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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was dark and smelled of sulfur, corpses and metal. 
 
    Jaden lay on the hard ground, feeling its warmth through his thin, threadbare clothing. He sat up and looked around, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness and trying to understand where he was.  
 
    Last he remembered, he was in the sewers of Lessertown, a town of the Malabar Empire and place of his birth. Sleeping in the same room had been Peter the Pickpocket, the most charming nine-year old in the neighborhood and the most adroit pickpocket that Jaden had ever met. But now, Jaden was alone and not in the place where he’d laid down to sleep. 
 
    Slowly the surroundings resolved themselves for him, and he realized that he was in a cave. There were stalactites and stalagmites and stacks of… bones.  
 
    He jumped to his feet, his heart pounding. He didn’t care what kind of bones they were, anything that ate enough animals to leave large heaps of bones lying around, wasn’t the kind of creature that he wanted to meet. He’d heard of giant sewer rats that ate fully grown men in one gulp, but he was sure that was just a myth amongst the urchins and no one he knew had ever seen one.  
 
    Didn’t matter; all he knew was he needed to leave. 
 
    Moving as quickly as he could, without knocking over one of the bone piles, Jaden made his way through the small cavern until he saw a soft glow up ahead. He headed toward it, feeling relief that the surface was so close and anxious to get out of wherever it was that he’d ended up.  
 
    While the rats were just a story, or so he thought, “urchin predators” were not; men who wandered the sewers of Lessertown looking for homeless orphans to rob. He had more than a few friends who’d been knocked out and dragged out of the town by the predators who forced their victim to show them where they kept their stash of stolen goods, safe from the eyes of town guards. 
 
    Jaden passed through the cave exit, only to find himself in an even larger cavern with a capacious ceiling and columns of stone. It was so large that the other side disappeared into the far-off darkness. That was impressive enough but what really caught Jaden’s eye was the gold. The light that had reflected into the cavern where he’d awoken wasn’t from the sun. It was from a river of lava, the light of its glow reflecting off more gold coins than Jaden knew existed in the whole world. The floor of the cave was completely covered, and as he stepped into the room, mouth hanging open in awe, he sank up to his knees in the jingling, glittering things. 
 
    Picking up one of the coins, he examined it. It was stamped on one side with a torch and on the other with some kind of intricate circular design, like a serpent eating its own tail. It had a square hole punched through the center.  
 
    It was like no coin that Jaden had ever seen.  
 
    He brought the coin up to his mouth and bit it, his teeth leaving deep indents in the soft metal. It was definitely gold. Not that he was an expert but he’d seen a coin or two in the market when he was sweeping up in one of the quality armorers. The merchant had bit into one and told Jaden that was how to tell if it was gold or not and then showed him the teeth marks. At the time, it seemed a little disgusting to Jaden, all the anonymous people putting the coin into their mouths without even washing it first. He didn’t think it was disgusting now. 
 
    I’m rich, he thought. By Kalamin’s whiskers, I’m rich! 
 
    He picked up a handful of the coins and began stuffing them in his pockets, only sorry that his shabby clothes didn’t have more and deeper ones. He planned how he would mark his way back to Lessertown, round up all the urchins, and bring them back. They would all be free of the fetid, moldy, rat-infested sewers. All the nasty people and town guards who threw rocks at them would be sorry. They’d be serving them mint tea and washing their feet before the week was through. 
 
    From somewhere nearby there came a soft jangle of coins.  
 
    Jaden stopped what he was doing and looked up. Was there another person in the caves with him? There was certainly more than enough gold in the cave for him and someone else. There was enough gold for an entire town to live in luxury.  
 
    The jangle grew louder.  
 
    Nearby, a pile of gold avalanched toward the river of lava that ran through the middle of the cavern. Several coins rolled on top of the slow-moving flow and were carried away, bursting into flame from the great heat. 
 
    “Is someone there?” Jaden asked, glancing around. 
 
    The jangling became the sound of a pounding rainfall of metal as the entire middle of the room moved. Coins streamed in every direction as a large mound lifted up, rising higher and higher, coins pouring off it, dozens more landing in the lava.  
 
    As the mound rose and coins fell away, the form of a creature took shape.  
 
    Jaden’s eyes went wide.  
 
    It was massive, the size of the Malabar Palace in the capital. Its head alone was as big as a house with sleek, golden eyes with slits for pupils and a long snout filled with razor-sharp teeth. As it revealed itself, more and more, Jaden could now see that the creature had wings like those of a bat and was covered in golden scales. 
 
    It was a dragon! 
 
    Jaden stood, frozen to the spot, his eyes wide as saucers, trying to decide if he should run or not make a move. He’d heard that some animals were drawn to movement while others were drawn to stillness.  
 
    What attracted the attention of dragons? He had no idea. There hadn’t been dragons in over a thousand years, if ever.  
 
    It didn’t matter, as the dragon had now turned its head toward Jaden and narrowed its eyes, smoke trickling out of its nostrils and open mouth. 
 
    “Those are not for you!” the dragon boomed. 
 
    The dragon inhaled and then blew out a column of flame that was blue and white, with orange on the edges. Jaden felt its heat as it rolled across the cavern toward him. Then, the flame reached him, wrapping around him, consuming him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaden called out and sat up. It was dark and smelled of mold and sweat and human excrement. He was back in Lessertown’s sewers. It had been a dream. 
 
    “Of course, it was a dream,” he said out loud.  
 
    Piles of gold and a massive dragon? What else would it be, he thought in his head. 
 
    “Dreaming that you got nicked by the coppers?” Peter the Pickpocket said from beside Jaden. 
 
    Jaden looked over and saw that little Peter’s eyes were still closed but he was obviously awake. 
 
    “Because that’s what I dreamt,” Peter continued, eyes still closed. 
 
    “That’s because you’re a crook.” 
 
    “Better ‘n working.” Peter shrugged. 
 
    Jaden stood up, careful not to smash his head on the low ceiling. There was a time when he could stand fully upright and run through the tunnels without concern for headroom, but that was years ago. Now he was a young man and these sewers weren’t built for men to live in. They weren’t built for children to live in either, but they certainly fit them better. Nobody wanted to live in this fetid place but while Lessertown looked grand and shiny, it had no shortage of children who lived on the streets, their parents in jail or worse. The sewer was at least a warm place to sleep since it was used to transport hot water to heat buildings in the entire district. 
 
    Jaden snatched his shirt off one of the heating pipes, where he’d left it to dry after washing it in a nearby fountain. He slipped it over his head and began looking for his shoes. 
 
    “Stealing is work, Peter,” he replied to the little crook. “But if I do a bad job, they don’t pay me. If you do a bad job, they’ll cut off your right hand and toss you in the Fortress.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Jaden,” Peter replied, turning over and going back to sleep. 
 
    It occurred to Jaden that at least the thieves amongst the urchins, which was everyone except for him, got to sleep in for the morning. He had to get up with the sun.  
 
    He found his shoes where they had ended up in a puddle of standing water from a leak in the pipe. Slipping them on, he winced at their wetness against his feet. At least it was warm water, for the moment. 
 
    Jaden made his way through the main sewer pipe, waving greetings to the few others who were awake, either because they’d gotten up early or because they hadn’t yet gone to sleep. They sat around fires, roasting sewer rats and stolen potatoes, the older ones passing around bottles of fermented fruit juice made from a mix of whatever fruit could be had in the garbage bins on the edge of the market. He finally arrived at a ladder that rose up to the surface. Someone had put a sign on the wall, a metal plate with words gouged into the rusty surface. 
 
    “Cloz a door affen ya leef!” 
 
    He shook his head at the terrible spelling and told himself that he would have to teach these children to read and write. Some of them had been in the sewers since they were five or six, while Jaden had at least had the advantage of schooling until the age of twelve, when he was forced to fend for himself. 
 
    After climbing the ladder, Jaden reached the metal cover and carefully lifted it up, checking to make sure no one was nearby to see him exiting the sewers. Then he climbed out and pushed the metal disk back into place with a soft clang. He brushed himself off and walked out of the alleyway and into the streets of Lessertown. While it was still sleep time for his underworld friends, most of the rest of the town was up and preparing for the day, as nighttime was already turning to dawn. 
 
    It was chilly outside, and Jaden could see his breath as he passed by the monumental buildings and noble statues of Immortals that typified the cities within the Empire. The warm water that soaked his shoes was quickly turning cold, and he knew that his feet would soon start to hurt.  
 
    Jaden decided that his first target for the offer of work would be in the blacksmith section of the Market. He could dry his shoes while he helped them to get their fires started. Jaden’s father had been a blacksmith and had shown him how to properly start a fire and stoke it to full heat quickly. But for now, he would just have to suffer. 
 
    He turned the corner and saw the entrance to the Market up ahead. There were lines of vendors, pulling their carts toward their allotted stalls, anxious to get set up. Most of them had hunched backs from dragging their wares back and forth every day. It simply wasn’t safe to leave one’s goods unguarded overnight in the Market, unless you could afford private soldiers to guard it, and most couldn’t. The wealthier merchants paid better, and Jaden would target them for day labor later in the day, when they arrived. But first thing in the morning, his best bet for at least a breakfast, was to help the poorer merchants drag their materials, unload and set-up for the day. 
 
    Up ahead, Jaden saw an elderly woman sitting next to her large, covered cart on the cobblestones. She looked tired. Her eyes were red, perhaps from crying. The reason for her current state was clear enough—the wheel had fallen off her cart, which was tilted at a precarious angle.  
 
    Jaden knew the woman from around the Market but had never worked for her before and, in fact, she had once chased him off with a broom when he offered his services. She wasn’t known as the friendliest woman, and Jaden had heard other vendors call her a witch more than once, making the sign of the evil eye, in case she were spying magically on their gossiping about her. 
 
    Jaden considered ignoring her and finding one of his regular clients, who were always happy for his services in return for a toasted bun with an old tomato pureed on top.  
 
    But she looked so sad that Jaden couldn’t in good conscience ignore her and leave her sitting there. Certainly no one else was stopping to help her and those who passed close by turned their heads to pretend that they hadn’t seen her. 
 
    “Good morning, ma’am,” Jaden said as he approached. “You seem to be having some difficulty. Can I help at all?” 
 
    “I don’t got no money, go away!” she replied and turned her back on him. 
 
    Jaden sighed. Some people just didn’t know how to accept a helping hand. 
 
    “No charge, ma’am. Your cart just looks…” 
 
    “Busted. It’s busted. Stupid, piece of junk. My husband used to fix it, but he went and died in the Fortress and now it’s just me,” she said and held up her gnarled and knobby hands. “Got the ‘thritis and can’t fix nothing with them.” 
 
    Jaden smiled. “Why don’t I lift the cart and slip that wheel back on. It’ll be good as new.” 
 
    “Bah, you can’t lift that. You’re a scrawny, little, sewer rat, you are.” 
 
    Jaden ignored her and turned to a nearby merchant whom he recognized. “Mr. Shafteston, could you lend me a mallet for a few moments?” 
 
    Shafteston, a bulky man with a red nose and cheeks, looked miserable that Jaden had pulled him into any affair with that woman. Nonetheless, he dug a large, wooden mallet out of his cart and walked over to Jaden, holding it out. 
 
    “Actually,” Jaden said, “I’m going to lift the cart and put the wheel on then you hammer the pin back in place.” 
 
    Shafteston laughed at the idea. “You can’t lift that heavy…” 
 
    Jaden had already grabbed the axle and lifted it into the air with one hand. With the other, he grabbed the wooden wheel that lay on its side in the gutter and pushed it into place. 
 
    “The pin’s right there,” he said, no strain in his voice, and pointed to a wooden wedge lying in the street. 
 
    Eyes wide, Shafteston picked up the axle pin, put it over the hole in the axle, and hammered it into place. 
 
    “By Malabar’s fame, how did you do that?” the woman asked, now standing on her feet. 
 
    Jaden shrugged. “With my right hand,” he replied. “It was as light as though it were empty.” 
 
    The old woman pulled the cloth off her cart. It wasn’t empty but quite the opposite. It was filled to the brim with stacks of stamped copper plates and bowls.  
 
    “This cart weighs so much I have to pay the brats next door to give it a shove in the morning to get me started,” she said. “And if I’m so unlucky that I have to stop on my journey, I have to pay someone else to get me going again.” 
 
    Jaden shrugged and looked to Shafteston, who was already rushing back to his cart to extricate himself from having to talk to the grumpy, old woman.  
 
    Maybe you’re just old, Jaden thought but kept it to himself. 
 
    “Perhaps the Immortal Council has smiled on me this morning and granted me strength,” he joked. 
 
    The old woman stepped forward and grabbed Jaden by the hair. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    She bent him over and searched his scalp, then his neck. Then she looked in his eyes, pulling them up and down to see more of the whites. She twisted his ears and his nose and even looked down the back of his pants. Finally, she grabbed both his hands and pulled his arms out in front of him, examining both sides of them. Jaden let her go about her strange business, thinking that it would make it go quicker if he didn’t protest whatever it was that she was doing. 
 
    “There!” she announced and pointed at Jaden’s wrist. “I knew it.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he asked. 
 
    Jaden looked down to where she pointed. On his wrist where it met his forearm was an area the size of a Malabari silver bar, rectangular in shape. It shimmered slightly in the light so that it might have been paint or perhaps copper dust that had rubbed off on him. 
 
    “Sleeping in the sewers we pick up all kinds of strange skin conditions,” he replied. “I knew a kid once who…” 
 
    “That is not a skin condition, boy!” she interrupted and moved in close. “You must keep that covered! You’ve got the Call, and if they find out…” 
 
    “No disrespect, ma’am, but the Call is just some old superstition. It’s about as real as the Hidden City. I stopped believing in that when I was…” 
 
    “Hush, you little brat. You’re in danger, you hear me? I had a boy your age once and…” she stopped, a wave of emotion overtaking her. Now Jaden was certain that the old lady was not all there. 
 
    “You two there,” a voice said.  
 
    Jaden and the woman both turned. 
 
    It was a Lessertown soldier, hand on the hilt of his sword, standing next to them. Jaden generally hated the sight of the soldiers, who were arrogant and bullying—and a danger to the sewer urchins like him. But in this moment, the soldier offered a possible release from the clutches of this crazy, old lady. 
 
    “Just fixing a broken wheel, sir,” Jaden replied and nodded toward the cart. 
 
    “That true?” the soldier asked the old lady. 
 
    “Yes. He was a very kind boy and…” 
 
    “Fine. Give me ten of your bowls and be on your way.” 
 
    “Ten bowls?” the woman asked. “For what?” 
 
    “You’re outside the market with goods for sale and without a license after the hour of arrival.” 
 
    “But, sir, her wheel was broken,” Jaden reminded him. 
 
    “You stay out of this,” the soldier shot back, then returned his attention to the woman. “If you want to contest it with a judge...” 
 
    “No, no, no,” the woman submitted and stepped aside. 
 
    Normally Jaden would let it go and look down at his feet. Lessertown soldiers were an unquestionable authority and even looking at them could get you in trouble. You were supposed to do whatever they said, look at the ground out of respect, and leave them to move on without any questions. But Jaden felt a heat in his stomach, rising to his chest and going all the way to his head. Instead of feeling fear, he felt anger and started to growl. The woman looked at him, her eyes growing wide, as the soldier, oblivious, counted copper bowls from the cart. 
 
    “Because you were lippy with me, it will be a double fine…” 
 
    Without thinking, Jaden smacked the soldier’s hand, knocking the bowls back into the cart. There was a moment of shocked silence as the soldier registered what had just happened; undoubtedly something that had never happened to him before this moment.  
 
    The punishment for striking a soldier was beyond serious. For Jaden the repercussions hadn’t even entered his head. He was simply irrationally angry and wasn’t going to let some bully push him or this poor, old lady around. 
 
    It didn’t take long for it to sink into the soldier’s head. He spun on Jaden, grabbed his arm, and pulled out his sword, swinging it down on Jaden’s right forearm, intending to cut off his hand; the punishment for thieves and belligerents. The sword struck Jaden’s wrist directly on the scaly skin that had so preoccupied the woman moments earlier. It didn’t pass through. Instead, sparks flew from the collision of the sword’s steel with Jaden’s flesh, and the soldier dropped the sword as the vibrations shot up into his hand. 
 
    The soldier pulled Jaden’s hand closer and saw the scales. “The Call…” he whispered. 
 
    “Run, boy!” the woman shoved Jaden. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Without thinking, Jaden yanked his arm away from the soldier and broke into a run, heading directly through the gate that led into the Market. The soldier left his sword in the street and chased after Jaden, shouting for other Lessertown soldiers to catch him. 
 
    As soon as Jaden was through the gate, he turned toward the livestock area of the Market. He knew the layout of the Market like the back of his hand and which areas were more passable than others. He knew that the livestock section was always the most crowded and precarious. He bolted down one of the narrow lanes between stalls and caught a glimpse over his shoulder that there were now four soldiers on his tail. 
 
    Jaden jumped up on a stall table and ran the length of it, nimbly avoiding the wares and bypassing the growing crowd of animals and customers in the streets. As he reached the end of the row, he looked back and saw two of the soldiers hit a pile of animal dung, fresh and wet, and go down in a messy, cursing heap. 
 
    Turning toward the textile section, Jaden seemed to have lost the soldiers but kept running. He wanted to get to the other side of the Market, where there was another sewer entrance that the urchins used in moments like this, if they had been caught shoplifting or picking pockets.  
 
    He was halfway down the long aisle when he skidded to a stop. A squad of guards came out of the tent of one of the more established vendors. They had a young woman of, perhaps, 18 years-old in between them. She looked a mixture of bored and angry as the soldiers turned toward Jaden, to lead her away. Behind her, her parents and their servants were tossing flowers at the raven-haired girl. 
 
    At that moment, the other two soldiers entered the textile passage and saw Jaden. 
 
    “Stop him!” one of them yelled to the soldiers in front of Jaden. “He’s got the Call.” 
 
    “Rats,” Jaden cursed and looked for another escape as the soldiers with the girl moved toward him. 
 
    In front of the large tent that belonged to the parents of the girl, there was a table piled high with expensive silks, including wooden spools that reached the top of the tent. Jaden leapt onto the table and scaled the fabrics, leaving animal dung footprints, to the horror of the vendors and the seeming delight of their daughter. He reached the spools wrapped in fabric and shimmied up them as several soldiers below also climbed onto the table. 
 
    From on top of the tent of the fabric vendors, Jaden could see a large section of the entire market. In two directions he spotted squads of soldiers converging on where he was. In the direction of the nut and dried fruit sellers there were as yet no soldiers.  
 
    He ran to the peak of the tent, struggling against the slippery material, until he reached the cable that ran the length of the fabric section, to which all the vendors secured the peaks of their sales tents. He grabbed the cable with both hands and swung his body up, landing somehow on his feet and then ran like a cat along the wobbly cable. 
 
    How am I doing this? Jaden thought to himself but was too preoccupied with not getting arrested to dwell long on his miraculous gymnastic abilities. 
 
    Reaching the end of the row, he leapt across the next aisle, landing in a large bin of apples, which broke his fall. As he pulled himself out of the bin, he glanced back and saw the soldiers struggling—and failing—to make their way along the same cable that Jaden had just navigated with ease. Nearby, the apple vendor had seen Jaden and was now cursing him and coming at him with a long pole. 
 
    Jaden dropped out of the bin and onto the ground in a crouch. Nearby was one of the buildings that surrounded the massive plaza in which the Market was located. Jaden knew from the stories of his urchin friends that this building housed a temporary jail for arrestees, before they were transferred to the Fortress. There were also administrative offices for the Malabar Empire’s taxation and customs authority. It wasn’t exactly the most inviting direction but the sound of approaching soldiers from behind Jaden made it the best of bad options. 
 
    Just as the apple vendor, huffing and puffing, reached Jaden, intending to deliver a blow with his stick, Jaden launched himself at a full sprint toward the building. He passed by the vendor before the man could even react.  
 
    The building had a series of arches that ran around the whole plaza, as it connected to other buildings on each of the four sides. Under the arches was a passageway in which there were more vendors, selling second-hand junk and antiques and on top of the passageway was a terrace. If he could reach the terrace, he could run unobstructed to the other exit and make his way into the sewers, where he could easily disappear. It would mean he couldn’t return to the Market for work a while, but… first things first. 
 
    As Jaden approached the arches, a vendor pulled their cart out into the central promenade, in Jaden’s path and left it there, returning to their stall. Without pausing, Jaden jumped onto the railing on the side of the cart and launched himself toward the arch. He reached the first column of an arch, his foot landing perfectly on the ledge a third of the way up the column. He pushed off this ledge toward the column on the other side of the arch and repeated the action until he was able to zigzag himself up between the columns to the stone railing at the top of the passageway, which led onto the terrace. 
 
    Jaden took a moment to catch his breath and looked back down into the market. There were several soldiers staring up at him with their jaws hanging open in shock at his performance. Beneath him there were two other soldiers trying, and failing, to climb the column to reach Jaden. He smiled at the advantage he had gained on the soldiers. 
 
    “Halt!” came a voice from behind him. 
 
    Jaden spun around to see another squad of guards arriving on the terrace from the stairway in the corner where two buildings met. His heart pounding so hard it felt like his chest would explode, Jaden took off again along the elevated terrace.  
 
    Behind him, the soldiers struggled to keep up, but as Jaden looked out over the market, he could see that more soldiers were now flooding in from multiple directions and making their way toward him. 
 
    He couldn’t believe that they’d seemingly mobilized the entire town guard just to catch one guy for being insubordinate to a soldier. Why weren’t they giving up? He ran as fast as he could, putting more distance between himself and those pursuing him as the stairs at the other end approached. From there it was a short jog to the sewer entrance. 
 
    Suddenly, from the other stairwell, exactly where he was running, several soldiers appeared, lifting their shields and brandishing their swords. They also had with them a commander of the guard, an Immortal, dressed in a long, silk robe, with a hood that was folded back. Jaden could see that the Immortal’s face looked reptilian, with the hint of scales on it, even from where he was. He could also see that the Immortal was waving her hands strangely and her lips were moving though he couldn’t make out what they were saying. Jaden had heard that the Immortals could cast powerful spells, but he had never actually seen one do it—and didn’t want to start at that moment. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Jaden spotted a down spout for draining rainwater off the terrace. It was made of metal and snaked down to the market below, in the section of the blacksmiths. He could see smoke rising from their stalls and hear the clanging of metal being hammered and forged.  
 
    Jaden veered toward the railing and leapfrogged over it into space. As he fell toward the ground, Jaden held out an arm and caught hold of the downspout, swinging himself around until he could grab it with his other hand and put his feet on either side of it. He slid to the ground and rolled to break his fall, coming up into a crouch.  
 
    There were soldiers coming from two directions. 
 
    “This way, lad!” a deep basso sounded from nearby. 
 
    Jaden looked and saw Josep, a massive blacksmith who had been friends with Jaden’s father and gave Jaden work whenever there was any available. He was waving for Jaden to pass through his tent. On the other side another blacksmith, Poul, was also holding a flap of his tent open, to allow Jaden to pass all the way through into the next passageway. 
 
    Jaden jumped to his feet and ran into Josep’s tent. 
 
    “Thanks, Josep,” he said as he passed by. 
 
    “Keeping out of trouble are you then, Jaden?” the big man joked as he passed by him. 
 
    Jaden waved the man off and continued through the next tent until he was out in the market laneway. He turned again toward the other exit and ran at full speed, dodging anvils and hot iron rods as he did so, until he reached the end of the passageway and the exit from the market. He bolted through the arched gate and out into the streets outside. 
 
    Across from the market were two tall buildings, an academy of music and a concert hall. Between them was a narrow alleyway and it was to here that Jaden ran. He crossed the street, dodging carriages, horses, and foot traffic. 
 
    “Stop, boy,” a woman’s voice shouted from behind him, but Jaden didn’t look back.  
 
    He was so close. 
 
    He reached the alleyway and saw the sewer lid that would lead him to freedom and skidded to a stop, grabbing hold of it. At the best of times, Jaden needed to use all his strength to lift a corner of the heavy plate and then push it aside. Now, he lifted it in the air above his head with ease, surprising himself. 
 
    Just then, the Immortal whom he’d seen on the terrace entered into the alleyway. In her hands she held a red coil, like a ribbon, and she flicked it toward Jaden so that it uncoiled like the tongue of a lizard catching a fly. It reached Jaden and wrapped tightly around his chest. Before he could respond, the Immortal yanked the ribbon and pulled Jaden forward onto his face, the heavy metal plate of the sewer cover clanged to the ground right next to his head. 
 
    Jaden lay on the ground, barely able to move as the Immortal walked toward him, taking her time as she coiled up the ribbon in her hand. Behind her, soldiers began to arrive, universally out of breath. Jaden struggled, but his efforts only seemed to cause the ribbon to tighten.  
 
    The Immortal reached Jaden and crouched down in front of him. She placed a hand on his cheek. 
 
    “What is your name, boy?” 
 
    “Jaden.” 
 
    “Jaden what?” 
 
    “Jaden Blackiron.” 
 
    She nodded at his name, which derived from the professions of his parents. “Son of a blacksmith and an alchemist,” she said and then touched his filthy, tattered clothes that marked him as an obvious urchin. “What are they now?” 
 
    “They left when I was twelve.” 
 
    “Arrested?” 
 
    “No idea. They were just gone.” 
 
    The Immortal nodded, understanding. “Why were you running, orphan Blackiron?” 
 
    “Because I was being chased.” 
 
    “Do you know why you were being chased?” 
 
    “I insulted a town soldier.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be here if it was that trivial,” she replied and grabbed his wrist, examining it, and then twisting it to show him. “You have the Call.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “You are a Seeker. It is a great honor, you need not run from, though your abilities show that you are already feeding on the mana of your Legendary Beast. You will now be honored to serve the Empire and the Immortal Council. After you finish your training at the Imperial Institute, of course.” 
 
    “I’d rather live in the sewers, thanks,” he replied, feeling the flush of foolish anger in his cheeks once again. “I mean, I’m not worthy of serving the Empire.” 
 
    “Your assessment of your value is irrelevant. You have been chosen.” 
 
    She reached out toward him. Then everything went black. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaden awoke with the worst headache of his life. Even with eyes closed there were bright flashes behind his eyelids, and he lay this way for a long time, willing away the pain.  
 
    Slowly, details of the world began to penetrate through the pain in his head, along with the memories of what had happened. Somewhere nearby, he could hear the voices of four or five other young people, and he felt a slow swaying back and forth beneath him, which made it feel like he was at sea. That definitely didn’t help his stomach.  
 
    He could smell something good, like baked goods, as well as the perfume of fresh flowers and perhaps leather. Beneath him the ground was soft and there was a pillow under his head. Even the clothes on his back felt different; soft and smooth, not crusty and disintegrating, which is how they’d felt that morning.  
 
    Was he having another vivid dream like the one with the dragon? Was it even still the same day? 
 
    He furrowed his brow at all these strange sensations and debated whether he should risk opening his eyes to see if they were real or if he was dreaming. His mind turned his last memories before losing consciousness, of the chase through the market and of the Immortal who had captured him.  
 
    A dreaded thought hit me. Was he dead? No, this all felt too much like the world of the living for him to have passed into the world of the dead.  
 
    If the chase through the market and meeting the Immortal had really happened, then he definitely couldn’t be anywhere but imprisoned in the Fortress. But these were definitely not the sensations that greeted the prisoners there when they awoke each day. 
 
    Finally, certain that he was awake and that the sensations hadn’t left him, Jaden opened his eyes to look around. He found himself in the dark in some kind of bed compartment. He reached up and touched the ceiling that was only perhaps a foot above his face. It was tooled leather over some kind of thick padding, held in place by recessed buttons.  
 
    Beside him, from where the voices came, were a pair of curtains that had been pulled shut to keep out the light. Touching these, Jaden could feel that they were velvet. He brushed his fingertips against them, enjoying the luxurious softness of them. He’d seen velvet in the stalls of the fabric merchants but they certainly never let him touch their wares when they hired him; not with his filthy, sewer-stained hands. 
 
    The curtains slid open, and the light burst in, like daggers into Jaden’s eyes, forcing him to squint until his eyes were almost shut. Through his lashes he could see the silhouette of a young woman with dark hair but couldn’t make out her face. 
 
    “Knew I heard rustling around in there,” she said. “So, you’re alive, then?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Jaden replied earnestly. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re not in heaven yet,” she said. “How’s your head? They said you’d probably have a headache when you woke up and we should give you some tea.” 
 
    He could see that she was holding out a finely crafted ceramic cup filled with steaming liquid. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Jaden replied. He wasn’t yet ready to accept anything to eat or drink. Not until he knew where he was and why. 
 
    “You’re in a transport coach to the Imperial Institute,” came the voice of a young man, whose silhouette now appeared beside that of the girl. 
 
    “Imperial what?” 
 
    “The full name is Imperial Institute for the Defense of the Empire,” the girl replied. “We’re being taken to train as Seekers.” 
 
    “As defenders of the Malabar Empire against those who would harm the Emperor and his citizens, like the savages of the Hidden City rebellion,” the boy piped in again. 
 
    “Kalamin’s whiskers, Staunton, give the sales pitch a rest,” the girl said, and Jaden could hear the eye roll in her voice. 
 
    “Seekers? Imperial Institute? I was arrested in the Lessertown Market.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was an awesome chase,” the girl said. “I saw the whole thing. Boy, you had those soldiers running in circles and tripping over their own feet. How’d you run along that wire above the tents?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know. I just… did.” 
 
    “Must have been because of his Legendary Beast,” Staunton said. 
 
    “Bet if they hadn’t brought in that Immortal, what’s-her-face, you’d have been long gone,” the girl said. 
 
    “Lucky for Jaden that the Immortal knew what was best for him,” Staunton said. “If you hadn’t been caught, you’d still smell like mold and rat turd from the sewers. I told our escort that there was no way that I was going to ride in the same coach as you until they cleaned you up. They had to burn your clothes and some poor plebs had to wash you while you were unconscious. It was all rather repulsive.” 
 
    Jaden instinctively brought his arm up to his face and inhaled. He realized that the flower perfume smell was coming from him. He touched the fabric on the arm of his shirt and felt that, indeed, it was new, high quality material. 
 
    “Am I allowed out of here?” he asked.  
 
    Staunton laughed. “You’re not in prison, fool,” the young man replied. “You have been selected for a great honor. Of course, you can get out of bed. Stretch your legs and eat for Malabar’s sake.” 
 
    Staunton and the girl, whose name he still didn’t know, offered Jaden a hand and helped him out of the sleeping compartment. As he slid out and into the main part of the coach, Jaden’s mouth dropped open and his eyes went wide. 
 
