jaden said, reminding himself as much as Headmaster. 
 
    “He didn’t defeat him. Not permanently. But he intends to, because his goal is to devour Dracoseth and add him to his collection of powers by doing so. Just as he is doing to mine.” 
 
    “Why do you have so many Legendary Beasts?” Jaden asked. 
 
    It was a question that had been on Jaden’s mind for some time. At least since Devourer had first raised doubts about Headmaster’s origin, when he was battling him in the world of Dracoseth. 
 
    “I was a leader in the Malabar Wars against King Tegnor. I suspect that you have come to realize something of this.” 
 
    “I’ve had my suspicions,” Jaden replied. 
 
    “But said nothing for fear of being disappointed in me. I did not hide it from you because I am ashamed, but revealing too much about my identity is dangerous. Even now, Devourer doesn’t know my true name.” 
 
    “You worked with Devourer, as part of Malabar?” 
 
    “Back then, Devourer’s name was Leyron and Malabar was a movement of clerics and scholars seeking to bring justice to our lands. Back then we didn’t know anything about Legendary Beasts or Seekers.” 
 
    “You were part of the Immortal Council?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “There was no Immortal Council. Not at first. I was a scholar and a warrior, though scholarly studies had always been of more interest to me. I discovered the Columns of the Polyverse and the Legendary Beasts, which is to say, it was I who opened the gates that allowed them to enter our world.” 
 
    “Wait,” Jaden said. “Before the Legendary Beasts there was no magic in our world at all?” 
 
    “No. Not since the Elves disappeared from our world thousands of years earlier. So, you see, the Dragon Seeker prophecy and the return of magic was made inevitable by the same action that caused the victory of Devourer and Malabar.” 
 
    He couldn’t believe that Headmaster, the architect of the Hidden City and its rebellion, could have been not just a foot soldier of Malabar but was, in fact, a commander. How was that possible and how could Jaden not have realized this sooner?  
 
    So many pieces were falling into place. Headmaster’s knowledge of Malabar and Devourer, his many powers. All these things should have been warning signs for Jaden. 
 
    Headmaster stood and walked over to the library. He pulled out a large scroll and snapped it open in the air, then laid it on the ground. It covered most of the floor between himself and Jaden, perhaps ten paces.  
 
    On the scroll was a map and on the map the drawings moved. Jaden could see clouds floating across the land and ships floating on the water, though they looked much different than the ships from his own times. 
 
    Armies appeared on the map and entered into combat with the distant clatter of arms. 
 
    “Malabar was popular amongst the people. We promised freedom from the reign of a corrupt king. We were also losing badly against Tegnor’s disciplined army and endless supplies of weapons. That was when I discovered the Columns, and we opened them once again using Elven technology.” 
 
    In the battles that unfolded on the map, there appeared magical creatures. These were Seekers and some flew, others spun webs of iron. Where before all the miniature battles seemed one-sided, with the Malabar rebels being pushed backward or being scattered, things now began to change. Sometimes it was the armies of Tegnor that scattered and fled. 
 
    “As you know the powers of a Seeker only last for a few years, perhaps a decade, before they fade. Leyron wanted more powers, powers that would be permanent, so that we could finish the war against Tegnor under his leadership. He felt that only he could lead us to victory and that was only possible if he were a Seeker without limits. 
 
    “Thus, he put forward the idea of devouring the souls of the Legendary Beasts and making their powers permanent. We all went along with it at first, I’m ashamed to admit. We wanted to defeat the evil king and Leyron was a great leader, whom we trusted. We didn’t realize that we were being changed in the process – and not for the better – until it was too late. Shortly thereafter, I left the Malabar movement and went into the mountains, to the Retreat of Reckoning.” 
 
    “The Elven retreat where I first met Devourer,” Jaden said. 
 
    “And discovered more fully your own powers,” Headmaster reminded him. 
 
    “Malabar obviously defeated Tegnor,” Jaden concluded. “And became corrupted in the process.” 
 
    “That is why I have nurtured our rebellion as I have, ensuring that our values guide our actions,” Headmaster said. “One cannot separate means and ends, as each conditions the other.” 
 
    “Even when we were losing, such as after the Great Defeat.” 
 
    “Better to lose and remain true than to defeat the enemy by surrendering one’s soul and becoming them.” 
 
    Headmaster finished speaking and clapped his hands. The map on the floor rolled up and flew back onto the shelf.  
 
    “We are running out of time, Jaden. And though this history is important there are more immediate concerns.” 
 
    “Your capture.” 
 
    “And the safety of the Hidden City, which is the most important. You must come to the Reliquary and find me.” 
 
    “That’s my intention,” Jaden told him. “Once we raid the port lands in Marleborn.” 
 
    “Ah, your plan with the balloons,” Headmaster chuckled. “It is a good one. Devourer will be furious.” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    Headmaster shrugged, and Jaden saw the old twinkle in his eye. 
 
    “I have a lot of time on my hands, shall we say.” 
 
    “I’ll take a balloon north to the Reliquary and find you.” 
 
    Headmaster shook his head. “There is no entry by land or air. It is an ancient city of still powerful magic. Do not try to enter any way except by sea or you will be destroyed.” 
 
    “How will we find you once we get there?” 
 
    “You have your ways, Jaden. You must use them. But I cannot say as uttering the words will draw attention to me and reveal your intentions. As I said, Devourer is a clever and powerful mage.” 
 
    “And so there is nothing more that you can tell me?” 
 
    “Only that you must be prepared to make difficult decisions for the interest of the Hidden City and our rebellion. Sometimes the difference between victory and defeat is the willingness of one side to sacrifice more.” 
 
    Then Headmaster was gone, and Jaden floated in pure darkness. No, not just darkness, he was deep under the sea.  
 
    Somewhere deep beneath him he saw a light, like a small lantern. He swam toward it with all his effort but soon he was out of air. As long as he could, Jaden resisted the urge to inhale, knowing that he could fill his lungs with water. If only he could reach the lantern, he told himself, he would be able to breathe.  
 
    And so, he dove deeper even as he felt his consciousness fading and his arms aching. Then he opened his mouth and let in the ocean… 
 
    Jaden awoke with a start and a feeling of drowning.  
 
    His heart fluttered wildly, and he rolled over and threw up water onto the floor of the hut. When he was done he lay back against the wall and caught his breath. His mouth burned with the taste of the ocean, and he spat out as much of it as he could. 
 
    Glancing around the hut, Jaden saw that Nathan was gone and the light of the morning crept through the empty doorway.  
 
    They must already be assembling the raiding party for the day. He was struck with anxiety that Melchior would deliberately leave Jaden behind and head off for Marleborn. He didn’t intend to let that happen. 
 
    After cleaning himself with a bowl of fresh water, Jaden crawled outside, squinting against the morning light and the assault of smells. There was dew on the ground and people were already up and beginning the day. Their movements ground the dew into the earth, churning it into sticky mud. Jaden couldn’t imagine what it would be like when the heavy rains arrived. 
 
    Everyone who was up and outside was heading toward the river, to wash and gather water for cooking and drinking, or to relieve themselves. The guilds had finally organized the use of the river in such a way as to reduce the amount of sickness amongst the refugees. Every task had its location that had to be strictly adhered to. 
 
    Upstream of the centerpoint of the refugee city was the place for drinking water. Downstream from there was the designated point for laundry, then body washing and, finally, raw sewage.  
 
    It had reduced the sickness caused by consuming contaminated water, but the stench was still very strong throughout the camp. There were also fights from those who had the misfortune of living downstream and demanded that they not be subject to raw sewage. In a refugee camp there are no easy solutions to the most basic problems. 
 
    Jaden turned away from the river and made his way toward the outskirts of the refugee city. He had to push through the growing crowds flowing in the opposite direction. It finally became impossible to move on the ground, and Jaden launched himself into the air, extending his wings of lightning. The crowds below pointed up at him and made noises of awe and wonder as he flew over their heads. 
 
    Ignoring the attention of the people below, Jaden enjoyed his freedom from elbows and pushing. He didn’t even have to rise far above the ground before the smell of the refugee city weakened, and he could enjoy the fresh air once again too.  
 
    Soon, the number of hovels began to thin out as he reached the edge of the settlement. The recruits for the raid gathered up ahead, in a field by a wagon road made of tightly fitted, flat stones that led toward Marleborn. 
 
    Setting down on the edge of the raiding party, Jaden looked around for his friends and spotted Nathan who, as always, towered far above everyone else. He approached him and touched his friend’s arm to get his attention. Nearby, Jaden noticed that Melchior, Marie and Stefan were meeting with Larisa, Malory and guild leaders from amongst the stevies and sailors. 
 
    “You didn’t wake me,” Jaden said. 
 
    Nathan shrugged. 
 
    “You were rolling around and muttering in your sleep,” he replied. “I know well when you are having a dream vision, as I have been your roommate for some time. I wanted to let you follow the vision to its final end.” 
 
    “It was Headmaster.” 
 
    Nathan looked at him in surprise. 
 
    “I beg your pardon? Headmaster? Is he well? What is happening?” 
 
    “He’s being held prisoner at the Reliquary,” Jaden replied. “We need to get there. He didn’t say but I think that they’ll break him soon enough.” 
 
    “And then will end the invisibility of the Hidden City,” Nathan said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then we ought to gather Lily and Malory and perhaps one other and begin our journey northward. I’m sure that we can request horses, given the importance of our mission.” 
 
    Jaden shook his head. 
 
    “There’s no entry by land or air,” Jaden said and pointed toward the raiding party. “We need to get into the ports and take a ship north.” 
 
    “And how do you propose that we sail it? I have experience only with small skiffs.” 
 
    “With Red Coast sailors, once the raid is successful,” Jaden explained. “We have won the goodwill of the people of the Red Coast, and they understand all too well the stakes. I’m sure, with the help of Claire, that we can gather enough crew.” 
 
    “I never thought that I should be the one to say this, but I wish that Captain Lucas were here. He would be very useful for organizing a sea voyage.” 
 
    “We have what we have.” 
 
    As Jaden finished speaking, he saw Larisa and Malory rise into the air to begin their scouting operation in the port lands. Larisa spotted Jaden and smiled and waved at him. Malory gave him and Nathan a thumbs up sign. Then both of the women turned and flew at high speed toward the city. 
 
    Melchior and the other commanders organized the raiding party, who were milling about aimlessly. Sailors formed up into columns behind the stevies, who did likewise. Soldiers took the front and rear with a unit of archers assigned to each.  
 
    Roderic the Cheetah Seeker, along with Hyacinth the Leopard, ran ahead at high speed to act as the raiding party’s forward scouts on the ground. 
 
    Karine, who was a Seeker of the Barracuda, and Tallulah the Octopus Seeker, had ridden by horse to the coastline. They would swim into the port lands. The Wraiths avoided water, which meant that the two Seekers could act as scouts amongst the ships that were at anchor or tied to the piers.  
 
    Philomena meanwhile had headed to the fishing village to negotiate with the village elders for help to unload the ships when they arrived. 
 
    With everyone formed up into their units, the entire raiding party began marching away from the refugee city. No waving crowds bid them farewell and wished them a great victory. The people had mustered enthusiasm for the return of the defenders of the Citadel, but they were too demoralized for more than that.  
 
    It was also likely that word of the plans had not yet spread, and only after they had left would the guild leaders be able to inform everyone. As with all other infrastructure, forms of communication in the camp, beyond the immediate circles of leadership, remained ad hoc and informal. 
 
    It took two hours to reach the same hilltop at which they had stopped on the escape from the Citadel. It was the same seaside hill as well that Jaden and the others had arrived at on their first journey to the Red Coast.  
 
    The place was becoming something of a landmark and symbol of their struggles in the region, Jaden thought. From this hill, the journey to the ancient and ruined northern gate into Marleborn was short. 
 
    As per the plan, they waited on the hilltop for news from Larisa and Malory. Time passed, and everyone made themselves as comfortable as they could. Some sprawled out for a nap, while others gambled, ate or sang songs.  
 
    For Jaden it felt like an eternity, as he was deeply concerned about the situation and the danger in the docklands. He had agreed to stay behind, because there was unanimity on the issue, but it didn’t mean he was comfortable with it. 
 
    To Jaden’s, and everyone else’s, great relief, Larisa and Malory returned by the time that they had finished eating lunch. With them was Hilda, who had stayed back far enough to see if the scouts got into any trouble, in case help was needed.  
 
    They looked tired and soot covered, but were otherwise fine. The appearance of soot, however, was concerning as it might suggest that the warehouses had been burned by the dragonfire flies. 
 
    “All good,” Malory said after guzzling back a pail of water. 
 
    “The soot?” Melchior asked. 
 
    “There were some fires,” Larisa confirmed. “But they weren’t in the fabric or wood storage buildings, which are on the other end of the docks.” 
 
    “In the name of all the holies,” Claire said with her eyes raised to the sky. “Don’t tell me that it was the liquor building.” 
 
    “That was one of them, yes,” Malory answered. “The whole dock smells like the inside of a bar on the morning after a holiday.” 
 
    “We are all doomed!” Claire exclaimed, and the stevies laughed and acted like they were dying of sorrow. 
 
    “I hate to say it, but I think I’m glad the liquor has gone up in flames,” Melchior said. “In any case, let’s get moving.” 
 
    “We can be there by mid-afternoon,” Marie added. “How’s the infestation?” 
 
    “There’s a lot of them,” Larisa admitted. “But all inside of the port walls. We spotted two Wraith flowers.” 
 
    “We think they’re probably breeding in there, but can’t get out because the port gates are closed,” Malory said. 
 
    “Then some can fly and some can’t,” Jaden suggested. 
 
    “Maybe it depends on the kind of Wraith flower from which they emerged,” Larisa replied. “Or they need to have contact with flyers who teach them? Who knows?” 
 
    “Then we fight our way in and eliminate them as quickly as possible,” Melchior said. “Before they can figure out how to fly.” 
 
    Jaden shook his head. 
 
    “If the liquor warehouse is burning—”  
 
    Jaden was interrupted by the maudlin moaning of Claire. 
 
    “If that building is burning,” he repeated. “Then any attack on the Wraiths will bring the dragonfire flies down on us, just like during our escape from the Citadel.” 
 
    “What is your suggestion, Jaden?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “I go in and destroy the insects or drive them out. We lure the Wraiths away from the main gate, and then the raiding party enters, led by the archers.” 
 
    “There’s a set of stairs up to the wall round the port lands,” Claire said. “Was used for the city guards, to protect against thieves and smugglers. The archers can take the wall and shoot those things like fish in a barrel. Be a load safer, I’d say.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Jaden agreed. 
 
    “Not happening,” Melchior interrupted. “We’ve already discussed this. We’re not putting you in danger.” 
 
    “General,” Jaden replied, addressing Melchior by his formal title. “You can’t hide me away until the end of the war. My Dragon sent me the Call to fulfill my role as the protector and promoter of dragonkind in our world. To do that I have to stop Malabar’s misuse of dragon eggs and their attempts to destroy all magic in this world. Are you also going to try to stop me from going to rescue Headmaster?” 
 
    Melchior stared at Jaden a long time, deep in thought. “I’m not sure, to be completely honest. These are precarious times that require extreme caution.” 
 
    “They are, indeed,” Nathan interrupted. “And we must act to make sure that the chalice falls on our side.” 
 
    Jaden held his tongue as Melchior pondered his response, all eyes upon him. Jaden was already planning how to eliminate the dragonfire flies at the port. As far as he was concerned, he’d do it whether Melchior gave him permission or not, but he held back in the hopes that Melchior would see the logic of his argument. 
 
    Finally, Melchior took a deep breath, shook his head and then stared down at his feet. 
 
    “You will stay here,” he said. “We will discuss the Reliquary and Headmaster after we deal with the port lands and liberate the materials we need to deliver the refugees.” 
 
    Jaden considered arguing with Melchior, but there was no point. Instead, he unfurled his wings and lifted into the air, flying toward Marleborn.  
 
    Behind and beneath him, he heard the shouts for him to stop. He didn’t, and soon he could hear nothing but the wind. 
 
    It was an impulsive act, but this was not the time for being overly cautious and trying to pull rank in the way that Melchior had just done. The stakes were too high.  
 
    Wasn’t the first time that he and Melchior had butted heads on exactly this, and probably wouldn’t be the last. Jaden had no intention of sitting passively, while Headmaster died in a prison in the Imperial Reliquary.  
 
    Nor would he stay back, reclining in safety, while dozens of Marleborn’s sailors and stevedores faced off against Wraiths and dragonfire flies. 
 
    That still left the not insignificant problem of how Jaden intended to travel up the coastline of the entire continent by ship without any crew. One thing at a time, he thought, one thing at a time. 
 
    “That was quite a performance,” Larisa said from behind him. 
 
    Jaden slowed and turned toward her. She was beside him, smiling and shaking her head. 
 
    “You are trouble, Jaden of Lessertown.” 
 
    “I won’t deny that,” he said. “But only when it’s necessary. I suppose it’s in part because of my life in the sewers. There wasn’t a lot of room for that kind of caution when it came to doing what had to be done. You died of hunger or something even more horrible if you just sat around waiting for the right moment.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve been sent to tell you that if you don’t return, you will face a court-martial back in the Hidden City,” Larisa said. 
 
    “Are you going to force me to go back?” Jaden asked. He knew the answer already. 
 
    Larisa laughed. “I’m here to help you get rid of the dragonfire flies and clear the piers of the Wraiths and I told Melchior as much, but I did tell him that I’d relay his message to you.” 
 
    Jaden joined her laughter. 
 
    “You’re also trouble, Larisa, daughter of the Spice Merchants.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why we get along so well, me and you.” 
 