    He was in a large, open space filled with pillows and couches. It must have been twenty feet at a side; larger than any room that he’d ever been in. In the middle of the room was a low table filled with trays of food and jugs of different liquids to juices and milks. There was fabric on the walls and ceiling and a lot of brocade fringe. In the walls of either end of the space there were three, built-in compartments, six in total, for sleeping; just like the one that Jaden had been asleep in. On both side walls were large windows, though these were covered by blinds that had been pulled down. It was more luxury than Jaden could have imagined. 
 
    He made his way over to one of the windows, struggling at first to get used to the slow swaying of the room. Lifting the blind from the window, Jaden looked outside. They were passing through a town that he didn’t recognize. The window of the coach was almost ten feet above the ground on one of six massive wheels or, at least, he presumed it was six since he could see three on his side. At the front of the coach was a team of a dozen horses pulling the enormous vehicle. There were two more coaches of the same size as well, one in front of them and one behind. 
 
    On the side of the road, people watched curiously as they passed. Several dirty children waved at Jaden and then laughed when he waved back at them, before running off to tell someone about it. A pair of sullen looking farmers also locked eyes with Jaden but then pointedly spit on the ground before turning their back on him. Some local nobles and their servants tossed flower petals at them. Whatever their attitude, no one approached the coaches as there was a line of a half dozen soldiers on horseback protecting each side of the luxury caravan. 
 
    As they left the town, Jaden noticed a small grouping of men and women eyeing the caravan from a table in a tavern. They didn’t say a word to each other as the caravan passed but each seemed to have something of interest that they were focused on. One woman looked at the soldiers and muttered to herself, perhaps counting them. Another looked closely at the coaches as each passed. A third looked from front to rear of the caravan and then at the middle. One of them was a bald man in a leather vest with a bushy beard and piercing eyes. He spotted Jaden looking at him and held his gaze for a long time, until it unnerved Jaden and he let the shade fall back into place and turned around to face the others in the coach. He saw the face of the girl who had spoken to him now for the first time and realized that she was the daughter of the fabric merchants in the Market. He had seen her being led out of her parent’s large stall by soldiers when he was trying to get away. 
 
    “You’re Malory aren’t you?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. And what’s your name? I’ve seen you around the Market for some time, but you’ve never done any work for my parents.” 
 
    “Jaden. I’ve offered my services to your parents on many occasions, but they’re never interested.” 
 
    “My parents are very afraid of thieves coming and stealing all of their fine fabrics. I don’t get it, if you ask me. I want to get as far away from textiles as I can.” 
 
    “Then you are lucky, merchant girl,” Staunton interjected. “Now that you are in the service of the Empire, you will never have to touch a bolt of silk again, unless your Legendary Beast is a silkworm.” 
 
    There was laughter at Staunton’s joke, and Jaden realized for the first time that there were three other people in the coach with them, another boy and two girls. They looked younger than Jaden, perhaps 17-years old. 
 
    “What is your Legendary Beast, Jaden?” asked one of the younger girls, who lay half hidden amongst the pillows. 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “Your Legendary Beast,” she replied. “It’s what makes you a Seeker, silly.” 
 
    “I don’t really know anything about this,” Jaden stammered. 
 
    “What she means,” Staunton explained with an air of superior knowledge, “is what Legendary animal called to you.” 
 
    “The Call…” 
 
    “Yes, exactly,” Staunton said and then spoke to Malory out of the corner of his mouth. “Not too bright this one, hope his beast is at least very strong.” 
 
    “My Legendary Beast,” the young girl said proudly, “is a sparrow.” 
 
    “What good is a sparrow?” the young boy asked from the couch, where he was stuffing his face with honeyed figs. “My Beast is a lynx and he’d tear you to shreds.” 
 
    The girl was unimpressed. “When I look out my window in the morning, I see thousands of sparrows in the trees in our garden. I’ve yet to ever see a real lynx. Have you ever seen one, Martin?” 
 
    “I’ve seen my Legendary Beast.” 
 
    “Not the question…” 
 
    “Uh, no,” Martin finally admitted. 
 
    “Exactly. Which tells you something about who does a better job surviving.” 
 
    Malory snorted. “Might just tell you that lynx need a lot of sparrows to eat but don’t need to have so many babies for their species to survive.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Martin chimed in, not really understanding what Malory just said. 
 
    “What is your Legendary Beast, then, smart girl?” the sparrow girl asked. 
 
    “My Legendary Beast is a harpy eagle. One of the largest eagles in the world,” Malory said proudly. 
 
    “My Beast is a great white shark, the most powerful and vicious predator of the seas,” Staunton said and smiled, showing off teeth that were pointy. 
 
    “Do you sharpen your teeth?” Jaden asked him. 
 
    “No. As you bond with your Legendary Beast and access its mana, which is the source of your power, you draw nearer to it. It causes you to change and to resemble your Beast.” 
 
    “My Legendary Beast is a chameleon,” the final girl said, and then seemed to disappear in front of Jaden’s eyes. He wondered if that explained why her eyes looked strangely bugged out as well. 
 
    “What is your Legendary Beast, Jaden?” Malory asked him. 
 
    Jaden shrugged. “How would I even know?” 
 
    “It would have come to you in your dreams or, sometimes, in the middle of the afternoon, when you grow tired and your eyelids are heavy,” Malory explained. “I’m glad that wasn’t how I met my Legendary Beast. They say that you can lose consciousness right in the middle of doing something. Just drop right onto the floor in a Vision Calling.” 
 
    “I dreamt of a giant dragon recently,” Jaden said. “He breathed fire on me and I woke up sweating. Could that be it?” 
 
    Staunton let out a loud laugh. “Are you trying to suggest that you are a Seeker of the Dragon? Because that’s preposterous.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to suggest anything. I’m just telling you the only dream that I’ve had recently.” 
 
    “It is beyond unusual that a boy from the sewers would even get the Call but vanishingly unlikely that you would get any Beast more important than a rodent. Given your generally low cultural level—illiterate, I assume—you probably saw a lizard, maybe a gecko. Of course, the Legendary Beasts are the absolute form of their Earthly creature so they appear larger and, of course, have magical powers…” 
 
    “If you’re the sort who usually gets the Call, then I’m happy to not be in your little club,” Jaden interrupted and walked away to see what kind of food had been supplied. 
 
    Staunton stood with his mouth hanging open. Jaden knew his type well; he saw them frequently in the Market, getting their servants to do everything for them, even test the firmness of the fruit. He also knew that for all that they were as brittle as sugar candy. All that it took to throw them off of their haughty attitude was to dismiss them peremptorily. He didn’t even have to look over his shoulder at Staunton to know that his face was red and that he was sputtering. Meantime, Jaden was enjoying the little meat pies that had been left for their journey. 
 
    “Do we have to make these last for the entire journey?” Jaden asked the sparrow girl. “How long will we be traveling?” 
 
    The sparrow girl giggled, as much at Staunton being put in his place as Jaden’s naivete. They had, after all, been with Staunton at least two days longer than Jaden, who had been unconscious. 
 
    “No, silly. They bring fresh pies every morning, lamb soup for lunch and fish for dinner.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Jaden couldn’t believe it. One day’s worth of meals was more than he ate in a full week by the sounds of it. Maybe being a Seeker for the Empire wasn’t so bad after all. And if there were a whole Institute for training Seekers, chances are he could avoid windbags like Staunton and just go about his business. It certainly beat living in a sewer, as much as he disliked everything about the public presence of the Empire, with its soldiers everywhere and spies listening for blasphemies or insults to the Emperor. 
 
    Malory plunked down on the couch in front of Jaden and smiled. She nodded her chin toward where Staunton had gone to sulk. 
 
    “You put him in his place pretty good. I’m impressed. Only took you ten minutes.” 
 
    “I know the type,” Jaden replied, still stuffing his face and his pockets. You never knew when the food supply might suddenly end. It paid to stock up. 
 
    “His family are aristocrats. They have large silk plantations and a fleet of ships that they got through piracy in the time of his grandparents, though they tell it differently. And they’ve had a Seeker in every generation. They train their whole lives for it.” 
 
    “They should train some manners into them while they’re at it.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe. When you have as much money and power as they do, you don’t need manners. He has an aunt and an uncle on the Immortal Council. Third tier but still pretty important.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about politics. I see one of them coming toward me in their robes, I head the other way. That’s all I need to know.” 
 
    “Well, you’re about to get a crash course. From now on when you see an Immortal coming, you fall on your knees and kiss their feet.” 
 
    “I’m a sewer urchin, we don’t kiss feet.” 
 
    “Did you really think that all this food came for free? The luxurious coach? The fancy silk clothes?” 
 
    Jaden stopped chewing and looked at her, his mouth jammed full, so that he could barely speak. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll just leave then. After lunch.” 
 
    “Section 2 of the Imperial Code, relating to Seekers says: anyone who interferes with the imperial training of a Seeker or through action or inaction causes an initiate of the Institute to be unable to reach the Institute in a timely manner through harming the initiate, impeding their journey, or delaying them in any way, is guilty of a capital crime and shall be put to death by fire.” 
 
    “You read too much, I think. Anyway, I wouldn’t be interfering with anyone.” 
 
    “You would be interfering with you and you no longer belong to you. You are now the property of the Imperial Institute and the Immortal Council.” 
 
    As Jaden mulled over what Malory had just said, trying to grasp it, she stretched and yawned. “You may have slept for the last two days but I’m beat. Don’t eat too much or you’ll puke on the nice cushions. That’s not a capital crime but it is gross.” 
 
    Jaden watched as Malory got up from the sofa and made her way to the other end of the coach, where the girls were expected to sleep and climbed up into one of the compartments. She smiled one last time at Jaden before pulling the curtains closed. She was soon followed by the two girls and then the lynx boy who moved like he was practising at being a cat. To Jaden they all seemed like spoiled brats playing at being important, all because they’d had a stupid dream. If dreams actually meant anything, he could buy them all with the coins he’d seen in the dragon cave. 
 
    With both his belly and his pockets stuff, Jaden flopped back onto the sofa and looked around him, shaking his head. It all seemed to be mumbo jumbo to him and, yet, here he was, surrounded by unbelievably luxury because of it. Had he really been hunting sewer rats for dinner just a few days ago? 
 
    “I apologize for my behavior before,” Staunton said. 
 
    He was standing above Jaden with his arms crossed and brow furrowed, not looking very apologetic, in Jaden’s opinion. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Jaden replied. 
 
    “I should tell you, however, that if you ever humiliate me publicly again, I have the resources to have you eliminated.” 
 
    Jaden smiled. “That will put you in violation of Section 2 of the Imperial Code, if I’m not mistaken. Do you have the resources to take on the Immortal Council?” 
 
    Staunton’s upper lip quivered in anger, and he spun on his heels. He stormed over to the far wall, climbed into his own compartment, and pulled the curtains shut violently. 
 
    Jaden belched and then rubbed his very full belly. He could get used to not being subservient to aristocratic bullies like Staunton. With these thoughts rolling around his head, he drifted off once again to sleep. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaden stood, once again, in the sulfur-smelling cave. Remembering where he was, he walked toward the coin and lava cavern, avoiding the piles of bones. He could see this time that they were indeed human in form.  
 
    Entering the glittering cavern of the dragon, Jaden was once again in awe of all the gold. This time the dragon was visible, curled around a column of stone, lying on the heaps of gold coins, its sleepy eyes half-opened. 
 
    For a long time, Jaden and the dragon stared at each other. Finally, Jaden spoke. 
 
    “Are you my…” 
 
    “Silence! I did not give you permission to address me.” 
 
    “You brought me here to stare at me?” 
 
    “I’m trying to decide if you are worthy or if I should swallow you whole, so that you can join the rest of the fools who came into my presence,” the dragon said, indicating toward the coins with his head. 
 
    “The coins are…” 
 
    “The souls of the humans that I’ve consumed.” 
 
    “You… you’ve eaten a lot of people.” 
 
    “There are a lot of fools amongst you!” 
 
    “If these are their souls, what happens when they fall into the lava?” 
 
    The dragon shrugged, the question clearly not interesting him. 
 
    “Step closer, human. I want a better look at you.” 
 
    Against his better judgment but seeing no route to escape, Jaden did as he was told. He approached until the heat of the dragon’s breath made his skin hurt. Its eye was as large as Jaden himself, and he saw himself reflected in it, wearing his new clothes. 
 
    “You are dressed differently than the last time I brought you here. You wear silk now.” 
 
    “I have been taken by the Imperial authorities to their Institute, to train as a Seeker and serve the Immortals.” 
 
    “What? You serve me, not those ____!” the dragon used a word that Jaden couldn’t understand, but he got the strong impression that it was very negative. 
 
    “They feed me and so far, all that you’ve done is yell and threaten me in my dreams, ruining my sleep.” 
 
    The dragon chuckled at Jaden’s response. 
 
    “Already some of my mana flows through you. You would not have dared such impudence before I sent you the Call. But my amusement has its limits, young human. Do not push your luck.” 
 
    “Still…” 
 
    “They only feed you because of your connection to me. It is my power that they want to access for their own ends. If that means feeding their pet human a snack and dressing him in costumes, it is a small price for them to pay.” 
 
    “Then you are my Legendary Beast?” 
 
    “Has magic gone so far from the world that such a stupid question must be asked? In the time of dragons, all beings understood magic and divine signs. Now your species understands nothing beyond the limits of your bellies.” 
 
    “They say that it has been over a thousand years since there were dragons, if they ever existed at all. And that the only magic in the world comes from the Immortal Council’s direct link with the gods. All else is charlatanry and witchcraft and is severely punished.” 
 
    “You have become corrupted and debased, indeed,” the dragon sighed. “Perhaps it is this that has awoken me and drawn me back toward your world. A new age of magic is in gestation, and the return of the dragons will be its first born. In this, you are my emissary.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be any emissary that goes against the Immortal Council and its laws. Today I’ve had the first good meal in months and I’m wearing clothes without holes for the first time in years.  If you want me to stick my neck out and give all this up, just so that you can come back into the world and eat more humans, or whatever, you can count me out.” 
 
    “Do you think that service to the Immortal Council will cost you less?” 
 
    “So far, it seems pretty good.” 
 
    “Then go, human, and discover the price of selfishness!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaden woke from his dream to discover the hands of soldiers grabbing him and dragging him from the sofa where he’d fallen asleep. His mind was filled with the fog of sleep and his last memories of being in the cave of the dragon as he struggled to understand what was going on.  Jaden squirmed, trying to free his arms and legs as they carried him to the doorway of the coach, but they were big warriors in armor and he was a skinny sewer rat. 
 
    Unceremoniously, they threw Jaden out of the coach and into the muddy street, where he landed with a painful thud on his back. The wind was knocked out of him, and he wheezed as he tried to catch his breath. His first thought was that the dragon was somehow behind this; that he’d somehow contacted the Immortal Council and told them that he would no longer be Jaden’s Legendary Beast.  
 
    But then Jaden saw that he wasn’t alone.  
 
    The soldiers returned inside the coach and came back with the others, giving them the same treatment until the six of them lay groaning in the mud. When Jaden recovered enough from the blow, he glanced toward the other coaches and saw other youth, presumably initiates as well, writhing in the street. 
 
    “On your knees, worms!” a voice shouted from behind Jaden. 
 
    He turned and saw a large man in the gowns of the Immortal Council. Behind him was a cobbled street that led to a large Imperial temple that rose above wide stone stairs. Its monumental entryway was columned with statues of all the various aspects of the Emperor, ruler of the Empire; Regent of the Immortal Council, Defender of Malabar’s Honor, Incarnation of the Ancient Gods. Along the path that led to the temple, were statues representing all of the Legendary Beasts that had been consumed by the Emperor and now spoke through him; these were the ancient gods of which he was the supposed incarnation. 
 
    Jaden had never really believed the magnificent stories of the Emperor’s heroism and great battles to tame the ancient gods. His parents had told him that they were just stories to scare little children into behaving. But he had been happy enough for the holidays spread throughout the year to celebrate each of Emperor Kalamin’s “great victories”; Day of the Boa Constrictor, Night of the Great Bat, and many more. And then there was his supposed original, great victory that made him the Emperor: Week of the Horse.  
 
    Each of the holidays was celebrated with sweets, street decorations, and fireworks but the Week of the Horse was the most spectacular of all, with the Imperial Games, military parades, and pilgrimages to the many temples dedicated to the defeat of the Legendary Horse, Hippolytus. At the climax of celebrations, the faithful wore horse masks and bowed a thousand times in front of the statue of the Emperor in the Great Temple in Malabar City, to show their submission to him. 
 
    Jaden wondered what they were doing there and what was going on as they kneeled in the mud. He turned to Staunton who looked rapt, along with the others, except for Malory, who looked unhappy. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jaden whispered to Malory when the Immortal had left to instruct the initiates in the other coaches. 
 
    “It’s the first station of submission, sewer urchin,” Staunton hissed through his teeth. 
 
    “We have to demonstrate our complete submission to the Emperor and his rule,” Malory added. “As Seekers we are servants of the Immortal Council and its Regent.” 
 
    “At each of the six holy cities we will stop to perform rituals of subservience to his Greatness.” 
 
    “So much for not kissing boots, eh?” Malory added with a sigh. 
 
    The Immortal commander returned to stand in front of them. Jaden could see that the initiates from the leading coach were crawling on their knees across the cobbles, arms crossed uncomfortably behind their backs. 
 
    “Initiates,” the Immortal shouted at them. “Today is a joyous day for you. Today you begin your service to the Emperor and the unending Immortal Council of the Malabar Empire. This is the first station of the rituals of submission that you must complete in order to become Seekers. You will crawl on your knees, like the unworthy that you are, into the temple. You will stop at each of the Legendary Beasts that lines the way to the temple and bow a hundred times, pressing your forehead to the stones in honor of their defeat by our Regent, Emperor Kalamin, which brought glory to his people. Then you will move on to the next statue. Each of these beasts represents an aspect of our flawed natures over which our Eternal Regent won a victory. Bowing to it is an act of ablution that makes you worthy to enter the Temple. Failure to fulfill your ablutions would mean entering the Temple in an unclean state, the penalty of which is death. Do you understand? 
 
    “Yes, great Immortal, hand of the Emperor and Protector of the Empire,” Staunton and the others intoned. 
 
    They had obviously been given some training as to the correct response, whereas Jaden had not. He attempted to copy them as best he could, and the Immortal seemed not to have noticed. However, as they crawled toward the line of statues, the Immortal struck Jaden in the back of the head with a leather baton. The force of the blow cast him forward onto his face, as his arms were crossed behind his back, preventing him from protecting it. Jaden felt his nose crack and tasted blood. 
 
    “I didn’t hear your response, initiate.” 
 
    “Yes, great Immortal, hand of the Emperor and Protector of the Empire,” Jaden muttered into the cobbles. 
 
    He struggled back up onto his knees, with his arms still crossed behind his back and began crawling once again. After a few more steps, the Immortal struck him once again with the leather baton. This time Jaden cracked a tooth, a piece of which rolled around in his mouth. 
 
    “Again, initiate. Who do you serve?” 
 
    Jaden struggled to control his anger. 
 
    “I serve Emperor Kalamin, Defender of the Honor of Malabar, Incarnation of the Ancient Gods.” 
 
    He smashed Jaden again as he lay on the ground. Jaden felt his forearms growing hot where he held them with his hands. Soon the pain of this heat was greater even than the pain in his mouth and nose. He felt a strong urge to leap up and grab the Immortal around the throat with those hands, imagining him bursting into flame with shrieks of agony. Jaden struggled to resist the urge, knowing that if he tried, it meant certain death. 
 
    The Immortal bent close to Jaden’s ear so that he could feel his breath. 
 
    “I am the Hand of the Emperor, one of his many thousand hands. When I strike you, it is his hand striking you. The pain that you now feel is a blessing sent by the Emperor himself.” 
 
    “Yes, Immortal, Hand of the Emperor,” Jaden said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Continue your ablutions, initiate,” the Immortal told him and went off to torment the initiates of the final coach in their caravan. 
 
    Jaden struggled back up to his knees and continued to crawl to the first statue, a large and fierce looking baboon. As he bowed down in front of it as he had been directed, he felt his nose and lips pulsing to the rhythm of his pulse and drops of blood falling off his chin.  
 
    He then continued on to the next statue.  
 
    Each statue on its own, and each stretch of cobbles taken separately, was not a great burden. But taken together, they shredded the knees of the initiates and left their foreheads pouring blood down their filth-covered faces.  
 
    By the time that they reached the Temple, the initiates were either weeping or in a state of pain-induced rapture, their wide eyes staring into the middle distance with enlarged pupils and stupefied grins. Jaden was neither but instead still struggled against the red-hot rage in his belly, remembering the final words of the dragon in his dream: “Go, then, discover the price of selfishness.” It wasn’t so much the pain of the ablutions that angered him. The life of a sewer urchin was difficult and brought no shortage of pain. It was the humiliation that was near unbearable. 
 
    Once the last of the initiates reached the top of the stairs, they continued into the Temple on their knees, past the massive columns that showed Emperor Kalamin in his two most heroic aspects, as a feathered mage and a many-armed warrior in scaled armor.  
 
    Inside the Temple was a large hall with polished, white marble pavers, each of which was ten feet on a side. Above the courtyard was a golden ceiling in which, at regular intervals, were a series 18 of large decorative spouts, carved into the shape of the heads of horses, their mouths open, eyes wide with fear. Underneath the spouts were an equal number of circular tubs carved of the same white marble as the floor pavers. 
 
    The initiates were each directed to one of the tubs where two priests waited. The initiates were lifted by the armpits into the air and settled into the tight tubs, which rose as high as their chins.  
 
    Jaden allowed himself to lean against the back of the tub to take some pressure off his ruined knees and closed his eyes. He imagined that the final act of cleansing the initiates, to make them suitable to serve the Emperor, would be to pour water, hopefully warm, onto their heads from the spouts above. He had seen such things in the bathhouses in the town where he sometimes was hired for the weekly deep clean of the facilities. He felt relieved that the worst was over and welcomed the cleansing waters. 
 
    From above, through the ceiling, Jaden heard the clopping of horse hooves. In the center of the room, the Immortal began to chant in a strange tongue that Jaden didn’t understand. The priests joined in a kind of call and response. Still more horses could be heard above them. It sounded like there must be dozens of them, if not hundreds. He wondered if the horses were delivering the warm water but that made no sense. After a moment the movement of the horses stopped while, for several minutes, the Immortal continued to chant and the smell of incense filled the room. 
 
    Get on with the bath, for the sake of Malabar, Jaden thought to himself. 
 
    Then, from above, came the whinnying of horses in a growing wave of panic. This was followed by the thuds of large objects against the ceiling. Jaden had a sudden, horrified realization and looked up in time to see the thick, red fluid begin to pour through the mouths of the 18 spouts simultaneously. 
 
    By the Emperor’s whiskers, no. 
 
    The rivers of blood struck the tubs of the initiates simultaneously, like the sound of drums, crashing over the heads of the initiates inside. They were turned a sickening and shiny, ruby red as they were coated and the tubs were filled. There was no way to avoid getting it into one’s mouth and eyes and nose as it continued to pour from above. The tubs reached full and spilled over into channels on the floor, which gathered the blood into a pool in the center of the room, in which was standing the Immortal, still chanting but now in their native tongue. 
 
    “With the shedding of the blood of Hippolytus did Emperor Kalamin cleanse our land and rain glory upon the heads of our people.” 
 
    “All hail the Immortal Emperor,” the initiates replied. 
 
    “You now bathe in the blood of Hippolytus and are born again, eternal servant of the Great Defender of the Honor of Malabar.” 
 
    “I serve him with my life and honor,” the initiates replied. “I have no thoughts or desires of my own.” 
 
    This is madness, Jaden thought to himself as he gazed around the Temple hall. 
 
    He caught the eye of Malory, or he assumed it was her under all that gore. And another girl, whom he hadn’t met before. She must have been from another coach. Set against the vibrant red of the blood, her bright, green eyes shone like a beacon. He wondered if they saw in his face the same horror that he saw in theirs. He couldn’t believe that there would be five more stations of submission to pass through on their way to the Institute. The very idea filled him with revulsion. 
 
    Jaden knew then that he would find a way to escape, no matter the danger. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Whenever they finally arrived at the next “Station of Submission”, on their route toward the Imperial Institute, Jaden intended to make a run for it. He knew that his chances were not great, given the number of soldiers around their coaches, not to mention that they would probably be met by another member of the Immortal Council.  
 
    But he had learned a thing or two about getting out of sticky situations from living amongst sewer urchins with penchants for thievery. And whatever other abilities his Legendary Beast gave him, he knew that his running, climbing, and leaping had been heightened from his near-escape back in his home of Lessertown.  
 
    He had considered the possibility of slipping out of the coach on the road under the cover of nightfall. That would have been the ideal solution, but they made sure to lock the doors. And the windows in the coach were made of thick glass. He might be able to break one of them using a piece of furniture but, even if the soldiers didn’t notice him pounding on the glass, certainly Staunton would stop him. 
 
    When they had returned from the Hippolytic Temple, after washing off the blood that they had been forced to bathe in, Jaden and the other initiates had been silent and subdued. Even the sparrow girl and lynx boy, who seemed the keenest—after Staunton—about their future service to the Empire. But Staunton was bubbling over with excitement and non-stop talk. It seemed as if, for him, the humiliation and the gore had been a trip to the spa. 
 
    “I feel like I have been transformed, made anew, born again,” he enthused. 
 
    “It doesn’t make it more impressive to say the same thing in three different ways, Staunton,” Malory snapped back at him, after they had endured an endless monologue through lunch. 
 
    “Did none of you feel the power of the experience? What is wrong with you?” 
 
    “I still can’t bend my knees,” the sparrow girl replied. “And I’ve got a splitting headache.” 
 
    Indeed, all of them still suffered from their supplications to Emperor Kalamin. And while Staunton thought the whole thing uplifting, Jaden looked at the massive bruises and forming scabs on all of their foreheads and thought that they looked ridiculous. For what? To bow down to lifeless, stone, animal statues. But he kept his mouth shut, not only because to say anything was to give Staunton more reasons to blather on, but also because Jaden didn’t want to draw attention to his true feelings and intentions. 
 
    “Staunton, don’t you think that whole thing—especially the buckets of fresh blood—was a little weird?” Malory asked him, though Jaden wished she hadn’t. “Do we really need to be humiliated and scourged and all those animals sacrificed, just so that we can be trained as Seekers?” 
 
    “Malory, my dear, the humble position of your family means that you lack the wide perspective such as has someone from my position.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what the sentence means, other than insulting my family.” 
 
    “Not at all. Those at the summit of the mountain obviously will have a wider view than those only part of the way up,” he replied. “And they will obviously see further than the wretches who live in the sewers.” 
 
    Staunton looked at Jaden pointedly as he spoke, but Jaden pretended not to hear. Not getting a response from his intended target, Staunton continued. 
 
    “There can be traitors and the weak-willed anywhere. Even amongst the superior classes. There is a family, in fact, very close to my own, that has a son who was blessed with the Call six months ago; Nathan Goldspine was his name. A noble family of respected lineage. And though he owed everything to the Empire, he nonetheless fled rather than serve Emperor Kalamin. He will be caught and executed, as he should be, but his poor family will now suffer eternal shame.” 
 
    This last bit caught Jaden’s attention. So, there were those who resisted going to the Imperial Institute, who fled, and who even got away. At least for a while. That meant that his plan wasn’t impossible. Hearing this gave Jaden hope, and he wanted to hear more about exactly how Nathan had fled; was it before being sent on his own journey to the Institute or, as Jaden planned, during the trip? But Staunton was still talking. 
 
    “And, thus, the Empire must test its initiates profoundly to ensure their loyalty, their fortitude, their utter devotion.” 
 
    As Staunton continued with his lecture on the virtues of submission, Jaden got up from the sofa and headed toward his sleeping quarters for a nap. Malory also got up, leaving Staunton with a dwindling audience, and followed Jaden until they were as far from the others as they could be. Luckily, Staunton’s non-stop talking helped to hide anything that they might say. 
 
    “I think that you’re up to something,” she whispered to him as he was about to climb the ladder into his compartment. 
 
    “I’m up to having a nap, that’s it,” he replied. 
 
    “You haven’t said two words since we got back from the Temple.” 
 
    “I was so moved by the experience, it’s left me speechless,” he replied and put a foot on the ladder. 
 
    Malory grabbed the back of his shirt to stop him slipping away. 
 
    “You might fool idiots like him,” she hissed, tilting her head toward Staunton, “but you can’t fool me. I shouldn’t have to remind you, Jaden, what the punishment is if you try to run away. They’ll kill you.” 
 
    “Good thing I’m not planning on running away then, isn’t it? Why would I? This is a great opportunity for a sewer urchin like me.” 
 
    He tugged his shirt out of her grasp and climbed the ladder to his compartment. As he did so, he could feel her eyes on his back. Part of him wished that he could tell Malory his plans and perhaps even make her a co-conspirator. He liked her, and she obviously was unhappy with what had happened at their first station.  
 
    But it would be a bad idea.  
 
    For one thing, she talked too much and said just how she felt. That might have been fine for a girl from a well-off merchant family when they were back in the Market. But Jaden’s life since his parents had disappeared had taught him that when someone else has the upper hand on you, your best weapon is to just shut up. Talking about it achieved nothing except to let them know your plans for reversing the situation. Being locked in a luxury coach, surrounded by soldiers and with Staunton, who was no better than an Imperial spy, was definitely an example of someone having the upper hand on them. 
 
    With nothing much to do until they got to the next station, and no interest in talking to his fellow initiates, Jaden spent his time sleeping and eating. Malory kept throwing meaningful looks his way, but Jaden pointedly didn’t see them. He was polite and friendly but definitely avoided anything other than necessary interactions. Then, after two days, they arrived at the next station. 
 
    It was sunset when the coaches stopped, but the soldiers didn’t come in right away this time to drag them out. They just stood at attention outside their doors, looking away from the coaches. Beyond them, Jaden could see the temple which was, if anything, more ominous looking than the first.  
 
    The Temple of Hippolytus had been a sort of catalogue of all the beasts that Emperor Kalamin was supposed to have ever vanquished, beginning with the Horse. It had an open and bright feel to it, even in the horrible chamber where they’d been showered in blood. But this temple was only dedicated to one of these Legendary Beasts, a creature of the night, a Goliath Bat named Necronus. It looked almost like a cliff face, organic in form and riveted in its upper reaches with dozens of cave openings. Jaden could see that those caves were the homes of massive goliath bats, which were now emerging to hunt with the arrival of dusk. 
 
    Beneath the caves, the rest of the Temple of the Goliath Bat evoked words in Jaden’s mind like heavy, dark, and closed. It had no monumental entrance but a smallish—for a temple—and crooked hole that was only visible because the priests of the Temple had lit torches to show the way there.  
 