    They flew side-by-side and soon arrived at the entrance to Marleborn. Passing over the ruined northern gate, they saw the first Noon Wraiths. Columns of smoke rose from the burning buildings, betraying the location of the dragonfire flies. 
 
    They angled westward, flying over the middle of the spoke road that led to the waterfront and the port lands. Ahead stretched the final arc road, near the ocean, which defined the boundaries of the ports and the warehouses. The masts of more than a dozen stranded ships could be seen at anchor in the harbor. 
 
    Some of the crews of the abandoned ships had suffered a cruel fate at the mercy of the Wraiths. Most had managed to flee with the evacuation of the city.  
 
    Those who were from other lands had traveled south to Obsidia, another port city that overlooked the Darkling Estuary. From there they took ships back to their homelands, both on the Malabar continent and in lands beyond.  
 
    The stevedores and Marleborn sailors had joined the refugee city on the outskirts of Marleborn. Many of them were now part of the raiding party. 
 
    Jaden and Larisa passed over the old port wall in the docklands. It was as Jaden remembered it from months earlier, during the first battle with the Wraiths there. Only now there was no one battling the Wraiths and they had taken control. Unlike the city outside, in which the Wraiths were still a rarity in the north-west area, inside the port walls there were plenty of Wraiths to be seen. 
 
    The piers dominated the middle section of the portlands. At the south and north end of the piers were a number of stone warehouses that were wide, long and tall. They had roofs made of sunbaked clay tiles. At the north end of the docklands, the warehouses looked untouched, with very few Wraiths visible in that direction. 
 
    At the south end of the docks, several warehouses burned.  
 
    “Did you go into the buildings that are on fire?” Jaden asked Larisa. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Too dangerous, between Wraiths and those fire insects. But we got close enough to get a face full of soot.” 
 
    They arrived within a few hundred paces of the burning buildings. The clambering, writhing dragonfire flies were now visible in Jaden’s magical sight. 
 
    “What do you think?” Larisa asked him. 
 
    “I think we should do what we did last time. It worked after all. And this time there seems to be less.” 
 
    “So, the ice tornado?” 
 
    Jaden nodded and slid the glove off of his right hand. First Jaden and then Larisa conjured up whirlwinds, then drew them together into a single, large funnel. The dragonfire flies became agitated, with small groups breaking free of the building, perhaps understanding what the intentions were of the two interlopers. 
 
    The two of them guided the whirlwind directly on top of the burning buildings. They expanded its diameter until it encompassed all three large warehouses. The dragonfire flies were pulled into the whirling air, creating a cyclone of fire. 
 
    “We’ve got almost all of the flies,” Jaden shouted over the shriek of the air. “Let’s compress it to a smaller size to increase the speed of the wind. I think that was what made it difficult last time to freeze more of them; it was too large and slow.” 
 
    Larisa nodded and the two of them pushed their hands together, squeezing the column of spinning air until it was half the size of a single building. The sound of the wind rose in key and volume, until it was an almost unbearable whistle.  
 
    Jaden winced against the noise but remained focused. The concentration of dragonfire flies created a startling bright funnel of light that danced on a point along the edge of the pier. 
 
    With the cyclone compressed to the greatest degree that they possibly could, Jaden raised his left hand, formed a fist and pressed it into his right. A gush of super cold air burst forth from his hand and joined with the spinning column in front of them.  
 
    Dragonfire flies turned to ice by the thousands, creating a spiral effect within the glowing funnel. The white bands of dead and frozen insects grew and grew until the last light of their flames flickered out.  
 
    A few of the flaming insects still fluttered around, like lost bees from a hive that no longer existed. They drifted off into the city in search of their lost swarm or to find a new one. 
 
    Jaden shifted in the air and redirected the ice tornado toward the ground beneath them, where a group of Noon Wraiths had gathered, sensing potential prey directly above. The spinning cone of ice fragments and high velocity winds struck the Wraiths. They were chilled solid and torn apart by the shrieking daggers of the frozen dragonfire flies, becoming part of the vortex. 
 
    Jaden and Larisa pushed the tornado toward the main gate, clearing a path and destroying all of the Wraiths with which it came into contact. Soon the entire area around the southern warehouses had been cleared of Wraiths, as well as the insects. 
 
    “Should we clear the whole of the docklands?” Larisa asked. 
 
    Jaden was tempted, but the power of the spinning wind was great and they would be pushing their luck. Already, ships rocked wildly at anchor nearby and roof tiles were being sucked into the swirling air. It would be likely to kill the Wraiths, but just as likely to destroy some of the ships as well. 
 
    “I think we should do it the old-fashioned way before we tear the place apart,” he replied. 
 
    The two of them allowed the cyclone to dissipate. Fragments of the insects and Wraiths fell to the ground with a sound like breaking glass.  
 
    Meanwhile, the fires ignited by the dragonfire flies still burned in the warehouses. Jaden created a cyclone of water from the nearby sea and deposited it on the buildings. The last of the flames were extinguished, leaving nothing more than the rising steam of the superheated water. The smell of burned wood, wine and liquor was intense. 
 
    “You’re right,” Jaden said. “It does smell like a bar.” 
 
    The two of them landed in the central plaza that let out onto the piers and the warehouses at either end. In the distance, toward the north end of the port lands, a cluster of Wraiths was drifting toward them. 
 
    The area around them was a disaster.  
 
    There were a few bodies but not many as the soldiers and stevedores had done a good job of escaping the attack. However, crates had been dropped wherever and food cargo had spoiled in the sun and spray.  
 
    A lot of dead rats were not rotting, same as human victims of the Wraiths. They must have just kept coming until they had all been destroyed by the Wraiths. 
 
    As Dracoseth had once told Jaden, the Wraiths would consume the life force of anything and everything until they left an entire world barren. At some point, the plague would have to be dealt with, but for the moment they didn’t have the forces.  
 
    Jaden only hoped that the Wraiths wouldn’t have spread too far by the time they were able to return with the numbers necessary to defeat them. 
 
    “When do you think the others will arrive?” Larisa asked as they moved across the plaza in the direction of the northern warehouses and the cluster of Wraiths. 
 
    “Probably in an hour or so,” Jaden guessed. 
 
    “We might as well keep on cleaning up then,” she said. “Might put you in Melchior’s good books if you make his work easier.” 
 
    Jaden laughed. 
 
    “Do you think? I really don’t want to be on his bad side, but he’s absorbed a little too much of the bureaucratic spirit, I think.” 
 
    “Chain of command isn’t necessarily a bad thing, you know,” Larisa said. “We have to know who’s making the decisions, especially in a difficult moment.” 
 
    “Is this you, repenting for defying Melchior and helping me?” Jaden teased. 
 
    “Maybe,” Larisa said. “I’m a lover of rules myself.” 
 
    This made Jaden laugh even louder. 
 
    “You’re a liar and not a very good one,” he told her. “Let’s go kill some Noon Wraiths so that my respect for you will be restored.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Larisa said as she pulled a quill from her quiver and notched her bow. 
 
    Jaden held a quill like a spear as they walked toward the Wraiths. When they were close enough, Larisa fired her bow. A Wraith collapsed in a black, oil heap. Jaden flung his quill like a spear and achieved the same effect on another. He looked over at Larisa and leapt at her without warning. 
 
    As he flew through the air, Jaden unsheathed his sword and swung at the very limits of his reach. A quill fell to the ground and a nearby Wraith let out its hideous squeal. Jaden snatched the quill out of the air and flung it back at the creature, killing it.  
 
    “I definitely do wish that I could see their quills when they’re actually dangerous to me,” Larisa complained. “It seems so unfair that only you can see them.” 
 
    “Life is unfair,” Jaden quipped. 
 
    Larisa rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Not helpful,” she said and shoved him with her shoulder. 
 
    Another small group of Wraiths were approaching and the two of them once again eliminated the threat using their supply of quills. 
 
    “But, seriously, why can you see through magic, like the Wraiths’ camouflage?” 
 
    “Because my Legendary Beast is a dragon and dragons are magical at the most basic level. They can recognize that power in other creatures and even objects. Because I’m a Dragon Seeker, I have that power too.” 
 
    “Can Lily, then, see through magic? She’s been paired with an ice dragon, isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Huh, I hadn’t even thought about it,” Jaden said. “I bet that she can and doesn’t even know it.” 
 
    “Or doesn’t want to tell you, or anyone else.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t Lily want to tell anyone? It’s not a bad thing.” 
 
    “She’s very private and keeps her cards pretty close to her chest, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Lily needs her sacred spaces,” Jaden said, but immediately his mind leapt to their last conversation. 
 
    He remembered how she told him that she looked forward to a normal life when her time as a Seeker was done. Could it be that she would prefer that Melchior and the Seekers didn’t know the extent of her powers, for fear of becoming more indispensable than she already was?  
 
    That couldn’t be. She must simply not know. He would ask her the next time they spoke. 
 
    He changed the subject. “Let’s go see what we can find in the warehouses.” 
 
    The two of them moved deeper into the warehouse district of the docklands. They continued to encounter Wraiths, though primarily drifting about alone. They were easily dealt with and barely slowed them down. When they reached the warehouses, the doors were all locked. Someone had the foresight to protect all that was in the docks before fleeing. 
 
    Jaden took hold of a large, iron padlock and concentrated for a moment. The metal frosted. He released it and then shattered it with the butt of his sword. 
 
    Inside the warehouse was packed floor to ceiling with crates. They pried one of the crates open.  
 
    “There must be enough cloth in here to blanket the entire city,” Jaden said in awe. 
 
    He had never seen such a quantity of wealth. He’d certainly seen wealth and had even worked for wealthy merchants in counting their inventory. But the richest merchant in a backwater, third tier city like Lessertown would have been a social embarrassment to the wealthy of Marleborn. This was on an entirely different level. 
 
    “Is all this fabric owned by one person?” Jaden asked in awe. 
 
    “Mostly. The Dorians of Obsidia. They source it from the eight corners of the world, bring it here and then sell it to the next tier down in the distribution chain. They’re wholesalers, like my family, though we have nowhere near the wealth and power of the Dorians.” 
 
    “So there is a warehouse of spices that all belong to your parents?” 
 
    Larisa smirked. “I think you just washed away whatever was left of it with that water cyclone of yours. My parents are not going to be happy.” 
 
    “Heh. Sorry about that,” Jaden said. 
 
    They left the fabric warehouse and searched the others, finding a warehouse filled with lumber of all shapes, sizes and types of wood. Another was filled with a wide variety of goods, organized in stacks of crates, sealed and marked with ink stamps. 
 
    As they were returning from scouting the final warehouse, they heard shouts from the entry plaza. Their comrades had arrived and were pouring in through the main gate. The two of them flew in the air across the last few hundred paces and arrived in the plaza. 
 
    A cohort of soldiers and archers were battling a large grouping of Wraiths. They were able to reach the gate without losing anyone, but became cornered until Claire could get the lock open and the doors pulled wide. 
 
    As the doors closed, Melchior approached Jaden in a rage. 
 
    “That was the second time,” he told him. “There won’t be a third.” 
 
    “There’s no more Wraiths or dragonfire flies,” Jaden replied. “We cleared the dock lands. The stevies can start loading the ships. There’s a pair that look well rigged right down by the warehouses at the north end, where the wood and fabric is stored.” 
 
    Melchior shook his head at Jaden. 
 
    “So, you proved me wrong.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to prove anything. I’m trying to win. Against Malabar,” Jaden explained. “I also need a small ship, I need a crew and I need some Seekers.” 
 
    “To go rescue Headmaster?” Melchior asked. 
 
    Jaden nodded. 
 
    “He came to me in my dream last night. The only way into the Reliquary is by sea. He is being held there. They’re trying to break him but he has retreated into his mind.” 
 
    “You want to take all the Seekers?” Melchior asked. 
 
    “Not all, no. Larisa, Nathan, the twins and Karine the Barracuda.” 
 
    “That makes sense. Malory? Lily?” 
 
    “I don’t want to leave you with no Seekers. They’re both solid.” 
 
    “I know they are,” Melchior said. “Take Malory at least. And Tallulah, but leave me Hilda so that we have one flying Seeker.” 
 
    “Ok. Thanks.” 
 
    Melchior waved over Claire. “Can you help us round up a crew to take a small ship up north to the Imperial Reliquary?” 
 
    Claire snorted at the idea. “The Reliquary. You’ll be wanting to be sunk in the icy waters then? That’s a forbidden city. You can’t go there.” 
 
    “This is a forbidden city now too, and here we are raiding it,” Melchior reminded her. 
 
    Claired laughed heartily. 
 
    “That we are, that we are,” she said. “This for a rebel mission? To bugger up the plans of Kalamin?” 
 
    “His biggest plans,” Jaden replied. 
 
    “Good then. I’ll find you the finest we’ve got and a good, fast dhow,” Claire replied and marched off to round up a crew. 
 
    Jaden led Melchior in the direction of the southern warehouses, from which smoke and steam continued to rise. Sprawled on the ground outside of the warehouses were several Wraith flowers. Jaden pointed them out to Melchior. 
 
    “Why didn’t you destroy these?” Melchior asked. “Did you want to leave me some work?” 
 
    “Remember how we destroyed one on the way into Marleborn? When these things are under attack, they send out a message for help to the Wraiths, drawing any and all that are nearby,” Jaden said. “On the other hand, they produce new Wraiths very slowly and we won’t be here long. Unless you want a big battle with Wraiths on the ground and in the air, I’d leave these flowers alone.” 
 
    Melchior agreed. “I’ll put a squad of archers and infantry here to keep an eye on the flowers. If a Wraith emerges, we’ll eliminate it right away but leave the flower alone.” 
 
    With that resolved, they led the sailors and stevedores to the warehouses. Immediately the men and women of the docks went to work moving the supplies, while the sailors chose two ships that would serve to carry all of the material without difficulties.  
 
    They worked fast, and Jaden felt confident that the warehouses would be emptied by nightfall. Nobody wanted to spend the night inside of Marleborn, walled compound or not. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Claire returned with a crew of half a dozen sailors who had been preparing the larger ships. 
 
    “This lot looks scraggly, but they’re the finest,” she said. “I give you my word. They’ll get you to the Imperial Reliquary, and some of them even know how to fight.” 
 
    “I hope that there won’t be any fighting,” Jaden explained. “We want to make as little noise and create as much damage as possible. What we need most is a safe journey.” 
 
    “That we’ll promise you, Cap’n,” said a crusty looking woman with a bird tattooed under one eye and a skull under the other. 
 
    “This is Serena,” Claire explained. “Finest first mate you’ll likely meet, formerly served under Captain Lucas.” 
 
    “Then it will be an honor to have you as my first mate, Serena,” Jaden said and shook her hand. “Do we have a usable ship?” 
 
    “Got ya a fine dhow. Small, nimble and fast as a dickens, Cap’n,” Serena told him. “She’s been waiting, prepped to go since we flew the coop a month back. We can set sail before dinner.” 
 
    “Perfect,” said Jaden. “You work on getting her kitted with everything we need. I’ll round up my people, and we’ll join you. We’ll leave as soon as we’re ready. I’d like to be out of the harbor by nightfall.” 
 
    Serena gave Jaden directions to their ship. Then she saluted, yelled at her comrades something that Jaden didn’t understand and led them off. 
 
    “She knows how to keep everyone on their toes, that one,” Claire laughed. “Can drink ale like a fish breathes water too.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks, Claire.” 
 
    “Thank me by ruining things for Kalamin, that’s all I ask.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can.” 
 
    Claire gave Jaden an embrace, and then she too ran off to yell at the stevedores to inspire them to move faster.  
 
    That left Melchior and Jaden alone. 
 
    “I don’t know that this is a good idea,” Melchior told him. “But I know I can’t stop you. You’ve made that clear.” 
 
    “No, you can’t, but you’re right that it isn’t a good idea. However, it is absolutely necessary. If Devourer can march on the Hidden City before we’re ready…” 
 
    “You think he’ll lay siege to the Hidden City then?” Melchior asked. 
 
    “I have no doubt, it’s just a matter of when. And I see no way to defeat Malabar before we reach that point.” 
 
    “Why come to us and take us head on? Why not just whittle away at us?” 
 
    “We’re already whittled, that’s why,” Jaden replied. “He hasn’t seen the Hidden City, but the rebellion has been absent for a century. We’ve only made ourselves known to him again, in a serious way, in the last couple of months. He’ll want to strike while we’re still weak.” 
 
    “It’s true, we’re not leading armies out of the mountains to lay siege to him,” Melchior agreed. 
 
    “I think that once he figures out what happened to the people of Marleborn, he’ll want to destroy the Hidden City even more. If we’ve taken in a whole other city, he’ll know that we had the space, which means that until recently we were a mostly abandoned city.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, I take your point,” Melchior protested. “We need to slow Devourer and we need to prepare the Hidden City.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Then maybe what we should be doing,” Melchior said. “Is returning right away to the Hidden City to begin preparations.” 
 
    “Rescuing the people of Marleborn is our preparation,” Jaden replied. “We’re creating the fingers that make up a fist by helping them. But we also need Headmaster as leader if there is a siege. We can do both things – rescue Headmaster and the refugees.” 
 
    “I hope that you’re right,” Melchior said and gripped Jaden’s forearm. “Protect yourself, Jaden. We can’t lose you and Headmaster, or it is all over. Godspeed.” 
 
    The two of them embraced, and then the grizzled warrior went off to check on the men guarding the Wraith flower as well as those manning the wall around the docklands. 
 
    Jaden found the Seekers that he intended to take with him and sent them to board the ship. Nathan was using his great strength in the lumber warehouse. He leapt to the top of the stacks of sawn lumber, hoisted a large quantity onto his shoulder and then leapt back to the ground. He loaded this quickly onto wagons and pulled them out to the  ship waiting in the nearby slip. Jaden apologized to the stevedores who were clearly glad to have Nathan’s help, and sent Nathan to board their dhow. 
 
    As Jaden made his own way down the pier, after saying the last of his farewell, he was approached by Lily. 
 
    “You’re going without me?” 
 
    “It was agreed with Melchior. I didn’t want to take all the Seekers and leave him with none.” 
 
    “We are a unit – you, me, Nathan and Malory. Even Larisa is a later addition. We were the core.” 
 
    Jaden sighed and shrugged. 
 
    “We haven’t really been, not for months. Anyway, I thought you would prefer a safer assignment. No one has ever been to the Imperial Reliquary before. It’s in the heart of Malabar’s state. This whole mission could well be a trap. Everything else so far has been.” 
 
    “Jaden, you haven’t understood anything about me if what you think is that I want to play it safe,” she said. “I am as committed to the defeat of Malabar as you are. It’s just that I see a life for myself after this. I’m coming.” 
 
    “I don’t think…” 
 
    “I’m not giving you a choice any more than you gave Melchior a choice. You need to sneak into the Reliquary and my powers as a Seeker are those of camouflage. So, you can just stop arguing this instant.” 
 
    Jaden worked his mouth, trying to find further reasons to exclude Lily from the mission. He couldn’t find one, not one that made logical sense.  
 
    Maybe he was trying to keep himself apart from her, because it hurt to have her around. Maybe he was trying to protect her, because he knew that she had dreams of a different life. None of those things were really his call. All that mattered was the success of the mission.  
 
    She was right. Her powers could be key. 
 
    “Alright. Tell Melchior and then… welcome aboard.” 
 
    An hour later, they boarded the dhow, named Free Spirit. The sailors prepared the ship for departure and there was more than enough food on board for the several day journey. They would travel straight up the coast and since the winter storms were still many weeks off, they ought to have no difficulties. 
 
    Standing on the deck at midship, Jaden watched them pull away from the piers. The sun was beginning to set. He could see the stevedores rushing to get the last of the supplies onto the ships so that they too could set sail.  
 
    They had loaded up the ships with everything in the warehouses. There was so much that they’d had to stack crates on all the decks. Jaden hoped that it would be enough to build the balloons. 
 
    As the last wedge of sunlight began to descend behind the calm ocean, they turned the ship and moved out into the harbor. There was just a little twilight breeze left, and Jaden hoped that it was enough to get them out onto the open seas.  
 
    He was anxious to make their way northward. He hadn’t said anything to anyone, but he was concerned about Headmaster’s condition.  
 
    While the old leader had seemed in good spirits and in control, Jaden had noticed a tremor in his right hand and a twitch in his eyes. Devourer’s methods were taking their toll, whether he was hidden away in his own mind or not. There wasn’t much time. 
 
    Once Jaden could no longer see any details from the pier, he turned away and made his way toward the stern of the ship. It was a two masted dhow with a covered deck at the stern, along with two cabins, the captain’s and the helmsman’s. 
 
    Below deck were more sleeping quarters, mostly hammocks or straw covered by blankets. These were at least semi-private with door-less walls built around them. Each of these rooms had one hammock and one straw bed. 
 
    The ship was well cared for and of a high quality. This was no mere fishing boat, nor even a trading vessel. It was made with attention to detail and luxury.  
 
    The ship had plentiful carved details to beautify the rails, bulkheads and the stern. It had portals with real glass in them, to keep out the wind and the ocean spray. These elements wouldn’t have been necessary or desirable if the ship were simply carrying salted fish or even iron silk. 
 
    Jaden smiled at the thought that Serena had chosen the ship because of its comfort, as much as for its sailing qualities. She must have seen an opportunity to travel in style on what they must all think was a dangerous journey – which it was. As long as the Free Spirit was fast and seaworthy, Jaden wouldn’t complain, especially as it worked out well for him as well. 
 
    The captain’s quarters were very well-appointed with a four-poster bed, a conference table, a wall map of the seas and the continents, and even a stocked bar of rum and other perfumed liquors. Jaden lay on the bed and looked up at the stars visible through the windows.  
 
    He felt guilty to be in such luxurious comfort, while his shipmates and friends were sleeping in much cruder quarters below deck. As that thought rolled around his head, and he tried to figure out how he might solve the imbalance, Jaden fell into a deep sleep and didn’t wake until the morning. 
 
    The next day, Jaden was the first out on the deck other than Serena who was at the helm. He joined her as daylight slowly crept across the water with pink fingers. Just as he had seen the sun set the night before, he saw it rise in the morning. 
 
    “Any news?” he asked. 
 
    “Just ocean, Cap’n. And peaceful ocean at that. But something tells me that it won’t last.” 
 
    “Well, let’s keep our fingers crossed,” he suggested. 
 
    Neither of them spoke as the ship took advantage of the morning winds, her bow cutting through the water. The sun was barely over the horizon so that the shoreline was still just a silhouette. 
 
    “How far have we traveled?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “Not far, really, but we done alright. If you don’t mind me saying, Cap’n, this trip’ll go a lot faster if you don’t ask me every time we cross paths how far we’ve gone.” 
 
    Jaden laughed. “Point taken,” he said. “I’ll leave you be then.” 
 
    He made his way to the mess. A few of the sailors were already here and they saluted Jaden, who was startled at being treated in such a way.  
 
    Didn’t they realize that he was no better than one of them, just a sewer urchin who was chosen for what reason he wasn’t sure? He wasn’t sure how to respond to the sign of respect and was glad that Ginger, the cook, interrupted his stammering. 
 
    “Breakfast, Captain?” 
 
    Jaden accepted the bland, overcooked mush that Ginger had made, along with a cup of watery coffee. Soon the others began to filter in, many of them looking worse for wear after a night on the ocean. The sailors laughed at the queasy Seekers, but moved out of the way when Nathan staggered in looking enormous and green in the low-ceilinged mess hall. 
 
    “Spent the whole night, staring over the side at the ocean below,” he muttered to Jaden. “I thought that my training as a sailor on the lakes of the interior had prepared me for all sea journeys.” 
 
    “You were wrong, I take it,” Jaden replied sympathetically. 
 
    Nathan nodded, his eyes closed to stop the spinning of the world. 
 
    The seasickness soon passed, thankfully, though what followed was mostly boredom. Not being a sailor on a ship, there really wasn’t much for Jaden and the other Seekers to do.  
 
    The first two days, Jaden had tried to help or offer suggestions. He quickly realized that his opinion was unwelcome, and his attempts to help were interfering with the smooth operation of a group of professionals who had long worked together. 
 
    Jaden gave up and retired to his cabin. Other than meals, he never left and never spoke to anyone. He didn’t see much reason to do so, definitely not after the first few dirty looks from the crew.  
 
    And while the Seekers were less seasick, other than Nathan, they also weren’t much interested in being on deck. Once land had disappeared entirely, the endless ocean was disorienting for most of them. Most of them, except for Karine the Barracuda.  
 
    Jaden also didn’t speak much with her, but it was because she was taking the opportunity to swim and hunt in the ocean waters. All day long she swam beside and under their ship. At first Jaden was anxious that she would be hurt or drown, but he soon learned that he needn’t be bothered.  
 
    Not only could she breathe underwater, she swam with the speed and ability of a fast predator of the ocean. He let her be. 
 
    Jaden also came to realize that while there wasn’t much to talk about with the sailors, nor the Seekers, he could pass his time usefully in dreaming. 
 
    It happened on the second night aboard the Free Spirit.  
 
    He found himself again in the library of Headmaster. Headmaster was also there once again, though much less talkative than the previous time. He did, however, show Jaden the books on his shelves that had maps and diagrams of the Imperial Reliquary as it was when it was the Hidden City’s twin, Thiringan. 
 
    Jaden had been deeply concerned about their lack of knowledge of the layout and geography of the Reliquary. He had no idea how they would get in and where they would even begin to search for Headmaster.  
 
    For all he knew, the Reliquary covered the entirety of what was the ancient Elven city. However, it became clear that, in fact, it only accounted for the Elven temple and library that was dedicated to their sea god. It was a massive building, which dominated a sea cliff on the coast of the city. 
 
    For two full days Jaden stayed, sleeping in his room, as he studied the books in Headmaster’s dream library. There was no way to bring the maps back to the waking world, leaving Jaden no choice but to memorize them. 
 
    On the evening of the fourth day, he woke to find Larisa sitting at the desk in his quarters. There was a plate of food beside her, and she was poring over Jaden’s papers. Each time he woke, he would rush to the desk and draw out, to the best of his ability, what he had studied in his dream. 
 
    As Jaden sat up in bed, Larisa turned her head and smiled at him. 
 
    “You’ve been asleep for more than an entire day,” she told him. “You’ve got to be the laziest captain ever.” 
 
    “It looks like I’m sleeping,” he said. “But actually I’ve been working quite hard.” 
 
    Larisa laughed. “I can see that you have,” she replied. “I brought you some food so that you don’t waste away into a skeleton in that bed.” 
 
    Seeing the food, Jaden was suddenly famished. He hadn’t eaten at all, except for apples from Headmaster’s desk. They helped stave off hunger in his dreams, but didn’t do much to feed his real body.  
 
    He leapt out of bed and rushed to the plate, snatching it up and taking it to a chair next to the desk. 
 
    “Is this what I think it is?” Larisa asked, holding up one of the sketched maps. 
 
    “It’s the Reliquary,” Jaden said through a mouthful of seafood mush. “I’ve been using Headmaster’s library to study the old maps of Thiringan.” 
 
    Larisa furrowed her brow. 
 
    “How do you know that they aren’t a trick? I mean, how do you even know that the Headmaster you see there isn’t also a trick.” 
 
    The mention of Headmaster’s name made Jaden realize that he actually hadn’t seen him again since the first time that he’d visited the library from onboard the Free Spirit. Jaden had been so focused on studying the books on Thiringan that he hadn’t noticed.  
 
    The dream version of Headmaster’s library was so real that Jaden could easily fall into his past habits of studying there even when Headmaster wasn’t around. 
 
    But now Headmaster’s absence concerned him, as it could mean that he was broken by Devourer or at least so weak that he was unable to manifest visibly for Jaden. He decided to return to the library and search for him immediately after eating, to find out his state.  
 
    Of course, even if he found out that Headmaster was weakening too quickly for them to reach him in time, there was little that Jaden could do. But perhaps he could lend Headmaster some of his strength somehow. 
 
    Jaden shook off the thought and refocused on Larisa. He didn’t want her to see his concern. 
 
    “I suppose that I can’t know for sure,” he replied. “But my guess is that, even if Headmaster is Devourer himself disguised as Headmaster, the maps will have to be accurate enough to at least get us into the Reliquary, in order to trap us.” 
 
    “Or maybe they just lead us to the rocks and we’ll be sunk,” Larisa replied. 
 
    “That’s a possibility too, but I feel like I would have sensed it. Devourer’s traps haven’t been magical, like enchanted disguises or magically hidden tricks. All the magic has been real, it’s just that they were set up to lead us in a certain direction that was to his advantage. He knows that I’m the Dragon Seeker and must know that I can see through magic, as could Headmaster. If Devourer was magically disguised as Headmaster, I’d have detected it.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Larisa said. “Of course, I have confidence in you. We’re just up against…” 
 
    “A mage who has survived a thousand years by ruthless cunning and great power?” 
 
    “Yes, that,” she said and smiled at him. 
 
    “And I’m just a sewer urchin and you’re just the daughter of a spice seller,” he continued. “We’re mad.” 
 
    Larisa took his hand. “We’ll have to be enough then, won’t it?” 
 
    “Us and the others,” Jaden said. 
 
    Their moment was broken by a heavy pounding on the door to Jaden’s quarters. 
 
    “I think it best that you come onto the deck,” Nathan shouted through the heavy, wooden door. “Now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaden shivered. The air outside Jaden’s cabin was so cold that he could see his breath. Serena tossed a lambskin over his shoulders. Almost everyone had wrapped themselves against the cold, which was biting on exposed skin and, with the humid ocean air, crawled deep into the bones. 
 
    “I didn’t know that we had traveled so far north,” Jaden said to Serena. 
 
    “We’ve had good winds but nay, we’ve not traveled so far north. More like north has traveled south to meet us,” she replied. 
 
    “Magic,” Nathan said. 
 
    “Elven Magic, to be exact,” Jaden replied. “I’m guessing in the same way that Headmaster has used the remnants of Elven magic to hide the Hidden City, Devourer and Malabar are doing something similar with the Reliquary.” 
 
    Jaden headed to the bow, to get a more unobstructed view. Whether they had traveled north or north had traveled south, it was spectacular.  
 
    They were indeed far from the warm regions of the Red Coast, with its sloping coastlines and wide, white beaches. It was like a completely different world. 
 
    Massive daggers of ice rose from the black waters like sentinels. They drifted slowly past them, carried by the ocean current. To their right, visible off the starboard bow, were an endless line of high cliffs. On top of some of them Jaden could see small ruins, or at least they appeared small at this distance. There were the remnants of old farms, churches and even larger castles with collapsing towers. 
 
    The landscape was mostly empty of life, but there were occasional stands of pine trees, huddled in groups against the wind and snow. Beneath all these were intermittent cuts into the wall of cliffs, that led into sheltered coves with beaches or rocky shores at the base of the cliffs. Within some of these natural shelters nested flightless seabirds – fat, legless creatures with faces like cats that rolled and flopped on the beaches. Jaden was transfixed by their alienness. 
 
    “Been like this for a good fifty years,” Serena said, suddenly beside him again. “The cold…” 
 
    “Been like this… it changed, you mean?” 
 
    “Aye. Lots of stories how and why, but truth is nobody has any idea,” Serena said. “Used to be forests of oak and maple up there, filled with life. Say they died off and were used for fuel, almost overnight.” 
 
    “If the change was produced with Elven magic, it was to keep people away, I’m guessing,” Jaden replied. “Tell me, if we traveled further out to sea…” 
 
    “Almost as warm as the Red Coast,” Serena confirmed. “This is local. Go far enough north of it and it gets warmer again too. Till you reach the true north. Word is those fat honking blobs you see on the beach – sea lions, they call ‘em – made their way here after the change. Might keep nosy people away but not those big fellas.” 
 
    “Are you scared to keep going?” Jaden asked. 
 
    Serena laughed. “Naw. Just never had a reason to come here. No trade routes, no ports or cities with goods. Not even good fishing, I’m told. Avoid the bergs in the water and seems to me you’re fine, if you don’t freeze off your tender bits. Fear ain’t the problem we got right now, not for me and the crew ‘least.” 
 
    Jaden turned to her. “What is the problem then? Nathan made it sound urgent.” 
 
    Serena stuck a dirty finger in her mouth, pulled it out and held it up in the air. She nodded at Jaden and he did the same. He looked at her confused. 
 
    “Am I supposed to be feeling something besides the frostbite on my wet finger?” 
 
    “No wind. Dead calm,” she said. “That’s a problem for a sailing ship. Worse than most storms, to be honest.” 
 
    “Ah, of course,” Jaden replied. 
 
    He remembered that he had a map in his hand that he’d drawn from memory, from the dream library of Headmaster. He handed it to Serena. 
 
    “I’m no artist and it’s drawn from memory, but does this give you any idea of how far we are from the Reliquary?” 
 
    Serena unrolled the map and studied it, nodding her head and muttering. She rolled it up again and passed it back to Jaden. 
 
    “In a good wind, a day’s travel,” she told him. “In this? Till the end of time.” 
 
    “I’ll deal with the wind,” Jaden told her. “You just do what you have to do to get us there.” 
 
    “Aye, Cap’n,” Serena replied. She barked some orders at the sailors nearby and made her way back to the wheel. 
 
    Jaden waved over Larisa, who had stood with the other Seekers at a respectful distance. They had learned the hard way – with loud shouts and curse words – that Serena didn’t like to be swarmed or overwhelmed with “ideas dumb as a tongueless monkey.” 
 
    “We’re dead in the water and need some wind to move the ship,” Jaden said. 
 
    Larisa looked up at the big sails that hung limp from the masts. 
 
    “I’m not entirely certain that I can move a whole ship with my abilities,” she said. 
 
    “I’ve seen your whirlwinds in action,” he reminded her. “You can do it. We’ll take turns as each of us gets tired. I get the feeling it won’t be long before we’ll have other problems than a lack of wind.” 
 
    Jaden waved over the other Seekers, who were still milling about nearby, stomping their feet to warm them or blowing rings of mist in the icy air. 
 
    “This is some kind of bubble of Elven magic that we’re inside, to keep people like us away from the Reliquary,” he explained. “As we get deeper into the bubble and closer to our destination, I expect that we’ll face more intense challenges. We need everyone on their guard. Position yourselves around the ship at the bow, mid-ship, and stern. If you see anything, report it right away.” 
 
    “Anything?” Malory asked. “Can you be more specific?” 
 
    “No, I can’t. A bird or fish following the ship, bubbles rising in the water, a strange cloud in the sky,” Jaden replied. “Malabar has more Seekers and more Seeker types than we even know exist. We also don’t know what the Elven magic in the city of Thiringan can do.” 
 
    The other Seekers divided up and took up positions as Jaden suggested. Jaden pulled off the glove on his right hand and turned to Larisa. 
 
    “You go rest. I’ve been sleeping for days. I’ll take the first shift.” 
 
    Larisa nodded, squeezed Jaden’s left hand and headed off to the crew quarters. With Larisa gone, Jaden manifested his lightning wings and lifted into the air. In the icy air, the lightning smell seemed even stronger somehow. 
 
    He rose to the level of the mainsail. Serena and the other sailors gazed up at him in expectation. His powers made some of them uncomfortable, and they muttered to one another or kissed religious icons that they wore around their necks, but Serena seemed untroubled. She signaled that she was ready at the wheel. 
 