    As he watched, a line of priests emerged from the Temple carrying large, stone urns placed on top of thick wooden poles. Each urn was carried by two priests. They moved in a slow and deliberate way to the plaza at the bottom of the rise, on which was built the Temple. It was almost a dance the way that they moved, each pair of priests heading to a designated position and then, simultaneously, placing their urn on the ground. One of them removed the lid and set it upon the wooden poles, then they each slipped sword-length pitchforks off their backs and speared them into the urns. 
 
    Jaden could see that the bats were swirling above the plaza in a near-frenzy, drawn by whatever was happening underneath them. Their collective, frantic squeaking was almost as unbearable as nails on a chalkboard. The commander of the guard walked down the line of soldiers and handed each of them two balls of wax, which they quickly warmed in their hands and inserted into their ears to block out the sound of the bat frenzy. 
 
    Back on the field of the plaza, in a synchronized manner and with loud grunts, the priests lifted their pitchforks in the air, revealing that they’d skewered large pieces of unidentifiable meat on the ends of them. They pointed their pitchforks toward the ground and shook them once, so that the meat fell with a collective splat onto the stone pavers. Then they repeated the action again and again until their urns were empty, at which point they turned and walked back up the rise to the Temple, leaving the urns in their place. Immediately, the bats dove upon the large quantity of meat and began tearing it apart as they squealed, sometimes attacking each other viciously if a neighbor got too close to another bat’s feast. 
 
    By this time the sun had completely set and all that lit the bats’ undulating feeding frenzy were the torches placed around the plaza. Absorbed by the horror of this scene, Jaden was reminded more than anything of flies landing on a piece of meat in the summertime. He didn’t notice that the soldiers had turned to face the coaches. Without warning, the door to the coach was yanked open and Jaden was dragged out into the night. He was soon followed by the rest of his fellow initiates. 
 
    As he lay on the ground, he surveyed his surroundings to search for any obvious escape route.  
 
    There wasn’t one.  
 
    On either side, the soldiers were lined up, hands on sword hilts. Behind them the coaches blocked their exit, and in front of them was the Temple and the bats. The Empire had obviously had many years of experience with initiates who wanted to escape after experiencing some of the Stations of Submission; they had prepared for it.  
 
    The coaches were on very large wheels, which left a gap beneath them, but there were plates between the wheels that extended almost all the way to the ground, preventing any would-be escapee from trying to roll under one of them and away.  
 
    Jaden felt his stomach tighten at all this. Despair started to build in him, but he quashed it as best he could.  
 
    An Immortal in black robes approached Jaden and his fellow initiates, arriving from the front coach. She stopped in front of them and eyed them in silence for a long moment. Her skin was pale and taut, with the look of some kind of reptile about her, and her eyelids blinked in a disturbing sideways manner. Finally, she pointed behind her, without looking back, her arm bending in a very unnatural way, and opened her mouth, showing small, pointed teeth. 
 
    “Those creatures are taking the food of the Empire. That food should go to the people, but instead it goes into the bellies of creatures of the night. What are you going to do, Initiates?” 
 
    Again the initiates responded as one, except for Jaden, who wished that at minimum that he had asked during the journey what the correct responses were at this station. 
 
    “We will sacrifice ourselves for the flesh of the Empire. We guarantee the feeding of the people that they might better serve Emperor Kalamin.” 
 
    From under her robes, the Immortal produced six stiletto knives and held them in the air. 
 
    “You will disperse the creatures, as Kalamin once dispersed the Necronus, the great Goliath Bat.” 
 
    “With His power we shall prevail,” the initiates said as one. 
 
    “You will return the flesh of the Empire to its urns until not a speck remains on the ground.” 
 
    “With His power we shall triumph,” came the reply from the initiates. 
 
    “And you shall each slay one bat, as Kalamin once slayed, and wear its carcass on your back as you carry the urns to the entry of the Temple.” 
 
    “What was Kalamin’s shall be His once again, with all our heart and power.” 
 
    The Immortal now walked to each of them and with the stiletto blade swiped quickly downward, slicing open a short, precise cut on each of the initiates’ left cheeks. Then she handed them the blade, still dripping with their blood.  
 
    As the Immortal approached Jaden, he felt the anger rising in his stomach and his hands and arms growing hot once again.  
 
    If he was going to run, this might be the moment to do so but where to go? Perhaps he should wait to at least have a blade and then run through the crowd of screeching bats? The soldiers might not even realize at first that he was fleeing, which could be enough of a head start that he could reach the other side of the plaza before anyone pursued him. 
 
    From the front coach came the sounds of a ruckus and shouts. The Immortal, who had been approaching Jaden, stopped. Her leathery brow furrowed as she looked down the line of soldiers to the coach. Obviously sensing that it was trouble, she broke into a gallop-like run toward the disturbance.  
 
    Jaden looked around at his fellow initiates. Most of them hung their heads and whimpered, blood running down their cheeks and dripping off their chins. Staunton, as usual, was reveling in the pain and humiliation of his calling. Jaden saw him lick at the rivulet of blood and smile to himself. 
 
    The noise from the front coach continued, and Jaden finally stood up to see what was going on. He could see over the shoulders of the line of soldiers who still held their post next to the initiates. There was some kind of scuffle; perhaps initiates from the front coach were rebelling against the idea of battling goliath bats over gobs of flesh. Malory stood near Jaden but, being shorter, couldn’t see as well as him. 
 
    “What’s happening?” she asked. 
 
    “No idea. Looks like a fight or something.” 
 
    He looked down at Malory’s hand and saw the stiletto hanging loosely in it. 
 
    “Give me your blade,” he said to her. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just give it to me,” he snapped at her, and she complied. 
 
    Jaden held the stiletto tight in his hands and took several deep breaths, preparing to bolt for the plaza if the fight continued. His hope was that it would get more serious, and at least some of their guards would feel compelled to go join in to help control it. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest and hear his pulse in his ears. He crouched slightly, preparing himself to run and could see in the corner of his eye that Malory was watching him, her face pale and concerned in the flickering torchlight. 
 
    Then, from the front coach there came a shout. The soldiers fell back, one of them stumbling backward and falling, hands raised to protect himself. Through the breach there rushed a dozen men and women in rough clothing of leather and wool. They brandished short swords and shields of wood. Low quality weaponry compared to the Malabarian Steel of the soldiers, but sharp enough to do what they were intended for. 
 
    The soldiers in front of Jaden rushed forward to meet the advancing crowd and were joined by more soldiers from the rear coach, who shoved past Jaden and Malory, knocking her to the ground. Jaden reached down and pulled her to her feet. 
 
    “Who are they?” he asked. 
 
    “Bloody, rebel scum, is who they are,” Staunton sneered and stepped forward, pushing Jaden out of the way. 
 
    Staunton hauled back his arm, stiletto in hand, and prepared to throw it at a rebel woman who had broken through the secondary line of soldiers. Without thinking, Jaden shoved Staunton and his stiletto went wild, deflecting off the armor of one of the Imperial soldiers. Staunton spun on Jaden. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “I thought I saw them targeting you with a bow,” Jaden replied. 
 
    The female rebel was now rushing toward their coach, shouting. “Victory to the Hidden City rebellion. Free yourselves, initiates!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaden was stunned to hear the words of the female rebel. The Hidden City rebellion had always been a fable, a myth. Of course, they knew there were rebels who fought the Imperial soldiers, but he had always been taught—and always believed—that they were just brigands and highway robbers, out for greed and pillage against innocent Imperial citizens. But there was nothing to steal from a caravan of initiates, besides some food and weapons from defeated soldiers. What could they be doing? 
 
    Staunton snatched the stiletto out of Jaden’s hand before he could react. He whipped it through the air, and it struck the rebel woman in the chest, bringing her to her knees, her face contorted in pain. Staunton stepped forward and put a foot on her shoulder, shoving her onto her back, where she lay wheezing. Then he picked up her dropped blade and raised it, intending to deliver the coup de grace. 
 
    “NO!” Jaden shouted and reached out for Staunton’s arms to stop him. 
 
    An explosion of light came from Jaden’s outstretched hands. It struck Staunton, sending him flying into the nearby coach. The soldiers, whose backs were to Jaden, were knocked onto their faces. The rebels were momentarily halted or pushed back as they covered their faces and leaned into the energy blast, like people fighting to walk through a headwind.  
 
    Jaden was as stunned as everyone else by what had just come from his hands, and he looked down at them in wonder. 
 
    As Jaden was distracted, Staunton had pushed himself to his feet and now rushed Jaden, knocking him backward to the ground. Jaden gasped as the wind was knocked out of him. Before he could get up, Staunton was kicking him in the ribs, joined by the sparrow girl and lynx boy, who had now found common cause. It was all Jaden could do to protect his head, and he curled into a ball to endure the blows. 
 
    “You stinking traitor,” Staunton shouted at him. “I knew it the moment I met you, you sewer urchin filth!” 
 
    Jaden felt the heat of impotent rage rising in his body as he lay on the ground, taking their blows. But there was nothing that he could do to even get up and flee the beating. Then it ended, and he leapt to his feet, without thinking, fists raised, and nose bloodied.  
 
    Staunton stood, staring at him, wide-eyed and slack jawed. He coughed once and splashed Jaden with blood. That was when Jaden saw the blade sticking out of Staunton’s abdomen. Standing at the other end of the blade was a young woman with bright green eyes, dressed differently than the other rebels. She was, in fact, dressed like an initiate, in finery. It occurred to Jaden that she was the girl with whom he had locked gazes with at the first temple, as they were soaked in blood. He would never forget those eyes. 
 
    “Arm yourself,” she said simply. “Or you’ll never get out of here.” 
 
    She pulled the blade out of Staunton’s back and swung around, her blade flashing and spinning. She obviously knew how to handle it with great skill, which surprised Jaden, who knew how to street fight from his years as an urchin but had no skill with a sword. Nonetheless, he grabbed one that had fallen from the hands of a soldier now lying face down in the mud and held it in front of him defensively, which kept the lynx boy and sparrow girl at bay.  
 
    As he looked back at Staunton, Jaden saw that he had sunk to his knees. He was surprised that Staunton was still upright at all, given his wound, which was obviously mortal. In Staunton’s face there was pain but also determination, and he gritted his blood-stained teeth with effort. Slowly he pushed himself back up to one foot as he struggled to stand. Jaden could see through Staunton’s torn shirt that his wound was healing itself. 
 
    Meanwhile, the rebels were being slowly forced backward, toward the front coach. The green-eyed girl was fighting to rejoin with the rebels, handily fending off the swords of the soldiers. Jaden turned to Malory who seemed to be frozen to the spot. 
 
    “I’m going with them,” he told her. “Are you coming with me?” 
 
    Malory snapped out of her trance and looked toward Jaden, registering his words and slowly nodded her head. Then to nail home the point, she placed a foot on Staunton’s shoulder and shoved him backward with a grunt, like he had done with the female rebel. While he was healing at a miraculous pace, Staunton was still unstable, and he landed on his back like a turtle and writhed in pain.  
 
    Malory grabbed Jaden by the hand and the two of them rushed toward the rebel lines, shoving aside surprised soldiers as they went. Finally they caught up with the green-eyed girl. Jaden did his best to help her with his sword as they fought their way through the last line of the soldiers. 
 
    There were bodies sprawled, including that of the Immortal, who lay face down in the churned-up mud. Jaden also noticed that many rebels had suffered serious wounds. Two of them were dragging the limp body of the rebel woman whom Staunton had hit with the stiletto, which still stuck out of her chest. Behind them were more than a dozen horses, many of them tied to light, fabric-covered wagons. Now, as they retreated toward them, four archers appeared from inside to provide cover to their retreating comrades. Jaden and the two other initiates arrived at the wagons at the same time. 
 
    The apparent leader of the rebels, a man with a bushy, salt and pepper beard and a shaved head turned to them, blocking their path. He had more than a few scars on his face, with probably yet more hidden by the beard. 
 
    “You know that if you step a foot onto this wagon you will be forever outlaws, wanted on pain of death? There’s no going back.” 
 
     The green-eyed girl pushed past him without a word, not a second of hesitation slowing her.  
 
    Jaden turned to Malory, who had a look of uncertainty on her face. 
 
    “I have nothing and no one but a bunch of other sewer urchins,” he told her. “I’ve already been living a kind of outlaw life. But you have a respectable family. I won’t think any worse of you if you stay behind.” 
 
    She listened to his words and nodded. “I don’t want to live a life without courage in any pursuit except personal gain.” 
 
    Jaden took her hand and then turned to the rebel leader and nodded. “We are with you.” 
 
    The rebel leader stepped aside and let them board the wagon. The bows of the archers had held back the Imperial soldiers, but as Jaden looked back, he could see dozens more arriving from the direction of the Temple. The rebels climbed back aboard horses and wagons and snapped them into a gallop away from the caravan of initiates and its cohort of soldiers.  
 
    As they departed, the rebel leader took a torch from another rebel and used it to light the fuse on a barrel that he shoved off the back of their wagon with his foot. The barrel rolled behind them for several seconds then exploded into a fireball that blocked the road, holding back the newly arrived reinforcements. The rebels used the time to disappear into the winding, narrow streets of the nearby city in which the Temple of the Goliath Bat was located. 
 
    As they barreled down streets, locals leapt out of the way or watched them curiously through the clapboard windows of their houses. Jaden gripped the side of the wagon, in hopes of not being tossed from it as the rough cobbles of the city repeatedly tossed their wagon into the air.  
 
    Across from him, he could see Malory looking pale and nauseous and it occurred to him that she’d probably had a fairly sheltered and tranquil life back home. This was almost certainly the first time that she’d been chased by soldiers or police. Beside her, the green-eyed girl looked determined and not the least queasy. Her cheeks were flush and her eyes flashed, scanning rooftops, keeping an eye for any possible ambushes. 
 
    “What’s your name,” Jaden yelled to overcome the clatter of the wooden wheels on stone. 
 
    “Lily, daughter of the smithy,” she replied, using the northern custom of indicating their relationship with the main breadwinner of the family. 
 
    “I’m Jaden. The girl next to you, who looks like she’s going to barf, is Malory,” he told her. “You really know how to use a sword.” 
 
    “My father made swords and armor,” she replied, “he taught me.” 
 
    “Well, he did a good job. I hope you’ll show me some tricks. He must be proud of you.” 
 
    “He’s dead. Killed by the Empire for plying his trade.” 
 
    The memory was obviously still painful, and she looked away. Based on her reaction, Jaden figured that his death was probably recent. It also explained why she was so enthusiastically willing to take the opportunity presented by the rebels to break free of the caravan.  
 
    He looked at Malory, so out of her element, and wondered what her motive had been. Perhaps her family had raised her to be strong willed and independent and the humiliation of submitting to the Emperor in such horrific and degrading ways was more than suited her constitution. Perhaps some other as yet hidden tragedy from her life. 
 
    What had motivated him though, he wondered. His parents were gone, and he had always assumed that it was the work of Imperial soldiers. But he had no proof. It could be that they simply didn’t want to be parents any longer or suffered an accident or were killed in a robbery. In any case, it was almost ten years since they had disappeared. The emotional scar had healed over and wasn’t so intensely painful. Nor should the humiliation of becoming an initiate have been unbearable for him. Daily life as a sewer urchin was humiliation—begging for petty jobs, begging for food, eating rats and rotted, cast offs just to survive. It was obvious, from the fine clothes he wore, now torn and soiled, to the fresh, high quality food that they were served, that a life as an Imperial Seeker would be many times better than his life in the sewers of his hometown.  
 
    But something had shifted inside of him since the dragon dreams had begun.  
 
    He found himself less and less willing to accept his lot with a smile and a nod of thanks. If it was true that being chosen by a Legendary Beast granted one certain powers, then perhaps the first power that the dragon had given him was a refusal to be treated like… a sewer urchin. 
 
    Thinking of the dragon and its powers reminded Jaden of what had happened in their fight with the soldiers at the temple. He had never really thought about magic before waking up in the coach, on the way to the Academy. The Immortals were said to be powerful magicians, but really the only evidence of the powers of the Immortal Council in a place like Lessertown, where he was born, were the ubiquitous soldiers and the stifling bureaucracy. To say that they were mages, to people like Jaden, merely meant that they were powerful and above the law. Even after he found himself in the caravan of initiates to the Imperial Academy, he thought the whole idea a bit silly. Sure, his flight from the soldiers in the City Market had been impressive, but he could put that down to fear, desperation, and dumb luck. But what had happened during the battle—the explosion of light from his hands—that was no mere extraordinary physical ability. That was something else. 
 
    “You’re thinking about what you did back at the temple,” Lily said in her soft, northern accent. 
 
    Jaden looked up, realizing that he’d been staring at his own hands in a reverie. “Yeah, that was…weird.” 
 
    “Your Legendary Beast has already given you significant powers,” she said. “It was impressive.” 
 
    “You believe all this stuff? I’m from Lessertown and almost no one believes in magic, except maybe the aristocrats with their private temples and secret handshakes.” 
 
    “I’m from the north. We believe in all sort of things; faeries, elves, darklings. They say that we produce the most Seekers of anyone in the whole Empire.” 
 
    “Get down!” the rebel leader shouted over his shoulder, from the front of the wagon. 
 
    The wagon had been slowing to a more comfortable pace for a while, as they made their way through the city and attempted to blend in. But now they picked up speed once again, and the reason soon became clear.  
 
    Somehow word had been passed to the city guards ahead of them, and they were trying to intercept the rebels.  
 
    Jaden looked in front of the wagons and saw archers on rooftops trying to find their aim at them. The rebels were clearly experts at making themselves difficult to hit and at the speed of their travel, it was almost impossible.  
 
    Arrows bounced off the walls of the stone buildings along the narrow streets, though a few pierced the thick fabric of the wagon’s cover. Behind them, as they were the last wagon of three, Jaden saw soldiers on horseback riding hard to catch up with them. At the moment, these soldiers were a greater threat than the poor aim of the rooftop archers. 
 
    Lily got to her feet, drew her sword, and steadied herself. It was obvious that she had no intention of being captured or being killed without a fight.  
 
    Malory was looking around for things to throw at the soldiers when they got close but obviously had no martial training of her own.  
 
    Jaden wasn’t certain what to do. He was happy to pick up a sword and do his part, but he had to admit that it wouldn’t be that much help. Nor could he offer to drive the wagon to free up the rebel leader to fight the soldiers. Jaden hadn’t even ridden a donkey, let alone driven a four horse wagon through winding narrow streets while being shot at. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Blackness. 
 
     Jaden was in the cavern of the coins. The shift in momentum almost caused him to topple down a heap of them and into the river of lava. He scrambled back up to the top, his heart pounding and the sweat already pouring down his face from the heat of the room. 
 
    “I wanted to congratulate you, young Seeker,” came the voice of the dragon, from nowhere and everywhere. 
 
    Jaden looked around. “Where are you?” 
 
    Suddenly, the dragon was there beside him, massive and overwhelming in its presence. 
 
    “What is your name, dragon? If we are going to keep meeting, it would be better to call you something other than ‘dragon’.” 
 
    “My true name is unpronounceable with your tongue, but you may call me Dracoseth.” 
 
    “And for what do you want to congratulate me, Dracoseth?” 
 
    “Your refusal to serve the Usurpers. Escaping was a courageous act for one so puny.” 
 
    “If you saw my joining with the rebels to flee, then you can probably see that we haven’t yet escaped and it’s looking unlikelier by the moment.” 
 
    “Bah, a few, poorly trained men on horseback. Why did I give you the power of concentrated light if you aren’t even going to use it to save yourself? Don’t disappoint my newfound hope in your abilities.” 
 
    “That’s why I was able to do that; during the fight?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “Did you think that you did that yourself?” Dracoseth replied with a chuckle. “The only magic that exists in your world any longer is magic that comes from mine. That is why your Immortal Council is so greedy to consume more Legendary Beasts, because they have no power of their own.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but you might have explained to me how to use the power you gave me. I could have turned everyone and everything to ash back there.” 
 
    “Would that have been so bad? It would have solved your current problem.” 
 
    “I would then have been without horses or a coach to flee. But the problem I have right now is that I don’t know how to make it happen at all.” 
 
    “You used it once did you not? Must you be led by the hand like an infant?” 
 
    “Well, yes. I have no pride in this, not when I’m about to have my head chopped off.” 
 
    “The mana that I give you is like the rays of the sun. To use it you must focus its diffuse energies in the direction and for the ends that you desire. To focus it you must use your emotions, not your intellect. Human intellect is good for counting money and building ships. Emotion is the directive force of magic. You must feel, not think.” 
 
    “I have to say, Dracoseth, that isn’t very helpful.” 
 
    “Bah, you are hopeless, boy. Figure it out or I shall go back to sleep until another is born in a few centuries that might serve me usefully.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Jaden, look out!” 
 
    Without thinking, Jaden rolled out of the way. He had been lying on a sack of oats that the rebels used to weigh down the axle of the coach. Just as he did so, a soldier’s blade split it open, spilling oats across the floor. 
 
    Jaden looked up and saw the soldier still looming over him. Behind him, Lily was battling with another soldier who had managed to board their wagon. As the soldier over him prepared to bring down his sword again, he was struck by another bag of oats swung by Malory. The soldier screamed as he tumbled over the side of the wagon and under its wheels. Jaden looked to Malory, whose hair hung wildly in her face. 
 
    “You picked a bloody poor time to commune with your Legendary Beast,” she told him, panting heavily. 
 
    “He doesn’t exactly schedule appointments like a leech,” Jaden replied and jumped to his feet. 
 
    Behind the wagon were three more horses with soldiers gaining on them. Lily was holding her own against the soldier, but it was clear that her lighter weight was hampering her balance in the wildly careening wagon more than that of the large soldier.  
 
    Jaden looked around, picked up one of the rebels’ wooden shields, and moved toward the soldier. The man kicked Jaden before he could get close, sending him stumbling backward and almost over the side of the wagon. Malory grabbed his arm and stopped him from falling to his death. 
 
    “That didn’t work,” he muttered and held out a hand, closing his eyes to try and concentrate his emotional energy on the soldier. Nothing happened; no ball of light. 
 
    “Kalamin’s beard, Jaden,” Malory exclaimed. “That’s not helping.” 
 
    Frustrated, Jaden flung the shield on his arm at the soldier like a discus. It caught the man off-guard, hitting him in the face and knocking him backward. It was enough of an advantage for Lily, who drove her sword into his abdomen and then withdrew it. The soldier staggered once and then fell backward off the wagon and under the feet of the onrushing horses, causing two of them to tumble to the ground on top of their riders. 
 
    Jaden was about to cheer their small victory when a shooting pain in his shoulder brought him to his knees. He looked down and saw the end of an arrow sticking out from just under his collarbone. It was a miracle that it hadn’t killed him outright, but a wave of rage and pain came over him.  
 
    His cheeks flushed and his hands grew hot. He spun around in the wagon and looked upward where a line of archers could be seen 50 yards ahead of them, firing arrow after arrow down upon them.  
 
    Without thinking, Jaden snatched up another of the wooden shields, and with a bellowing roar, flung it up toward them. Given his injury and the fact that the soldiers were on the third storey roof of a building, it should have fallen harmlessly. But the shield arced at high speed through the air, bursting into flame like a wheel of fire. It struck the first archer and cut right through him until it reached the second and then exploded into shards of wooden daggers that sent the others tumbling off of the roof. 
 
    “Jaden, your shoulder,” Lily said. 
 
    Jaden looked down to where the arrow had pierced him. It was gone and now lay in two charred pieces on the floor of the wagon. His skin at the site of the wound glowed like lava as it moved and shifted, like the river in Dracoseth’s cavern. The wound sealed up and disappeared. 
 
    Looking back to where the remaining soldier had been pursuing them on horseback, Jaden saw that he had stopped chasing them. Having seen the deadly, flaming disc fly from Jaden’s hands, the soldier decided he didn’t want any more of this and gave up. At that moment, the rebel leader called out from the front of the wagon. 
 
    “City gates dead ahead! Once we’re beyond the walls, they won’t pursue us into the forest at night.” 
 
    Jaden looked past the rebel leader and saw that, indeed, the city gate loomed up ahead. The rebels who were on horseback, without wagons to pull, had arrived ahead of them and had cleared the way for their exit from the city. The guards at the gate had fled or been dispatched and the grated bars had been lifted into the air.  
 
    The rebel leader didn’t slow the wagon as they passed through the tight exit, tearing through the archway and across the bridge that led into the darkness of the forest.  
 
    Soon it was so black that Jaden couldn’t even see his own hand in front of him. They had escaped from the Imperial Institute and fended off the Empire’s soldiers.  
 
    Jaden laughed and shook his head as the excitement of their flight slowly dissipated.  
 
    They were free. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They traveled through the night without stopping, though at a less frantic pace. There, in the darkness of the forest, it was silent and even the moon was invisible. If there were any Imperial soldiers pursuing them, they were completely silent in doing so, which made it unlikely. Even the rebel leader let his guard down, tying off the reins and sitting under the canopy of the wagon with Jaden, Lily, and Malory. The wounded rebel woman was also here, lying unconscious on the floor of the wagon, her breathing shallow and ragged. 
 
    “I don’t suppose that any of you initiates have been given a light spell by your Beast,” the rebel leader asked as he bent over the woman. “A healing spell would be better of course, but one mustn’t expect too much.” 
 
    “No, sorry sir,” Malory replied. 
 
    “How about you, boy?” the rebel said to Jaden. “I saw the shield that you threw burst into flame. Outside of a fight, can you do anything useful with that power?” 
 
    Jaden shook his head. “I don’t… know how to control it, I’m afraid. It just happens.” 
 
    He thought he saw the rebel leader shake his head in response but in the darkness couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “That is normal for an untrained Seeker. I was once the same.” 
 
    “You’re a Seeker?” Malory asked. “Why didn’t you use your powers in the city?” 
 
    “I was a Seeker,” he replied. “But it is a power only for the youth, and the connection with my Beast faded to nothing before my thirty-fifth year. Now I have to rely on my own, human skills.” 
 
    “Do all Seekers lose their powers with age?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “A Seeker has no powers,” the rebel leader corrected him. “They have a connection to a Legendary Beast, who lends them a small portion of their abilities. With time, the connection fades. I’ve never seen it in anyone beyond the age of forty.” 
 
    “We have a saying back home,” Lily said. “As rare as an old Seeker or a wise youth.” 
 
    The rebel leader chuckled. “That sums it up well,” he said, then added, “my name is Melchior and I’m the commander of this squad.” 
 
    After the others introduced themselves, Jaden asked. “Why did you attack the caravan at the temple? You were outnumbered and you must have known that reinforcements would come quickly. There were no valuables to steal from our coaches.” 
 
    “Oh, but you’re wrong. We were there to steal gold and I’m looking at it.” 
 
    “To kidnap us?” Malory asked and moved closer to Jaden. 
 
    “Kidnap, no,” Melchior said. “The rebellion needs Seekers. We let the Emperor find them for us and then recruit the ones disgusted by what is demanded of them.” 
 
    Jaden had a sudden realization. “You were in one of the towns that we passed through, before the Hippolytic Temple.” 
 
    “We followed you for a number of days, yes.” 
 
    “Would have been nice if you’d saved us before we had to bathe in blood,” Malory grumbled. 
 
    “If we had attacked the caravan before you’d gone through that experience, you would have fought against us and with the Imperial soldiers,” Melchior said. “If we had waited for you to pass through too many stations of submission, you would be too passive to join us. We have to stage our raids when it is most likely that there will be initiates who are disgusted and enraged, and with their spirits unbroken.” 
 
    “Surely the Imperial authorities have noticed your patterns,” Jaden said. 
 
    “We only recently started recruiting in this manner. We have maybe one or two more attempts before we’ll have to try something new. But each method has to be well thought out, otherwise the recruits are a little too reticent to join us. The Empire has created a very effective system of control and loyalty.” 
 
    “How many Seekers are there with the rebellion?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “These are questions best left until you arrive at the Hidden City and can speak with the Headmaster himself.” 
 
    “Headmaster?” 
 
    “The founder of the Hidden City. He is also known as the Great Protector and Shield of the Hidden City. He leads the Free Academy, where our Seekers are trained. He will have answers for you. But for the moment, I suggest that you three sleep. Tomorrow we stop at a safe house before continuing into the mountains.” 
 
    “What about the injured woman?” Lily asked. 
 
    “I will lie with her and say a prayer for easy passage to the next world. There’s nothing else that I can do.” 
 
    “She’s dying because of us,” Malory said. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “She is dying, not because of you. She is dying for the rebellion and for the freedom of our people, as would any one of us.” 
 
    Melchior said this obvious, to him, truth so matter-of-factly that it resonated over and over in Jaden’s head. Then he lay down and said no more to them, his soft murmuring to the wounded rebel barely audible.  
 
    Jaden moved away from the others and leaned against the side rail of the wagon, peering into the night out the back.  
 
    Would he die for a rebellion or any other cause? He wasn’t so certain. He knew that he definitely wouldn’t die for the Empire and was willing to risk his life to avoid even submitting to it.  
 
    But to die fighting against it? Until earlier that day he hadn’t even known that it was possible to fight it. As they had recited in school every day when he was a young child: “The Empire is the sunrise. The Empire is the sunset. The Empire is the light of the day and the dark of the night. There is nothing that is not the Empire.” How could such a thing be fought?  
 
    Jaden realized that he had a great many things to wrap his head around and that there were probably more to come.  
 
    As he stared out into the blackness so impenetrable, he didn’t even notice when his eyes closed and he drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, they awoke and found themselves in a field of tall corn, which rose above the height of their wagons and horses.  
 
    Jaden peered out of the back of the wagon and saw the other two wagons in a wide circle with their own. The horses were released from their harnesses and nowhere to be seen, but the rebels were gathered around a small fire and were cooking breakfast and chatting.  
 
    Inside the wagon with Jaden, he saw that Malory was still asleep but Lily wasn’t there. Nor was Melchior, nor the wounded rebel woman. The only evidence of her presence was a sizable blood stain on the wooden floor of the wagon. 
 
    “Hey,” he called to Malory who stirred and then pushed herself up onto her elbows. “Think it’s time we got up. Looks like we’re the last ones in the whole camp.” 
 
    Malory stretched and yawned and looked around. “I was sure that yesterday was a dream of some kind,” she said when she’d finished. 
 
    “Definitely weird but, no, not a dream.” Jaden hopped out of the wagon and then turned and offered her a hand. “Come on.” 
 
    The two of them wandered over to the fire where the rebels were talking but as soon as the rebels saw them, they went quiet and looked away. Jaden turned to Malory, puzzled, then looked back at the rebels. They were, indeed, avoiding eye contact with them and many had pulled up hoods or shirts to hide their faces. 
 
    “They don’t believe that you’re not with the Immortal Council.” 
 