    Jaden flicked his right wrist, creating a small whirlwind above his air hand and then flicked it toward the ship’s sail. He continued adding speed and strength to the wind, causing the sail to billow and the wood of the ship to groan. 
 
    On the deck of the ship, the crew and Seekers jolted with the sudden impulse of energy that had struck the sails. The ship began to drift forward. The sailors cheered, and Serena gave Jaden a nod of approval, which was the most he’d ever gotten from her. 
 
    Maintaining the wind required a significant portion of Jaden’s concentration. It was like staring at a single spot and trying not to blink, but with his mind instead of his eyes. He was happy that at least his lightning wings seemed to require no effort at all. The mere circulation of cool air from higher up with the slightly warmer air at the ocean surface was enough to keep him aloft, like an albatross or an eagle. 
 
    Jaden rose higher to see the tops of the cliffs, off to starboard. After fifty years of permanent cold, the land was indeed barren with little more than rocky outcrops and only the occasional stand of stunted, bent pines. 
 
    He thought that he saw movement between the sparse pieces of cover. Could it be animals? Wolves, perhaps. Or Seeker scouts that were tasked with keeping an eye on any arrivals?  
 
    He wondered if they were heading into a trap. Jaden wanted to follow the half-seen creatures, but couldn’t leave the sails of the Free Spirit or they’d soon be stuck in place. 
 
    Other than what he had seen on the cliff sides, Jaden spied no signs of life for a long time. Just the black, black waters of the ocean around the ship and the impressively massive icebergs that floated a safe distance away from them. In the sky above drifted a smear of gray clouds that made it near impossible to tell what hour of day it was. 
 
    After a few hours of driving forward the ship with his powers, Jaden felt his concentration slipping, and their speed slowing. He didn’t know how much longer he could sustain the winds. 
 
    Ironically, he found distractions to help him stay focused on his task. He thought about Dracoseth, wondering how he could reach his Legendary Beast and rescue him from beneath the ocean of the alien world. There had to be a way and perhaps that answer lay ahead, in the Reliquary. 
 
    Jaden knew one thing for certain though. Devourer had set things up to weaken and disarm the Hidden City rebellion, along with that of the Red Coast.  
 
    So far, Jaden felt they had passed one test by coming to the aid of Marleborn. They had prevented Devourer from driving a wedge between the new and tentative alliance of the two cities.  
 
    While that had been necessary for the rebellion against Malabar, it wasn’t enough.  
 
    Greater challenges lay ahead. 
 
    The loss of Headmaster endangered the defense of the Hidden City itself. Securing and deepening their alliance with the Red Coast did nothing to ameliorate that danger. And there was a real risk that Jaden’s Seeker powers would disappear if Devourer was able to get back to the world of the ruined Titan cities in order to consume the soul of the great Dragon.  
 
    These, and every move before them had been a reaction against Malabar. They were rushing to and fro, putting out fires and trying to avoid sliding into disaster. 
 
    As soon as Headmaster was freed, Jaden was determined to find a way to Dracoseth. He also felt that he might find more answers in Dracoseth’s world that could help them in their struggle against Malabar in Jaden’s own world.  
 
    The prophecy of the Dragon Seeker may have the power of destiny, Jaden mused, but only a great effort and a substantial amount of luck could bring the prophecy to resolution in their favor. 
 
    “Hey,” Larisa said, startling Jaden. 
 
    “Oh, hey, sorry. I was just lost in thought.” 
 
    “A little boring blowing all day into a sail, eh?” she said. 
 
    Jaden laughed and turned to the floating Seeker smiling beside him. Something about her rosy cheeks and nose, her lips made bright red in the chilled air, caused his heart to palpitate in his chest. He kept the thought to himself. 
 
    “Yeah, you could say that,” he replied. “You feeling rested?” 
 
    “I am, thanks. Now it’s your turn to rest. If we want to reach the Reliquary today, I think we’ll have to switch a couple more times.” 
 
    “Rest sounds good.” 
 
    When Larisa created her own whirlwind and threw it toward the sails, Jaden let his own dissipate into nothingness. It felt like releasing a heavy weight he’d been carrying uphill for hours. Reflexively, he shook out his arms and hands to get the blood flowing normally again. 
 
    As he did so, he noticed something unusual out of the corner of his eye. In the water below, around the ship, there were swirls of water that couldn’t be explained as wakes. It was something else. 
 
    “Did you see those when you were on the deck?” he asked Larisa. 
 
    She shook her head no, but didn’t reply as she was concentrating on focusing the wind’s angle of attack into the sails. 
 
    “I’m going to check it out. Whatever you do, just keep the ship moving forward,” he said. “Stalling would make us more vulnerable.” 
 
    Jaden dove toward the ship, landing gently on his feet.  
 
    Nathan leapt toward him. “Have you seen—” he began. 
 
    “Yes,” Jaden replied. “They’re all around the ship. Where’s Karine?” 
 
    “She jumped into the water to investigate from underneath the ship.” 
 
    “She should have spoken to me first. We can’t put ourselves at risk like that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jaden. Honestly, she had leapt over the side of the ship before I even saw.” 
 
    “And Tallulah?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “Right here,” she replied from behind him. 
 
    Jaden spun around. 
 
    “How are you in cold water?” 
 
    “I’m fine. My Legendary Beast isn’t a tropical octopus. I have cold tolerance.” 
 
    She was the only person onboard who hadn’t taken one of the lambskins to keep warm. Even Karine, a Barracuda Seeker, needed protection from the icy winds, which concerned Jaden even more.  
 
    If she were caught under the water by something – magic, a sea creature, a Seeker, even a current – how long would she last in the freezing ocean? 
 
    “You and I will go in together. I’ll create light so that you can better see me so stay close. If one of us gets into trouble, the other can help.” 
 
    Malory landed beside them. “On the shore side of the ship, I think I saw Karine but it looked like she was fighting with something I couldn’t see,” she said. “Another fish Seeker, maybe two.” 
 
    “We’ll start there, then,” Jaden replied. 
 
    As he and Tallulah made their way to the starboard side of the ship, Lily rushed up. 
 
    “We’re being tracked,” she said. “Some kind of underwater guard.” 
 
    “I saw something up on the cliffside too,” Jaden replied. “They’re not taking chances.” 
 
    “And now they know they’re here,” Lily agreed. “We need to disguise ourselves. I think that I can camouflage the entire ship, for a time anyway.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Jaden said. “How long will it take?” 
 
    “I have to put certain talismans of herb and mineral salts at the four points of the compass, then…” 
 
    “How long will it take, Lily?” 
 
    “Sorry, about twenty minutes. If it works.” 
 
    “Do your best and keep an eye out for us. If it does work, we might come up and not be able to see you.” 
 
    Lily nodded and ran off to begin the process of hiding the ship. Jaden and Tallulah stood on the side of the ship and peered down. The swirls in the water were stronger. They looked like a series of small whirlpools. 
 
    “Ready?” Jaden asked. 
 
    Tallulah nodded and offered her hand. 
 
    “Stay close, OK?” Tallulah said. “I don’t like this.” 
 
    Jaden took her hand, and they both leapt from the ship and into the ocean. 
 
    The cold of the water knocked the wind out of Jaden and pressed down on his chest like his whole body was being wrung out like a wet cloth. Near the surface it was so cold that, although it was salt water, there was a thick layer of slush made up of tiny blades of ice. They dragged across Jaden’s skin, cutting his hands, neck and face. 
 
    Jaden focused his mind and elevated his body temperature from within. His heat radiated outward and his eyes glowed in the darkness, helping him to see and be seen by Tallulah.  
 
    Kicking his feet, Jaden pushed himself upward to go catch another lungful of air, but something wrapped around his arms, pinning them to his waist. He was yanked back down with such force that he was separated from Tallulah.  
 
    The light of the surface quickly distanced as he was drawn into the abyss of the ocean. Glancing down, Jaden saw the spiky tentacle wrapped around him. He followed the tentacle back to its owner and met the gaze of an Imperial Seeker.  
 
    The man-creature had elements of both human and squid, blended together in a hideous combination. He was a massive and distorted head, with bulging eyes, and a protruding series of tentacles from beneath. 
 
    Jaden’s lungs screamed. It took all of his effort not to inhale the cold ocean. Closing his eyes to focus, Jaden elevated his body temperature until he glowed bright hot. The tentacle around his body unfurled, undoubtedly in pain. 
 
    He grabbed at the tentacle as the Giant Squid Seeker tried to flee and held it tight. The Squid Seeker expelled black ink into the already near-impenetrable darkness.  
 
    Jaden yanked on the tentacle, reeling the Squid Seeker closer, until its eye was directly in front of Jaden’s face. He thrust out of his left hand against the eye, freezing it and half of the creature.  
 
    It spasmed, yanking itself free and then spiraled downward into the darkness. Dead or alive, Jaden didn’t know. 
 
    Swimming free of the black cloud of ink, Jaden saw an enormous maw of a whale closing around him. It swallowed him whole. He tumbled down the monster’s gullet and into its black stomach. 
 
    Jaden increased his temperature and light, revealing the contours and contents of the beast’s stomach. It was a hideous cavern of pink folds, flooded with water and acid that was already beginning to burn Jaden’s flesh.  
 
    Next to him, unconscious, Karine floated limply. He couldn’t tell if she was dead or alive. There were pink and red patches on her skin from where the stomach acid of the whale was beginning to do its work. 
 
    Drawing the heat and energy of his Dragon mana into his eyes, Jaden blasted two parallel lines of light at the walls. The creature thrashed about. Water and stomach acids sloshed wildly, like the insides of a wash-basket. Some of the flames went out. But Jaden increased the quantity of mana that he channeled from Dracoseth. The columns of fire that blasted from Jaden’s eyes increased in intensity. 
 
    The whale stopped thrashing and went quiet, finally slain.  
 
    Though they weren’t out of trouble yet. The pressure was increasing rapidly. They were plummeting into the ocean deeps.  
 
    Jaden grabbed Karine under the arms and swam in the direction that his eyes were blasting at the fleshy wall of the creature. It cut through the wall of its stomach until the dark ocean outside was revealed.  
 
    Jaden swam through and turned upward, but his brain was fogging from a lack of air. Everywhere was darkness. He couldn’t tell which direction was up and which was down, or whether he himself was upside down. Unable to resist any longer, Jaden’s body forced him to inhale a lungful of seawater. 
 
    Jaden’s whole body spasmed violently and he coughed, his lungs burning like he’d inhaled iron shavings. He had lost control over his limbs and released Karine, who pirouetted toward the sea bottom.  
 
    The blackness closed in on Jaden. Bursts of light exploded in his brain. 
 
    And then it began to clear.  
 
    He was, Jaden realized, breathing the ocean water without drowning in it. He reached up and touched his neck and felt flaps of flesh there that he’d never felt before.  
 
    Of course, Dracoseth could breathe underwater. Obviously, so could Jaden. 
 
    Above Jaden was a swirl of creatures and bubbles. A battle unfolded on the surface, though he couldn’t see that far in the darkness and chaos, even with his dragon’s eyes.  
 
    Jaden turned and swam downward to save Karine first. She was far away, beneath the fracas that was unfolding near the surface. Jaden reached her just as the intense pressure of the ocean felt as though it were going to crush his eardrums. He took hold of her hand and swam upward, ascending rapidly with his wings. 
 
    Approaching the surface, Jaden saw that Tallulah was in a struggle with two Imperial Seekers, both of them toothy fish. They had her cornered and forced on the defensive, though she held on admirably.  
 
    One of the fish she had wrapped tightly in multiple tentacles, but the other fish had two heads and both of them had bitten down on a tentacle of hers and her leg. A cloud of dark blood was spreading in the water. 
 
    Passing by Tallulah, on his way to fly out of the water with Karine, Jaden thrust out a hand and a cone of ice blasted from out. The two-headed fish was encased in the ice. It plopped off of Tallulah and floated toward the surface of the water, leaving Tallulah to focus on just the one fish Seeker. 
 
    Jaden launched out of the water and into the air, landing on the deck. He placed Karine down and pointed at her. As he tried to speak to tell his comrades that she needed treatment, he found that he couldn’t make a sound.  
 
    And, just as before he had felt starved for air in the water, he now felt starved for water to breathe. He leapt over the side and back into the dark ocean. 
 
    Beneath the waves, Jaden soon found Tallulah once again, caught in a struggle with the remaining fish Seeker. It was sleek, strong and had thousands of sharp teeth, its silvery skin flashed like the blade of a rapier. The creature had drawn more blood from Tallulah and was slowly getting the better of her.  
 
    Jaden swam into the Seeker full force, knocking it aside. Then he spun on it and threw out his air hand. A whirlwind of water and air formed, trapping the Seeker in a water funnel. 
 
    Jaden flung the predator fish Seeker out of the water, toward the deck of the Free Spirit. It disappeared over the side of the boat, where he hoped his comrades were ready and able to deal with it. 
 
    Tallulah was injured and struggling and Jaden went to her. As he pulled her to his side, he saw that they were being surrounded by thousands of tiny creatures. They swirled and stirred the water into a frothy torrent that was difficult to resist. These were the ones responsible for the whirlpools around the ship. Jaden was once again pulled downward. 
 
    He drew Tallulah into a water funnel and lifted her out of the ocean and toward the ship to save her. Meanwhile, the tiny creatures attacked him from every angle.  
 
    Each one of them could do little but take a small nip out of Jaden but together, in their hundreds and thousands, they were doing real damage. Saltwater washed a thousand tiny cuts, refreshing them with a slashing agony. 
 
    Jaden turned the funnel of spinning water around himself, to keep them from attacking him. They drew away and formed up into a coherent single being made up of thousands of the miniature biting creatures. 
 
    He couldn’t tell what the individual creatures were, whether they were tiny fish or water fleas or something else entirely. But condensing before him, they formed the body of a female Seeker. Her eyes glowed an icy blue as she inhaled deeply from the water, her mouth forming into an “o” shape. 
 
    From her mouth she expelled a powerful stream that struck Jaden’s protective water funnel, disrupting it. Jaden threw his arms wide, creating an underwater wave of water that shattered the creature back into thousands of her component parts. The cloud of immobilized creatures sank in a mass toward the ocean floor. 
 
    Jaden recreated another funnel of water, directing it downward toward the mass of creatures. He enveloped the swarm and drew it upward toward the surface. Holding the collection of water creatures in a swirling globe of water, Jaden paddled his feet toward the two-headed fish that he’d trapped in a block of ice. 
 
    He grabbed the block of ice under his arm and rose out of the water. With an effort of concentration, Jaden was able to return to breathing the air. He drifted toward the ship, the cold waters steaming off of his heated body. The block of ice that trapped the two-headed fish was melting rapidly. 
 
    He landed on the deck and dropped the two-headed fish Seeker. In his other hand he held a globe swarming with the insect creatures. He lowered this as well to the deck but kept the creatures contained. He wasn’t sure if they were alive or dead and what would happen if he let them spill out all over the deck, willy-nilly. 
 
    Lily was treating Karine, who was still unconscious, while Malory had wrapped Tallulah’s bite wounds with bandages to stop the bleeding. 
 
    The toothy predator fish was being held in place by the strong arms of Nathan. He had assumed a more human form again and wasn’t trying to struggle, having realized that against the strength of Nathan, there was little point.  
 
    He was far along in the physical transformation of being a Seeker. As with all Seekers, Imperial and Free, he had developed many traits in common with his Legendary Beast, which was obviously a Barracuda, like Karine. 
 
    His skin was a silvery gray, with a skeletal pattern of black and white down either side of his elongated face and down his neck. His teeth were long and deadly looking, but also irregular and borderline hideous. He had given himself over more fully to his Seeker as a means to gain access to more mana. As a result, he looked less human than Karine. 
 
    He also looked very familiar to Jaden. And by the glare he was giving Jaden, the reverse had to be also true. Suddenly, Jaden realized who this man was. 
 
    “Staunton,” Jaden said. “From the coach…” 
 
    “Yesss. We were being transported together to the Imperial Institute for Seekers,” Staunton hissed. “I assumed that the rebel scum had killed you, though I can’t say that I was sorry. I thought you were miserable street filth, not worthy of the Call. Now I see that you were a cowardly traitor. Better that you had died.” 
 
    Nathan, who held Staunton in a decisive hammer lock leaned close to his ear. 
 
    “And do you perhaps remember who I am, Staunton?” 
 
    Staunton demonstratively sniffed at the air and made a sour face. 
 
    “How could I forget such a horrible, sour odor, Nathan, son of the Earl of the House of Garlic.” He spat out the words with contempt. 
 
    “You were always a cold-blooded, little toad,” Nathan sneered. “But I see you’ve outdone yourself in how low you’ve sunk.” 
 
    “Enough,” Jaden interrupted. “They’re our prisoners now and we don’t need to mock them. There’s enough disgrace, I’m sure, in being captured by rebels.” 
 
    The globe of water with the swarm of ocean creatures came to life, stretching as the creatures took on the form of a young woman. She tried to move toward the ocean, but bounced helplessly against the surface of the ball. 
 
    “She is fully merged with her Seeker’s mana and cannot exist on land,” Staunton explained with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “How does she communicate?” Malory asked. 
 
    “With her mouth, like you do. Only less frequently, thank Kalamin.” 
 
    Malory scowled at Staunton and walked away in disgust, leaving the others to deal with the prisoners. 
 
    “We won’t hurt you,” Jaden said to the Seeker in the water globe. “Unless you try to harm us or to escape. Your choice.” 
 
    On the ground, the strange two-headed shark shivered, and then divided into two women. They both bolted for the side of the ship, but Tallulah’s tentacle whipped out and wrestled hold of one of them. The other immediately stopped and surrendered as well. 
 
    “I bet they have no powers if they’re separated,” said Tallulah. 
 