    “They think we’re spies?” Jaden asked. “If that’s true, we’ve gone to a lot of effort to fool you.” 
 
    “We’ve all lost people to the spies. We can’t really know for sure until you meet with the Headmaster. He can tell.” 
 
    “Then why aren’t you hiding your face,” Jaden asked. 
 
    “I’ve no one left to lose and I won’t live in fear.” 
 
    Jaden glanced back at the rebels, who were slowly drifting away, putting distance between themselves and the youths, whom they had battled to free—and now feared. 
 
    “Is it really so dangerous?” Malory asked. “And, if so, then why risk yourselves to free us in the first place?” 
 
    “We must rebuild our forces and there is no other way. We swallow our fear in order to press on in what we must do.” 
 
    “Rebuild?” Jaden asked. “That sounds like you suffered a big defeat.” 
 
    “Aye, we lost an entire generation of Seekers and most of our rebel fighters. The Immortal Council tapped into powers, perhaps a Legendary Beast that was unknown to us, perhaps some elder magic. It gave them an advantage over us that we didn’t know about. We allowed ourselves to be led into an unwinnable battle and were like sheep before wolves. We are only now recovering from that.” 
 
    “When did it happen?” 
 
    “A century ago.” 
 
    “A century! And still…” 
 
    “We are as timid as dormice? Yes, it was that devastating that none are left unmarked,” Melchior said. 
 
    “And yet they fought so bravely,” Jaden noted, remembering how fiercely they had taken on the soldiers at the temple. 
 
    “When you fight with family, the only thing you need fear is a blow from the enemy and death. But when you let a stranger into your circle you are never safe.” 
 
    “I think I understand,” Jaden replied. He remembered life in the sewers where everyone was constantly afraid of police spies and paid informants revealing their locations. There were always rumors of soldiers and police raiding other urchin nests because their location had been revealed. A new orphan to the nest was tested for weeks before they were allowed to join the main group. Some urchins kept their faces covered until a new orphan had been amongst them a full year. Carelessness could cost you a hand and a lifetime in the Fortress. 
 
    “They will grow more comfortable with you. In the meantime, I want to bring you to the farm of one of our people; we are on his land. He has a lad like you who wants to join the rebellion but is more frightened than my own fighters.” 
 
    Melchior led Jaden and Malory through the tall corn stalks until they could no longer see or hear the rebels back at the camp. The stalks were so high that the sun barely reached them. He understood why they had stopped there, besides the person who wanted to join the rebellion. It was a perfect hiding spot, invisible to anyone on the ground. After a fifteen-minute walk, with Jaden completely lost and certainly unable to find his way back, they emerged from the corn field next to a house and yard. 
 
    The house was built with the local stone that lay about on the ground, flat and in various sizes. Behind the house was a tall hill, a foothill of the mountains behind it. It was covered in tall grasses until halfway up and then became slate gray stone. It was obviously the source of the rocks in the ground, which had tumbled downward over the millennia, and the farmhouse building materials. Chickens ran about freely in the yard, competing with a pair of goats for whatever food they could find spread about. Each animal complained noisily about the others as they fought over scraps. 
 
    Melchior led them up to the door of the farmhouse and knocked twice, then paused, before knocking a third time. After a moment, the door appeared to open on its own and Melchior slipped inside. 
 
    “Come,” he said and then was gone. 
 
    Jaden looked at Malory, and the two of them slipped through the half-open door behind Melchior. Inside was dim, and it took a moment for Jaden’s eyes to adjust, though not as long as he would have thought. And his vision also felt different. He could see strange colors that normally he couldn’t. The whole room also just seemed brighter than it should have, given the almost complete lack of windows. The only light seemed to come from the last embers of a dying fire in a fireplace against the far wall. But this was enough. 
 
    Looking around, Jaden saw that there were actually more windows with shutters on two sides of the building, but these were closed, although it was a sunny and clear day outside. Near the fireplace against the one wall there was a kitchen with a counter and a basin. On the counter was a large knife and a number of pieces of vegetables and what looked like a half-plucked chicken. Against another wall were a pair of beds. Finally, opposite the kitchen and fireplace, at the other end of the room, several chairs gathered around a table on which there was a small candle, the light of which would normally have been just enough to allow anyone sitting at the table to see that someone was across from them and not much more. 
 
    Jaden tugged Malory by the sleeve of her shirt and led her to the table. Melchior was seated her and across from him was a couple, presumably the farmers who tended the fields. 
 
    “Tha byes is out wit da sheep,” the woman explained to Melchior in her thick, rural accent. 
 
    “I’m sure that you have your own share of chores that we’re keeping you from. We thank you for your hospitality and for tending to the boy. Where is he now?” 
 
    “Da bern, a-hind da hoos. Wil’na coom insigh. Lee ‘em grub in a booket like an animal, we do. Shook bad, he is. Six months in a da wilds, eatin bugs n worms like.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll go there now and take the responsibility for him off of your hands.” 
 
    “Preciate. Wants ta help but gots ta be kerful. ‘Ere’s spies in all da parts.” 
 
    “There are,” Melchior agreed. “Thank you for your courage.” 
 
    Melchior stood and they did as well, then shook their hands. Nobody offered to shake Jaden and Malory’s hands, but the farmers did nod toward them. It was probably best the less they knew about Jaden and Malory, in case anyone was caught by the authorities. Even meeting in the dark was probably intentional as it meant that they wouldn’t be able to identify anyone else. Or, normally that would be the case, but at the moment Jaden could see as clear as day and could see every line in their weather-worn faces. But he kept this to himself out of respect and so as not to frighten them. 
 
    Melchior led them out of the farmhouse and behind it, toward the small barn. It was more of a large shed than a barn, to be sure, and looked rundown. Probably, the stone foundation was hundreds of years old, and the farmers had simply erected a new wooden barn structure on top of the foundations every time the old one rotted and fell away. By the looks of it, this one would soon be on the ground to join who-knew-how-many wooden structures from the past. 
 
    “Their boys are always out whenever we come,” Melchior told them. “They try to be polite about it, but I’m certain that they send them away so that there’s no risk of them being seen with us. They want to help but they’re not so foolish as to put their children in danger.” 
 
    “If the rebellion’s weak and the Empire is strong, that’s a wise move on their part,” Jaden said, then added. “If I were them, I wouldn’t help the rebellion at all.” 
 
    Melchior looked back at him and smirked. “And yet, here you are.” 
 
    “I’m an orphan and a sewer urchin. I don’t have to fear losing my family.” 
 
    Melchior nodded his chin at Malory, who was strangely quiet. “What about your friends?” 
 
    “We’ve really only just met a few days ago. I don’t think that we could call each other friends yet.” 
 
    Melchior snorted and continued toward the door of the barn. “It’s a tough life without family or friends, lad. I advise you find yourself some good ones and keep ‘em close.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Jaden replied, then turned to Malory. “Why’re you so quiet?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know. I sense something. Like danger. Could that be something to do with my Legendary Beast?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jaden said. “I don’t know anything about…” 
 
    The door of the barn, which Melchior had been pushing, burst outward and struck him, sending him flying. Jaden shoved Malory out of the way so that it narrowly missed her, but it caught him in the side of the face, knocking him to the ground.  
 
    As he looked up, he saw something pass overhead at high speed. He rolled over in time to see it hit the ground: it was a young man, about his own age. He was squat with thick legs and a muscular body. His leap had been more than any human could do, at least any human that Jaden had seen. He had flown at least fifteen feet before landing in a crouch and then spinning on the three of them. 
 
    “Easy, lad,” Melchior said, hands raised to try and calm him. “We’re the people you’ve been looking for. We’re with the rebellion.” 
 
    The young man scowled at Melchior. “If I had a gold ingot for every time I’ve been told that and then been attacked these last months.” 
 
    Melchior indicated toward Jaden and Malory, who was climbing back to her feet. “I’ve brought these two with me. They’re also escapees from the Institute.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Malory chimed in. “We were about to perform our sacrifice or whatever at the Goliath Bat Temple when the rebels came. We left with them.” 
 
    “Words are cheap,” he snarled back. “Show me some proof.” 
 
    “What kind of proof?” Melchior asked. 
 
    “Don’t you have some way to identify yourself to other rebels? A hand signal or code word?” 
 
    “We’re a rebellion against tyranny, not one of your aristocratic, private religions with your ridiculous secret passwords,” Melchior replied. 
 
    Jaden had a sudden realization of who this guy was that was facing off against them. “Hey, you’re Nathan Goldspine, aren’t you? From an aristocratic family in the capital.” 
 
    Nathan spun on Jaden, leapt through the air, and hit him in the chest, knocking Jaden to the ground. “How do you know my name?” 
 
    “There was a guy in the coach with us,” Jaden coughed. “Staunton. Real jerk. He said he knew your family and that you were a traitor.” 
 
    “Staunton’s family were slavers,” Nathan spit. “They’re scum.” 
 
    “Yeah, Lily, she’s back at the camp with the other rebels, she…” 
 
    “Actually, I’m right beside you,” came Lily’s voice. 
 
    Everybody leapt backward as Lily suddenly appeared next to Malory, who leapt the highest at the surprise. 
 
    “How did you do that?!” Jaden asked. 
 
    “And why did you do that?” Malory added, holding her hand on her chest. 
 
    “Sorry. I just… I had a dream with my Beast last night, and when I woke up this morning, I was… invisible. I’ve been trying to get control of this power all morning. It’s like I can hide in plain sight and nobody can see me, unless I’m moving when you look.” 
 
    “And so you chose to stand beside me when you revealed yourself?” Malory said. “Are you trying to kill me from fright?” 
 
    “It’s all a bit new to me.” 
 
    “Anyway, Nathan, this is Lily, and she stabbed Staunton through the back to save my life.” 
 
    “If you killed him, that makes you alright with me,” he replied, relaxing somewhat. 
 
    “Unfortunately, he wasn’t dead. He seems to be able to heal even mortal wounds,” Jaden said. 
 
    “Figures.” 
 
    “Anyway, even if we didn’t manage to kill the neighbor you don’t like, we are on your side, alright?” 
 
    Jaden’s banter seemed to be working at making Nathan more relaxed. But he still hesitated. “Why should I trust you?” 
 
    “To be honest, I have no idea,” Jaden replied. “I mean, a few days ago, I didn’t even really know what a Seeker was or a Legendary Beast. In Lessertown, we just called them the Old Gods and got on with our business. And I still don’t know much about this rebellion, except that they’re not doing so good and that they have a hidden city. About the only thing I do know is that I have no intention of being an Imperial Seeker and that the best way to avoid that is to go to the Hidden City with the rebels. I’ll figure out the rest once we get there. If you want to stay here and keep running from the Empire on their own soil, then you are welcome to do so. But I think you’d do yourself a favor—and make this side-trip to get you worthwhile—if you came along for the ride and did the same.” 
 
    “We also need to get off this farm before someone notices and reports the family to the authorities,” Melchior added. “If it’s found out that they harbored rebels and fugitive Seekers, their whole family will be executed.” 
 
    Nathan eyed the people who stood around him. None of them had weapons on them. After a moment, he relaxed his tense muscles and nodded his head. “Alright. For now.” 
 
    They arrived back at the rebel camp amongst the corn stalks in short order and found it packed up. The three initiates and Nathan climbed into the same wagon. The wounded rebel woman was there, sitting in a corner, heavily bandaged. She was pale and struggled to keep her eyes open, but she was definitely alive. Jaden looked at the others and then back at the rebel woman. She nodded toward Lily. 
 
    “Was that one,” she said. “Knows a thing or two about plants.” 
 
    Lily blushed and shrugged. “I don’t even know their names. But, since I got the Call, I can just…smell them. I found some kind of weed that grows between the corn stalks and stops bleeding if you eat the leaves. The flowers do the opposite, I think.” 
 
    “Nice work,” Jaden congratulated her. “Do you have to do anything special, or do you just know?” 
 
    “I just know. Sounds strange I know.” 
 
    “So far my Beast has given me nothing except a pointier nose,” Malory piped in. Jaden had to admit that her nose did look sharper than it did back in the Lessertown Market. 
 
    “Your nose isn’t pointy,” he lied. “And you sensed Nathan in the barn. Maybe you just have to get used to trusting your senses.” 
 
    “Maybe. I’ll keep that in mind. I’m not always good at trusting myself.” 
 
    “I wish mine would just work,” Jaden said. “My Beast tells me that I have to find the energy source for the magic in my emotions, but half the time I don’t know what I feel. The only time it seems to work is when I’m scared half-to-death.” 
 
    “But, boy, when it does, Jaden, it’s really something,” Lily replied. 
 
    “How about yours, Nathan?” Malory asked. “Do you just have abilities or is it like with Jaden?” 
 
    Nathan lifted and set down each of his legs, examining them. “About a year ago the dreams started and, at the same time, my legs started to grow larger. At first I wasn’t certain, as you can probably imagine. And I didn’t say anything to my parents because I didn’t want to be sent off to the Institute and become a Seeker. But, then, I was unable to hide it any more. And, sometimes, just by accident, I would jump higher than my head or from one side of the road to the other.” 
 
    “Bet you couldn’t hide that,” Jaden laughed. 
 
    Nathan blushed. “Most certainly not. And it has been like that ever since. Never anything more than running and jumping. But, for all that, it sure has caused me a lot of trouble.” 
 
    “How long have you been living in the woods on your own?” 
 
    “Almost six months. When my parents contacted the Immortal Council and a squad of soldiers showed up at my door, I leapt from my bedroom window and fled as far away from the city as possible. I know how to hunt, but it’s been…difficult. I have eaten more than my share of insects.” 
 
    Malory gagged at the thought, but Jaden just laughed.  
 
    “Sundays, in the sewers, we would all chip in whatever fruits or vegetables we had left from the week and make a pot of rat stew. If there were bugs to throw in, all the better.” 
 
    “Malabar’s Honor, I’m going to throw up,” Malory coughed, her whole body shaking. Everybody else laughed, even Melchior and the wounded soldier, who tried not to because of the pain. 
 
    “Ha ha ha, everyone, very funny,” Malory said, then froze. “Wait. We’re being watched.” 
 
    She rushed out from under the wagon’s cover and looked up to the sky, pointing. Jaden and the others followed her. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Jaden said. 
 
    “There, to the right of that cloud, moving in a circle,” she replied. 
 
    Jaden squinted his eyes and focused on the spot where Malory pointed. After a moment, he spotted a small dot moving in a circle directly above them. 
 
    “A bird? Is it an eagle?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s an Immortal, or maybe an Imperial Seeker,” Malory said. “They’re in a robe, but I can’t tell more than that.” 
 
    Whatever it was, it wasn’t good news. 
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    Melchior was now beside them, letting the horses follow the wagon in front of them on their own. Standing in motionless silence, he put his hand up to his eyes to have a look at the strange figure in the sky. After a moment, he dropped his hand and rushed to the front of the wagon and whistled like a bird. From the wagon in front of them the same birdsong was whistled in response. And then from the wagon in front of that. Two of the four rebels on horseback rode from the front to their wagon, stopping beside Melchior to converse. Jaden moved up to listen. 
 
    “I can see the arms,” Melchior said. “It’s an Immortal. Probably Akrana. She’s the consul in this region and many years ago consumed the spirit of the Southern Inland Albatross. It allows her to float on the winds for days and guide the movements of troops.” 
 
    “You think there’s troops following us?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “We took three initiates on their way to the Institute in front of fifteen other initiates, plus the soldiers and priests at the temple. It’s a victory for us and a sign of weakness on their part—and they can’t let us have victories.” 
 
    “What do we do then?” 
 
    “We go into the forests to the west. We’ll have to leave the wagons but can keep the horses. The forest opens into swampland in the flatlands beneath the foothills, which is impassable to armored soldiers, but our horses should be able to get across. Then we can head into the mountains and make our way back to the Hidden City.” 
 
    The two rebels on horseback nodded in agreement, then rode to the front of their caravan of wagons. They led them off the main highway and onto a rough path that led directly westwards toward a thick wall of trees. Although the ground was rutted and only packed dirt, they picked up speed as they went, in case the soldiers were closer than they realized. 
 
    Jaden staggered to the back of the wagon where the others were seated, looking anxiously out the back of the wagon. He relayed Melchior’s plan. 
 
    “Do you see anything?” he asked Malory, who stared into the distance. 
 
    “I can see a dust cloud rising, probably from horses and wagons. It’s still some distance away but they are getting closer quickly.” 
 
    Jaden smiled at her. “And you thought that your Beast had given you nothing but a pointy nose,” he laughed. “You can see ten times better than the rest of us.” 
 
    “For my part,” Lily added, “I can hear the hooves of many horses. Definitely more than fifty.” 
 
    “I hear them too,” Nathan agreed. 
 
    “Boy, to me it just looks like a peaceful and sunny day,” Jaden joked. “Well, peaceful except for this rough wagon trail.” 
 
    By the time that the wagon reached the forest’s edge, Jaden could also see the dust cloud being generated by the soldiers who were riding to intercept them. Up in the sky, the Immortal, whom Melchior had called Akrana, had descended lower to the ground and was more visible. Jaden could see her arms and legs, as well as a pair of enormous wings, each one longer than the length of her body. She looked graceful as she floated above them, but Jaden knew that she was reporting to the soldiers below their exact location with the intention of killing them. 
 
    “I wish there was some way to bring her down,” Jaden commented. 
 
    “She’s too high for bow and arrow,” Nathan noted. 
 
    “If I could fly that would help,” Malory said. 
 
    “If you could fly, you would just make it easier to kill you,” the injured rebel woman told her. “Akrana is an old Immortal of the first generation. She hasn’t lasted this long by being easy to bring down. They say that she has consumed, not just the Albatross, but also the Desert Wolverine and Red Scorpion. An untrained Seeker would be easy pickings for the likes of her.” 
 
    “You’re awake,” Jaden noted. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Treena, daughter of the cooper,” she replied. 
 
    “You’re from the north,” Lily said. 
 
    “Aye. Been a long time though. After my father was sent to the Fortress, my mother joined the rebellion. I was just a child.” 
 
    “Was your father ever released?” Nathan asked. 
 
    Treena laughed. “You must be high born. No one is released from the Fortress, lad. Not even the rats get out.” 
 
    The wagons entered the forest, where the path became even more treacherous as the thick roots of the oak trees burst the packed soil. Finally, it became clear that they could go no farther in them, and they stopped the wagons near the edge of a stream that passed through the trees. Rebels poured out of the other wagons and loaded what they could onto the horses, while other rebels were busy unharnessing the horses from the wagons. 
 
    “Can you all ride?” Melchior asked the initiates. 
 
    They all nodded except for Jaden, who was a city boy of few means. The closest he had gotten to a horse was shoveling its droppings from in front of the market stalls in Lessertown. He shook his head at Melchior and then looked nervously at the nearby horses, pawing anxiously at the ground as they were prepared and saddled. 
 
    “Well, no time for an equestrian lesson, son. Stay in the middle of the group and let the horse do all the thinking. You just hold on to the saddle with your hands and keep your legs tight against its sides.” 
 
    Melchior offered Jaden a pair of clasped hands, and he stepped into them and then up on the horse. He felt unstable being so high from the ground on an animal that was never fully still, but he felt like he could become accustomed to it. He put on a brave face and smiled over at Lily, who mounted her horse without difficulty, as did Malory and Nathan. 
 
    “Do you all know how to ride?” he asked them. 
 
    “I’m from a village,” Lily explained. “I ran errands for my father on his horse.” 
 
    Nathan shrugged. “Riding and hunting are part of the training for a future gentleman.” 
 
    “A bit of both for me,” Malory added. “My parents wanted me to have culture, so that I might meet a duke or other noble to marry. But I also rode to the coast with my father when we received a large shipment of silk, to inspect and sign off on it.” 
 
    Lily cantered up beside Jaden as he struggled to get control of his horse and not fall off. 
 
    “Ease up on the reins a bit,” she said softly. “It pulls the bit into the horse’s mouth.” 
 
    Jaden nodded and let the reins go loose in his hands. The horse immediately stopped fidgeting. Meanwhile, Melchior and other rebels were flipping the wagons on their sides to block the pathway. Another rebel, a tall woman with face tattoos typical of the people of the eastern coast, dug through the saddlebags on the horses. 
 
    “I can’t find it,” she told Melchior. “It might have been left back at camp.” 
 
    “We don’t have time to rub sticks. I told you to make sure everything was packed.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Melchior. We were rushed.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “We want to light the wagons to block the path, but the flint rocks were left behind, back at the farm.” 
 
    “Maybe I could help. I lit the wooden shield during the chase through the city. Perhaps I can do the same here.” 
 
    Melchior nodded and helped Jaden down again from the horse. 
 
    “The rest of you go ahead and we’ll catch up when we can. When you reach the swamp, follow it to the south and east. To the west are creatures that you don’t want to encounter while riding on their favorite meal.” 
 
    Lily also dismounted and joined them. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Melchior asked. 
 
    “He doesn’t know how to ride,” Lily replied. “I can help, and if the soldiers catch up to us, I can help us to hide.” 
 
    “Fine. Everyone else, go. Now!” 
 
    The others rode off into the thick bramble of the forest and were soon lost to sight. Lily helped Melchior with the final positioning of wagons while Jaden went to the front wagon and placed his hands on it. He cleared his mind and focused on how he felt about the soldiers and about the Immortal flying overhead spying on them. 
 
    “Think about your fear,” he muttered to himself. “Think about how angry they make you.” 
 
    “You are a fool,” the voice of Dracoseth boomed in his head. “Do you even hear yourself? I instructed you to use your emotions as a channel to move the mana through you, not your intellect.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m doing,” Jaden replied in his head. “Telling me how badly I’m doing it isn’t helping me do it better.” 
 
    “You aren’t feeling, you are thinking about how you ought to feel. Get your intellect out of the way and let the emotion happen; don’t tell it to happen or what it should be.” 
 
    Jaden tried again to clear his mind and just feel the wood beneath his hands. He listened and heard the approach of horses and men shouting. The soldiers. He didn’t think about what it meant, how he might flee or how he might fight. He let his body react to the experience of his senses. 
 
    Suddenly he was tackled to the ground and the wind was knocked out of him. He opened his eyes and looked to see what had happened. Lily had an arm across his chest and her legs were tangled in his. Her face was buried in the crook of his neck, and he could smell her hair and feel her breath. Jaden felt his heart pound and the temperature rise in his chest and face. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    Lily rolled off him and pointed nearby. Somehow Jaden had missed it, distracted as he was by Lily’s touch. But there, nearby, all three wagons burned with flames that reached to near the tops of the trees. 
 
    “Melchior and I were still trying to position the last wagon when all three exploded in flames. I came around the wagon and you were standing right in the middle of the fire. How are you not burned?” 
 
    “Come on,” Melchior shouted, before Jaden could answer her. “We have to go!” 
 
    They leapt to their feet and rushed to the horses. Melchior helped Jaden into the saddle of his horse and took the reins in his hand. Lily moved her horse in behind that of Jaden’s. 
 
    “Take hold of that pommel at the front of the saddle and don’t let go,” Melchior said. 
 
    Jaden looked back at Lily. Behind her, he could see the wagons burning in an impressive inferno that was swirling into a fiery tornado that sent heat and sparks in every direction. With the light behind her, Lily’s face was silhouetted and barely visible, but she nodded at him. Through the crackle and roar of the flaming wagons, Jaden could see soldiers on horseback arriving on the other side of them. Their horses were spooked by the intensity of the blaze, their front hooves rising in the air every time the soldiers tried to get too close to find a way around. 
 
    As Jaden looked back, Melchior placed a foot in his stirrup and was up onto his saddle. He hadn’t even sat before he’d spurred his horse and they were off. Jaden’s horse kept pace with that of Melchior, and it was all that Jaden could do to keep from falling to one side of the other. Melchior seemed immune to the branches that slapped and scratched at their faces and never slowed his horse. From behind, Lily would occasionally shout instructions to Jaden, to help him stay upright or when he should duck or put his head against the neck of his horse. 
 
    They continued on through the woods for what seemed like an eternity. Jaden took the chance to look back every so often and could see no soldiers pursuing them. The thickness of the woods and its heavy undergrowth meant that there was no easy way around the burning wagons. And it was a fire that would last some time before any horse would leap it to get to the path on the other side. But that didn’t mean that they were alone. 
 
    Glancing upward, Jaden could see through the trees that the Immortal whom Melchior had called Akrana was still overhead. She had decided to stick with them rather than pursuing the others who had gone ahead. He thought to himself that as long as she was there, they would never be able to rid themselves of the soldiers. They needed to find a way to lose her. 
 
    Suddenly, they burst out of the forest and were in water that rose almost to the bellies of their horses. The horses were untroubled by the sudden change of landscape but were slowed by having to move through the swamp, which was thick with cattails and other plant life. As they moved through the stinking, stagnant water, the occasional flock of water birds would burst from their hiding spot. Up above, Akrana continued to drift on the breezes, watching their progress and perhaps reporting it back to the soldiers, still in the forest. 
 
    On the far side of the swamp, Jaden could see the other rebels, as well as Malory and Nathan, climbing out of the swamp onto the sandy banks that led into the foothills of the mountains. Behind them, the bank disappeared into a gulley between two steep rock faces, from which emerged a river that emptied into the swamp. 
 
    “The soldiers are free of the wagons,” Lily shouted from behind them. “I can hear them.” 
 
    “This blasted muck is slowing us,” Melchior said. 
 
    Jaden turned to Lily. “Why don’t you go ahead of us? We’re slowing you down.” 
 
    She nodded and moved past them on her horse. “I’ll see if I can find some land to get us out of this.” 
 
    She quickly disappeared ahead in the tall weeds of the swamp so that the only indication of her location came from the movements of the brown cattails on top of their long stems. They continued moving at a slow but steady pace, and as Jaden looked down, he could see large carp nibbling at the horse’s legs. He hoped that the fish had no teeth; they had enough troubles. As he was pondering the fish, several arrows whipped by Jaden’s leg and splashed into the water, scattering the fish. 
 
    “They’re firing on us,” he hissed at Melchior. 
 
    Lily reappeared all of a sudden in front of them. “Up ahead, to the left by ten yards there’s a narrow land bridge. It seems to extend all the way to the other shore.” 
 
    Melchior nodded grimly and pulled his horse in the direction that Lily had indicated. Soon they were rising out of the water and the horses were moving more freely but at the cost of no longer being hidden in the swamp weeds that had towered over their heads previously. They moved quickly across the land, putting distance between themselves and the soldiers, many of whom were firing wildly at them. 
 
    Most of the arrows sank harmlessly into the mud but one found its mark in Jaden’s thigh and, with a shout, he fell from the horse. As he hit the soft ground below, the arrow snapped off in his leg. Melchior turned and lifted one of his legs over his saddle to dismount. 
 
    “No,” Jaden told him. “Get to the other side. You’re exposed. At least on foot I’m invisible.” 
 
    “They’ll catch you with that in your leg.” 
 
    “They’ll catch all three of us if you’re trying to wrestle me into the saddle of that damn horse.” 
 
    “We can’t leave you, Jaden,” Lily said. “I won’t.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Jaden said. “Mud and stagnant water are my element.” 
 
    Melchior nodded and slapped the rear of Lily’s horse, sending it rushing ahead. Then he locked eyes one last time with Jaden and tossed his short sword at Jaden’s feet before galloping off with the other two horses. 
 
    Jaden winced and groaned as he pushed himself up to his feet. Trying to avoid putting weight on the injured leg, Jaden hobbled with difficulty along the soft ground of the land bridge through the swamp. More arrows landed in the muck, but now that he was again below the line of sight, they came nowhere close. He felt certain that he was now in the clear. If the soldiers entered the swamp, they too would be caught out in the open and risked being picked off by the rebel archers. And if they didn’t remove their armor, one slip would end with them drowning.  
 
    All Jaden needed to do was get to the other side. 
 
    From nowhere, Jaden was knocked forward, landing on his wounded leg with a howl of anguish. He quickly rolled onto his back and held up the short sword in the direction that the blow had come. Standing on the swamp land bridge behind him was Akrana, the Albatross Immortal. Her face was birdlike but with needle-like teeth, and she had a barrel chest and long, slender legs. From her back grew a pair of enormous, white wings so that she almost looked like an angel, though the effect was disrupted by the scorpion tail that emerged from under her long cloak and swayed in the air dangerously. 
 
    “You are the one known as Jaden,” she said in a voice that sounded like the clacking of a bird’s beak. 
 
    “You are Akrana, the consul of this region.” 
 
    “Yesss, I am. I have been sent to free you from the rebels.” 
 
    “I don’t need to be freed.” 
 
    “I shall pretend that you didn’t say that so that I can save you from both them and yourself.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in serving the Emperor.” 
 
    “You are under the mistaken impression that you have a choice in this matter. All those who channel mana from the Legendary Beasts must serve the Emperor. None may refuse.” 
 
    “And what if I do?” 
 
    “I will kill you here and then make the same offer to your friends before we kill the rebels.” 
 
    “The answer is no, and if you come closer, you’ll feel my sword.” 
 
    Akrana laughed and without a hint that she planned it, her tail lashed out and sunk its tip into Jaden’s shoulder before withdrawing. He felt the toxin of the scorpion sting course through his veins as he collapsed backward into the muck of the swamp. 
 
    “You will be taken back to the temples, and once my toxin clears your body, you will perform the rituals of submission. If you don’t, a most painful and extended death awaits you.” 
 
    Jaden felt a fury rising in him that this monster would threaten him and his new friends. A rage at his failure to stop her. Fear at what awaited him at the temples. And, finally, a determination that he wouldn’t submit made him grit his teeth.  
 
    There were no thoughts of plans or tricks to escape. Only the roiling, pure emotions of the moment that took hold of him. He watched as she spread her enormous wings and lifted slowly from the ground and into the air, a smile of superiority and victory on her face. 
 
    “NO!” 
 
    As Jaden shouted, a wave of heat and light exploded outward from his body. It caused the air to shimmer and burn with its power. From the corner of his eye, he saw the swamp plants wilt, brown, and burst into flame. Everything turned black as though a great vat of paint was dropped from the sky, coating everything. He heard the shriek of Akrana and, focusing his eyes on her, saw her burst into flames, her feathers turning into wicks and her flesh into melting wax. 
 
    Then the wave of energy struck and sent her burning body tumbling backward, toward the soldiers on the far bank of the swamp. As she tumbled through the air, the heat of the wave ignited the tall cattails in its path, pushing them down to the murky water as though struck by a rolling wave of fire. Steam joined smoke in a fast-moving and unstoppable wall. After a few seconds, the shrieks of Akrana were joined by those of the Imperial soldiers. And then silence, without even the calls of birds or the other creatures of the swamp. 
 
    Jaden lay on the blackened earth paralyzed and wracked with pain. He was overtaken by a deep exhaustion and felt himself sinking slowly into the soft mud. As it enveloped him, he realized that it wasn’t mud that he was sinking into but his own mind. The blackness of the burned swamp crowded the edges of his sight and, as he lost consciousness, he saw Lily leaping from her horse and running to his side. 
 
    “Lily,” he said as she took his hand. 
 
    And then the darkness swallowed him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Jaden felt a cool, damp cloth on his forehead. He was a little boy and was lying in bed with a fever, his body covered in red spots that itched and oozed. For two days he cried from the itching, until the fever hit him and then he stopped.  
 
    He was too weak to cry, though the pain of the headaches made it feel like his head might explode while the rest of his body couldn’t stop shaking because of the chills. His skin hurt to the touch, like it had been burned.  
 
    During this time, it was his mother who cried, and he hung onto the sound of her weeping as an anchor when his mind wanted to drift off to other places, into the darkness that beckoned him.  
 
    Now she was wiping his brow and his skin felt cool again, it didn’t hurt. Jaden looked up into the sad eyes of his mother, and she smiled, then leaned down and kissed his forehead. But as she sat back up, his mother began to fade away. Other sounds, strange and out of place, intruded and wiped her away like rain falling on a chalk drawing. 
 
    “Mama! Mama!” Jaden cried out, choking back a sob and twisting his body, trying to wake up from the nightmare of his mother’s disappearance. 
 
    “Shhhh,” a voice told him and pushed Jaden’s hair from his forehead. 
 
    It wasn’t his mother’s voice that consoled him. It came from another world outside of his bedroom and outside of this moment in time. Slowly his mind began to understand that he was asleep and was now waking up, though he resisted. He tried to bring back the vision of that moment of love between himself and his mother but she was now just a memory. He could no longer feel, see and hear her; she had turned back into nothing more than a word. Jaden felt a tear build in the corner of his eye and roll down the side of his face, over his temple to his ear. 
 
    Jaden blinked his eyes open and looked up. Above him was the blue sky with one lonely cloud scudding across it. The air felt crisp on his skin, though the sun felt warm wherever it landed. He could feel his arms by his sides and a blanket on top of him.  
 
    He struggled to remember where he was or how’d he gotten there. He remembered being in a swamp and he remembered a hideous, half-human-half-bird woman, what was her name?  
 
    Akran. She had been trying to kill Jaden, and he had been filled with rage and fear.  
 
    A face appeared in Jaden’s vision. It was Lily, the northern girl who had a swordmaster for a father. She was holding a damp cloth in her hand. It was the cloth that he’d felt when his mother had wiped his brow as a child. Except that was just a dream, he realized; his mother was still gone. He felt a wave of emptiness at the realization, but it also reinforced his certainty, that his mother would never have just left him. Such a love as he remembered, would never just walk away from her child. 
 
    Lily smiled at Jaden. She lifted her head and spoke to someone that Jaden couldn’t see. 
 
    “He’s awake,” she said. 
 
    “He’s awake!” someone else shouted. 
 
    Jaden stopped rocking back and forth, and he realized that they’d been moving. He tried to sit up, but Lily put a hand on his shoulder and shook her head. 
 
    “What happened?” Jaden croaked, his voice barely audible. 
 
    “You’ve been unconscious for two days,” Lily replied. 
 
    Melchior now appeared at Jaden’s side, with Malory and Nathan behind him. 
 
    “Wondered if you were gone for good, lad,” Melchior said. 
 
    “I’ve only known you a week and you’ve been knocked out twice,” Malory commented, then added, “you look like total crap, by the way.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Jaden replied. Malory had a way with words. 
 
    “You saved our lives,” Lily explained. 
 
    “How?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “You don’t remember?” Lily said, and Jaden shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t know what your Legendary Beast is, lad, but the power that exploded from you turned that Immortal to ash and more than a few of her soldiers as well. The rest fled faster than I’ve seen men run.” 
 
    “I’m guessing that his Beast must be a great whale,” Nathan suggested. 
 
    “Whales are peaceful creatures,” Malory said. “It must be a large predator of some kind.” 
 
    Lily locked eyes with Jaden, and he could tell from her look that she knew exactly what his Beast was. 
 
    “I think that Jaden needs rest more than he does twenty questions about his Legendary Beast,” she said. 
 
    Nathan patted Jaden on the shoulder. “Nicely done, Jaden. We owe you a debt of gratitude,” he said and walked away. 
 
    “Get some rest,” Malory added, “but there’ll be plenty more questions once you’re strong enough. That was really something what you did.” 
 
    After they were gone, Melchior gripped Jaden’s bicep and nodded. “Whatever Beast you’re channeling, remember that outside the Hidden City, the Immortals have ears everywhere. Keep it to yourself until we’ve arrived, and you have a chance to speak with Headmaster.” 
 
    Melchior mounted his horse and left them. A moment later and the wagon started to rock back and forth again, then turned up a hill. 
 
    Jaden turned to Lily, who remained seated beside him. 
 
    “Who is Headmaster?” 
 
    “He’s founder of the Hidden City, they say. He’s also known as the Shield and the Great Protector because he’s used his magic to keep the city hidden from the Immortal Council all these centuries. He was once the head of the council that runs the city, but now he has dedicated himself to the Free Academy, to train new generations of Seekers. He is very old, from the time before the Malabar Empire. All this, Treena told me, while you slept.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Jaden asked. 
 
    Lily shrugged. “How is any of this possible? How did you boil a swamp and defeat an entire company of soldiers with just a shout?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t even remember. My Beast told me…” 
 
    Lily put a hand on Jaden’s lips, and he felt his heart jump at her touch. She shook her head. 
 
    “Remember what Melchior said. Wait till the Hidden City.” 
 
    “When will we be there?” 
 
    “Soon. While you were having your beauty rest, we had to wear bags over our heads.” 
 
    “Bags?” 
 
    “None can know the location of the Hidden City or how to travel from the outside world to there or back again. Even Melchior and the rebels had to cover their heads. Only the animals were permitted to see. One full day and half of one night we rode like that.” 
 
    “And where did we get the wagon? We burned ours back in the forest, before the swamp.” 
 
    “Melchior and the rebels are very skilled and self-sufficient. After the soldiers had fled, they returned to the forest and harvested branches from the trees. They built this wagon and another in a few hours.” 
 
    “I see it!” Nathan shouted from somewhere ahead. “It’s the Hidden City!” 
 
    Lily peered behind Jaden, ahead toward the front of the caravan, hand to her eyes to shield it from the sun. Jaden felt the wagon tilt forward as they reached the crest of the hill. Lily’s mouth dropped open at whatever it was that she could see. 
 
    “Oh, Jaden,” she whispered. “It’s incredible.” 
 
    “Help me up,” he groaned and pushed himself up onto his elbows. 
 
    Lily helped Jaden sit all the way upright. He turned around to look forward. Some of the rebels’ horses were in the way but soon parted as they began a descent into the valley below, clearing the way for Jaden to see.  
 
    Ahead of him in the distance, nestled in the valley, was a cloud forest, the deepest shade of green that he had ever seen. The forest seemed to join seamlessly with a magnificent city of stone and crystal, of wood and water. It was like nothing that Jaden had ever seen before. 
 
    The city was round in shape, with a large, deep blue wall around its entirety. In the center of the city was a massive park, which looked to be larger than the entirety of Lessertown, where Jaden had grown up. This park had its own lake and forest. Around the central park were a series of wide boulevards that circled it. From these ring roads there emanated what seemed like thousands of spokes of smaller roads. Throughout the city were more parks of various sizes so that the city could almost be confused as a natural part of the forest in which it was located, like an outcropping of rock.  
 
    But there were also stunning structures, buildings with spires the shapes of onion bulbs and made from green and gold tiles that shimmered in the sun. Other, smaller buildings seemed to be made from living trees that had been woven into a variety of shapes around stone blocks and columns. The densely constructed area around the center of the city was made up of low buildings painted a multitude of different colors or colored in patterned ceramic tiles. Large and colorful birds of the forest drifted on the warm air that rose from the ground. Over the parks kites were flown that had the shapes of animals, as well as impossible geometric designs. Over Lessertown there always hung the brown haze of smoke, from the burning of heating fuel and the burning of the city’s waste. But over the Hidden City the air was clear and fresh.  
 
    “Malabar’s Honor,” Jaden whispered in awe. 
 
    “Malabar has no honor, nor any presence here,” Melchior corrected Jaden from nearby. “But she is a creature of beauty, our city.” 
 
    “Creature…” Jaden repeated. 
 
    “Aye, she’s a living thing, the Hidden City. We are a part of her, and she is a part of us. You’ll feel it too, from the moment we enter.” 
 
    Their caravan descended the mountainside trail, which changed from a packed dirt path to one of square and eight-pointed star cobbles by the time that they reached the edge of the forest that bounded the city. Inside the forest, the tree cover was almost complete, with only dapples of sunlight reaching the floor. Lanterns hung from the trees along the stone road to guide the way of travelers, although the origin of the light within was unclear as it burned steady, without the flicker of a flame.  
 
    All around them were the sounds of animals hidden in the trees and undergrowth. However, the longer that they were in the forest, the more animals that appeared to watch their passage, seemingly having no fear of the strange humans on horses and wagons. 
 
    “Oh, Jade, look!” Lily squealed, and Jaden glanced over.  
 
    A small creature that looked half-cat and half-human, the size of a small rat, sat on top of Lily’s head and looked around curiously. Lily had her hands up at her shoulders, uncertain what to do. The creature grew accustomed to its perch and then focused its attention on searching Lily’s thick hair for something to eat. 
 
    “It’s a fairy marmoset,” Treena, the injured rebel woman said with a laugh from her horse. “You think they’re cute now, but you won’t when you’re in a café and they steal your breakfast.” 
 
    More of the tiny creatures leapt from the trees onto heads and backs. The horses didn’t even flinch at their appearance, unless they got too close to their eyes, then they shook their heads to get the pests off them as though they were flies. The marmosets were gentle creatures but clearly had the idea that there would be food to be found, and a shiny object or two, amongst these travelers. The rebels checked their bags to make sure that they were closed tightly against the marmosets’ prying fingers and mostly just treated them like pests to be waved away when they became too annoying.  
 
    To Jaden and the others these creatures were utterly strange and fascinating, with their almost-human faces and curious looks. There was no end of laughter as the creatures made their way along the path, even when they stole objects and food from them. Malory didn’t even complain when one of them tore off a gold necklace that she wore and rushed into the trees to examine it, along with half a dozen other marmosets. She did, however, remove all of her remaining jewelry. 
 
    “First time’s funny and cute,” she said as she put her rings in a bag and closed it tight. “But if they steal the birth blessing my parents gave me, I won’t be laughing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The forest continued right up to the city wall. The gates of the Hidden City were like none that Jaden had ever seen in his life. And he had been to Malabar City, with its enormous double gates of gold, turquoise, and ivory. These were not of gems or precious metals but of mere natural stone. The gates were a vibrant blue, as were the walls of the Hidden City, however this was the color of the natural rocks and boulders of the forest as well. It was as though the city walls had been carved from a stone plateau in the mountains themselves. The stone itself was filled with naturally occurring divots and holes in which lived animals and grew plants that hung to the ground.  
 
    As they approached the gate, it separated into a series of slats that were barely wider than two horses side by side. Each movable slat, rising to the full height of the wall, at least ten elephants high, slid backward and then sideways, until they were behind the slat next to it. These then divided again somehow and repeated the same movement. Finally, there were stone columns barely as wide as a man. These columns slid silently into the ground, leaving open a portal into the City that was wide enough for twenty horses. 
 
    Laid out in front of them was the City’s main boulevard that spread out toward a structure that appeared to be an enormous quartz crystal at the end, where began the City’s enormous central park. The road itself was similar to the cobbled path that they had traveled through the forest, with its pattern of squares and stars. Jaden noted, however, that between the cobbles sprouted many grasses and that some areas had heaved as a result of a shifting of the ground over time. The buildings that lined the main boulevard, painted a multitude of different colors and rising up to four storeys, also looked in need of repair now that they were seen close-up. It was nonetheless impressive, but it reminded Jaden what Melchior had told them about the rebellion having struggled through a long period of slow recovery since a great defeat had set back the movement a century earlier.  
 
    There to greet the arriving rebel raiding party—and the Seekers who had joined them—were thousands of people. As soon as the first slats of the gates had slid open, the applause had rung out from within the City and didn’t stop. As Melchior led the travelers into the City, these four young Seekers, the applause grew louder, along with the cheers of the people. They lined the main boulevard all the way to the quartz building at the end.  
 
    At first, Jaden was puzzled by the enthusiasm of the welcome. He could also see the surprise on the faces of his fellow initiates and of Nathan as well. Why would the people of an entire city come out to greet four untrained Seekers?  
 
    He waved over Treena on her horse, and she moved in next to the cart that carried him. 
 
    “Ay, lad?” 
 
    “How often do you bring new Seekers to the City?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “It’s a rare occurrence,” she replied cagily. 
 
    “Could you be more specific?” Lily asked. 
 
    “It’s been six months since the last time,” Treena finally replied. “Almost a year before that. That time we returned with two dozen. The Empire has learned and made it more difficult.” 
 
    Lily and Jaden looked at one another. Things were worse than Melchior had let on. 
 
    “And how many Seekers are there here at the Free Academy in total?” Jaden continued to press her. 
 
    “Perhaps you’d best talk to Melchior.” 
 
    “We’re here,” Jaden said. “It’s not like we’re going to leave and return to the Imperial Institute, but I think we deserve to know.” 
 
    By now Malory, and Nathan had joined Jaden and Lily in their conversation. Treena fidgeted nervously in her saddle, waving to the cheering crowds that lined the road. 
 
    “Wave back at ‘em,” she told Jaden and the others. “These people need hope, not sour faces.” 
 
    Jaden and the others obeyed, smiling and waving, which increased the volume of cheers. Some children threw flowers at the feet of their horses as they passed. 
 
    “Please, Treena,” Lily implored. “Give us a number.” 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure. Less than a hundred, for certain. In various stages of training” 
 
    Jaden looked to Lily and the others. “That explains why they didn’t use Seekers in their attack to save us,” he told them. “There are none ready to take on Imperial soldiers.” 
 
    “There’s Seekers with enough skill,” Melchior replied. “Imperial soldiers are poorly trained and have low morale. But there are a lot of them.” 
 
    He was now beside their grouping, having noticed the intensity of their conversation and joined them to see what was going on.  
 
    “If a Seeker joins the battle,” Melchior continued, “the Immortals will know. We’re not ready to reveal our hand yet. That’s why we haven’t used Seekers in our raids.” 
 
    Somewhere, a band began to play a regal and upbeat march on horns with thundering drums. The travelers were startled, but the crowd roared even louder. The marching band appeared from one of the spoke streets and moved in front of the group. They were dozens strong and the rear section played trumpets with long necks that ended in large bells that rested on the shoulders of musicians in front. The musicians that carried the bell of the trumpets played massive drums using thick sticks as long as their forearms.  
 
    The sound was deafening, effectively ending their conversation, for which Melchior and Treena seemed relieved. Jaden and Lily exchanged another troubled look and then turned to focus their attention on the ecstatic crowds that obviously saw in them at least the hope of turning the tide against the Empire.   
 
    Jaden suddenly felt the weight of the hopes of these smiling, cheering people on his shoulders. He had told himself that his first intention was to arrive in the Hidden City and then he would decide what he would do. The truth was that in his mind, his first priority was to be free of the Empire’s grip. He hadn’t really taken seriously the idea that he would do more than try to start a new life—hopefully outside of the sewers—in a city that was free of Imperial control. It was something that he had never experienced his entire life, and he’d tried to imagine what it would be like to not spend his days avoiding the looks of Imperial soldiers.  
 
    He even had fantasized that his parents might be in the Hidden City and had intended to bring him with them but had been separated and unable to return. But seeing the crowds along the sides of the boulevard, it was clear that he was not going to settle into a normal life of sweeping up shops or becoming an alchemist, like his mother had been. The joy on the faces of these people was the flipside of their obvious fear for the future, based on the defeats of the past. He didn’t know what kind of contribution he could make. He didn’t even understand what was happening to him, these changes and powers that were emerging. But he knew that this remarkable city, built as a beacon of freedom and a headquarters to a dream of something better, wasn’t one that he could leave to its fate. Having left the sewers back in Lessertown, the horizons of his vision of life had risen with him. It surprised Jaden, but he liked the feelings it aroused in him. 
 
    As these thoughts occupied Jaden’s mind and he waved at the people gathered to greet them, they approached the enormous crystal. Now that they were closer, Jaden could see that it was, in fact, a building with an enormous entrance at the top of stairs carved into the same blue stone that surrounded the City.  
 
    The construction of the building was incomprehensible to Jaden. It seemed organic, jutting out in multiple directions and at angles that made no sense for a human structure.  
 
    On one of the many towers of the building Jaden saw at least a dozen men and women on platforms. They were hammering large chisels into an outgrowth from the tower, with pieces of crystal falling to the grounds beneath. Here there were more workers who rushed about gathering up the fragments of crystal into baskets and hauling it away in wagons. The workers saw the approach of the caravan and stopped their work, whistling between their fingers and waving at them. Jaden waved back. 
 
    “Why are they demolishing that tower?” Jaden asked Melchior who was once again beside the wagon on his horse.  
 
    “They’re not demolishing, they’re sculpting,” he replied. “The Crystal Palace is a living thing. It draws minerals directly from the air and grows without stop. Those are specialized crystal masons whose job it is to shape the growth so that it doesn’t cause structural problems.” 
 
    As they reached the base of the stairs there was a party there to greet them, led by a woman in a loose-fitting gown and a cap of red and gold that covered short-cropped, silver hair. The rebels climbed down from their horses as did Malory and Nathan. Lily helped Jaden, whose legs still felt rubbery, down from the wagon and all approached the woman and those around her. She bowed slightly, which was returned by the rebels, and then she turned to the young Seekers. 
 
    “Welcome Seekers. I am Ariana, mayor of the Hidden City and chair of the council of City Elders, who stand behind me,” she said and the men and women behind her bowed in acknowledgment of the introduction. “As you can see, your arrival is a cause for celebration for the people of our City. We hold great hope for your contribution to the freedom of all our peoples, inside and beyond these walls. But I don’t want to overwhelm you with all of this when you have just arrived. My assistant, Lyra, will show you to the Free Academy of the Pure Seeker and to your rooms. Later there will be a banquet and welcoming ceremony for you all but first freshen up and get some rest after your long journey.” 
 
    Mayor Ariana stepped back and allowed the Council Elders to step forward and greet Jaden and the others in a line, one after another. They passed, offering words of thanks and greeting, either bowing to the four of them, shaking their hand or touching them lightly on the shoulder. When they had finished, they stood aside and the four were approached by a middle-aged woman in a white gown with hair almost to her waist. The woman bowed and then waved with her hand toward the Crystal Palace. 
 
    “My name is Lyra and it is a great honor to meet you all. If you will follow me, I will show you to your quarters at the Academy. We have to pass through the Crystal Palace and into the Great Park beyond.” 
 
    Seeing Jaden being supported by Lily on one arm, Lyra approached and took Jaden’s other arm, leading them all up the stairs. Melchior and the others stayed behind at the bottom. 
 
    “Good luck,” he shouted and waved, along with the other rebel raiders. “We’ll see you again, soon enough.” 
 
    They waved back at their rescuers, who quickly turned to follow the mayor away from the Crystal Palace, perhaps to relate to her the tale of their rescue and eventful journey to the Hidden City. Meanwhile, Jaden and the others reached the top of the stairs and found themselves in front of the grand entrance.  
 
    While the upper reaches of the building had a wild character, with crystalline growths jutting out at random angles from towers and parapets, the lower parts of the palace had long settled into their forms, which had been planed and polished in strikingly beautiful curves and angles. The front entrance itself was flat and smooth, almost mirror-like in its finish, which reflected light like mother-of-pearl. The entry doors were made of carved coral, which must have been hauled from the distant coast somehow. With pink, orange, and white hues, the coral had been carved into massive, curved portals. With their irregular and rough surface, they were a striking contrast to the polished wall of the Palace. 
 
    Lyra led them inside of the Palace and through the main lobby, toward the rear exit, which was visible in the distance. Jaden looked around him as they walked and Lyra spoke. Inside was as impressive as outside, although not what he would have expected based on the exterior architecture of the building. Those who had created the Palace originally, or at least turned the massive, growing crystal into an inhabitable building, were obviously aware of the challenges of having walls that bounced light like a series of mirrors. Most of the crystal, instead of being polished smooth and shiny, had been pebbled so that it was opaque. In places it was covered with different types of stones, for stairwells, doors, and decorative pieces. It made the inside a feast for the eyes but also human in scale and feel. The floor itself was covered in woven rugs and wood planks in orange tones, giving the place a warm feel.  
 
    “…the Palace was originally the size of a small house and first carved by the Headmaster himself centuries ago,” Lyra was saying as Jaden returned his focus. 
 
    “Why does it grow?” he asked. “I’ve never heard such a thing before.” 
 
    “My family are jewel merchants,” Nathan added. “And I haven’t heard of such a thing either.” 
 
    “It grows,” Lyra explained, “for the same reason that the City is located here. This valley is a nexus point where many dimensions coincide; ours, that of the Legendary Beasts, and many others as yet unexplored. This very spot is where the dimensions meet before separating once again and the energy that emanates from that conjunction, draws to it the minerals that make up the crystal.” 
 
    “It can’t have been like that since forever,” Lily said. “I have seen metal crystals form on objects in my father’s workshop. Left untreated, the metal quickly disappears under the crystals. This whole valley would be full by now.” 
 
    “You’re very observant,” Lyra answered. “There are theories about when the dimensional convergence happened, why it happened, and what its effects must have been on the many worlds involved, but nothing is known for sure.” 
 
    Over in a corner of the room there were gathered a dozen middle-aged men and women wearing gowns and caps. They were immersed in intense conversation, with voices occasionally raised. Lyra pointed at them and laughed. 
 
    “As you can see, many scholars in our City spend their whole lives arguing with each other over these exact questions.”  
 
    They walked around a large fountain in the middle of the room that looked like an enormous natural waterfall of water pouring off a cliff. Beneath the waterfall were piled stone platforms on which played the sculptures of laughing children. The children were lit from above, and Jaden followed a sunbeam to a high up window, one of the many select areas where the crystal had been polished until transparent, instead of pebbled. The giant, circular window had been formed and polished in a way that it focused the light on the sculptures of the children, so that they were the brightest point in the room.  
 
    “Even at night, because of that lens polished in the wall, the moon lights the children as though it were day. They are always in the light,” Lyra explained, seeing Jaden’s interest. 
 
    Malory, fascinated by the beauty of the fountain, approached it for a closer look. Suddenly, she rose into the air and began floating upward. 
 
    “Hey, what’s going on?” she shouted to her friends and to Lyra. 
 
    Lily ran over and leapt, to try and grab Malory’s feet to keep her from floating away, but she was too high. When Lily landed on the ground, vines appeared from the floor, as if from nowhere, and grew in a circle around her, forming a mesh that enclosed her. 
 
    “What’s happening?!” she called to Lyra. 
 
    “Oh my,” Lyra exclaimed. “I should have told you. Because this is the conjuncture of the dimensions, the entire building acts as a lens, focusing and amplifying the mana given to you by your Legendary Beasts. What is happening to you is actually you doing it to yourself, using your powers as Seekers.” 
 
    Malory continued to float upward. “That doesn’t help me get down! What do I do?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t panic,” Jaden yelled to both Malory and Lily. “Close your eyes and focus on what you want to do. Magic is about emotion; feel what it is that you want.” 
 
    “Or maybe Nathan could come here and jump up and get me!” 
 
    Nathan shook his head. “If our powers are amplified, I might just jump right through the roof and break my neck when I come back down.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, I should have warned you all,” Lyra worried. “Shall I call for help?” 
 
    “It’s OK,” Jaden replied. “Malory, try it, just close your eyes.” 
 
    Lily was already doing what Jaden had suggested. At first nothing happened, but then the vines around her retreated, slowly at first and then faster. Finally, they peeled open and let her walk out from amongst them before disappearing back into the floor, as if they had never been.  
 
    Malory, seeing this, closed her own eyes and concentrated. Jaden could hear her softly humming, which must have been her way to calm herself. By this point the feuding scholars had forgotten their debate and had joined other onlookers to watch the strange events unfolding. After a few tense moments, Malory began to descend to the ground beneath, like the seed of a dandelion after the wind that has carried it goes still. 
 
    “Well, that was something,” Malory exclaimed as her feet touched the ground. 
 
    She rushed away from the fountain and stood behind Jaden and Lyra. Lily had also rejoined them.  
 
    “Whatever you do,” Malory said, “don’t you try it, Jaden. You’ll destroy the entire building.” 
 
    The five of them laughed and continued on their way, giving the fountain a wide berth. They soon arrived at the rear exit of the Palace, which was a duplicate of the doors at the front entry and made of the same material. They passed through them and out into the Great Park, behind the Crystal Palace. 
 
    It was as though they had left the Hidden City and were once again in the forest that surrounded it. It was a massive space, and from their vantage point on the ground, they couldn’t see the other side. Much of it was allowed to grow wild but other areas were well manicured and a series of cobbled paths traversed the park. Looking straight ahead from the Crystal Palace, they could see a lakeshore at the end of a central boulevard in the distance. The pathway also crossed in front of the Palace, moving in a curve around the outside of the Great Park. Waiting for them here was an open air, luxurious coach pulled by six horses. 
 
    Lyra led them down the steps and opened the door of the coach for them. There was no coachman at the reins, in fact there was no seat for a coachman at all. It was, instead, simply a large space for passengers to sit comfortably on a semi-circular sofa. In the middle was a low table that held a large bowl of fruit, meats, and cheese. 
 
    “Is there no driver?” Lily asked, puzzled. 
 
    “Oh, the horses know the way, don’t worry,” Lyra replied. “We prepared a snack for you of some of our finest foods. I’m sure the food on your journey here was not of the highest quality.” 
 
    “After months of bugs,” Nathan commented, “this is like a gift of the old gods.” 
 
    “You mean the Legendary Beasts?” Lyra asked curiously. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied. “Where I’m from, that is how we call them.” 
 
    “As do we in Lessertown,” Jaden noted. 
 
    “However you call them, I think you’ll really like our smoked cheese,” Lyra said with a smile and then clicked her tongue, which got the horses moving in a rapid but smooth way, along the cobbled path. 
 
    They passed through forests and under arbors of flowering vines that grew over the path and had a powerful smell, like jasmine and orange blossom. The landscape seemed to change constantly as they traveled. There were swamps filled with enormous dragonflies and frogs the size of cats. This was followed by a near desert of cactuses that looked like giant brains the size of houses. Following that was a wide field of chest high purple flowers and amongst them were scattered hundreds of statues of people running or leaping, arms in the air. 
 
    “They say that these were here when Headmaster arrived and are actually a people who were turned to stone during the Great Convergence of the dimensions,” Lyra explained as they passed through it. “Those purple flowers only grow in this spot and our people both revere their beauty and fear them. It is believed that anyone who steps in the field will also be turned to stone.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “No one has ever tried, as far as I know,” Lyra replied. 
 
    Finally, after more than half an hour, and almost an entire wheel of cheese, they arrived at a building, the outer walls of which were made of trees that had been bent and woven so that they grew together to form a solid structure. There were large windows on each of the building’s three floors that were also organically part of the tree-walls, some of them half absorbed by the wood growing around them.  
 
    “This is the dormitory of the Free Academy of the Pure Seeker,” Lyra explained. “This will be your home while you attend the Academy.” 
 
    She led them up the wooden stairs carved into the thick roots of the trees that formed the structure of the building. The large, black marble doors at the entryway were closed but were balanced so finely that Lyra only had to touch them and they glided effortlessly and silently open.  
 
    Entering into the building, they were greeted by two other students, who were a little older than them. They wore outfits that Jaden assumed must have been the school uniform, but which weren’t like any school uniform that he had seen. In Lessertown there was an advanced institute for the children of the wealthy to study philosophy, engineering, and commerce. They would travel in groups into the Market on the weekends and would sometimes hire Jaden to carry their purchases for them. They all wore caped gowns that were regal in nature, like they were little kings and queens, as well as silk caps on their heads. Depending on their faculty, their outfits were of different colors; blue for engineering, white for philosophy, and black for commerce.  
 
    The uniforms that these students in front of them wore looked like a finer variation on the uniform of the rebels led by Melchior. They were made of cotton yarn, dyed the colors of the forest, greens and browns. Over the billowy shirts, they wore woolen vests made from un-dyed wool, and on their heads they wore the practical cap of a forest ranger. It gave them a formal look that indicated that they had a special role but without the frill of prestige and, instead, a focus on the practicality of their presumed role in the life and defense of the Hidden City. 
 
    “My name is Loren,” one of the Seeker students introduced himself.  
 
    “And I am Hyacinth,” the girl with him added. 
 
    “We’re senior students,” Loren explained, “so we know the lay of the land here and we’re here to help you settle into your rooms and find your way around the campus.” 
 
    “It can be a bit overwhelming,” Hyacinth said. “It’s a very big space with lots of places to get lost, especially if you find yourself in the Wandering Forest.” 
 
    “The what?” Jaden asked. 
 
     “The Wandering Forest. It’s near here and during the night, the trees move as they try to get better exposure for all of their leaves. Basically, it’s a new forest every day.” 
 
    “You two can take it from here, then?” Lyra asked, and when the two students agreed, she bid her charges farewell and returned to the coach, which waited outside. 
 
    “Come on,” Loren told them, “let’s show you to your rooms.” 
 
    They led them deeper into the hall, which was as weirdly organic as the outside of the building. Everything was carved or shaped out of the living trees that made up the structure of the building. There were no straight lines or sharp corners. Everything flowed and moved in curves.  
 
    Being that they were inside of a number of trees, they also shared the shelter with the animals that called the trees their home. Birds flew from place to place, built nests and chirped non-stop. Small rodents—and the ever-curious marmosets—ran along the branches or swung from the vines that grew on them.  It created a cacophony of noises that never seemed to let up. 
 
    “You’ll get used to the noise after a while. It just becomes background, like living near the ocean or a waterfall,” Loren explained. 
 
    Malory crinkled her noise. “It smells like animal too. They’re not in our rooms, are they?” 
 
    “They’re everywhere,” Hyacinth laughed. “Even if you could lock them out of your room, the marmosets are expert lockpickers. The secret is that if you let them come and go freely, they aren’t interested. If you try to keep them out, they’re sure you’re hiding food or shiny objects from them.” 
 
    “I’m going to need earplugs,” Malory muttered. “And noseplugs.” 
 