    “I have heard that amongst twins there are higher rates of Seekers than amongst other people in the population,” Nathan said. 
 
    “It’s true though still rare enough,” Tallulah replied. “But it also comes with unusual twists, like with my sisters and I.” 
 
    Larisa descended to the deck. 
 
    “What do we do with these ones?” she asked. “We’re not exactly equipped to handle prisoners.” 
 
    It was a problem that they hadn’t considered.  
 
    The intention was to sneak into the Reliquary, find Headmaster and leave with him – and no one else. Now here they were, on the ocean, struggling to even arrive at an entrance to the Reliquary. They had prisoners and no Headmaster. 
 
    “Those three are contained easily enough,” Jaden said. “We separate the two sisters and keep them in different quarters so that neither of them can break free. The Seeker of the whatever she is, will remain imprisoned within the water bubble I’ve created. If she tries to leave, she’ll lose the water containment and fall apart.” 
 
    Nathan nodded his chin at Staunton in disgust. 
 
    “Shall we just hang this one by his dorsal fin from the yard arm to keep him out of trouble?” 
 
    Staunton hissed at Nathan in reply, showing his many sharp teeth.  
 
    Jaden shook his head. “Staunton we bring with us into the Reliquary.” 
 
    “What?!” was the general response. 
 
    “He is the most likely and most able to escape. He’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Staunton said with a toothy grin. 
 
    “He’s also useful. He’ll know his way around the Reliquary.” 
 
    “If you believe that I will help you…” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think that you’ll help us, but you will serve other purposes.” 
 
    “You think that Kalamin will trade me, a junior Seeker who has not yet even devoured his own Legendary Beast, for Headmaster, the key to the Hidden City? If so, you are a fool!” 
 
    Jaden smiled. “So you do know why we’re here. I expect that Devourer knows as well then.” 
 
    Staunton shrugged. “Does a giant know about an ant underfoot. Doubtful. But an ant also does not negotiate with a giant any more than you shall with the great Emperor.” 
 
    “Who said anything about negotiating? But every time you speak or react or breathe you give us information about our mission and the dangers we face. Such as you just did. If needed we can also use you as a physical shield to stop arrows or stones.” 
 
    Staunton furrowed his brow, which made him even more hideous and malevolent looking. He had no intention of inadvertently divulging any further information. That was fine with Jaden, if it kept his mouth shut.  
 
    But he was sure that an arrogant fool – and probable coward – like Staunton would be unable to resist his urge to sneer or display fear at important moments. As for being a shield against weapons, Jaden was only half-joking. 
 
    Nathan took Jaden by the arm and led him away. 
 
    “You can’t be serious about bringing him with us,” he said. 
 
    “I am,” Jaden replied. 
 
    “He is treacherous.” 
 
    “I’m counting on it. He knows that he’s less important than Headmaster – he’s not that stupid. But he thinks that he’s more important than I believe that he is. That’s a weakness that we can exploit. I also wasn’t just saying that I thought he was too dangerous to leave behind. I think that’s true.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t like it and I want to register my objection.” 
 
    Jaden laughed at his friend’s always formal manner of approach to issues. 
 
    “I’ll put it in my official complaints book,” he replied. 
 
    Lily came up to the two of them, having finished tending to Tallulah’s injuries. 
 
    “How’s Karine?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “Some cracked ribs. A couple of them might be broken, but she’ll live,” Lily replied. “But she can’t come with us, that’s for sure. She’ll have to stay on the ship, rest and recuperate.” 
 
    “She can stay in the captain’s quarters,” Jaden said. “I’m just glad she’s ok. She was in the belly of a whale Seeker.” 
 
    “There are Whale Seekers?” Nathan asked in shock. 
 
    “There are Seekers for everything that is an animal, large and small,” Lily said. 
 
    “Then I am glad that my Legendary Beast is a kangaroo and not a gnat,” Nathan replied. 
 
    “Like that Imperial Seeker who exists as a swarm?” Jaden replied. “Her powers were pretty effective and will only become more so, I’m sure.” 
 
    “She is also rather disgusting, but one doesn’t choose to whom they are called, I suppose,” Nathan said. 
 
    “How is the camouflaging of the ship going?” Jaden asked Lily. 
 
    “Before you had returned with Karine, we’d placed all the talismans,” she replied. “I just need to perform the ritual. With an object this large, it could require a few hours.” 
 
    “Best if you start as soon as everyone is treated,” Jaden said. 
 
    The prisoners were separated and taken below deck. Staunton was tied to the mast, though he was given warm clothing. Jaden and Larisa returned to propelling the ship forward with whirlwinds. 
 
    Jaden worried deeply about their intended liberation of Headmaster. The Seekers had known that they were coming and knew why. It could be that they had been spotted, and conclusions were drawn from there. If so, Jaden hoped they hadn’t had the time or forethought to warn higher authorities.  
 
    The other possibility was they were once again dancing on Devourer’s palm and heading into a grand trap that would end with the capture – or destruction – of the Dragon Seeker and the destruction of Headmaster. 
 
    Jaden was inclined toward the second option, but what were they going to do? They couldn’t leave Headmaster.  
 
    There were no good options. They would just have to be cannier and more determined than Devourer. 
 
    When Larisa showed up, to relieve Jaden, he shared his fears with her. 
 
    “I’ve thought the same,” she confessed. “But, like you, I also reached the conclusion that there was no other path for us to follow.” 
 
    Larisa put a hand on Jaden’s bicep. She locked eyes with him as she spoke. 
 
    “I also swore to you that I would stay by your side in this. Nothing could make me veer from my commitment to you.” 
 
    “You are a true friend,” Jaden replied. 
 
    “I am that and more, Jaden of Lessertown,” she said, and then nodded toward the sail with her chin. “Your wind is flagging. Shall we add ours together and push this skiff across the finish line?” 
 
    Jaden laughed and agreed.  
 
    The two of them combined their whirlwinds and the ship picked up speed. Serena struggled with the wheel and shouted repeatedly at them, but they ignored her and drove the ship onward. They were both eager to begin the real battle ahead. 
 
    Below deck, Jaden could see Lily working furiously with the talismans and performing the necessary rituals and adjustments. As she did so, she sang some ancient song, the meaning of the words to which having been long ago forgotten. The song was nonetheless soothing in its notes and melody. 
 
    The ship seemed to waver in time with them so that even to Jaden and Larisa it became translucent if they allowed themselves to drift any distance behind it. Lily had obviously succeeded in disguising the ship, and it would be invisible to anyone trying to view it from a distance. Jaden hoped that if anyone from Malabar was still aware of their presence that they would think they had been sunk by the Seeker attack. 
 
    A short time before nightfall, with the sun setting on their port side, they arrived at the Imperial Reliquary.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The former Elven temple was perched majestically on the highest cliff, looming over the sea. Along the overhanging cliff, an enormous portico wrapped around the curved cliff. Above it was held up a domed roof on thick, ornately carved pillars that looked like mighty trees. 
 
    Behind the portico rose an even more astounding building that combined organic forms, typical of the nature-obsessed Elves, with more classical architectural elements. As with the Citadel, Jaden was once again reminded strongly of the ancient ruins in the world of Dracoseth. This former temple and library seemed to drape over the cliff and pour itself into the sea beneath it. 
 
    From the maps that Jaden had studied in Headmaster’s dream library, he knew that the draping building contained staircases that rose up from the sea below.  
 
    Pilgrims in ancient days would climb these blindfolded in order to arrive at the holy mysteries in the temple. It also held an elevator that was used to lift up scrolls, supplies, and even large animals from ships docked at the pier beneath the cliff. 
 
    The upper level of the Reliquary, on the top of the cliff, had been the public area of the temple dedicated to the sea gods, open to all who wanted to present their offerings. The library and Elven archives were in another connected building that was carved into the cliff itself and hidden amongst them.  
 
    It was the archive through which Jaden wanted to enter the Reliquary. There they might find relics of use to the Rebellion, especially preserved dragon eggs, but also magical devices that might allow Jaden to reach Dracoseth. He hadn’t heard from his Dragon in weeks and was deeply worried about him. 
 
    As they approached the semi-circular bay where the entrance was located, the water ahead began to churn and rose into a fog. It emitted a low, frightening rumble.  
 
    Whatever defense this was, it was not fooled by Lily’s magic. 
 
    Jaden and Larisa dissipated the winds. They slowed down a safe distance from the defensive feature. They both settled on the deck, where the others were also watching the rough waters. 
 
    “You will never be able to enter the cove of the Reliquary,” Staunton laughed. “Now you can just sit here and wait for Malabar to come and capture you. Or you can flee like the rats you are.” 
 
    “Shut it, Staunton,” Jaden said. 
 
    “The fool is correct,” Serena said. “The ship will be torn to bits and pulled under if we try to cross that.” 
 
    “Maybe if we throw Staunton into the water,” Malory sneered. “It will be so disgusted that it will stop spinning.” 
 
    “You never were very clever or funny, Malory. Sadly, it hasn’t discouraged you from opening your mouth, unfortunately,” Staunton replied. 
 
    Jaden led them up to the bow of the ship for a better view of the spinning water. It spanned one side of the opening into the Reliquary Bay to the other side. The noise was like that of a deep rumble of a volcano and required them to shout to be heard. 
 
    “Maybe we could fly over it,” Larisa suggested. “And then we could create a combined whirlwind in the opposite direction to stop the spinning water.” 
 
    “It’s a good idea,” Jaden replied. “But if we are using our powers to eliminate the whirlpool’s spin, how will we drive forward a heavy ship? I’m certain that I can’t do both things at the same time.” 
 
    “On the bright side, Staunton will be pulled under with us,” Malory said. 
 
    “And on the negative side,” Jaden interjected. “He’s a Barracuda Seeker and might be the only one to survive.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Malory agreed. “That would be bad.” 
 
    As the rest of the Seekers debated the possibilities, something was percolating in Jaden’s brain. He rolled it around until the plan sounded like something that might just work. 
 
    “What if we don’t try to cross,” Jaden said. “At least not with the ship anyway.” 
 
    “I think that flying over top of the whirlpool with us non-flying Seekers is also a bad idea Jaden,” Nathan interrupted. “I can see that there’s a powerful swirl of wind above the water. We would be caught in that…” 
 
    “Agreed. But that’s not my suggestion,” he said and explained to them what he had in mind. 
 
    It was really just an extension of Larisa’s idea, but without the ship or the water, at least not as a liquid. Once they all agreed, Jaden took Serena aside. 
 
    “Me and the crew will wait here for you, Cap’n,” she said. “I’ll keep us a safe distance from that bloody thing, I can promise.” 
 
    “Serena, I need you to promise me something,” Jaden said. 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “If we’re not back by nightfall tomorrow, you have to leave.” 
 
    Serena was shocked. 
 
    “I can’t be leaving you, what are you thinking?” 
 
    “If we’re not back by then, we’re not coming back; whether because we’ve escaped out another exit or because we’ve been caught,” Jaden said. “It doesn’t matter which, but you’ve got prisoners who they’ll start looking for, soon enough. And you’ve got injured. Go back to the refugee city and find Melchior. Deliver him the prisoners and then either escape from Malabar in this boat or join Melchior and the refugees in the Hidden City.” 
 
    Serena looked skeptical and displeased but kept her tongue, though Jaden could see that it took considerable effort. 
 
    “Aye, Cap’n, Serena finally said. “We’ll give you till tomorrow eve.” 
 
    “There’s no wind that blows parallel to the coast but if you steer away, to port, the winds pick up,” Jaden said. “I think it’s to discourage travel in the direction of the Reliquary and encourage it in the direction of the open sea.” 
 
    “I’d noticed and we’ll use it if we have to, but just come back by then so I don’t have to make that decision.” 
 
    Jaden smiled and gripped her forearm. “I’ll do what I can, believe me.” 
 
    She gripped his back and laughed. “Well, you’re a man of many surprises, just what you’d expect from a sewer brat. If anyone can come back from that dark pit of hell, it’s you.” 
 
    They lowered two of the ship’s lifeboats into the water. In one of the boats was Jaden and in the other was Lily. The rest of the Seekers, including Staunton, were divided between the boats – though Nathan, who was the strongest, stayed in the same boat as Staunton. 
 
    Malory took hold of the ropes tied to the bows of the two boats and flew into the air. Larisa also took flight, ahead of the boats and almost on top of the rumbling whirlpool. Malory towed the boats part of the way toward the bay, but kept back far enough that she wasn’t affected by the powerful winds that the whirlpool generated. 
 
    The boats were pulled toward the whirlpool. Slowly at first but picking up speed. Jaden created a whirlwind that spun in a direction opposite to that of the whirlpool. He tossed the miniature cyclone into the air and expanded it, then pushed it toward the whirlpool. 
 
    Larisa had created her own whirlwind, which she once again merged with that of Jaden. The two of them focused with all their effort on the energy and speed of their reverse-spinning cyclone. The air around them shrieked and the boats were tossed to and fro on the waves as the fast-moving wind fought against the current of the spinning water. 
 
    The whirlpool slowed and the spiraling funnel in the center of it slowly disappeared. Then there was just still water which was beginning to spin in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Now!” Jaden shouted toward Lily. 
 
    She nodded and the two of them touched the water simultaneously, passing the power of the ice dragon through their hands and into the cold waters of the ocean. Crystals spider-webbed across the dark waters, spreading into a flat expanse of ice. 
 
    It continued to grow, until all of the black water from the ship to the mouth of the bay and from side to side had frozen white. Still, they used their powers to chill the water, growing the ice to thicker and thicker depths. The ice deepened and expanded until the bow of the Free Spirit became engulfed in it, and then pushed upward by it.  
 
    Jaden looked up to Malory and Larisa, who had joined her, each of them holding one of the boat ropes. It was time.  
 
    They flew forward, pulling the boats up onto ice. It crackled beneath the boat’s weight. Already, the whirlpools beneath it were beginning to unmake their temporary glacier. Their ice shelf wouldn’t last long. 
 
    Jaden and Nathan leapt out of their boats and onto the ice shelf. Together with Malory and Larisa they dragged the boats across the ice. 
 
    They made great speed, moving faster than Jaden had anticipated, but so too were the cracks spreading, faster still. Jaden flew at an angle, pulling the boats closer to take hold of both ropes. 
 
    “Get into your boat,” Jaden shouted at Nathan. “It’s not safe on the ice!” 
 
    Nathan leapt into his boat.  
 
    Jaden worked his wings as hard. If they were over top of the whirlpool when the ice broke, they would all be dead. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” Jaden shouted as he strained to fly faster. 
 
    They had passed the midpoint, when a loud bang sounded behind them.  
 
    Glancing over shoulder, Jaden saw a large shard, as large as their boats, arc through the air. Jaden had to pull with all his might to move himself and the boats out of the way of the crashing boulder of ice. It exploded into a thousand pieces that skittered every which way, and opened up yet another crack. 
 
    The ice shelf was cracking apart explosively under the pressure of the mighty whirlpool. They didn’t have much time. Behind Jaden, the whirlpool, now freed, sucked blocks of ice, big as a house, under the waves as though they were nothing; so great was its power. 
 
    Just as the last of the ice shelf cracked up and floated toward the mouth of the whirlpool, Jaden reached the far edge of it. The boats skidded off the ice and back into the water with a sudden loss of momentum that almost threw Nathan over the bow. But they were free of the whirlpool.  
 
    They sailed toward where they believed the still-hidden entry to be located.  
 
    “That was the easy part,” Staunton hissed from where he lay on the bottom of the boat. “As soon as you make contact with the Reliquary, you shall all be doomed. And I shall laugh.” 
 
    “No you won’t,” Jaden shot back. “Because, fish or not, you’re tied in the bottom of our boat and will sink to the bottom just as surely as we will. Don’t kid yourself that Devourer will spare you out of loyalty to you. His loyalty is to the Empire and it wouldn’t take much for your death to serve the needs of the Empire more than sparing your life.” 
 
    That dose of reality shut Staunton up. Jaden figured that as much as Staunton wanted to mock and demoralize them – and to actually see them suffer horrible punishment at the hands of Kalamin/Devourer – he still hoped to emerge from this alive.  
 
    In the end, people like Staunton would always value their own lives above all else, and that was their weakness. It was also the weakness of Malabar itself. The empire encouraged such selfish arrogance in its servants and supporters. 
 
    “There!” Jaden shouted and pointed. 
 
    Ahead of them the rock wall seemed to fold over itself. As they got closer, a wide portal and loading dock became visible at the edges. Malory and Larisa steered them toward it. 
 
    Rounding the corner into this almost hidden bay, silence descended like a wool blanket on top of everything. Jaden clapped his hands once. Sound seemed to simply disappear at the point of its origin. 
 
    “Is it the shape of the rock in the cliff or the type of rock?” he asked Lily in the boat beside his. 
 
    “I can’t say,” she replied. “I know means to camouflage sound, just as much as I do to camouflage things visually but not at this scale. And for what reason?” 
 
    “Perhaps it was to prevent attackers from hearing the arrival of defensive forces,” Nathan suggested as he scoured the walls and sky for just that. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Jaden replied. “I think it’s because this was a holy place. I mean, I don’t know for sure, but reverence was important to the Elves. Think about how they even had their own people transform themselves into special beings to protect the integrity of their sewer in God’s Bowl.” 
 
    “Protecting the sacred site could also include its military defense,” Nathan noted, unconvinced. 
 
    “Of course,” Jaden agreed. 
 
    “Did the Elves even have a military?” Lily asked. “I’ve never seen images of Elven military in any histories. Of course they had weapons – for hunting, for instance. But have we ever even found a fortress?” 
 
    “The Retreat of Reckoning?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “Religious and mystical,” Lily replied. 
 
    “God’s Bowl was a means to align with the power of the Columns of the Polyverse,” Jaden added. “I’m not convinced. We know so little about the Elves, we’re really just guessing here.” 
 