    They left the entryway and entered into the main foyer, which served as a kind of common room. There were tables, basically roots that had been forced to grow up to a flat top and then back down into the ground once again, and more than two dozen students poring over books, or shooing away the marmosets. 
 
    “Hey everyone,” Loren shouted to get their attention. “These are the new Seekers who have just come to us from Malabar.” 
 
    Hearing this, the students put down whatever they were doing, got to their feet, and gave a hearty applause to the newcomers. Loren introduced each of them by name and the students came over and gave each of them a hug and a kiss on each cheek. Jaden had heard of such a ritual greeting but had never seen it before. He was undecided if he liked it or not. 
 
    The students each thanked them for coming and told them that if they needed any help, they could always ask. It was overwhelming and heartwarming at the same time. Jaden looked to Nathan, who was obviously something of an introvert, especially after so many months of surviving alone in the forest. The intimacy of the moment clearly had him on edge, and Jaden placed a hand lightly on his shoulder and smiled at him, to help calm his nerves. Jaden, on the other hand, felt immediately at home. The noise, the humanity, the animals even, all reminded him of life in the sewers—without the horrible smells of the town’s effluent and decay. It seemed to combine the utopian aspects of the community that Jaden had in the sewers with none of the bad aspects. 
 
    Once the greetings were completed, Loren and Hyacinth led them to a nearby rope ladder that rose up to the second floor. 
 
    “Only way to get up to your rooms,” Loren explained, then leapt onto the rope and scurried up it with the confidence of someone who had done so hundreds of times. 
 
    “He’s a show-off.” Hyacinth laughed. “It takes some getting used to but, in a week or two, it will be like you’ve always gone upstairs this way.” 
 
    Nathan didn’t like the idea of wobbling on a living ladder of rope vines. He used his powerful legs to leap up to the second floor. Malory took a deep breath and started climbing. 
 
    “Can’t wait till I can fly every day like I did in the Crystal Palace. I’m not liking this shaky ladder thing.” 
 
    “Do you feel ok to climb the ladder?” Lily asked Jaden, obviously concerned that he was still not fully recovered. 
 
    Jaden nodded. “I think so. You’ll catch me if I fall though, right?” 
 
    “Uh…sure?” Lily said and laughed. 
 
    Jaden took hold of the ladder and ascended up it toward the large, irregular hole that separated the first and second stories. Reaching the rim of the hole, he saw that there was a railing around it on the second stories, with only one exit, no doubt to keep people from falling through by accident. Nathan offered his hand and pulled Jaden off the ladder and onto the second floor. They were joined soon after by Lily and Hyacinth and they continued on their way. Loren spoke as they walked. 
 
    “At its peak, the Academy had over two thousand Seeker students attending at any given time. There’s now just 90 of us and we’re about to graduate my year, the first convocation in one hundred and three years.” 
 
    “Because of that,” Hyacinth continued, “most of this building is unused at present and has been for generations. Everyone stays on this floor, each in rooms with six students in total, a mix of different years. As our numbers grow, we’ll take over more rooms, though every time we do so, we have to get in there with saws and cut out the new growth that’s filled in the space. It’s a lot of work!” 
 
    They were walking along a wide hallway with ceilings that rose to at least three and possibly four times the height of Jaden, who was the tallest amongst them. The ceilings were really just a thickening of the branches and leaves until it became impassable as they grew together. But it was obvious that the distance between the first growth of branches and their conversion into a solid ceiling was more than enough to house hundreds, if not thousands, of birds and other animals. They could be heard, and their eyes could be seen peeking out from above at the new strangers to arrive. 
 
    With no windows in the hallways, the space was lit by a kind of shelf fungus that glowed brightly and grew at regular intervals from the walls. It gave the space an eerie but constant light source that was bright enough to read by.  
 
    Soon, they arrived at the room that was to be assigned to Lily and Malory and they said their farewell before Hyacinth took them inside to assign them their beds. As they left, they embraced one another, and Jaden realized how close they had grown as a result of the perils and intensity of their journey to the Hidden City. 
 
    “If you need me,” Lily said quietly to Jaden as they embraced, “I’m here, ok?” 
 
    Jaden nodded and then they separated and were on their way again to one of the male dorm rooms. Jaden thought to himself about the connection that he was making with Lily. They were from very different backgrounds. But perhaps it was because both of their fathers had been blacksmiths or maybe because they were both now orphans without any family, there was some kind of deep bond forming between them. It seemed born of a mutual understanding and perhaps a mutual sadness. They were once alone in the world, Jaden for longer than Lily, and now they had found a traveler in kind, and a soul in common.  
 
    They arrived at one of the male dorm rooms and went inside. Unlike the artificially lit hallway, the dorm room was bright with natural light. All along one exterior wall were several large windows that faced to the south, where the sun was warmest. 
 
    “It gets pretty hot in the summertime if you don’t open the windows,” Loren explained. “But I love the natural light and the air that moves through those things.” 
 
    Several marmosets skittered across the floor and one of them climbed up Jaden’s pantleg to his shoulder, where it stopped to check his hair for any snacks of insects that he might have brought with them. Jaden squirmed as it tickled him, and Loren brushed it away. 
 
    “You have to be firm with those guys or they’ll take advantage of you,” Loren explained. “Then you’ll never get any rest—or be able to eat. Trust me.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Jaden replied. 
 
    Loren pointed to the walls on either side of the room. Here there were six beds carved into the wood of the walls. They were surprisingly large and had mattresses that, when Jaden pushed on them, were firm but not hard. He was going to sleep better here—other than the early morning intrusion of sunshine—than he ever had in his life. Besides, perhaps, his few days in the Imperial coach. 
 
    “As the new students, you get the bottom bunks,” Loren said. “I prefer the bottom, to be honest. Up top you get birds landing on your head in the night and marmosets running over your sheets but for some reason there’s more prestige to sleep up top. I guess because it means that you’re upper year. Under each bed are three drawers where you’ll find clean clothes like mine, as well as books and other school supplies. You’re lucky, you’ve arrived at the start of rest days, so you’ll have two days to recover from your trip before you start classes. And tomorrow is the banquet to welcome you.” 
 
    “I’m always happy for the chance to eat more great food. Hope there’s more of that smoked cheese on the menu,” Jaden replied. 
 
    “There’s always smoked cheese on the menu. It gets a bit old after a while.” 
 
    “I like old cheese too,” Jaden said. 
 
    “Not that kind of old,” Loren replied. “You’ll get sick of it.” 
 
    Jaden and Nathan looked at each other, knowing the things that the other had been forced to eat to survive. They knew that neither of them would ever get tired of the food, even if it was cheese at every meal.  
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    Jaden stared out the window of his bedroom and into the night. Behind him, his sheets trailed onto the floor, twirled into a rope of material from tossing and turning for hours on end. Despite the long journey to get to the Hidden City and despite the leftover exhaustion of his battle with the Immortal in the forest, Jaden couldn’t sleep. Now that they could safely rest, his mind could freely wander. And wander it did. Through the history of his life, how he’d ended up in this strange and magical place, and where the next steps on his journey would take him. There was so much he didn’t know or understand and lying in bed trying to do so didn’t answer his questions—it just kept him awake. 
 
    Outside, there was a nearly full moon high in the sky, its light filling the room with such brightness that Jaden had to squint to look at it. Although it seemed like daytime under the moon’s cool light, it was almost silent for the first time since they’d arrived at Seekers’ Slumber, the unofficial name for the Academy dormitory. The chattering of marmosets and squawks of birds were silenced. Only the crinkling sound of insects moving along the bark of the trees that made up the building, or their late-night munching on the tree’s leaves, could be heard. 
 
    From up on the second floor, Jaden had a better view of the Great Park and how expansive it was. The Crystal Palace rose above the treetops, sparkling in the moonlight, on the other side of the park. It looked tiny from Jaden’s position, as though it were in an entirely different city. He could also see the creatures of the night moving about the wilds of the park lands in their various ways. There were tiny bats, swooping and diving in their hunt for insects. Looking down at the front entry to the dormitory, Jaden saw a group of ten or twelve creatures, like a cross between rabbits and deer, grazing on grasses on the lawn and flowers in the garden. As Jaden watched, they caught wind of something or, perhaps, sensed him watching them. They fled back into the impenetrable forest across the path from the dormitory. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep my first night either,” Loren said from behind Jaden. 
 
    Jaden turned and saw Loren sitting, watching him from his bottom bunk. 
 
    “Then have you got any advice on how to get over first night insomnia?” Jaden asked. 
 
    Loren laughed and shook his head. “There’s no getting over it. You’ll just have to suffer with a day of being tired tomorrow.” 
 
    Lifting his chin toward Nathan’s bunk, where his soft snoring could be heard, Loren added. “Maybe we could both take a lesson from Nathan. He seems unbothered.” 
 
    Jaden now laughed as well. “He was like that the whole way here. I don’t know if it’s ‘cause his family made him train his whole life to be a Seeker, so it’s no big deal to him. Or ‘cause he spent months sleeping alone in logs and under piles of leaves.” 
 
    “Maybe a bit of both,” Loren replied and then stood, waving for Jaden to follow him. “Put on your slippers. I don’t have any magic to put you to sleep, but I can get you warm milk from the dispensary downstairs and then we won’t wake anyone else.” 
 
    The hallway was darker than the dorm room, not having the benefit of moonlight. But for that it seemed to be more filled with nightlife; insects, prowling night animals looking for insects to eat, restless birds fidgeting in their nests. Loren carried a small lantern to light their way and had given one to Jaden as well. They hooked it to their belts in order to climb down the rope ladder to the main floor. Arriving here, they could see that a light was on in a room down the hall. 
 
    “Looks like you’re not the only one who can’t sleep,” Loren said, noting the light. 
 
    They walked to the room and stepped inside. This was what was called “the dispensary” but was more accurately a large kitchen and dining area. There was a massive iron stove that took up one entire wall. It had several chimneys that joined into one large pipe, like twigs joining to a main branch. This main exhaust pipe was wrapped in an insulating material to protect the living wood of the wall, which it passed through to the outside. 
 
    Across from the oven and stovetop was a large, butcherblock area for the preparation of meals before cooking them. It was made from solid wood, seemingly a living part of the tree, and was five yards long and three yards wide. From the ceiling hung cooking implements, as well as dried foods and spices. In the main area of the kitchen, away from the stove, were a dozen tables that could seat eight or more. This had once been the kitchen to feed over a thousand students and there were visible stains on the floor from where more stoves and ovens had once stood but which had been removed. 
 
    Sitting at one of the tables was Lily by herself, holding a cup in both hands and staring off into space. She was lost in a reverie and hadn’t yet noticed them. 
 
    “Hey there,” Loren said, announcing their presence, and causing Lily to jump. 
 
    “Sorry, I just couldn’t sleep and thought that maybe a little warm milk…. I hope that’s ok,” Lily said, blushing. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Loren waved her off. “Don’t worry about it. This is your home. I was just bringing Jaden down here for his own cup of warm milk.” 
 
    “Glad to see that I’m not the only one with insomnia,” Jaden piped in. 
 
    Loren walked over to the stove, where a pot of steaming milk was sitting off to the side of one of the heating plates. “Where’d you get the milk?” he asked. 
 
    “From the bucket under the window,” Lily replied. 
 
    “I don’t want to freak you out,” Loren began, “but that’s marmoset milk. We have a nursery for foundlings, and we discovered that the little orphans take it more willingly, if it’s allowed to settle for a day and a night.” 
 
    Lily turned a little green and stared at her cup. “I’m drinking marmoset milk?!” 
 
    Jaden laughed. “Our rule of thumb in the sewers was: if you liked it and it didn’t make you sick, then it was a winner. Bartender, I’ll take a full cup!” 
 
    Loren joined in the laughter and poured Jaden a mug of the milk. The green in Lily’s face faded some and she also joined in the laughter. Her laugh was strong and loud, and it made Jaden feel warm and welcome. He went and sat across from her as Loren delivered to him his cup of marmoset milk. 
 
    “Well, since you now have company and since I don’t have insomnia,” Loren said, “I’m going to leave you two to entertain each other while I go back to bed.” 
 
    He patted Jaden on the back and left the kitchen. They could see the light from his lantern swaying on the wall of the hallway through the door. Jaden took a sip of the milk that Loren had poured for him. It was thinner and sweeter than regular milk, especially warmed as it was. Not at all unpleasant. 
 
    “What I want to know,” he said to Lily, “is how they milk those tiny little marmosets.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s a Seeker of the Marmoset who’s a student?” she replied. 
 
    “Would teeny, tiny hands be considered a magical power?” Jaden wondered. 
 
    They both laughed at the idea until their stomachs hurt. They were giddy with lack of sleep and nervousness and kept bursting out into the giggles. It didn’t help that Jaden had a big milk mustache that looked very silly. Finally, Lily had to lean across the table and wipe it off with her sleeve so that she could look at him without bursting into another fit of laughter. 
 
    “What?” Jaden asked innocently after she had done so. 
 
    “You’re too much,” Lily replied as she caught her breath. “My father used to call these the Sunday Sillies. We would work in his shop six days a week and Sunday was our day off. We were so tired by Sunday morning that anything could set us off.” 
 
    “Better than being grumpy and yelling at each other,” Jaden replied. 
 
    “My father never yelled. Not once,” Lily said. “It was a funny thing about him. He was a combat swordmaster and he had no temper at all.” 
 
    “My dad was a smith too but not of weapons. He made horseshoes and chains, mostly. He used to say that he helped horses run free and made men stay put. He hated it, I think, though he never said so. Just said that ‘a man’s got to make a living however he can.’” 
 
    “And your mom?” Lily asked. “You said that she was an alchemist, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, she was. She made healing potions and certain kinds of acids that helped my father make alloyed metals. She used to joke that she knew how to turn lead into gold but traded the recipe for my father’s hand in marriage. ‘It was a terrible bargain,’ my father would always reply.” 
 
    “Sounds like they loved each other.” 
 
    “I guess. I don’t remember them very well; it’s been so long. Just bits and pieces like that,” Jaden said, then changed the subject. “How about your mother?” 
 
    “Died when I was born, so I never met her. My Dad said he suffered a tragedy and miracle all on the same day.” She sighed and shook her head. “I’m going to get revenge for him someday, Jaden. I tell myself that every night when I go to sleep.” 
 
    Jaden had always known that he wasn’t alone in having suffered under the Immortal Council. He could see it in the faces of his friends in the sewers. Kids that went hungry. Kids that were dragged off to the Fortress for stealing an apple. And part of him always believed that his parents were taken by the Malabari soldiers to a dungeon somewhere, or worse. But he didn’t think about it much in relation to other people. Lily was making him realize that people from across the empire suffered injustice because of Emperor Kalamin’s reign. 
 
    “We’ll get justice for your dad, Lily. And my parents too. I swear it.” 
 
    The memory of her father, however, had caused Lily’s mood to take a turn for the worse. It was obviously still an open wound. She finished the last of her milk with a small wince and stood up. 
 
    “The milk must be working,” she said. “I think that I need to go to bed.” 
 
    Without waiting for Jaden to stand or say goodnight, she rushed out of the kitchen and disappeared into the hallway of the dorm. Jaden watched after her for a long time, hoping that she would return, but she never did. He drank the last of his milk and then rinsed their cups and the pot in a basin that sat on a table under the window. He realized that he, too, was feeling tired and wondered if maybe there wasn’t something in the marmoset milk to make you sleepy. He picked up his lantern and made his way back to his room, climbing into his bed. By the sound of his snoring, Jaden realized that Loren was already asleep. He then closed his own eyes and drifted off. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you have reached Biringan City, boy,” a booming voice echoed through the darkness. 
 
    Jaden startled awake and found himself on the ledge of a cliff outside of a cave. Stretched out beyond him was an endless, uninterrupted forest. Off to the right, almost at the horizon, was what appeared to be a sea of emerald, green water. He turned around, looking for the voice that had spoken and then finally looked up. 
 
    Over the mouth of the cave, perched on a plateau at the top of the mountain on which they were located, sat Dracoseth. Outside of the cave of lava and gold, he looked even larger and more spectacular. His shimmering scales and glowing eyes no longer had to compete with the glowing stone of the lava river or the sparkling gold of the piles of coins. And he was monstrous, the size of a castle, with legs that had the circumference of the most massive columns on a Malabar temple. Smoke trickled out of Dracoseth’s nostrils as he gazed out over the land, just as Jaden had been doing. 
 
    “You did well against the Immortal filth in the swamps, though you yet lack control.” 
 
    “Biringan City?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “You know it as the Hidden City but it has a proper name as well. It was first built as a city to honor the ancient alliance of elves and dwarves, to further their enlightenment.” 
 
    “Elves and dwarves?” Jaden asked, astonished. They were just the stuff of stories from Jaden’s childhood. 
 
    “Must you repeat the final words of all my sentences, boy?” the dragon boomed. “It is not a fitting behavior of one of my servants.” 
 
    “I’m not your servant,” Jaden replied and was surprised at his own courage in the face of such a monster. Somehow, he knew that Dracoseth would never harm him and this gave him confidence. “And, as far as I know, I’m your only Seeker. Anyone I’ve mentioned it to finds the idea so impossible that they laugh at me or tell me to keep quiet.” 
 
    “Soon they will sing your name and, once again, my own. You are the vessel of my return to the world of men.” 
 
    “Ok, this is all moving very quickly,” Jaden interrupted. “You want me to serve your end goal of returning to the world. Whatever that means. But now I’m in… Biringan City to train as a Seeker as part of the rebellion against the Malabar Empire. Are these things connected?” 
 
    “You will come to understand in time. But first you must train. You are weak and mostly useless to me still.” 
 
    “Then why did you choose me? Why not a great warrior or one of those kids like Nathan who’s trained their whole life to be a Seeker.” 
 
    Instead of answering, Dracoseth swung his mighty tail, striking Jaden across the back and launching him through the air and off the platform outside the cave. He tumbled end over end down the cliff and toward the forest below. He saw it rushing up toward him, his mouth filling with the bile of fear. He wondered if he would vomit before he hit the ground and died. He wondered if he died in this dimension if he would die in his own world. 
 
    “You fear dying on the rocks,” Dracoseth said inside of Jaden’s head. 
 
    Jaden couldn’t answer, the fear was too overwhelming. He struggled to focus his thoughts but all that came was a jumble of emotions, mostly terror. 
 
    “I feel your terror,” Dracoseth said in a calm and unhurried way. “I feel your confusion. Banish it, and the terror. They are weights, not wings.” 
 
    Remembering what Dracoseth had told him the last time that they had met, Jaden struggled to find a useful emotion to focus on, to channel its power. He pushed aside all that was secondary; the feelings of regret for a life lived in the slime of the sewers, the shame that he believed his parents would feel to know that he had died without doing anything with his life. Even the confusion as to why Dracoseth would kill him in this way. He understood that wasn’t the dragon’s intention, even if it ended up that way. But as the wind pulled back the flesh on his face, spinning his body dangerously close to the rock wall, and as the treetops of a stand of pines came toward him like the tips of spears, terror dominated his mind. 
 
    “Release the weight of terror,” Jaden told himself. “No terror. No terror.” 
 
    Then there was another emotion that crawled out from under the fear. It was longing. He thought of the moment in the kitchen earlier that night with Lily, how they had laughed until milk came out of their noses. How his heart had leapt as she brushed her sleeve across his lips to wipe away the milk mustache. He realized that beyond the terror of his impending death, he longed to have more time to be with this surprising woman who made him feel this way, like no other person had made him feel. The emotion filled him up and made his heart pound. 
 
    He noticed that he no longer spun wildly and that he could now take a breath as the hurricane-like winds of his descent eased. He no longer felt the incessant pull of gravity on him, dragging him to his doom.  
 
    Jaden opened his eyes. He was no longer falling but was, instead, hovering a few yards above the treetops. On the back of his neck Jaden felt a recurring breeze and looked over his shoulder, thinking that Dracoseth must have decided to save him at the last minute. There, emerging from his back were a massive pair of leathery wings. They flapped rhythmically, holding him in place above the ground. He could fly! 
 
    But just as the thought of Lily had ended his fall, his slip back into distraction ended his flight. The wings disappeared as quickly as they had appeared, and Jaden tumbled into the treetops. He bounced from limb to limb, bending many, snapping others. Pine needles tore at his face like small knives. He felt a rib crack as he went down, down, until he finally hit the ground with a thud. Unable to move, he lay on his back staring up at the sky through the pine trees. His breath wheezed in his chest, each inhale a new experience of excruciating pain. 
 
    “You humans lack depth and discipline,” Dracoseth muttered in Jaden’s head. “You don’t deserve the gifts you are given. If it weren’t for the prophecy…” 
 
    Dracoseth stopped speaking in mid-sentence and far up above, Jaden saw its massive body lift off the mountaintop and into the air. It was more graceful than an eagle floating on the breeze as though he were light as a feather, though he must have weighed more than a warship loaded with cannons. The great Dragon screeched a call that reverberated through the forest and shook the trees and the ground beneath them. Jaden just watched, paralyzed. 
 
    “Wake up, Jaden. It’s time to go!” 
 
    Jaden opened his eyes and saw the bright sun pouring through the large window of their dormitory. Nathan kneeled beside Jaden’s bunk, shaking him awake. He felt disoriented and confused. How was he here? He rolled over and sat up, wincing at a sharp pain in his ribs. He lifted his shirt and saw a large and ugly bruise on the left side of his body. 
 
    “What in the name of Malabar did you to do yourself?” Nathan asked him. “I left you with a cup of warm milk, not a flagon of mead.” 
 
    “I… I was with my Legendary Beast in my dream. He was trying to teach me something and I fell through the trees.” 
 
    Nathan nodded in understanding. “We were taught that a muted form of injury can follow us from the realm of our Legendary Beast into the realm of our daily life.” 
 
    Jaden stood, feeling stiff and sore in all of the muscles of his body. He reached behind his back where he had seen the wings and touched the spots between his shoulder blades, feeling distinct ridges there. So many questions were swirling around in his mind. Dracoseth was so frustratingly vague and unhelpful, leaving Jaden to figure things out on his own while expecting him to perform as though he were a seasoned expert. But one question arose most of all in his mind: 
 
    “Can you die in this world if you die in the Beast world?” 
 
    “No,” Nathan said. “Unless you challenge your Legendary Beast and they defeat you, devouring your soul.” 
 
    “What? Who would challenge their Beast?” Jaden asked. The thought of challenging Dracoseth seemed utterly insane to him, but perhaps a Seeker who had a mouse or a minnow for a Beast would be so bold. 
 
    “Seekers will challenge their Beast if they need more mana and their Beast is unwilling to grant it. The Beast is obliged to accept the challenge and appear in a form appropriate to the level of their Seeker, so that they have a chance.” 
 
    “Why would they do that? Why not just tell their Seeker to get lost?” 
 
    Nathan shrugged. “The reason was never explained. Maybe no one knows,” he said. “Anyway, we have to go. The welcome banquet is a breakfast with Headmaster before we begin our first day of Seeker training. And they’re going to start without us, if you don’t get dressed.” 
 
    Jaden nodded and bent over to pick up his clothes, groaning as he did so. 
 
    “What in Kalamin’s name is your Legendary Beast that it gives you such pain and such powers, Jaden? I’ve studied hundreds of Legendary Beasts and the powers that they grant their Seekers and can think of none that do as yours does.” 
 
    Jaden pulled on his pants and shirt and headed toward the door, anxious to avoid answering Nathan’s question. He wanted first to speak with Headmaster, as both Lily and Melchior had urged. 
 
    “Did everyone you know study to be a Seeker?” Jaden asked, trying to change the subject. “How did they know that they would get the Call?” 
 
    As they made their way out into the hall, Nathan explained his training. 
 
    “Every elite family in the capital hopes to have a Seeker for a son or daughter. They train them with that in mind although only a bare few are so blessed.” 
 
    “Like you and Staunton,” Jaden finished. 
 
    “Yes. And I didn’t want it. Serving Kalamin, the swine, was the last thing that I wanted to do.” 
 
    “But your family are wealthy. They’ve obviously benefited from the Empire. Why wouldn’t you want to protect it?” 
 
    “When I was young my parents weren’t interested in my care, beyond the honor that I might bring them. Or wealth and power from a well-arranged marriage. But I had a nanny, Inma, who loved me like her own. She raised me beside her own son, Pyotr, who was like a brother to me. Then, when I turned ten my parents decided that I was too close to Inma and, even more so, to her commoner son. And it was time to begin my Seeker training. They tried to send her away and when she begged them to let her stay, they had her and her son arrested by the City Guard.” 
 
    “Kalamin’s beard!” 
 
    “It was like they had taken my own mother from me. I wanted nothing to do with them and despised the training. I suppose I ought to thank them for one thing,” Nathan said. “If I had no understanding of the Beasts and the powers it grants its Seekers, I wouldn’t have been able to escape.” 
 
    “And Inma and Pyotr?” 
 
    Nathan shook his head. “I don’t know,” was all he said and then climbed down the ladder to the floor below. 
 
    They arrived outside the front of Seekers’ Slumber where Malory and Lily waited for them, along with two other girls who looked younger than any of them. They were dressed in the one-piece jumpsuits and had the face tattoos of the coastal people, like Treena. They had strong, dark-skinned arms, from hauling in nets and gutting fish from a young age, but their faces still had the glow of youth and their eyes were bright and friendly. 
 
    “Hey guys,” Malory greeted them. “We thought you were going to sleep all day. This is Hilda and Tallulah. They’re sisters—and they’re both Seekers. Crazy, huh?” 
 
    “I didn’t realize it could run so closely in families,” Nathan commented and shook the girls’ hands. “I’m Nathan and this is Jaden.” 
 
    “It’s never been seen before,” Hilda replied. 
 
    “Our people think that it’s a sign that something is changing,” Tallulah said. “We were sent away to keep us out of the hands of the Empire.” 
 
    “How did you find your way here?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “In our village is a shaman,” Hilda continued. “He had an ancient map locked in a wooden globe. It could only be opened by one who was chosen to lead our people to the great change.” 
 
    “And one of you was able to open it,” Jaden said. 
 
    “We opened it together,” Tallulah said. “I am a Seeker of the Octopus and could manipulate the many parts all at the same time.” 
 
    “I am a Seeker of the Sea Bat,” Hilda added. “I could hear as each of the pieces fell into place, unlocking it. We followed the map to the entry to these mountains where we were discovered by rebel Sentries. They brought us the rest of the way.” 
 
    “And what is the great change of which your people speak?” Nathan asked. 
 
    The girls shrugged at the question.  
 
    “No one knows or dares to guess,” Hilda replied. 
 
    At that moment, a woman appeared from out of the forest. She was dressed in all green and wore a hat with multi-colored plumes in it. Jaden was marveling at how tall this woman was when an even stranger sight came out of the thick forest behind her. 
 
    They were six enormous birds, their heads rising above even that of the tall woman. They had thick, strong legs and were covered in feathers that looked like fur. The plumes were gray and black, but as the breeze moved their feathers, they shimmered with hidden colors. Beneath their long lashes were large, intelligent eyes that examined Jaden and his friends as they approached and stopped a short distance in front of them. 
 
    “Good morning,” the woman said. “My name is Stefania. I am the Magrot master at the Free Academy and I am here to provide you your initiating lesson.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thought that we were having a banquet before we started classes?” Jaden asked the woman named Stefania. 
 
    “That is half-true for, you see, you have to get to the banquet,” she replied. “Thus you must be introduced to your magrot.” 
 
    Jaden and the others looked at one another in puzzlement. 
 
    “I get the feeling that a magrot are those big birds behind you,” Malory said. “And please don’t tell me that we’re going to ride on them. They’ll pull a wagon or something, right?” 
 
    The magrots looked at one another and made a series of noises that sounded like a mix of grunts and turkey gobbles, as though they were laughing at Malory’s comment. Stefania also laughed. 
 
    “Oh, no. You’ve misunderstood,” Stefania said. “I am so used to communicating with magrots that I sometimes forget how to speak with human people.” 
 
    She turned to the magrots and waved them forward. The magrots moved toward the students, who stepped back, a little intimidated by the enormous birds. 
 
    “It is a very old tradition, dating to the time before the Malabar Empire. All animals in the world have their Legendary Beast, the pure and perfect form of the animal that exists in this realm. All animals, that is, except for humans and magrots and, of course, magical species such as elves—but no one knows for certain that they ever existed. For both of our species, our Legendary Beast exists as a collective expression of our species as an entirety. And yet it doesn’t exist. We each carry a fragment of the Legendary Beast. Is that clear?” 
 
    Jaden looked at the others around him, and the expression on their faces told him that they were as clueless as he was. 
 
    “Not exactly,” he said. “No.” 
 
    Stefania waved it off. “Doesn’t matter. It’s a bit beside the point,” she said. “What is the point is that from time immemorial, each Seeker has bonded with a single magrot, who becomes his or her companion during the period of their Seekership, until they lose their mana and become a regular human again. It is tradition that, at the start of their training, a magrot chooses their Seeker to bond with. They only choose one and never another.” 
 
    The great birds now mingled amongst the students, eyeing them, prodding them with their heads to get them to shift or turn around. Jaden saw now that in their soft feathers were woven decorations; beads, shells, stones, and even small animal bones. As they moved, it created a noise like soft wind chimes. 
 
    “Once they choose you, you shall name each other, and it is a name that only the two of you shall know. You are forbidden from sharing that name with any other soul.” 
 
    “Name each other,” Nathan scoffed. “They’re birds. I’ve had seven years of Imperial Seeker cadet training, and I’ve never heard...” 
 
    “Blasphemy!” Stefania interrupted. “The Empire trains abominations, not Seekers. It pollutes our traditions and our purposes in order to feed the appetite of the Immortals and oppress our people.” 
 
    Nathan was taken aback at Stefania’s angry response and stepped back in silence. 
 
    “Ah, yes, my apologies. Of course, you couldn’t know that, now, could you? In any case, let us allow the process to unfold,” she said and then clapped once before sitting on the ground with her eyes closed. 
 
    Jaden was thinking that this was all rather strange. He wondered if he too should sit on the ground. Was that what they were meant to do while the magrots chose the one that they were going to serve? 
 
    “We’re not going to serve you,” a voice said in Jaden’s head, and he spun around in surprise. 
 
    Standing behind him was one of the birds. It was recognizable for its distinctively golden eyes and a necklace of amber pieces that hung around its neck. It blinked at him and cocked its head slightly to the side. 
 
    “And, no, you aren’t meant to sit down,” the voice added. “Stefania is a lovely and knowledgeable magrot master, but she is a little on the eccentric side.” 
 
    “Are you speaking to me in my mind?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “This is how we communicate with Seekers and they with us. Our minds, like yours, exist in two realms simultaneously, this one and that of the Legendary Beasts. We are communicating there while our bodies are here.” 
 
    “I won’t pretend that I understand that either. And I’ve never heard of magrots, nor of birds that can speak to people in their heads.” 
 
    “You have many things to learn as do we, though, I daresay, not as much as you.” 
 
    “Nathan knows a lot about being a Seeker, but until a week ago, I didn’t even know they existed, not like this.” 
 
    “I shall call you Lanool,” the bird told him calmly. “Do the others know who your Legendary Beast is?” 
 
    “Lanool?” 
 
    “It means ‘The Vessel’, in my language.” 
 
    Jaden chanced a look at the others around him and noted, not only that Stefania remained seated cross-legged with her eyes closed, swaying slightly, but also that all of the others were silently facing one of the birds. He could only assume that they too were having silent conversations with them. 
 
    “The Vessel,” Jaden repeated. “My Legendary Beast called me that.” 
 
    “The Great Dragon…” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I can see in your mind as we are already bonding, Lanool. If you take a moment, you will see some of my inner secrets as well.” 
 
    Jaden stared into the eyes of the magrot, and images appeared to him from the life of the giant bird as though they were his own memories. The moment of its hatching, curled in the massive ground nest of its mother, nestled beneath her warm body. Playing in the mountain fields, near a glassy lake, amongst dozens of other magrots. 
 
    Then he was in a dome shaped hut of mud and straw filled with smoke. Across from him was another magrot, obviously of great age. It clucked rhythmically, and Jaden understood that it was speaking in magrot, singing a song of heroic deeds by the great magrots from their history. He was seeing the initiation of the magrot as the companion of a Seeker. He also knew that this magrot was a female and when she left the strange hut, built by the magrot themselves, Stefania stood waiting for her in a deep bow of respect and welcome. She had come to take the magrot to the Hidden City. 
 
    And now here she was. “I will call you Rachel, if I may,” Jaden said to her. 
 
    “Your mother’s name,” the bird said to him, its head bobbing up and down. “It is a great honor to be so named. We are joined, it is done.” 
 
    At that moment, Stefania clapped her hands once more and stood up. Jaden looked around again and saw that the others also seemed to have found a magrot to bond with, though everyone still looked a little confused. 
 
    “Your magrot and you are partners,” Stefania announced. “You will travel together, you on top of your magrot. And you will fight together. A magrot is among the fiercest warriors of the animal kingdom. They are also among the most loyal and most principled. They will stay with you till your death, but if you are disloyal or cruel or an impure person, they will leave you and return to their clan. Now, you will ride your magrot to the banquet. That is your first lesson.” 
 
    Jaden and the magrot looked at one another. Then Jaden looked to the back of the magrot. It was above his shoulder in height and it wore no saddle. 
 
    “How do we…get up on our magrot?” he asked. 
 
    “With great care, young acolyte,” Stefania responded matter-of-factly. 
 
    Jaden turned to Rachel. “Do you have any suggestions?” 
 
    “Take hold of the feathers on my back, leap from the ground and pull yourself up. That’s how I have seen others do it. Don’t worry, you won’t hurt me.” 
 
    Jaden took hold of a handful of Rachel’s feathers in each hand and took several breaths. To his right, Malory leapt up and somersaulted right over the top of her magrot. Lily didn’t pass right over but landed on her belly on top of the bird with an ungracious grunt. She lay there, trying to get her wind back, groaning. Nathan leapt too hard, landed on his magrot’s back, and they both tumbled sideways onto the ground. 
 
    “This is also the first time for us,” Rachel told him. “We are not used to being top-heavy with a Seeker.” 
 
    “Yes, I see,” Jaden replied. 
 
    The two girls from the coast, Hilda and Tallulah, leapt onto their magrots with little difficulty and sat perched upright. Their blank faces suggested that to them it was not a matter of concern or pride. 
 
    “How did you do that so easily?” Nathan asked from the ground, where he was trying to pull his leg from under his magrot, which squirmed and wriggled its own legs. 
 
    “Our people ride camels without saddles,” Hilda explained. “Camels don’t want to be ridden. It’s much harder to mount an uncooperative camel.” 
 
    “Here goes,” Jaden warned Rachel and then leapt up, trying to imitate what the coastal girls had done. He landed on his chest, but not as hard as Lily, and was able to swing his right leg over and pull himself upright. It wasn’t graceful, but he’d done it. He grinned at his accomplishment and looked over at Lily who was trying to imitate him and still struggling to get her leg over the large, rounded back of the magrot. 
 
    “Show off,” Malory muttered as she brushed dirt off her face and clothing. 
 
    Soon enough, all of the students had managed to mount their magrots and were seated, if somewhat unsteadily, on top of them. Stefania clapped her hands with joy at the sight, as though it were her accomplishment, though her eyes had been closed for most of the difficult exercise. 
 
    “Your magrot knows the Great Park very well. They have had many weeks in which to find their way around and learn to avoid any deadly surprises.” 
 
    “Deadly surprises,” Malory gulped. “Can’t we just stick to the path.” 
 
    Stefania pouted. “Oh, that would be sooo boring. Well, be on your way, and I will see you every morning right here for more training.” 
 
    Stefania clicked her tongue and made a strange growl from deep in her throat. The magrots understood her meaning, for they all leapt as one across the road and pushed into the thick underbrush at the edge of the forest. Soon, they were tearing between trees on their way to wherever it was that the banquet was to be held. Except for Malory who had been knocked off her magrot as soon as they had entered the forest. 
 
    Jaden looked ahead and saw the two coastal girls, disappearing into the forest. He shook his head at the ease with which they rode. 
 
    “Just another day riding their giant, magic birds,” Lily said from beside Jaden. 
 
    He turned and saw her smiling at him atop her magrot. She seemed to be getting the hang of it quickly. Jaden realized that he too was riding better than he’d expected. The horses from the City Market back home always frightened him a little. They were massive workhorses, many of them bred for hauling heavy loads. And Jaden had seen more than a few overly curious street dogs get stepped on by the massive beasts. He’d always kept his distance and thanked Malabar that he was born in a city where riding a horse was unnecessary for most and not in the countryside. 
 
    “Is this normal to everyone but me?” Jaden asked. “Magic, giant warrior birds…” 
 
    “Drinking tiny monkey milk,” Lily finished with a smile. “It’s not normal to me either, Jaden.” 
 
    Jaden looked back. He still didn’t see Malory, who either hadn’t been able to get back up onto her magrot or who was taking it slowly. 
 
    “Not normal to Malory either, I think.” 
 
    Off to Jaden’s left, Nathan rode atop his magrot. He bent over the bird’s neck to protect his face from the whipping branches of the trees, which Jaden now imitated. 
 
    “You are getting the hang of it, Lanool,” Rachel cooed to him. “Myself as well. I think we shall be very fast and fierce together.” 
 
    “What do you say, Rachel,” Jaden asked, “do you think we can beat Hilda and Tallulah to the banquet hall?” 
 
    “Not on this route,” she replied. “However, if we take a turn right…here!” 
 
    Rachel banked hard to the right, leaving Lily staring after him in surprise. The bird launched them over an embankment and landed in a small stream. They were now clear of trees and Rachel could run in a straighter line. This allowed her to pick up speed, and soon Jaden’s face was wet with the splashing waters of the creek as the wind whipped his hair. 
 
    “Are you frightened of water, Lanool?” Rachel asked. 
 
    “This little creek water?” Jaden replied. “No, it’s nothing.” 
 
    “Not the creek. The lake.” 
 
    “What lake?” 
 
    And then they were airborne. Not because Rachel was flying—she couldn’t fly even a yard. They had reached the edge of a high waterfall that crashed onto several large boulders below before emptying into a small lake. Rachel and Jaden plunged downward toward the boulders. 
 
    “Please move forward a little,” Rachel said, and Jaden did as he was told. 
 
    Rachel spread her wings and though she couldn’t fly, her wings were large enough to allow her to glide a little, enough to move out over the lake, instead of the boulders. They still came in at high speed, which sent an arc of water through the air and soaked Jaden from head to feet. 
 
    “Are you OK?” Rachel asked, craning her head around to take a look at Jaden. 
 
    “Uh, I think so. But I don’t understand. This will slow us down.” 
 
    “There’s something you should know about magrots, Lanool,” Rachel told him. “We are very good swimmers.” 
 
    An instant later, they were moving through the water at high speed. Their speed was so great that they created a wake behind them. It reminded Jaden of the wake behind kite-skiers he had seen on the coast, when his parents had taken him as a young child. They passed sailboats and small skiffs with fishermen who waved at them and children who laughed and pointed. In the center of the lake was a small island with a large, low building with enormous windows, surrounded by trees. 
 
    “What’s that building?” Jaden asked as they zoomed past. 
 
    “That building is built around an ancient shrine to mark the spot where a meteorite once landed, which caused the crater that formed into this lake. Some say that it was the meteorite that caused the worlds of magic and our world to unfold next to one another in this place. Some also say that when the elves and dwarves, and other magical beings, left this world, it was through a portal on this island. Pilgrims come to pray and celebrations are held on the island.” 
 
    Jaden looked toward the island and could see a group of people bowing in a circle around the building. Another group danced in celebration, wearing bright clothing and with sparkling fabrics woven into their hair. 
 
    Soon they were at the far side of the lake. Rachel the magrot reached the shore and rose up out of the water without a moment’s pause before returning to running at full speed into the forest. The warm wind of the summer morning, now that the sun was high in the sky, dried Jaden’s hair but his clothes were still soaked through to the skin and he shivered. 
 
    “Don’t you get tired?” Jaden asked. “You haven’t paused or slowed at all.” 
 
    “Magrots don’t become tired, we become hungry and then we must eat. When we eat, we sleep afterward to digest.” 
 
    They burst out of the forest and into a field of tall, green grasses topped with a golden frond. They were almost to the middle of the field when Hilda and Tallulah emerged from the forest behind them. Jaden looked back and waved, amused by the surprised look on their faces as they realized that the person who had never even ridden a horse was now several lengths ahead of them, who were expert riders. 
 
    Rachel banked hard at another stand of trees and came out onto a path. It led away from the meadow, across the main ring road of the Great Park and beyond. There was a fountain carved in the darkest wood, of a girl rising off the ground with the wings of a dove. The spouts of water seemed to chase the laughing girl into the air. Beyond the fountain was a building of the same dark wood and glass. The wood had been carved into two thick columns that twisted around each other in a double helix, with the spaces between them filled with formed glass. The top of the building was a flat roof where grasses and wildflowers grew, three storeys in the air. 
 
    In the yard, in front of the building, were dozens of other magrots, wandering or resting on the ground. They turned toward Rachel and Jaden as they came up the path, watching with interest. From inside the building, dozens of students poured out onto the wide porch that encircled the building and began cheering the arrival of Jaden and Rachel. 
 
    Jaden looked back and saw that the two coastal girls were making up ground but that it wouldn’t be enough. He would arrive first, before them. They didn’t look happy about it. 
 
    As they passed the fountain and reached the front yard, Rachel came to an abrupt stop, sending Jaden over her head and onto the ground below with a loud grunt. He lay there struggling to get his wind back, reminded of how he felt after his visit with his Legendary Beast. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lanool—I’m not used to taking into consideration the inertia of a rider. I will try to do better next time.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Jaden grunted and pulled himself to his feet. 
 
    The students watching laughed and applauded. Jaden waved at them and then turned to greet the other new arrivals. Hilda and Tallulah had already reached Jaden and Rachel and were dismounting. Not far behind them were Nathan and Lily, coming up the path. And further, in the far distance, it seemed that Malory could be seen, bouncing on her own magrot. Jaden was certain that she would complain as soon as she arrived. 
 
    When they were all finally in the front garden of the Academy building, a man stepped forward and raised his arms to greet them. He was obviously an important and respected man, by the way that the students moved aside for him, bowing slightly. He looked both ancient and timeless with his red and gray hair braided so that it fell the length of his ears and ended on both his shoulders. He wore a simple ranger’s outfit, much like that of Melchior, but also a heavy, off-white, woolen cloak. 
 
    “Welcome, friends, to the Free Academy of the Pure Seeker. I am the Headmaster of our school, and your arrival has been the source of much anticipation and excitement! To honor you we have prepared a feast of a breakfast and so much more. Please, come inside!” 
 
    Senior students climbed down the wide stairs and took each of the Seekers by the arms. Except for Jaden, who continued to stand by Rachel. The Headmaster walked down the stairs and approached Jaden, like a beacon of calm. He smiled and held out a hand, which Jaden took. The Headmaster’s hand was warm and dry, but it felt strong and calloused, as though from a lifetime of swinging an ax to fell trees. As he gripped Jaden’s hand, the Headmaster smiled. 
 
    “You and I have much to discuss, I believe, Jaden, son of Rachel the Alchemist and Mark the Smithy.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The tables in the dining hall were arranged into two semicircles. One semicircle was for the students, and the other was for the teachers at the Free Academy. In the center of the circle was a small, elevated stage. The room itself was large with a curved ceiling filled with innumerable windows, so that it felt like the occupants were in a bubble. As soon as they sat down, plates of food were delivered to them by the senior students. It was really a chance for the seniors to show off the skills that they had developed through their training at the Free Academy. 
 
    From above, Loren swooped down—flying!—and dropped a large plate of eggs in front of them. Then, as if from nowhere, another student appeared, standing in front of them, with large jugs of fruit juice. A third climbed down the wall, like a lizard, bringing their cutlery and plates. It was an impressive performance that had Jaden and the others in awe as their fellow students clapped and cheered. 
 
    But this was just the warm-up act for the main attraction that reminded Jaden of the circus that his parents had taken him to as a young boy. There were incredible acrobatics and feats of strength by upper year students. Jaden couldn’t imagine what Legendary Beasts some of these students had, so strange and impressive were their tricks. What type of animal could make itself so flat that it was barely thicker than a sheet of paper? Or generate black clouds to obscure its location and make its skin the same texture and color as the wall? 
 
    Another pair of students floated through the air, a strange sheath of skin connecting their arms and legs on both sides of their bodies. They twisted and twirled in the air, spiraling down to the ground and then running back up the walls. Following them, the windows suddenly darkened, to block out the sun that filled the room. From above there appeared several students who floated like soap bubbles, as though swimming through the air, their bodies glowing in impossible colors of red, blues, and greens. 
 
    As Jaden joined the applause, he felt excited that someday he too would be able to control the powers that Dracoseth had granted him. He was certainly glad that he had been able to tap into that energy to save his people from the attack by the soldiers and the female Immortal. But he still felt like that was sheer luck that had nothing to do with his actual abilities. 
 
    When the show had ended, Loren landed in front of their table. “Do you have any abilities that you could share with us? It would definitely delight the other students.” 
 
    Jaden elbowed Nathan and gave him a wink. “Give them a leap, Nathan. I guarantee they haven’t seen any Beast like yours.” 
 
    Nathan smiled and leapt over Loren, almost to the roof, landing gracefully in the center of the stage. He performed high speed fighting abilities, his fists moving in a blur. Jaden noticed that Nathan was sprouting a tail, the tip of it appearing over the waistband of his pants. Then Nathan finished his display and leapt back into his seat on the other side of the room. The crowd erupted with applause and cheers. 
 
    “Impressive, my friend,” Loren said. “You’ve had the chance to practice, I see.” 
 
    “Lots of time in the woods alone trying to stay alive,” Nathan joked. 
 
    Loren now turned to Jaden. “How about you, Jaden? I’ve heard word that you showed some impressive abilities on your way to the Hidden City. Why don’t you give us a taste?” 
 
    Jaden blushed at the offer but shook his head, waving off Loren. “I… I don’t think that’s a good idea. Thank you.” 
 
    Loren didn’t push it, bowing and returning to his own seat. Jaden looked across the room and saw Headmaster watching him. They locked eyes for a moment, and then Malory punched him in the shoulder. 
 
    “Why didn’t you show them what you could do? Definitely more impressive than those glowing, jellyfish people.” 
 
    “Jaden’s powers are great, Malory,” Nathan said, “but I’m not sure we want him blowing the roof off the school dining room on the first day of classes.” 
 
    Jaden blushed in embarrassment and was glad that Nathan had deflected Malory’s suggestion. Saying nothing, he grabbed a plate and began filling it with eggs, still feeling the heat in his face. Distracted, he kept piling on the eggs until Lily cleared her throat, attracting his attention. He looked at her, and she nodded toward his plate. The eggs were bubbling on it. He was cooking them with the heat from his hands. He quickly set it down in front of him and hid his hands. 
 
    “Hey,” Malory complained, “how come you got hard yolks and the rest of us get runny ones? I hate runny eggs.” 
 
    Not wanting to start anything, Jaden scraped his eggs onto Malory’s plate and filled his own with runny eggs from the platter. 
 
    “I like soft yolks anyway,” he said with a forced smile. 
 
    Jaden felt a hand squeeze his bicep, and he turned again to Lily. She smiled at him to let him know it was ok. 
 
    “Pass me the fruit juice please, Jaden?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, sure,” he said, handing her the jug. 
 
    “Hope it’s still cold,” she joked with a wink. 
 
    Jaden blushed again and quickly looked away, focusing on not turning the jug of juice into a pot of soup. 
 
    To distract himself from his recent embarrassments, Jaden focused on stuffing his face with every food item that passed by their table. He was perhaps only out-eaten by Nathan, who was much more muscular than Jaden and could pack in more food. As they finished food items or leaned back to belch loudly, the senior students would seem to appear out of nowhere to clear plates and refresh empty ones. And they did it with the same panache as they had prior to the meal, descending from above or flying in like eagles scooping up prey. 
 
    Finally, Headmaster stood at his table and tapped his empty glass. 
 
    “I would like to propose a toast to our newest students: Jaden, Nathan, Hilda, Tallulah, Lily, and Malory,” he said and raised his glass. 
 
    The rest of the room stood and raised their glasses, shouting “cheers, cheers, cheers!” before sitting back down. 
 
    “Welcoming a new cohort of Pure Seeker initiates to the Free Academy provides us an opportunity to remind ourselves why we are here and what is our mission. The Malabar Empire has ravaged our people for well-nigh a millennium. We have carved out this haven of the Hidden City, which remains a hope and a legend, sung about around campfires and told in hushed voices during high holidays. 
 
    “But it is not enough to be a hope. And legends are like statues, erected for the dead, not the living. Ultimately, this haven won’t survive if we don’t push back the Empire. That is the heavy burden that you all bear, and it is our task to train you so that you may contribute to our struggle for freedom. 
 
    “But in doing so, we must never forget that the Malabar Empire was itself once a movement of freedom that became corrupted, its leader transformed into Emperor Kalamin but known to us as the Immortal Devourer. We must swear to not repeat the mistakes of the past in creating a new future.” 
 
    Jaden looked around the room and saw the students nodding their heads at the words of Headmaster. At his table, Headmaster also looked around at the assembled as he let the words sink in. Then he laughed and picked up his glass. 
 
    “Listen to me, an old man ranting on his porch,” he said before raising his glass. “Today is a day of celebration. Here’s to the new students in our midst!” 
 
    Another cheer went up from the students and faculty, and when Headmaster sat back down, everyone turned back to eating their fill.  
 
    By the end of breakfast, Jaden was stuffed and wished that he could go back to bed to sleep it off. But the day was only beginning, he knew, and there would be no naps, at least not until lunchtime. He couldn’t imagine being hungry again by then and told himself that instead of eating he would find a quiet tree to lie against. It had been a long, mostly sleepless night. 
 
    After they had finished eating, they were approached by one of the faculty, a woman named Therese. She was tall and lithe, with a face like a cat. She moved like one as well. Behind her a long, sleek tail was visible that swayed and hung in the air like a perpetual question mark. 
 
    Jaden had heard more than once that Seeker magic only lasted until a Seeker reached a certain age and then their link with their Legendary Beast faded until there was no longer a connection. But Therese still looked like the other older Seekers, resembling her Legendary Beast, and she was clearly older than the typical age. So too was Headmaster, who was known to be centuries old and whose powerful magical abilities were also known by all in the Hidden City. 
 
    “Good morning, initiates,” Therese said to the six of them with a soft northern lilt. “I am Therese, daughter of the cooper, and I will be your instructor in Seeker Magic Foundations. Would you follow me to our classroom?” 
 
    They stood and followed Therese out of the dining room building and into the clearing. She led them around the building to another path that disappeared into the forest for several minutes, before emerging in another meadow that was a perfect circle. In the center of the meadow was a building that looked like a small hillock of grass. The only thing that distinguished it as an artificial structure were the windows on one side of it, along with a wide entry door that slid to the side to open. 
 
    They entered inside the building and descended on wide stairs. It was a sizable amphitheater, which occupied the entire building.  The walls were made of packed earth painted with lime, which made it bright and white, though they were underground. It was cool, being below the ground and the earthen walls absorbed sound, so that it felt both large and intimate at the same time. A whisper could be heard from one side of the large space to the other, which was good because Therese spoke barely above the level of a whisper and gave the impression of having a fragile constitution. The group of them sat on the platform at the bottom of the amphitheater, where chairs had been gathered in a circle. 
 
    As they took their seat, Therese waved her arms to indicate the larger space. 
 
    “There was a time when this course would have been filled to the doors with students,” she said. “If you go into the library nearby, you can find plans to expand this space with balconies. Obviously, that never happened.” 
 
    “What did happen?” Jaden asked. They had heard many times that the rebellion had fallen on hard times a century earlier from which it was only now recovering, but few details. 
 
    “You may be aware that this city is located on sacred ground, a meeting place of different dimensions where the fabric separating them is thin indeed. And, yet, not all dimensions coincide here. There are others, some of them filled with great power, some with great beauty, some with great horror,” she told them and paused for effect before continuing. 
 
    “A century ago Imperial researchers discovered another such overlap point. It gave them access to a great deal of dark, terrible power. They kept this discovery secret and allowed us to believe that we were on the brink of victory, luring the rebellion into a great battle. They used infernal machines to focus the dark energy, which consumed the souls of every Seeker that fought for the rebellion. Headmaster himself barely escaped or the Hidden City itself would have been destroyed.” 
 
    Jaden and the other students looked from one to another. He imagined that they were all thinking the same as him, which was that being a rebel Seeker suddenly looked a lot less appealing. If the Malabar Empire had a weapon to destroy rebel Seekers, had already destroyed all the rebel Seekers of the past, and had left the Hidden City as little more than a fading memory, what chance did they have now? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are probably at this moment asking yourselves,” Therese said, obviously in response to the students’ expressions, “what possible chance we have?” 
 
    “That had crossed my mind,” Malory agreed. 
 
    “Their weapon is indeed powerful, able to wipe out entire armies,” Therese continued. “But it is of little use against pockets of resistance. That is to say, it is not a precise weapon. In other words…” 
 
    “As long as we fight them in small groups in quick attacks,” Lily interrupted, “the Empire is forced to use the same weapons as we are.” 
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
    “But we’ll still have to defeat them and at some point that means, we have to fight them head on,” Jaden noted. 
 
    “Not until we find and destroy their infernal machine and close the gate to their source of dark power,” Therese told them. “But enough about history and military strategy. Let’s have some fun!” 
 
    Therese clapped her hands, and from the ceiling Hyacinth glided down in a circle, landing amongst the students. Jaden hadn’t noticed her during the performance in the dining hall but realized that she was one of the performers amongst the senior students. 
 
    “Hey!” Hyacinth greeted them as she rose out of a crouch after her landing. 
 
    “By Kalamin’s beard that was awesome!” Malory said, clearly delighted. 
 
    “Um, perhaps you can find another way to express your enthusiasm than saying his name?” Therese suggested gently. 
 
    “Oh, sorry. I’m open to any cursing suggestions you might have,” Malory replied. 
 
    “Or perhaps don’t curse at all?” Therese suggested. “It really is a degradation of our language which is quite rich, as I’m sure you’ll agree.” 
 
    Hyacinth winked. “I’ll teach you guys some good ones after class,” she said from behind her hand. 
 
    Therese cleared her throat to bring the class back to order. “Hyacinth, as you can see, is a very skilled Seeker student. Perhaps you can tell our first year’s a little about yourself.” 
 
    “I’m a Seeker of the Red Flying Squirrel of the Rainy Forests in the west, which is why I can glide, like you saw,” she said then pointed at her face. “It’s also why I look kind of like a rat.” 
 
    “I think you’re cute,” Lily said. 
 
    “Thank you, but it’s ok. I like how I look.” 
 
    “Therese,” Nathan asked, “how is it that you still look like a Seeker? I mean, like a cat. I thought that Seekers returned to their original form as their mana link to their Legendary Beast faded. That’s what we were taught in cadets.” 
 
    Therese’s face flushed, and Hyacinth looked down at her feet in embarrassment. Jaden could see that the question was both intrusive and unpleasant. He and Lily exchanged glances and Lily finally spoke up. 
 
    “You don’t have to answer, Therese. That was a very personal question.” 
 
    “It’s…it’s ok, thank you, dear. You see, what Nathan says is true. But there is one exception. If your mana connection to your Beast is still strong when your Beast’s soul is consumed by an Immortal, your appearance is locked as it was when it happened. It is a very traumatic experience that I was unfortunate enough to suffer some years ago.” 
 
    “An Immortal can eat your Legendary Beast?” Jaden said in shock. He didn’t like the sound of this, on top of the Empire’s super weapon. 
 
    “What was it?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “Nathan!” Lily interrupted. “You’re being rude.” 
 
    Nathan shrugged, oblivious to the boundary crossing nature of his behavior. 
 
    “My Beast was Silver Jaw, the Great Lynx. She was a fine and loyal Beast to me, and I served her to the best of my abilities. I was working then as an Imperial Seeker but passing information to the rebellion. I had done so for a number of years and, I suppose, I became careless and was captured. My commander was an Immortal named Marilene, who had consumed the energy of three Beasts before Silver Jaw,” Therese explained. 
 
    “A typical Immortal may consume no more than five or six Beasts,” she continued, “though they say that Devourer has consumed dozens.” 
 
    “How is that even possible?” Lily asked. 
 
    “The Immortals have a means to force you to become a portal to the place where your Beast resides,” Therese explained. “If they can defeat your Beast there, they are able to consume it and absorb its powers. I was left bereft of Silver Jaw, my powers, and my freedom. Only after three years in the Fortress were the rebel raiders able to free me.” 
 
    “And… that’s it?” Jaden asked. “Silver Jaw is gone forever?” 
 
    “Theoretically, no. A devoured Beast is imprisoned inside the soul of the Immortal, which means that it cannot be freed, even by the death of the Immortal. Liberating them is only possible through the destruction of the Immortal’s soul. But to destroy an Immortal’s soul would require elder magic, which no longer exists in sufficient quantity to do so.” 
 
    “And that,” Hyacinth interrupted, changing the subject, which was clearly upsetting Therese, “is a good entry point into discussing my own Beast and the relationship between a Seeker and their Beast.” 
 
    “So, have you been able to glide like that since you got the Call?” Lily asked, also wanting to change the subject. “I mean, my sense of smell has gotten better and my hearing but that’s it. Certainly nothing as incredible as your ability to glide." 
 
    "No, it wasn’t automatic,” Hyacinth said. “When I got the Call, three years ago, I had a similar experience to yours. I had some physical changes that gave me new abilities but the most dramatic abilities require magic from your Beast. So, while you can hear very well and Nathan can leap high in the air, you need to learn incantations or get direct magic from your Beast in order to really unlock your potential power.” 
 
    “I should add,” Therese intervened, “that direct magic from your Beast is extremely rare. Beasts guard this power jealously as it makes their Seeker a little bit like them and they don’t like that. It’s only under extreme conditions…” 
 
    “Then how come Jaden could burn a whole swamp and incinerate an Immortal?” Malory asked. 
 
    Therese turned to Jaden, wide-eyed. “Is that true? I’d heard you had tapped into some of your powers, but I never heard the details…” 
 
    “Wow, that’s crazy,” Hyacinth said. “What kind of Beast do you have? And how did you do that?” 
 
    “Uh, I’m not sure I should say,” Jaden replied, looking to Lily. 
 
    “Melchior told him he should only tell it to Headmaster,” Lily said. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Therese said, waving off their concerns. “This is a safe space. The safest of anywhere in the world, I’d think. What is it, Jaden?” 
 
    “My Beast is a dragon named Dracoseth.” 
 
    “Oh, my…” Therese replied, hand at her mouth. 
 
    “Whoa! Seriously?” Hyacinth added. 
 
    “I’m… that… that’s not possible.” Therese was flustered. She grabbed Jaden by the arm and rushed for the door. “We have to speak to Headmaster right away.” 
 
    Jaden looked back at Lily and the others as Therese dragged him off. They looked as puzzled as Jaden, and Lily put her hands together in prayer position and touched them to her forehead as a sign to Jaden that everything would be alright. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Jaden was in a different building entirely. From the outside, it was a small cabin made from adobe and semi-submerged in the earth, the same as the amphitheater where their class was being held. Therese had dragged him inside and then rushed back out again, giving him instructions not to move.  
 
    As he waited, Jaden looked around the room. It was bright and airy but also had the weight of age about it. It was also surprisingly large. They had descended several yards below the earth when they entered so that while the roof outside was only about twice the height of Jaden, the ceiling in this room was at least four times as tall as him. 
 
    All along two of the walls, stretching back ten or fifteen lengths of a horse, and from floor to ceiling, were books of every size and age. Some looked like they were new while others appeared to be ancient and made from the skin of animals. Many had characters and languages on their spines that were completely foreign to Jaden. Above Jaden, as part of the ceiling, were a series of circles made of what looked like quartz and polished to translucent and transparent, so that the room was filled with light. 
 
    He sat in a chair made of wood, iron, and leather in front of a desk that looked to have been carved out of coral, much like the gates into the city. It was pink, bone, and orange in color with a large, polished desktop. Books were stacked on top of the desk, as well as a notebook with a plume pen lying next to it. 
 
    After a few moments, Jaden became bored of waiting. He stood and began to explore. Therese had told him to stay put in the cabin, not to stay in his seat, he reasoned. He walked along the length of the bookshelves, running his hands along the spines of the books. He noticed that, strangely, they seemed to have different temperatures about them. Some were quite warm, while others were icy cold, which he thought strange. Jaden loved to read. Back in the sewer, his fellow urchins used to mock him for the ones that he would bring back from the market, bought with hard-earned money. 
 
    “Why ya spendin’ your money on those things?” they would ask him. “Can’t eat them. Can’t use ‘em to pick pockets, nor even as a weapon. And they’ll turn to mould in no time, like the rest of ‘em.” 
 
    It was true that Jaden’s books rarely lasted longer than a few months before the pages were black with mold and crumbling within a few more. But they were an anchor to a different life; one that he’d had before ending up in the sewers. His life might be darkness, dampness, hunger, and rat turds, but the world of the books reminded him that there was sunlight somewhere. They raised his horizons and kept him sane. Now, looking around this library, he felt certain that there was a treasure trove of books that he would love to read. But where to even begin? 
 