    The boats continued in the near-silence across the small bay, arriving at the stone pier. It was carved into the living rock and rested at a level that would have been most convenient for a ship about the size of their dhow. Thankfully, one end of the stone pier had a ramp, which Malory and Larisa pulled down. 
 
    They quickly disembarked and pulled the boats further up the ramp. They climbed up onto the main platform, dragging Staunton along. He didn’t resist much, but hissed frequently in protest. 
 
    The top of the pier had been carved with patterns that made it appear as though there were tiles or cobbles. The patterns on these faux tiles were geometrical, almost dizzying in their complexity and most certainly beautiful. The cuts were deep, but had been worn down by the passage of many, perhaps thousands, of feet in eons prior. 
 
    “This entry point seems to have been heavily used,” Nathan noted. “Even wheeled carts have passed through, but wasn’t this the entry to the archives?” 
 
    “Perhaps archives and temple weren’t sharply separated,” Larisa suggested. “We have a temple on the Red Coast from ancient times that was also a library. People would pray and meditate over scrolls on all subjects.” 
 
    “The Arcadian Library,” Tallulah said. “I visited it as a child. Shelves of stone in the walls as tall as fifty men that used to hold goatskin scrolls.” 
 
    “The Arcadian Library is the creation of an idiot next to the Elven archives,” Staunton hissed. “The mind cannot hold the logic of Elven architecture within it and not go mad.” 
 
    “Let’s see if Staunton is doing more than being a blowhard,” Jaden suggested and moved toward the entry carved into the stone. 
 
    This too was monumental. It consisted of two archways, carved into the cliffside. Both were three times the height of a human and two times as wide. Behind them was total darkness, but as soon as Jaden stepped inside, he was bathed in light. 
 
    Startled, Jaden leapt backward onto the pier. 
 
    “What happened?” Larisa asked. 
 
    “It was suddenly very bright, as though someone was directing light from a lighthouse onto me,” Jaden replied. “Did you see it?” 
 
    Everyone shook their heads.  
 
    Jaden stepped through the door, and the light returned. He looked back and was unable to see his friends.  
 
    It was as though he had stepped through some kind of invisible curtain that hid the interior of the archives from the exterior. Soon the others entered as well and squinted against the brightness. 
 
    The spectacle deeper in caused his mouth to drop open. The carved space was indeed more and more complex than could be held in the human mind. He felt compelled to focus on details, not on the space as a whole.  
 
    They had truly arrived at a place that wasn’t human in its design or execution. This was the finest example of Elven culture that existed, and it had been hidden from all humans, other than select servants of the Empire. 
 
    “I think that we’re in the right place,” Jaden said in a quiet voice, for no other voice seemed appropriate. “We’ll find what we’re looking for here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Reliquary Archives, established within the ancient Elven library and temple, appeared too grand and complex to comprehend. It had once stored both Elven technology and written texts for the Elven people had made no distinction between what was written and what was created.  
 
    All was knowledge that needed to be preserved. 
 
    Jaden had read that the design of the Elven archive within the temple to the sea gods was based on this Elven concept of the unity of all knowledge. They had, however, understood that there was a difference between ideas and their manifestation in objects, both magical and scientific technological. They believed that thought and creation existed in a never-ending spiral that doubled back upon itself.  
 
    Ideas fed creation, which fed ideas and so on. 
 
    As Jaden stared upward and around him, he understood what the ancient texts in Headmaster’s dream library had meant when they described the archive as the physical representation of the relationship between these two poles in a never-ending dance of creation and conception. 
 
    Walls began in vertical form and then twisted to become horizontal and then vertical again but upside down. Pathways doubled-back on themselves and twisted so that they only contained one surface, representing the circular character of that area of knowledge. And all these seemed to float in the air above honeycombed structures that linked one section to the next.  
 
    There was intelligence behind the design linking all the different forms of self-consuming infinity to one another, but the logic of it was beyond Jaden. It was probably beyond any human, even Headmaster. Even Devourer. 
 
    Jaden looked away from the three-dimensional labyrinth of structural relationships, feeling a strong sense of vertigo in head and churning in his stomach. Staunton was on his knees with his head pressed to the floor. The rest of the Seekers had either closed their eyes and turned away, or pressed their hands over their faces to hide from the enormity of the archive’s complexity. 
 
    Jaden withdrew and unfurled the map he had made in the dream library. It looked nothing like the structure in front of him. The map suggested a relatively straightforward hexagon layout of the floor with other hexagons overlaid on top and connected by a series of staggered staircases. 
 
    There were no hexagons here, nor any shapes so simple. How could they have gotten it so wrong, he wondered. Jaden looked again to his friends and to the reaction of Staunton, still bent over, head to the floor.  
 
    He glanced again at the strange, complex patterns in the structure of the building. There was magic at work.  
 
    What’s more, the reaction of Staunton suggested that it was Malabari magic or, rather, Devourer and the Immortal Council of Malabar had turned Elven magic to their own ends. Like all Imperial Seekers, Staunton was bowing down in respect and submission before a demonstration of his masters’ powers. 
 
    “The eggs,” Jaden muttered with sudden realization. 
 
    Though his eyes might fail him here, sight was not the only sense he had. 
 
    Among the relics of the Elves, Malabar had discovered and stored an unknown number of dragons’ eggs. Malabar was using the eggs’ magic for machines designed to penetrate the Columns of the Polyverse. In other words, their magic provided a powerful source of energy.  
 
    Energy that he could sense. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Jaden probed the environment around him, seeking through the cluttered noise of all the magical items. He felt the itching sensation of the eggs, first one and then several. They were all coming from the same direction. 
 
    He couldn’t know for certain, but he thought it likely that Devourer would find a way to use the dragons’ eggs as a tool to control and break the spirit of Headmaster. It was entirely possible, he believed, that if he found the eggs he would find Headmaster himself. 
 
    Jaden turned to the others, who still turned their faces away from the sight of the massive archive. Closest to him was Larisa. 
 
    “Keep your eyes closed and take my hand,” he told her. “Malory, reach forward and take Larisa’s hand.” 
 
    Soon, Jaden had all of them holding each other’s hands. Even Staunton, whom they had positioned between Tallulah and Nathan, to keep him under control. 
 
    “Your senses will lie to you,” Jaden explained. “What is archived here aren’t physical objects in a physical space. It is ideas and the execution of those ideas. The actual structure is quite simple, I think, but we lack the training or the eyes to see it as it actually is. What we’re seeing are the relationships that exist between every object of knowledge, every philosophical concept, and every invention. It’s a web of relationships.” 
 
    “It’s not real?” Larisa asked. 
 
    “It is real but not in the physical space sense, meaning that if we know where we’re going, we should be able to move through the space. We just have to train ourselves to ignore the relationships. It should be kind of like blocking out the background noise of a crowd at the market in order to hear the simple song of the lute player.” 
 
    “How does one do that?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “Without our eyes and with my memory of the maps.” 
 
    “You are an idiot who will lead us so deep into the labyrinth of the archives that we will never escape. We shall die cursed and…” 
 
    “Shup up, Staunton,” Jaden scolded him. “It was you who made it clear what was happening. You were worshiping in awe at the magic, which made me realize that what we’re seeing is only one layer of what’s here but also that it’s not simply an illusion meant to trick us.” 
 
    “Well, well, well, Staunton, what a good rebel, you’re already contributing to the rebellion,” Malory mocked Staunton, drawing a hiss. 
 
     “Ignore your senses and trust me,” Jaden told them. 
 
    In his head, Jaden held two simultaneous images, the first was of the maps that he had created from the books in the dream library. At the time he thought it unfortunate that he couldn’t simply take the books with him back into the real world, but he could see now that it had been useful to have been forced to memorize the floor plan. 
 
    Direction of the dragons’ eggs acted as his compass for the memory map. It seemed to him that, in his mental map, that the eggs were located in the direct center of the hexagon, some distance above them. They had placed the eggs, and hopefully Headmaster, the greatest possible distance from the entry point. 
 
    Jaden advanced forward with his eyes closed. He felt the presence of a wall near him, as though he were going to collide with it. Trusting his memory and the maps, Jaden continued forward.  
 
    Sure enough, he passed through the space where he’d sensed the wall and was able to continue forward. It confirmed his suspicion. 
 
    “You’ll feel things, like objects in your way, but they’re not really there,” Jaden said. “They’re just ideas, relationships, histories. They can’t stop your body from moving through them. Just don’t let go of the person’s hand ahead of you. If we lose touch, I don’t know if we’ll be able to find each other again.” 
 
    He continued in the direction of the stairwell. More things – walls, furniture – seemed to be in his way. He sensed obstacles physically and others through sound, but he followed the map in his head without deviation. He was learning to trust his own mind. 
 
    Behind him, Jaden could hear the Seekers startle or whimper in response to the mental obstacles thrown up all around them. But everyone held tight to the person in front of them. 
 
    Finally, they reached the location where the stairs ought to be. Jaden reached out with his foot, feeling for it. It was there, directly in front of him. Jaden stepped up and took hold of the bannister with his gloved, right hand. It felt solid and real. 
 
    “Watch the first step,” Jaden warned those behind him. “We’re going up to the second floor now.” 
 
    He led them up the winding stairs, pausing at each floor. Jaden counted four floors and checked each time that everyone was still with him. They were, though Tallulah, who was the youngest, could be heard whimpering from the back. 
 
    At each step they were confronted by sensations, sounds and sentiments that things were not as they actually were. As they passed through threads of thought, the historical development of a technology or philosophical idea, it affected their internal state. 
 
    It was true that the ideas that made up the strange, multidimensional geography of the archives couldn’t physically stop them. They could, however, profoundly alter the Seekers’ mental and emotional states as they merged with them for that brief moment of their passing. Then the feeling evoked would disappear, like a book being closed, as quickly as it had come. 
 
    It was disorienting and disturbing, though Jaden also found it strangely invigorating. It was like the experience of reading compressed into an instant of intense emotion or intellectual insight. He could’ve spent an entire lifetime wandering the library, absorbing all the knowledge that was stored there just by passing through it. 
 
    As he stepped on the stairs leading up to the next flight, a sudden impact against his chest sent Jaden flying backward. He could feel Larisa’s hand still in his but felt certain that they must have gotten separated from the group. 
 
    “Is everyone ok?” Jaden shouted. 
 
    Larisa squeezed his hand. “I’m ok. Just the wind knocked out of me. Should we open our eyes? I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I think we have to,” Jaden replied. “I’ll go first.” 
 
    He opened his eyes and was immediately immersed back into the monumental and overwhelming immensity of the archive’s collection. But while it at first appeared to him as it had previously been, it slowly resolved into something more comprehensible.  
 
    It was as though by being immersed in the touch, sound and emotional experience of the Reliquary, as they moved through it, he was growing accustomed. It was akin to coming into a dark house after being outside in the sun. His senses were adjusting to the unique form of reality. 
 
    Beside him, Larisa opened her eyes. She squeezed his hand and struggled to control her breathing against the vertigo. 
 
    “Just breathe, let the moment pass,” Jaden said gently. “Honestly, it gets easier.” 
 
    Her body relaxed as she also found a grounding. The clouds of fear and disorientation dispersed from her eyes, as she blinked and looked toward Jaden. 
 
    “Better,” she said. “Still a lot but I can handle it.” 
 
    That still left the question: what had hit him in the chest? 
 
    The landing they were on appeared more like it should have, according to the map in his head, although it was still a richer reality. One layer of reality was layered over another. They intermingled like clouds of smoke from old men’s pipes, colliding and bending around each other, or folding one on top of the other. 
 
    Across from him, the other Seekers sprawled on the floor. Staunton had scrambled into a corner and curled into a ball. Nathan was on his feet, swinging his arms wildly to keep the world at bay. Malory had lifted into the air, as though that gave her a greater sense of control. Her eyes were closed at first, but then she opened them, met those of Jaden and nodded that she was ok. Tallulah crouched behind Nathan, holding his legs. There was fear in her eyes but she was getting it under control, just as he had seen with Larisa. 
 
    Then Jaden saw what had struck him.  
 
    It was a small creature, like a monkey that he’d seen at the traveling zoo that had passed through Lessertown years earlier. But this monkey had too many limbs and a grouping of eight eyes. Its hands had no separated fingers, making them look more like scoops.  
 
    It crouched on hind legs and stared at Jaden and the others, all eight eyes blinking simultaneously. Looking up, Jaden saw that dozens, perhaps hundreds were crouched on the stairwell railings, looking down at them. 
 
    “We’re not here to damage the archives,” Jaden said. 
 
    He wasn’t sure why he had said it. It certainly wasn’t clear that the creatures cared one fig for the archives or understood them at all. For all Jaden knew, they were looking to eat them, but it was the thing that popped into his head.  
 
    There was something about them and those hands. 
 
    The creature disappeared and then reappeared in front of Jaden, its many eyes staring into his, trying to discern something about him. Jaden reached out to touch the creature and his hand passed through it.  
 
    Offended, the creature shoved Jaden onto his back. It existed and didn’t exist in their dimension at the same time somehow. 
 
    Jaden responded instinctively by generating a powerful internal heat in his body. It burned the skin of the creature, which shrieked and jumped backward. It disappeared again, and then reappeared somewhere else, more distant but still with a clear view of Jaden. 
 
    "What are these things?" Larisa said to Jaden out of the corner of her mouth. “They definitely act as though this is their space but I’ve never heard of such beings before.” 
 
    Before Jaden could answer, one appeared on Malory. Malory had already moved her wings and created a powerful wind that sent the creature tumbling backward. Her clawed feet had torn through her boots and her face was changing as she developed the razor-sharp beak of an eagle. 
 
    “Easy,” Jaden said slowly and calmly. “I think that they won’t harm us, if we don’t startle or attack them. At this point they’re just curious, but there’s a lot more of them than there are of us.” 
 
    Malory turned to Jaden, blinking bird-like with her head tilted. She was ready for battle, but he saw her make an effort to gain control of her emotional and physical state so that she shifted back into her fully human form. 
 
    “I think these things take care of the library,” Jaden said. “They protect it and keep it organized, like librarians.” 
 
    “What?” Larisa replied. “They aren’t even human.” 
 
    “Look at their hands. It’s like they’re made to hold books, but their feet are more like hands, so that they can hold onto railings and bookshelves.” 
 
    “Are they… smart enough to catalogue archives and keep them organized?” Malory asked. 
 
    All the eyes of all the creatures turned toward her with a deeply disturbing effect. Malory began to transform again, feeling under imminent attack. 
 
    “It’s like they have a specialized intelligence for one specific thing,” Jaden said. “They’re here to protect all of this. I mean the collection.” 
 
    Jaden had another realization.  
 
    “This is Elven magic to protect the archives,” he said. “I thought at first that this was created by Devourer as a way to hide Headmaster inside a labyrinth, but I don’t think so. They’re just opportunistically using this place.” 
 
    “We’re not here to touch the collection,” Larisa said to the creatures, in the hope that they understood. 
 
    The creatures all looked at her now, responding to what she said. 
 
    “That’s very creepy,” Malory said. 
 
    “I think that they understood you, Larisa,” Jaden told her. 
 
    He turned to the creatures and raised his hands to show that he wasn’t armed. “We’re not here for the archives. We don’t even know how to use them. We’re here for a man. I think that he’s being held with the dragons’ eggs.” 
 
    When Jaden said the words “dragons’ eggs”, the creatures became extremely agitated and made screeches deafening in their loudness.  
 
    “They didn’t like that,” Malory said. “And neither did I.” 
 
    “But why does it upset them so?” Nathan asked. He had calmed and was crouched on his haunches with Tallulah beside him. 
 
    “They don’t want us to take them?” Larisa asked. 
 
    “I never said anything about taking them,” Jaden said. “Maybe they don’t like them for some reason.” 
 
    Jaden turned to Staunton, who was still curled in a ball and whimpering. 
 
    “What are these things? Where did they came from, Staunton?” 
 
    “I don’t know. They’re called The Archivists and they attack anyone who tries to enter here.” 
 
    “And that’s why you’re scared of them,” Jaden suggested. “And why you bowed down in the entrance; out of respect.” 
 
    “They’re dangerous,” he hissed. “And now, thanks to you, we will be torn to pieces!” 
 
    Jaden smiled as some missing puzzle pieces fell into place. 
 
    “You’re right, they’re not with Malabar,” Lily said from the other side of Jaden. 
 
    Until that moment she had been camouflaged and invisible. Her sudden appearance startled Jaden and spooked the Archivists. Dozens of them winked out of existence and then winked back into existence in another location. 
 
    “I agree,” said Jaden. “I think that Staunton agrees as well.” 
 
    “They’re vermin,” he said. “Like rats but they can’t be eliminated now that they’re in here.” 
 
    “now that they’re in here,” Jaden repeated. “When Malabar opened the Polyverse Column at God’s Bowl, they released the Archanopteras, Noon Wraiths and Golems. I bet when they opened a Column here they released the Archivists, and they repopulated the archives because that’s what they do.” 
 
    “Maybe each Column opens doors to different worlds with different creatures,” Larisa surmised. “Which suggests that the Elves built places – cities, temples, fortresses – based on the worlds that overlapped because that would determine which creatures would pass through into our world.” 
 
    “Do you think that there are other creatures about, as there were on the Red Coast?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “They brought back the archives with them,” Tallulah piped up. 
 
    She had been silent up till then, hidden behind the large frame of Nathan. 
 
    “It’s like the story from the Arcadian Library,” she added. 
 
    “I don’t know the story or the library,” Jaden replied. “Can you explain?” 
 
    “It’s a legendary library from Red Coast myth,” Tallulah said. “It supposedly contained all knowledge from all the worlds, the heavens and even from the land of the dead. The library itself was said to exist in the Red Coast, in an ancient city that’s now a ruin, to the south of Marleborn. It also was shared with other worlds and would travel to those worlds on wings made by the old gods, from the feathers of a million giant eagles. And every time it traveled it got more scrolls because knowledge is always expanding.” 
 
    “I remember that story,” Larisa added. “Ultimately there was so much knowledge, written on so many scrolls, that it wouldn’t fit in the library and it burst apart, falling into the ocean. It’s basically about the arrogance of humans trying to know everything, even the business of the gods and ending up with nothing as a result.” 
 
    “Except in this case, it’s maybe true,” Tallulah said. “But instead of bursting open they found a way to store the knowledge on top of itself.” 
 
    “Then why would the Archivists hate the dragons’ eggs?” Jaden asked. “They brought them back to the archive with all the materials. It’s where they’re meant to be.” 
 
    “Because we can bloody well use the eggs to send them back!” Staunton interrupted. “To the sewers that they came from.” 
 
    He was sitting upright against a wall, having calmed himself.  
 
    Right as he smirked, several of the creatures leapt onto him and began pummeling Staunton with their feet and their strange hands. He howled in pain and was only able to shove them off of him with the help of Nathan, who brushed them aside with his massive arms. 
 
    “Of course,” Jaden said. “They’re afraid of the eggs, because someone has used the eggs to exile the Archivists in the past and they remember it. The Archivists didn’t bring them back at all. Devourer and the Immortal Council found the eggs and brought them here.” 
 
    “But, who exiled the Archivists?” Lily asked. 
 
    Jaden shrugged. “The Elves? Malabar? Someone else? Who knows? But it doesn’t matter right now. Right now we have to convince them to take us to Headmaster and the eggs or at least not to interfere with us. We need to get both out of the hands of Malabar.” 
 
    Jaden rose slowly to his feet, keeping a close eye on the Archivists’ reaction as they, in turn, watched him. When there was no reaction, Jaden held out his hand to Larisa.  
 
    She took it and rose to her feet. Still the Archivists were calm, so Jaden gathered the rest of the Seekers into a line one more time. 
 
    “Does everyone feel ok with keeping their eyes open?” Jaden asked. “It would be best if we could all guard against any attacks by the Archivists.” 
 
    Everyone nodded agreement, and Jaden made his way toward the stairs. He felt he was able to navigate with his eyes open by relying on the map in his head rather than what appeared in front of him.  
 
    It was true that the visions had become less intense, but they still existed as more or less ghost images in front of him. There were even physical sensations, sounds and smells, depending on the body of knowledge that they were passing through. 
 
    “Can you show us where the dragons’ eggs are, so that we can take them away from here?” Jaden asked. 
 
    The Archivists, through all their many eyes, stared in silence back at Jaden. They didn’t seem to have mouths or ears, though they did have another set of eyes on the back of their heads. He wondered how they were able to make such a racket with no mouth, or perhaps it was hidden. He didn’t want to find out. 
 
    “I guess they’re not going to help us,” he said. “But at least they don’t seem to want to attack us.” 
 
    They ascended the next staircase, with the Archivists watching them and shuffling to get a better look, along banisters, furniture, and the strange architectural elements of the knowledge archives. They constantly popped into and out of existence as they moved position. It was a disturbing addition to the already challenging scenery. 
 
    Upward they continued, through another dozen stories until they reached what Jaden assumed to be the middle floor. It was more expansive than the floors below, filled with the same nonsensical architecture. Jaden led the group over to the edge of the floor, where there was a railing. It allowed them to look over the side both up and down and have a few of the rest of the structure. 
 
    It was difficult to get a full sense as the strange architecture of knowledge remained present, but Jaden could glimpse aspects of the archive all the way down to the bottom floor, more than a dozen and a half levels beneath them. Upward, the reverse held true, with the levels being capped off by a rocky ceiling. 
 
    “Staunton,” Jaden asked. “Can we exit out of the top story of the archive, just as we entered from the bottom?” 
 
    “You can exit from your life and into the gullet of the Immortal Council, if you wish,” Staunton replied. 
 
    “That was a simple yes or no question,” Jaden said. “And if you don’t want us to leave you here, in the middle of the archive with all the Archivists, I suggest you keep your answer simple.” 
 
    “Fine. Yes, of course there are exits. And there are guards and Seekers and even Immortal Council Vigilants up there.” 
 
    Jaden turned to the others. “On this floor we are at a maximum distance from all the  exits. I’m guessing that Headmaster is in the center of this floor so that he is maximum distance from every edge and every stairwell as well.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Larisa said. “Why are there no guards, if he’s here? We know that the Archivists aren’t here to guard him. Who is?” 
 
    “Devourer,” Jaden replied. “He is here to break Headmaster, and his presence is the guard.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Tallulah asked in surprise. “We’re six Seekers to his one. Staunton will be no use to him.” 
 
    “I will battle to the end with my master,” Staunton replied. 
 
    Lily approached him and blew a small cloud of dust from the palm of her hand at Staunton. He immediately crumpled to the floor in a deep sleep. 
 
    “He will dream of battling to the end with his master,” she said simply. 
 
    “I don’t know if that gives us more of an advantage,” Malory quipped. “But I sure do appreciate you doing that.” 
 
    “It’s time to find out what we’re facing,” Jaden said and walked away from the railing and toward the middle of the floor. 
 
    The closer that they got to the middle of the floor, the more agitated the Archivists became. Jaden sensed the growing power of the dragons’ eggs and imagined that the Archivists were anxious about someone approaching them.  
 
    Nonetheless, they cleared out of the way all the layers and convolutions of the archive’s mental and cultural architecture. It was as though a sea of chaos had been parted, revealing the ground beneath the waters. 
 
    Jaden looked down and saw a simple red and gold carpet beneath his feet. Nearby were desks, empty and waiting for students and scholars to study texts at them. Overhead hung chandeliers that burned with a flameless light. 
 
    No resistance showed up as they approached the center of the entire facility. 
 
    When they arrived at a hexagon room with a simple door, Jaden knew they’d reached it.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The walls were covered with carved wood showing several friezes of epic battles against enemies, human and mythical. The intricacy and complexity of the carvings made it seem as though the scenes were constantly changing, every time one moved and viewed them from a different position. 
 
    All was quiet. 
 
    Jaden looked to the others, who all appeared calm but confused. Larisa raised her eyebrows and shrugged. Something didn’t make sense.  
 
    He approached the door in front of him, took the handle and turned it with a soft click. Pushing on it and releasing the handle, the door silently slid open. There was a dim but not dark light from within and no sound. A slight, cool breeze wafted out of the room with a faint rustle. 
 
    Indicating to the others to stay where they were, Jaden stepped through the door. Inside it was lit as though in permanent twilight.  
 
    Although there had been no exterior windows, within the room, there was a large window on the wall opposite the door. It looked out over a twilit ocean. In the distance green islands could be seen and a lighthouse on top of a large rocky outcropping off to the right. 
 
    Perpendicular to the window was a simple bed with a sheet that had been made. Across from that was a desk and chair. Next to the desk was a small stand that held a plate of food and a glass of water. 
 
    Headmaster sat at the desk, writing something into a small journal with a skin cover of some kind. He didn’t notice Jaden enter or at least didn’t respond to him 
 
    Jaden stepped forward. 
 
    “Headmaster?” 
 
    “Hello, Jaden,” Headmaster replied without looking up. 
 
    “What are you writing? Are you well?” 
 
    “I am neither writing nor well. Nor are you well.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jaden asked, the hair on the back of his neck bristling. 
 
    From every direction came the sounds of malevolent whispers.  
 
    Jaden felt someone or something brush against his arm, and he startled. Though his gaze darted every which way, he saw nothing. He’d stepped into a trap. 
 
    Jaden drew his hands in front of his abdomen and thrust them upward. A column of flame formed around him and rose up to the ceiling, spilling along it like an expanding circle. The flames soon reached the walls, raced down them and then continued on the floor till they had reached Jaden once again, in a fiery torus. He flung his arms outward and everything disappeared into blackness. 
 
    The blackness resolved itself after a moment and Jaden found himself inside of a filthy dungeon with walls coated in slime. On the floor was rotting, moldy straw. And, in front of him, was Headmaster as he truly was. 
 
    S strapped to a table, his body was pierced by terrible implements. Those who were torturing Headmaster realized that they were now visible to Jaden and rushed away, deeper into the caverns of the dungeon around them. 
 
    “You must leave here,” Headmaster said to Jaden. 
 
    Every word was a struggle of agony, and he looked like he was not long for this world. It was only his great fortitude that allowed him to hang on. 
 
    “Save yourself, Jaden. Go to the upper exit and flee into the tundra. It’s your only chance.” 
 
    Jaded didn’t respond but looked around the dungeon. Walking from corner to corner as Headmaster wheezed, fading away rapidly. 
 
    “You… must… go…” he managed to say. 
 
    Jaden drew back his hands and pushed them forward, unleashing a column of fire toward Headmaster. It engulfed him and tore a hole in the fabric of space itself where Headmaster had been. 
 
    Jaden’s wings emerged from his back and he flapped them once, enough to carry him gently through the torn world of the dungeon. He passed through it and found himself in a garden.  
 
    It was dark, filled with the sounds of crickets. As his eyes adjusted Jaden realized that he was in the Imperial Garden in Kalamin’s Palace in Malabar City. He had been there before, on that night of the Retreat of Reckoning. 
 
    In front of Jaden bubbled an ornate fountain. Its waters glowed and made a sound like tiny bells. And there, lying in the pool of the fountain, face down, was Headmaster. A cloud of blood spread outward from his body. 
 
    “I can destroy your illusions until the end of time,” Jaden shouted to the sky. “Eventually you won’t be able to hide from me because I will find you.” 
 
    He raised his hands and prepared to one more time burn down the illusion that Devourer had created. 
 
    Then it disappeared. 
 
    Jaden was back in Headmaster’s room as he had first seen it. Only now, through the window, what was seen was the icy world that had been created to keep prying eyes away from the Reliquary.  
 
    Perched on the walls, at regular intervals around the room, were three dragons’ eggs. The pulsed and glowed softly in different colors. 
 
    Headmaster was on his knees on the floor, his shaggy head hung forward. 
 
    Seated at the desk was Devourer. He sipped a cup of tea, affecting the air of perfect control and untouchable power.  
 
    However, Jaden noticed that there was sweat on his brow. 
 
    “Your control of your Beast’s mana has improved,” he said casually. 
 
    Devourer’s nostrils were also flaring. He was breathing heavily. Even after weeks of torturing Headmaster and stealing the souls of his Legendary Beasts, he still couldn’t fully defeat him. It was an extreme effort, and Devourer was winded. 
 
    If Jaden had learned one thing in his life it was this: never let your enemy catch their breath. 
 
    Flicking his left hand, Jaden flung a clutch of ice daggers, sharp as razors, at Devourer. 
 
    He disappeared just as the daggers struck and fell to the floor. Then he reappeared beside the window, still holding his tea. However, his hand now trembled. 
 
    “You’re impetuous, Jaden of Lessertown,” Devourer smiled. “I like you this way. Your parents would approve.” 
 
    Jaden yanked off his glove and expelled a spear of swirling air from his left hand. It hit the window, blowing it outward into a thousand tiny pieces and opening the room to the icy air from outside. Jaden yanked the whirlwind back like a whip and engulfed Devourer inside the funnel, then flicked it outside. 
 
    Devourer disappeared through the window and tumbled downward. 
 
    Jaden rushed to Headmaster and helped him to his feet. Headmaster’s eyes cleared and looked at Jaden, smiling. 
 
    “Is it really you, Jaden? I’ve seen so many versions of you recently and all of them were Devourer. But this seems like the real you.” 
 
    “It is,” Jaden said. “Though I suppose that Devourer would say that too.” 
 
    Headmaster laughed. “That’s the funny thing. He wouldn’t. He’s too sure of himself and his perfection. It’s his weakness.” 
 
    Headmaster looked around the room, orienting himself. “Help me to the bed, will you?” 
 
    Jaden did and was amazed at how light and fragile the old master felt. He had been weakened substantially by his time at the Reliquary. 
 
    “I have other Seekers here,” Jaden said. “We have to get you out of here.” 
 
    Headmaster shook his head. “You have to get those dragons eggs out of here, Jaden. That is the priority. Not me, not any longer.” 
 
    Jaden grabbed one of the eggs off of the wall. It was heavy and warm. Its color looked like a mottled white, then Jaden realized the mottling was moving clouds. 
 
    “Steam dragon,” Headmaster said and smiled. “It will serve us well. Do you know that steam dragons were once used to power great Elven machines that could move entire cities, even fly them across oceans? Magnificent beasts they were – and will be again.” 
 
    Jaden placed the egg on the bed and rushed to the other two eggs that hung on the wall. One was blue, the color of a robin’s egg and cool. The other was gold and almost too heavy to lift. It vibrated at Jaden’s touch. 
 
    “Resonant dragon and sky dragon. Were you aware there was such a thing as a sky dragon? Do you know what its power is? It creates space, open space. So unusual. I’m not sure how it can be harnessed, but I’m sure that it must have a great purpose, once we understand it.” 
 
    Jaden was focused on securing the eggs so that he could get Headmaster out of the room and out of the Reliquary. He wouldn’t leave with him until the eggs were safe. So, he grabbed the corners of the blanket on the bed and folded them over the eggs, getting Headmaster to move so that he could do so. Once the corners were tied into a tight knot so that the blanket took the form of a bag, Jaden turned to Headmaster. 
 
    “OK, let’s go,” Jaden said. 
 
    Headmaster shook his head sadly. 
 
    “I’m sorry I won’t get to see the end of the war, but I have faith that it will fall on our side. Not only because I have faith in you, Jaden. I have faith in what we have built in the Hidden City. And in what you are building with the Red Coast and with the new generation of Seekers.” 
 
    Jaden was growing frustrated with Headmaster’s sudden fatalism. He held his temper, because he knew that it must have been because of the punishing brutality he had suffered at the hands of Malabar’s torturers and Devourer himself. Still, they had to leave and had to do so now. 
 
    “Can we have this conversation in the boat back to the Red Coast?” 
 
    Jaden held out a hand toward Headmaster. Headmaster also lifted a hand but didn’t take Jaden’s. Then he lifted his other hand and held them both out, palms up. 
 
    What is he doing, Jaden wondered? 
 
    Devourer flew through the large window and landed on the floor of the cell. His eyes glowed, and his bared teeth were sharp as baboon fangs. A growl came out of his throat and he pounded the wall once with his fists.  
 
    A massive crack opened and began to spread through the walls, ceiling and floor. Everything shook. He was bringing the cell down on top of them. 
 
    “I have tired of this game, Jaden of Lessertown!” 
 
    Jaden went down on one knee the power of the tremors was so great. The bag of eggs was over his shoulder and he gripped it tightly with both hands at its knot. 
 
    Devourer drew a spear made from the sharpened horn of a narwhal from within the wall somehow. He swung the tusk and a gouge opened under Jaden’s eye. Before he could even respond, Devourer sliced open his other cheek. Jaden felt the warm blood trickling down his face and dripping off of his jaw. 
 
    Devourer drew back his arm with the spear. Jaden knew that the next blow would be through his chest, but was unable to move. He was, he realized, paralyzed, perhaps as a result of venom in the tip of the spear. 
 
    Headmaster put himself in front of Jaden, his back to Devourer. He took each of Jaden’s hands into his own and looked Jaden in the eye. 
 
    “The Archivists will show you the way. Trust them.” 
 
    His body jolted as the spear penetrated his back. He smiled and began to glow.  
 
    Jaden could feel his mana, his Dragon mana, being drawn out of his hands and into those of Headmaster. 
 
    The glow within Headmaster’s body grew brighter, and then he burst into flames. Jaden could barely look at Headmaster, so bright burned his final flame. The spear in his back and in the hands of Devourer were engulfed and quickly crumbled to ash. 
 
    Headmaster turned away from Jaden, and he could see the blossoming stain on his back. It was black against the white-hot flame of Headmaster’s body. The old man leapt at Devourer and wrapped himself around the Immortal Emperor. He too burst into flame, though he screamed at the searing of his flesh and struggled with Headmaster. 
 
    Headmaster remained calm, and wouldn’t release Devourer, no matter his fury or the blows that rattled his old withered body and pierced his flesh. They were being consumed together in the intense flames. 
 
    Jaden used the dragon fire in his blood to purge his body of Devourer’s poison and shook himself free, turning away from the struggle unfolding between the two old warriors. He saw the door in the wall, where he had first entered. He ran for it, the smell and sounds of the burning behind him. 
 
    Preparing to throw the eggs out of the room, into the archive outside, Jaden took a look back and see if he could help. Both men were little more than the silhouettes of skeletons, dancing in fire. Their joints were loose and failing, their flesh was gone.  
 
    There was no reason to stay to help Headmaster.  
 
    He was gone. 
 
    An explosion threw Jaden backward and out of the room. Everything seemed to move at half of normal speed. Headmaster and Devourer had both exploded into a rapidly expanding ball of light. It disintegrated what was left of them and consumed all within the cell. 
 
    Jaden couldn’t say how long had passed when he found himself on the floor of the archive outside the cell. He bolted upright, as if from a nightmare, gasping for air.  
 
    His ribs and his back hurt, and he struggled to catch his breath. Flames still flooded from the door, but they were white and silent. Jaden felt no heat from them.  
 
    Then they were gone and the door was closed, though it was blackened around it and smoke oozed from its cracks. 
 
    The Reliquary around him seemed almost normal now. He wondered if the Archivists were evacuating their knowledge away from the area or if he was just growing used to it. He was glad that the vertigo was gone, and he could make visual sense of the world around him, though there were still strange incongruities and distortions. 
 
    Lying on the floor all around him were the Seekers, their eyes closed.  
 
    Jaden stood up and peeked into the bag of dragon eggs. They were still there. It hadn’t been a dream and, most importantly, they were unharmed. He walked over to Larisa and crouched, touching her shoulder, uncertain if she was alive, unconscious or asleep. 
 
    Her eyes opened, and she smiled. Jaden’s heart thudded in his chest. He felt a dizzy rush at the sight of her. It wasn’t the first time and he wondered what it meant. 
 
    “Jaden!” she shouted and wrapped her arms around him, pulling him on top of her. 
 
    Her voice woke the others, and they rushed over as well. Nathan lifted Jaden to his feet with one beefy hand. He gave Jaden an embrace that almost broke his ribs. 
 
    “How long was I gone?” Jaden gasped. 
 
    “It’s been three days,” Malory said. 
 
    “Three days?!” Jaden replied in surprise. 
 
    He wasn’t surprised that time passed differently in the Reliquary proper than it did in Headmaster’s cell. He’d had a similar experience when they were at God’s Bowl, but he hadn’t suspected the time difference would be so great. 
 
    “We thought you were…” Lily started and then stopped herself. “I’m glad you’re safe.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you leave?” Jaden asked. “The Free Spirit will be gone by now. I told them to not wait more than a pair of days.” 
 
    “We couldn’t leave,” Larisa said. 
 
    “I appreciate your loyalty, but you really should have.” 
 
    “No,” Nathan clarified. “We really were unable. The Archivists would not permit us to even leave this floor.” 
 
    “They did bring us food and water,” Malory added. “Though I really don’t want to know what it was.” 
 
    “The Archivists,” Jaden muttered. 
 
    He remembered Headmaster’s last words to him. 
 
    “Where’s Headmaster?” Tallulah asked. “Did you find him?” 
 
    Jaden nodded grimly. 
 
    “He’s gone,” he said. 
 
    There was a sharp intake of breath from all present and whimpers.  
 
    Jaden felt a lump in his throat and struggled against letting the emotions threatening to overwhelm him. It was a devastating loss, for him personally, as he had been Jaden’s mentor. It was also an indescribable loss for the Hidden City and the rebellion. 
 
    “He sacrificed himself for the dragons’ eggs,” Jaden explained. “And for me. I think he may have destroyed Devourer in the process. It was… explosive. I don’t see how they could have survived.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen now?” Tallulah asked. Tears streamed down her face.  
 
    Jaden placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “The war has begun for real. With or without Headmaster. With or without Devourer. If anything they will use Headmaster destroying Devourer to justify war on the Hidden City.” 
 
    “Dreams of vengeance will fill the ranks of Malabar’s army. They don’t even need all of the people to believe the lies that they will tell, just enough to destroy us,” Nathan said. 
 
    “Don’t count us defeated before they’ve even attacked,” Larisa scolded. 
 
    “Oh, I shall fight until my last breath, but that which we had to protect us was that the Hidden City was hidden. We have seen what happened to Marleborn, a rebellious city that could not hide. Now we might just as well revert it to its original Elven name: Biringan.” 
 
    “Perhaps we will,” Jaden intervened. “But first we have to get back there with the people of Marleborn and prepare the city for a siege. And we must develop a plan to bring the war to Malabar and not just the other way.” 
 
    Nathan threw his arms in the air in frustration. 
 
    “How, Jaden? How?! The Hidden City is half empty, our force of Seekers is few and half-trained and our army of rebels is tiny compared to Malabar’s army.” 
 
    “The Hidden City saved the people of Marleborn,” Larisa said. “There will be a united rebellion in Malabar.” 
 
    Nathan snorted. 
 
    “A rebellion of refugees and glorified bandits from both coasts, against a professional army led by ruthless mages.” 
 
    Jaden understood Nathan’s frustration and his fears, but this was not the time to sow panic. Not only because it wouldn’t help them, but it was also wasting their precious time.  
 
    “Stop!” Jaden shouted. “Enough, Nathan. You aren’t helping.” 
 
    From behind them came the laughter of Staunton, who had regained consciousness. 
 
    “Nathan, Earl of Garlic is stinking up the place with his panicky panegyrations. Boo hoo hoo!” 
 
    Nathan leapt across the floor to where Staunton leaned on the railing with a smug grin on his face. He took hold of him by the shirt and lifted him in the air, holding him over the side. Beneath him was open air and certain death. 
 
    “Nathan!” Jaden shouted. “Don’t do it. It’s what he wants.” 
 
    “To die?” Nathan asked, his eyes locked on those of Staunton. “Is that what you want?” 
 
    “Go ahead, you coward. Be the murdering rebel scum we always knew you were.” 
 
    Jaden rushed over toward Nathan, just as he opened his hand and let Staunton drop. Staunton laughed loudly at the moment of release. Jaden leapt over the railing, his wings emerging from his back. 
 
    As Jaden approached the falling body of Staunton, he transformed into a canary and dodged Jaden’s grasp. Jaden swooped and chased after Staunton in his bird form, but he had caught Jaden off-guard and had put distance between the two of them. By the time that Jaden was able to catch up to Staunton, he was able to disappear into a small crevice. 
 
    Jaden returned to the rest of the Seekers. He glanced at Nathan, who looked ashamed. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    Jaden took a deep breath to calm himself and clear his head. He shrugged. 
 
    “No surprise that he lied to us that he hadn’t devoured the souls of other Legendary Beasts than his own. He also wanted to escape in that way, to sow division and doubt. He could have escaped at any time. We’re not going to let him turn us against one another, but we are going to learn from what just happened.” 
 
    Jaden looked around him at the faces of his friends and comrades. There was dejection and defeat on their faces. Except Larisa, who was defiant as always. 
 
    “We need to learn from Headmaster,” Jaden said. 
 
    “How to die?” Tallulah asked petulantly. 
 
    “How he died, yes. He could have done that at any time. He knew he wasn’t getting out of here, but he bided his time, because he knew we would come. He wanted to ensure that we got the dragons’ eggs. If he had destroyed himself and Devourer before, we wouldn’t have made the journey and the eggs would have been lost to us. That required a level of discipline that not one of us has, but if we want to win, to defeat Malabar, we better get it. And fast.” 
 
    Jaden looked again at all of their faces.  
 
    They were still distraught and scared, but they nodded in agreement. He saw a spark of determination in their eyes, inspired by the example of Headmaster. 
 
    “Now,” Jaden continued. “We need to get out of here and help the Marleborn refugees reach the Hidden City so that we can prepare for the war we know is coming.” 
 
    Jaden picked up the bag of eggs that lay on the floor. He untied the knot, opened the bag and took out the golden egg of the resonant dragon. He held it up for the Archivists to see. They had been quietly watching events unfold since Jaden had arrived back. 
 
    “I have the eggs that threaten you,” Jaden said 
 
    There was a great deal of commotion. Hundreds of the Archivists popped into and out of existence around them. 
 
    “Headmaster told me that you could help us leave with the eggs. I need you to show us the way.” 
 
    More commotion and movement. Then a large Archivist dropped to the floor in front of Jaden.  
 
    It was half his height but was bulky and muscular. It wore a collection of stones and jewelry – headbands, necklaces, bracelets. It seemed to be some kind of leader. 
 
    The Archivist leader held out a hand to Jaden and looked at the golden egg. Jaden was uncertain that it was the right thing to do, but Headmaster had told him to follow the Archivists. He passed the egg to the creature. 
 
    As soon as the Archivist leader had the egg in his hand, several others popped into existence next to Jaden and snatched the other eggs, then they disappeared again. 
 
    Jaden struggled to stay calm and bowed his head slightly to the Archivist leader, who eyed Jaden’s reaction closely. He returned the bow and then made a series of hand signals with his free hand and one of his feet. 
 
    A number of Archivists appeared out of nowhere, next to the other Seekers. They took hold of them by the hand. Everyone disappeared almost simultaneously.  
 
    Jaden looked back to the leader, who held out his own hand for Jaden to take. As soon as they touched, the world vanished. 
 
    Jaden popped back into existence in a massive cavern, somewhere away from the Reliquary, or deep within it, away from the archives. The walls were carved from the rock and had been polished smooth, so that they gleamed in the light of glowing algae that filled the grooves of the carved friezes depicting Elven mythology. 
 
    Ancient, glowing gods danced with the sun. Others reassembled the bodies of the dead as they entered the underworld, granting them new vessels for their next life. And one whole wall was dedicated to showing Elves traveling from Jaden’s world to those of others, connected by a series of glowing threads in a web of nearly incomprehensible complexity. 
 
    The other Seekers were here as well, along with a number of the Archivists. The creatures stayed back, near the walls, and avoided the center of the large room. 
 
    Malory pointed at the web of connections in the frieze with the world traveling Elves. 
 
    “That’s the physical representation for the solution of a famous math problem known as Baldar’s Theorem,” she said. “But Baldar discovered that math formula maybe a hundred years ago. This is ancient. Thousands of years old.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” Nathan asked. “It seems rather esoteric.” 
 
    “My parents made me study advanced math. They figured it would help me run the family fabric business for some reason. No idea how. Baldar’s Theorem, for instance, is purely theoretical and has no practical use, definitely not for fabric merchants.” 
 
    “Looks like it had some use for the Elves,” Jaden said. “Looks like they used it to navigate the worlds.” 
 
    “OK, so you can use math to travel between our world and all the other ones,” Larisa said. “But what use is that to us here? Or to them? Why are we in this cave?” 
 
    “Good question,” Jaden said. 
 
    He scanned around, until he spotted the Archivist leader nearby. Jaden approached him and pointed at the wall with the Elves traveling between worlds. 
 
    “Is that why we’re here?” 
 
    The leader responded by touching the floor and then touching Jaden’s chest. Jaden looked at the others. 
 
    “Any idea what he’s trying to tell me?” he asked. “Lily? You have the ability to talk to other animals. Can you communicate with the Archivists?” 
 
    “I think he’s saying that the power of this place is inside of you,” Lily said. “But I won’t pretend to know what that means.” 
 
    The Archivist leader walked away from Jaden toward the middle of the room. On the polished floor were carved a series of concentric circles.  
 
    Within these grooves too grew the glowing moss. At regular intervals were deeper cuts into the floor, like bowls, which intersected with the lines. As he approached the center of the room, the other Archivists with the dragons’ eggs stepped forward, away from the larger group. 
 
    The Archivist leader placed the golden egg into one of the bowls. A noise like a finger swirling along the edge of a metal goblet emanated from somewhere deep inside the rock.  
 
    The Archivists became agitated, touching and slapping at the floor. The leader then lifted the golden egg and the humming sound stopped. 
 
    He pointed from the egg to Jaden, made more hand signals, and then held out the egg. 
 
    “He wants you to place the egg where you think it should go,” Lily said. 
 
    “The Reliquary is like the Hidden City,” Jaden said in a memory of the things he had learned at the Academy. “It is one of the principal Columns of the Polyverse.” 
 
    “This is one of those machines, like in the tower in God’s Bowl,” Larisa said. “But an original one, built by the Elves themselves. Devourer and Malabar must have copied it for their own machines at God’s Bowl.” 
 
    From somewhere behind them sounded loud thuds that shook the wall. They spun around.  
 
    The massive iron doors in the rock wall shook and resonated loudly. When Jaden turned back, the Archivists had disappeared.  
 
    The eggs were left lying on the floor. 
 
    “That’s not good,” he said. “They didn’t tell us how this works.” 
 
    “I believe that you have to place the eggs in the correct location, and then a portal will open,” Nathan suggested. “I also believe that only you can do it because you are the Dragon Seeker. That was the meaning of what the Archivist was signaling.” 
 
    “How do I know which ones?” Jaden asked. 
 
    From behind them came more pounding, louder than before. Someone was trying to break down the door. 
 
    Malory stood over at the wall that showed the Elven traveler. She was tracing the diagram with a finger, trying to understand all the interconnections. 
 
    “I’m guessing that this representation is a guide to how to use it. Each world seems to have a kind of code. I’m guessing that each of those dragons’ egg bowls corresponds to a piece of the code.” 
 
    More pounding. Somebody had brought a ram to smash in the doors. They bulged on their hinges. 
 
    “How do I know which ones to place the eggs into?” Jaden asked. 
 
    Wham! Wham! The right door began to buckle, bending inward. 
 
    “We know that you’re in there, leaderless Seekers,” Staunton bellowed. 
 
    “That worm,” Nathan muttered. “I should have just crushed him in my hands.” 
 
    “If you surrender immediately, we will show mercy and let you live out your days in the Fortress prison. I promise the torture will be very light.” 
 
    Staunton laughed at his own joke. 
 
    “Maybe who cares what world we end up in,” Malory hissed. “Any will be better than this one in which we suffer a lifetime of torture and have to listen to Staunton till our dying days.” 
 
    Jaden moved toward the frieze on the wall. He lifted a hand to calm and quieten everyone. He needed to think and to see, and he couldn’t do that with the air of panic around him. It was certain that he would never understand the math formula behind the diagram, but the diagram itself had a kind of logic to it that he could comprehend. 
 
    There were a series of points that seemed to indicate different worlds. Each of those worlds had a symbol next to it.  
 
    He had assumed they were mathematical symbols since Malory had described what the diagram represented. Now Jaden realized that’s not what the symbols represented at all.  
 
    He recognized the symbol for a fish. Then there was the symbol for a jackrabbit. 
 
    He’d seen many of these same symbols on the statues outside of the temple to the many victories of Devourer over the various Legendary Beasts that he had devoured. On this wall the symbols were notations for the locations of the worlds that belonged to different Legendary Beasts. 
 
    Some had two symbols, most had many more. Near the top of the diagram was a marking with a symbol larger than the others. It was the only symbol associated with that location, which represented a world.  
 
    Jaden had seen this symbol as well, in the book of prophecy that foretold the coming of a Dragon Seeker and an end to the wars. 
 
    It was the dragon symbol. 
 
    “Malory, that world there. What does that indicate in terms of the dragons’ egg bowls on the floor?” 
 
    The right door collapsed under the force of blows from the ram. Soldiers and frocked Immortal Council members surged forward.  
 
    Jaden sent a powerful blast of icy air at them, throwing backward the Malabaris. Then it sealed the door with a block of ice. 
 
    He turned back to Malory. 
 
    “We don’t have long,” he told her. 
 
    “Uh, uh… I need an abacus and a charcoal stick to make the calculations,” she said. 
 
    “I believe that we are beyond calculations,” Nathan said with greater urgency than was typical of him. 
 
    “Yes, Malory,” Jaden said as calmly as he could. “I need you to think about how the relationships within the formula work. What kind of pattern is there? Think about it visually, and then transpose it onto the floor. The inner ring has two bowls. The following rings have eight and then… it looks like eighteen.” 
 
    Malory closed her eyes and her head bobbed as she tried to work through it in her mind. From behind them the thudding of the ram, now on the ice wall that Jaden had created, had begun again. 
 
    “Uh, we only have three eggs. One is gold which is equal to… And air which is…” 
 
    “Malory!” Jaden called to her. 
 
    They were out of time. The ice block cracked deeply and a sheaf slid off onto the floor. The next blow would shatter it.  
 
    Behind the ice, the Immortals had prepared themselves and had transformed into the representations of their Beasts or were preparing enchantments. They wouldn’t be caught off-guard again. 
 
    “Gold in the first circle, closest to us. Blue in the third, four bowls to the right. White in the sixth circle, nine to the left,” Malory said quickly. “I think.” 
 
    It would have to do.  
 
    Jaden ran with the gold egg and placed it where she suggested. Then he snatched up the blue egg where it had been dropped by the Archivists and placed it where Malory had directed. Finally, he did the same with the steam dragon egg.  
 
    The thrumming noise in the hall grew deafening. The vibration shattered the ice block and the Malabaris reeled back as though the room was now protected by an invisible fence that pressed outward. 
 
    The walls began to spin or, rather, the floor did. Slowly at first, it then picked up speed. Finally, it was spinning so fast that everyone had to lie on the floor to keep from being tossed against the wall.  
 
    Jaden spread his wings and lifted into the air, to escape the spinning pressure. He drew back his arms and faced the darkened doorway from which Staunton had tried to lead an attack. He wanted to be ready in case any of the Imperial Seekers burst through it. 
 
    The world around Jaden blurred, and even though he wasn’t moving, everything looked like it was. The air thickened and pulsated, and the walls liquified, turning more and more transparent.  
 
    Over his head he saw the night sky somehow. It was filled with stars, though they didn’t look like his own stars and there were too many moons. 
 
    Jaden turned his gaze back to the door. Devourer stood there, his skin blackened and melted, his eyes bloodshot. He locked eyes with Jaden and smiled, which caused his skin to crack, showing raw wounds underneath. 
 
    There was a flash of light. A loud boom. Disorientation. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    His back felt wet, and his hands grabbed at sand. The sound of water lapping against a beach. Gently, accentuated by the pitter patter of raindrops hitting water. Jaden felt one hit his cheek. Then another.  
 
    His eyes fluttered and opened. Above him, clouds blocked out the sky. He was lying on a beach. 
 
    Jaden pushed himself upright. He was alone with the three eggs, once again in their bag somehow. Behind him, bordering the beach, rose a large hill, the shape of a sugar loaf covered with impenetrable greenery.  
 
    Jaden stood and turned around. The only sounds were the birds and other animals in the forest, the rain on the ocean and the low waves washing the sand. 
 
    “Where am I?” he said out loud, then shouted. “Hello?!” 
 
    Silence was the only response.  
 
    He began walking along the beach toward its end, at the base of the sugar loaf hill. 
 
    “Hello!?” he called out again. 
 
    “Hello, boy,” came a voice in his head. “I have been waiting.” 
 
    End of Book 3 
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