    He wandered back over to the desk and, still seeing no one coming, ventured a peek at the notebook on the desk. It was written with large, looping letters that seemed to almost be figure drawings. There were also sketches in the margins with arrows and numbers that were incomprehensible to him. Jaden could count but this was much more advanced than anything he’d encountered, more advanced even than the accounting books that he was sometimes hired to organize or copy out painstakingly by the market scribes. 
 
    “I imagine that looks like strange drawings to you,” said a voice, causing Jaden to look up. 
 
    Headmaster was descending the stairs from the entrance into the cabin. Of course, this was his cabin, Jaden thought. That’s why Therese had brought him there. 
 
    “Is it a language?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “Yes, it was the language of my youth,” Headmaster replied. “It is a dead language now, but it thrived once and I find it enjoyable to write in it. Some say that it was given to us by the elves themselves, but as there are none around any longer, we can’t really verify the claim.” 
 
    “Elves existed, then? They’re not just a myth?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “They didn’t leave any books or records. The Hidden City is, in fact, the only place that any evidence of them has been found at all. Unless you count old fairy tales and songs sung around campfires. As a result, we cannot know much of their nature, beyond a distant look at the statues in the field of flowers on the way from the Crystal Palace to Seekers’ Slumber.” 
 
    Jaden’s jaw dropped open. “Those are petrified elves?” 
 
    “It would appear so. I would estimate their age at over three thousand years.” 
 
    “Is it true that the Hidden City was once called Biringan?” 
 
    Headmaster raised an eyebrow and walked toward the desk, taking a seat behind it. Up close, Jaden could see the deep lines of age around his eyes. His monkey-like features were also clearer. Headmaster closed his notebook and slid it aside, then looked up again at Jaden. 
 
    “Where did you hear that name, Jaden?” 
 
    “My Legendary Beast told me.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, Therese was in quite a state about your Beast. Tell me about it.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what else there is to tell other than what Therese probably already told you: he is a dragon and his name is Dracoseth.” 
 
    Headmaster leaned over and opened a drawer of dark wood in his desk of polished coral. From within he withdrew a large, heavy book that looked quite ancient and set it on the desk. Then he began flipping through the pages which, from Jaden’s vantage point, seemed to be entirely blank. 
 
    “Did Therese tell you why she found this so shocking?” 
 
    “I gather it’s unusual.” 
 
    “Ho, you have a gift for understatement. Yes, indeed.” Headmaster laughed. “Jaden, there hasn’t been a dragon, let alone a Dragon Seeker, for well over a millennium, since before the time of the Malabar. Before even the empire prior to Malabar. But perhaps more surprising is this.” 
 
    Headmaster had reached the final page of the mostly empty book. On this page were words written in the strange loops that Jaden had seen in Headmaster’s notebook. He read out loud from the book. 
 
    “And thus appeared the dragon and burned the world clean of all uncleanliness, scorched the world of evil, and all was as it had once been.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. What does it mean? And why does it have so many empty pages?” Jaden asked. 
 
    Headmaster flipped back to the early pages of the book. Perhaps the first tenth of the book was also filled with words. 
 
    “This is an ancient book,” he explained. “It is the book of the history of our struggle against the Malabar Empire. It is very special, you see. Not because it is old. I have many books even older. But because it exists not only in our dimension but also in the other dimensions that overlap here in the Hidden City. And in one of those dimensions is someone who writes in this book, filling in the history of our battle as it unfolds.” 
 
    “Who?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “An elf? A dragon? Me? You? Emperor Kalamin? Who knows?” 
 
    As Jaden looked at the heavy, empty book he also felt a heaviness and emptiness inside of him. 
 
    “But if the book is so long and only a small portion of it is written, it must mean that it will be centuries before the Empire is defeated.” 
 
    “You misunderstand the book,” Headmaster replied. “One page doesn’t equal one year for there are years in which pass centuries and there are centuries in which barely more than a few days pass. The first hundred pages of this book cover just a few days, while the next hundred pages covers three centuries.”  
 
    “So, for all we know the rest of the book could be written before breakfast tomorrow and the Empire defeated?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “Possibly, but unlikely. We don’t need a book to use our eyes. Nor does the book say that the Empire will be beaten in the way that you are probably thinking. It could mean many things, even an apocalypse that takes the world back to the time before anything lived; just a ball of smoke and burning mud. All that we know for certain is that there will be some kind of conflagration and that it will involve the return of the dragon. It is up to us to make that last passage mean what we want it to mean.” 
 
     Headmaster closed the book once again and rose from his desk, moving away from it and into the middle of the floor. 
 
    “And that starts with teaching you to use your magic. Let’s begin.”  
 
    Jaden stood and placed himself in front of Headmaster. 
 
    “Dracoseth said that magic needed to return to the world because right now all the magic comes from outside of it, from the realm of the Legendary Beasts. He suggested that his return would be the beginning of the return of magic. Is that true?” 
 
    Headmaster nodded and furrowed his brow. “It is written in some of the books that I have read that there was once magic native to our world but that it passed away. Supposedly the departure of the elves and the dwarves marked the end of the age of magic. But whether it returns in the future won’t change much what we do in the here and now. Tell me about the magic that he has given you.” 
 
    “It’s not exactly anything specific. It’s more lessons in how to use it. But not with incantations, more like with a state of mind.” 
 
    “Dragon magic is elder magic. It is channeled directly, without the need to create conduits through the use of special words or potions. Just the mana of the Legendary Beast and a certain discipline of mind.” 
 
    “Actually, Dracoseth is always saying to not think but to instead feel; that magic is a product of emotion not intellect.” 
 
    “Well, not thinking is also a discipline of mind, maybe the hardest of all,” Headmaster said. 
 
    Headmaster took a coin out of his pocket, lifted his hand, and opened his palm. The coin hung in the air as he let his hand fall away. 
 
    “I want you to create a sphere of light around this coin,” he told Jaden. 
 
    Jaden lifted his hands and focused his intention on the coin. He tried to think about it emotionally but found he had no particular feelings, other than amazement, about a floating coin. No sphere of light appeared, and Jaden lowered his hands. 
 
    Headmaster clapped once and then spread his hands. The single coin became hundreds, like an entire swarm of coins floating in the air. Jaden watched this, fascinated. Then the coins morphed and twisted until they became a swarm of angry, golden bees. Before he could react, these attacked Jaden, stinging him painfully on the face and hands as he tried to swat them away. 
 
    “Ow, stop, that’s hurting me!” Jaden yelled. 
 
    “Not until you produce that sphere of light. Concentrate. Or there will be more bees.” 
 
    And, indeed, more bees seemed to appear and joined the attack. Jaden felt them crawling on his face and squeezed his eyes shut to protect them. They crawled up his nose and into his mouth when he gasped for air. His tongue began to swell up from the toxin in the stings, and Jaden felt rising panic. He was going to die by bee stings. 
 
    “Aaaaaaaahhh!!!!” he shrieked and flung his hands out toward Headmaster. 
 
    A sphere of light appeared—it looked like a spinning, miniature sun. And it drew the bees toward it, like an inescapable whirlpool. They sizzled and popped by the hundreds as they were pulled into the fireball and consumed by it. But there were still hundreds more surrounding Jaden, stinging him non-stop. 
 
    He flung the fireball toward Headmaster, who stepped aside and held out his hands, steering the ball on a curving arc toward the wall. The effort of doing so caused Headmaster to lose focus on the bees, which turned back into coins and jingled to the floor. The fireball, meanwhile, struck the far wall and blasted a hole through it and into the soil of the earth, large enough for another room. Jaden stared at the destruction he had wrought, mouth hanging open. 
 
    “How are you, Jaden?” Headmaster asked him. “I’m sorry I did that, but I needed to evoke an emotional response, and since you are untrained, I saw no other way.” 
 
    Jaden reached up to his face with his hand. The welts from the stings were gone. He didn’t feel the agony over his entire body, nor was his tongue swollen. 
 
    “They….weren’t real?” 
 
    “Just an illusion.” 
 
    Jaden looked again at the massive hole. “I’m sorry about your wall.” 
 
    Headmaster laughed. “Sorry? It was marvelous. I’ve actually never seen anything like it. You are a wonder. You don’t even seem to be tired out by the exertion.” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “Normally, the channeling of that amount of mana would leave a new Seeker exhausted, perhaps for days, depending on their constitution.” 
 
    “In the swamp…” 
 
    “When you destroyed the Immortal?” 
 
    “Yes. I lost consciousness for a day and a half.” 
 
    Headmaster laughed again. It was a laugh filled with warmth and something else, pride perhaps? Jaden felt silly thinking that, but it was the word that appeared in his mind spontaneously.   
 
    “You did burn down half a forest and lay waste to an entire regiment of Imperial troops,” Headmaster joked. “A long nap was in order, even for someone of my experience.” 
 
    “So, you knew about what happened. Why didn’t you speak to me right away after our arrival?” 
 
    “Melchior told me what he knew, yes. But I wanted you to have a chance to settle in and reveal the name of your Beast in your own time. However, if I’d known the extent of your power, I think I might have been more careful.” 
 
    Headmaster put a hand on Jaden’s shoulder and led him back to the desk. 
 
    “Jaden, your Beast is already giving you an unprecedented amount of mana. Dracoseth must have so much that he barely notices. But this can be very dangerous. You still have very little control over it. In a few moments I was able to goad you into destroying an entire wall,” he said and pointed again at the hole. 
 
    Then he smiled. “Or, perhaps we should think of it as adding another room to my library.” 
 
    “Is this where you tell me that I have to leave the City because it’s not safe to have me here?” Jaden asked, honestly nervous. 
 
    “Goodness, no! Unleash you on the world without training of any kind? The opposite, in fact. In addition to your normal lessons, I’d like you to train with me personally.” 
 
    Jaden’s heart leapt in his chest. A near lifetime of living as an outcast in the sewers of Lessertown had instilled in him the habit of assuming that he would be cast out by any and all the moment he became an inconvenience. Now that which made him special was leading to the opposite, to him being brought in deeper into the community of the Seekers. 
 
    “I’d really appreciate that,” Jaden replied. “I don’t want to destroy any buildings or hurt anyone.” 
 
    “Good. Then we will begin tomorrow, shall we? I’d like the opportunity to do some of my own research on Dracoseth. Now, why don’t you go rejoin your friends for the second period class. I believe that it’s on the use of meditation to control the flow of mana from your Beast. I don’t think that a little meditation could do you wrong. Meanwhile, I should call some masons to come and fix my wall.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, sorry again,” Jaden said, grimacing. 
 
    Headmaster waved off the apology and then led him by the elbow toward the exit. As they arrived, a thought occurred to Jaden and he asked it of Headmaster. 
 
    “Normally a headmaster is known as Headmaster So-and-So but everyone here just calls you Headmaster. Why is that?” 
 
    “A name is a source of power and so my name is secret in order to protect my power from the Immortals. If they knew it, they could use it to discover where I am and the Hidden City along with it.” 
 
    “So, no one knows your name?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Not even your Beast?” 
 
    As soon as he’d said it, Jaden regretted it. A momentary dark cloud passed across the face of Headmaster before he shook it off, almost imperceptibly. 
 
    “Not even me,” he said with a slight smile. “We will begin with three times a week, after classes, starting tomorrow. Enjoy your day!” 
 
    He patted Jaden on the back and then walked out through the door and in the opposite direction to that of the amphitheater where Jaden’s class was held. Perhaps he was off to find builders to repair his wall. Jaden watched him go, thinking that it would be terribly sad to not be able to share your name with anyone. That thought immediately brought Lily to mind, and his heart skipped a beat and he felt his face heating up. 
 
    “No ball of fire,” he muttered to himself, closing his eyes. “Not in a dry forest.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the first week at the Free Academy, Jaden and the others began to settle into a routine of school life and studying. Still, Jaden often found himself shaking his head in wonderment at where he had ended up. Not only in a school, but a school for Seekers who were charged with battling the hated Malabar Empire. If only his friends from the sewers could see him now, after so long of laughing at him with his moldy books. 
 
    When he wasn’t lost in a reverie of amazement at the magical, impossible place that he’d ended up in, Jaden was buried in schoolwork. There was so much to learn, and it seemed impossible that it could all be learned in just a few years. Even the barest introduction to being a Seeker in the rebellion demanded that he learn an immense amount of knowledge. 
 
    He had decided that his favorite subject was the meditation class to control the flow of mana. All of the other students were preoccupied with how to coax more mana from their Legendary Beast so that they could apply it to their powers. For Jaden it was the opposite. The mana that passed through him was like a fierce and wide river filled with rapids and whirlpools. He had seen what his weak control of the flood of mana that came from Dracoseth could do. So far it had saved him and his friends and, other than Headmaster’s wall and some overcooked eggs, he hadn’t done any damage. But he dreaded the thought of accidentally hurting someone. Even his teachers seemed a little afraid of Jaden’s powers and left all practical training up to Headmaster. It didn’t help that no one in more than a thousand years had any experience with dragon magic, or elder magic of any kind. How could he be taught what they themselves had never learned, nor even seen. A month earlier and everyone, besides perhaps Headmaster, thought such things were merely ancient myths. 
 
    Nor was Dracoseth any help. Since Jaden had started classes, the Dragon hadn’t come to him in his dreams. The Dragon had seemed so determined to teach Jaden how to fly and how to control fire and then… nothing. Headmaster had suggested to Jaden that this wasn’t accidental or the result of spite by Dracoseth. Jaden clearly had all the magical power needed to achieve great things, now he had to learn to use them. And it wasn’t through the learning of incantations but, rather, through self-control. 
 
    “As should be clear, Jaden,” Headmaster explained to him, “a Dragon is very different psychologically and constitutionally to a human. He is a frustrating mystery to you, and so are you—probably—a frustrating mystery to him. It is likely that Dracoseth has given you all that he can for the moment. Now it is up to you to learn for yourself.” 
 
    It made sense to Jaden but, still, he felt a bit abandoned by the creature that had made such a big deal about Jaden’s role in bringing dragons back to the earth and initiating a return of the age of magic. He couldn’t help but wonder, from time to time, if the fickle Dragon had moved on to someone whom he felt was more promising. 
 
    Jaden was, nonetheless, gaining better control of his powers with the help of Headmaster. At first they would meet in the evenings after classes, but it quickly became apparent that it was too much for Jaden after a full day of classes plus studying. More than once Headmaster had turned around to find a book to show Jaden something only to find him asleep in his chair. It was decided that Jaden wouldn’t attend incantation classes—there were no Dragon incantations to learn!—and would instead spend that time with Headmaster. 
 
    “Concentrate on the size and shape of the fireball,” Headmaster told him during one class. 
 
    Jaden stood with the bookshelves behind him—as Headmaster always made him do, just in case—and stared at his hand. There, floating half a handspan above it was a bright, orange ball of flame. It spun rapidly in one direction, then another, horizontally and then vertically. It looked like one of the marble fountains in the central plaza of his hometown, where a large stone ball floated on a stream of bubbling water from underneath it. One just had to touch it to make it move in any direction that one wanted. As a young child Jaden had often wondered how it was possible that a tiny child like himself could move a massive, polished boulder so easily. He felt a similar wonder in this moment, toward the spinning fireball, as he concentrated, trying to do as Headmaster asked. Except the fireball wouldn’t spin as he wanted it to, no matter the mental effort he exerted. 
 
    “Do you know why the ball spins like that?” Headmaster asked. 
 
    Jaden shook his head but didn’t speak, as he tried to maintain focus. More than once he had tried to talk while manifesting a fireball and it had ended badly, as evidenced by the burn marks on the far wall. Headmaster had finally installed a wall of stone to reduce the damage from Jaden’s accidents. 
 
    “The orb spins because the current of air in the room is moving it, light though it is,” Headmaster explained. “That’s because you have very little control. You must rise to the level where even a cannonball couldn’t move the fire orb if you don’t want it to.” 
 
    Jaden shook his head and brought his right hand down on top of his left hand, causing the orb to disappear. He exhaled in a release of tension. 
 
    “It’s just no use. I can’t. I mean, it’s so hard to even create the ball, you know, when I want to. Controlling its movement as well is more than I have in me.” 
 
    “Patience, Jaden. You will learn it. Expertise doesn’t happen overnight. If it did, we wouldn’t need a Free Academy at all. We’d just give you a horse and a map and send you off to battle Devourer.” 
 
    As frustrating as the slow pace of his progress was, he had to admit that he was advancing. The other students, even upper year students, were jealous of Jaden’s already substantial powers. There were some students who had the power of bioluminescence and were able to light up a dark room. There were others who could create water from moisture in the air or turn that water into ice of any shape or size. But there were no Seekers in the world who had the power of fire. It was unique to Dragons and there was only one Dragon Seeker: Jaden. 
 
    The intensity of his studies and the attention of the other students, now that it was known by all that he was a Dragon Seeker, meant that he looked forward to getting away on the weekends. The Hidden City was located in a lush valley that rose to a series of high, snow covered peaks. It meant plenty of opportunity to explore and to enjoy the silence of nature, marmosets aside. Most weekends he would leave the city with Lily, who also found the close quarters of living with other students very intense. 
 
    “My Dad and I lived alone and worked alone,” Lily explained to Jaden, the first time she had suggested that they hike out of the city. “He was my teacher, and I apprenticed under him. We knew each other so well we barely had to speak to know what the other one was thinking, if they needed help with something or just wanted to be left alone. If he knew that I was living in a room with five other girls who seriously never stop talking, he’d laugh his face off.” 
 
    “There wasn’t a lot of privacy in the sewers but people knew to keep to themselves,” Jaden said. “And nobody trusted someone who was too interested in you or your stuff.” 
 
    “That makes some sense, I suppose, given that most of you lived by thievery.” She laughed. “Why did you never take up thieving, Jaden? I bet that you’d be good at it. You don’t speak like an urchin—you could fool your victim.” 
 
    “I guess it’s because I had the fortune of having parents until I was almost a teenager. I learned to read and write, which most of the urchins can’t do. It gave me useful skills that allowed me to get work, where no one would hire an illiterate sewer urchin. And getting hired, even as a stall sweeper, gave me the opportunity to learn more skills. I can shoe a horse or keep books, even make clothing. I mean, not very attractive clothing, but good enough to repair what I had or make a jacket. The other urchins had no option but to steal for all of their needs; clothes, food, medicine, toys.” 
 
    Sometimes they didn’t speak at all, just enjoyed each other’s company and looked out over the stunning landscape. Lily had grown up in the country and was comfortable in nature, though she was from the Wide Flatlands, where enormous fields of grass were only broken by the occasional forest, swamp or lake. The mountains were a new experience for her, and she could stare at their snowy peaks for hours, tracing the lines of them with her finger in the air and her lips pursed in concentration. 
 
    For Jaden, a city boy from a dirty and unremarkable river town, the life that filled a mountain meadow was breathtaking; the colors of the grasses and wildflowers, the insects and birds, the majestic mountains that seemed to hold up the sky. He couldn’t imagine it ever growing old for him; every turn of his head brought a new surprise to his senses. 
 
    Often, on the final rest day before their return to classes, they would stay in the foothills to watch the sun set behind the mountains and hear the slowly fading volume of the songbirds in the trees. In the red and azure dusk, the tiny mountain bats would come out to hunt swarms of insects that hung in the air in strangely symmetrical cubes of movement. Their acrobatics reminded Jaden of the circus that his parents had taken him to as a child. 
 
    It would have been dangerous to return to the Hidden City in the darkness, as they did on these occasions, if it weren’t for their magrots. The great birds could see better than cats in the dark, and they seemed to have a map of every nook and cranny of the countryside bred into them. Not once did they falter in the treacherous crags and loose stones of the hills or trip on the thick roots that burst through the forest floor. 
 
    But soon enough, the fall festival arrived, and they were given a full week’s break from school. These were days of celebration in the Hidden City as farmers and herders from the nearby valleys and meadows arrived in the City with the products that had ripened and fattened over the summer. 
 
    Their entry into the City was coordinated according to their type of produce. On the Monday the shepherds would arrive with their bleating sheep and goats, and their coats and sweaters made from the spring shearings. On Tuesday arrived the grain farmers with an endless sea of bags of flour. Wednesdays were for fruit of the trees, and so on. They arrived from different directions, according to tradition, and each boulevard was decorated with thematic streamers and bands played the anthems dedicated to each of the farmer types. On the final day, a great feast was prepared and fires were lit at every intersection. There was dancing and singing. It was the best time of year. 
 
    Jaden was tempted to stay in the City for the entire week. He wanted to see all of the festivities and to be part of them, rather than just being a menial laborer helping others enjoy them as he had been during Lessertown festivals. But Nathan, Lily, and Malory convinced him that they should take the last chance that they would have to go into the mountains before winter set in. The City itself received no snowfall, but traveling up into the mountains became precarious with the threat of snowstorms and even avalanches. 
 
    “Come on, Jaden,” Nathan said to him. “The first two days of our holiday happen while they’re just decorating and getting ready for the festival.” 
 
    “But the preparation is part of the festival,” Jaden replied. 
 
    In the end, Jaden relented, as long as they were back before the shepherds arrived in the western gates of the City. When he told Headmaster of their plans to go into the mountains for a final trip before the coming of winter, the old man became very excited. He quickly drew a map from memory for Jaden and handed it to him. 
 
    “Every journey should have an objective, and there is hardly a better one for apprentice Seekers than this one,” he told Jaden. “There was a time when every Seeker would make a pilgrimage to the Elven Hermitage but, like many of our traditions, it has sort of fallen away.” 
 
    Jaden examined the map, which was surprisingly detailed given how quickly he had drawn it. Headmaster obviously knew all of the lands around the Hidden City down to minutiae. The route he had drawn for them looked difficult, and they wouldn’t be able to take their magrots the entire way, as there were low cliffs that they would have to scale to reach the hermitage. On the top of these cliffs Headmaster had sketched a stone building of indeterminate size. 
 
    “What is that building?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “A spiritual retreat. Built by elves, they say. One of the last repositories of elder magic in the entire world. Almost all of the others, any that they could find, were destroyed by the Immortal Council when Kalamin came to power. He made it his mission to eliminate any remnants of old magic that existed. Much knowledge was lost, and what remains is hidden away in the Imperial Reliquary.” 
 
    “How did this one escape?” 
 
    “It was where I fled before there was a Hidden City or even the first stirrings of a rebellion. I was able to use the magic of the building to hide it from Kalamin and then to hide this entire valley. It is said that everyone who visits the Retreat of Reckoning, as it has been called, will face a test that will either weaken or strengthen them. None leave unchanged.” 
 
    “That sounds ominous for a weekend getaway,” Jaden commented, and Headmaster laughed. 
 
    “Did you think I would send you to a luxury spa, my young friend?” 
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    The next morning, the four friends rode out of the city and into the wilderness on their magrots. The sun was still rising over the mountains as they left the city beneath and behind them, nestled in its protective valley. The forest was still and chilly and, as they left it to climb through the sloping meadows of the foothills, there was dew glistening on the blades of grass that made them sparkle. Jaden looked over to Lily who was riding with Malory. She was staring off toward the mountain peaks, watching the slow appearance of the sun. He could see the growing sparkle in her eyes as the sun’s rays began to light her face. And he chuckled to himself that Lily was so lost in her own world even as Malory talked non-stop, not seeming to notice Lily’s complete absence. 
 
    “You are very fond of that girl Lily, aren’t you?” Rachel, his magrot, asked Jaden, though only as a voice in his mind. 
 
    “She’s a friend,” Jaden replied simply. 
 
    Rachel made a noise that Jaden had come to realize was the magrot equivalent of a snort of derision. 
 
    “What?” he protested out loud, forgetting for a moment that he only needed to think for Rachel to hear him. 
 
    Nathan looked over at him. “Arguing with your magrot?” 
 
    “She’s mocking me,” Jaden replied and gave Rachel a dirty look. She and Nathan’s magrot gobbled a laugh at his expense. 
 
    The group moved at a good pace, thanks to the tireless legs of the magrots. Soon meadow turned to scrubland, filled with loose rocks and low shrubs. It became cooler as well, the more they moved from the foothills to the mountains proper. They now needed to travel in single file or two-by-two at best in order to navigate the narrowing path on the mountainside. Around midday they reached a widening of the trail on a plateau with a pair of low trees and a small pool of water that gathered from rivulets that trickled out of cracks in the stony mountain up above. Around the pool were a few grasses and flowers, which made the increasingly desolate mountainside into a tiny oasis. 
 
    They sat with their lunches in silence for a long time, all of them mesmerized by the views their plateau afforded them. They could see the Hidden City in the distance, like a toy town, surrounded by the green of the forest. Beyond the forests, there were the grasslands and lakes that led out of the valley. 
 
    “It’s incredible that the Empire has never found the Hidden City,” Nathan commented. “It’s so enormous, how could its location remain unknown?” 
 
    “Headmaster told me that it has something to do with the hermitage where we’re going,” Jaden said. “Ancient magic. He learned how to channel it so that it hid not only the retreat but also the whole valley of the Hidden City.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sounds of that,” Malory said. “If the safety of the Hidden City relies on one man, even Headmaster, it makes it really vulnerable.” 
 
    “It’s survived centuries,” Jaden reminded her. 
 
    “Everything lasts,” Malory countered, “until it doesn’t.” 
 
    “You are a very down person,” Nathan commented. “Are you sure you’re not a Seeker of the Basset Hound?” 
 
    “Seeker of the… I don’t get it,” Malory replied. 
 
    “If you saw one, you’d get it.” Jaden laughed. 
 
    “And you would knock him off this plateau,” Lily added. 
 
    “I just might anyway,” Malory said and punched Nathan in the arm. 
 
    After lunch they packed up their things and prepared to continue their journey. Lily took a moment to say blessings at the pond and to leave a small sculpture of stones. In her classes she had been taught that Seekers with forest animals such as hers gained stronger connection to their Legendary Beasts by honoring the gifts that nature provided to them. The tiny statues, miracles of balancing irregularly shaped rocks into complex forms, acted like small channels carved into rivers, redirecting the flow of mana toward the Seeker. 
 
    “I won’t say that I understand how it works,” she told Jaden after she had finished her short meditation and chant by the waterside, “but it feels right, and I swear I can feel more energy inside of me every time I perform a ritual.” 
 
    Jaden took one last look at the fragile and complex stone pile that Lily had left behind before climbing onto his magrot. He secretly wished that he had some kind of rituals like Lily had. In fact, all of his friends had some form of ritual that bonded them not only with their Beast but also with other Seekers of the same or similar Beasts. During the week, Nathan was often boxing and practicing martial arts with a Seeker of the Gorilla and another Seeker of the Kangaroo, like Nathan. Malory performed rituals of gratitude to the wind in a small chapel in the Moving Forest, along with other bird Seekers. 
 
    But Jaden was the only Dragon Seeker in the entire world. And Dracoseth seemed uninterested in rituals to honor him or his elemental power. Jaden didn’t need to light ritual fires or melt gold or perform dances under the moon, like the Wolf Seekers. Dracoseth demanded of Jaden, at least the last time he had been called, only that Jaden perform at a high level. What that meant was left to Jaden—and Headmaster—to figure out. 
 
    They continued up the mountainside most of the afternoon. The sun was bright and turned Jaden’s skin progressively redder, but the air had a sharp chill to it. Rachel seemed so unaffected by the steep climb that she chatted almost the entire way, sharing with Jaden stories of her early life, legends amongst her people of those who came before the Hidden City, whom she presumed were the elves and dwarves and how they disappeared in some sort of conflagration. From the silence of the rest of his friends, Jaden presumed that they too were being treated to stories and commentary from their magrots. He wondered if it was a common characteristic of them that they talked non-stop while walking or if they were just excited to share stories of their land with their new, human partners. 
 
    Finally, just as the bottom edge of the sun touched the tip of the highest peak, they reached an even larger plateau at the mountaintop. From rocky slopes, they suddenly found themselves again in a meadow of long grasses, though these were finer, like soft hair turned golden in the approaching chill of winter. Bursting intermittently out of the surprisingly flat ground—surprising, for Jaden had never experienced and had no idea that a mountaintop could be flat—were jagged rocks of various sizes. These were a deep gray in color, almost black, but veined with red and green. 
 
    “Look, in the distance,” Lily shouted to them from up ahead and pointed. “Just like on the map that Headmaster gave you.” 
 
    Some few leagues away from them the meadow came to an end at a cliff face that ran like a wall from one end to the other. On top of it, a low building could be seen extending for quite a distance in both directions. It was the same color as the rock on which it stood but had been polished to a sheen that was visible even as far away as they were. 
 
    With night settling in soon, and not wanting to either sleep in the outdoors nor climb in the dark, they rushed toward the cliff face. With the speed of the magrots, they arrived a short while later as the evening sun lit it with dramatic shadows. These highlighted the texture of the cliff face, showing the many hand and footholds that would allow them to climb without great difficulty. Nor was the cliff as high as Jaden had at first feared. He wouldn’t want to fall from the top, certainly he would be unlikely to survive that, but it wasn’t much more than the height of the Imperial Administration building in Lessertown, back home. 
 
    “Will you and the other magrots be ok here alone?” Jaden asked Rachel. 
 
    “We have plenty to eat and our feathers keep us warmer than the thickest quilt,” Rachel replied. “Nor are there any predators of any significance up here. I am more concerned for you, frankly. You will be spending a night in a place of great magic, not all of it benevolent.” 
 
    “I promise that we’ll return if things go badly,” Jaden assured her. 
 
    He turned to his friends who had already unloaded all that they intended to bring, mostly dried food and light blankets. Nathan also had a lengthy piece of rope. 
 
    “It’s not very high,” he said. “I can jump to that plateau there, one third of the way up. Then the next one to the left, a little higher. From there it will be easy to reach the top where I can tie off this rope. I can either pull you up two at a time or you can use the climbing harnesses to climb up safely to the top.” 
 
    Nathan’s suggestion reminded Jaden how much Nathan had grown in the time since they had arrived. It was almost miraculous and was an effect of being a Seeker of the Kangaroo. Jaden had never seen a kangaroo, but Nathan had told him that they were at least a full head taller than the tallest man he could imagine. As Nathan grew into his Seeker role, he had gone from being a half a head shorter than Jaden to being half a head taller and he was still growing! He was stocky and strong when they’d met at the farmhouse on the way to the Hidden City. But now he was a beast, and Jaden had seen him single-handedly lift a cart out of the swamp near their dormitory, after a pair of donkeys had been unable to do so. 
 
    “I’m fine to climb,” Malory replied to Nathan. She didn’t like to be helped, which she felt diminished her. 
 
    “I’d like to try a climb as well,” Lily said. “It looks like fun, and since we’ll be harnessed in, there’s no danger.” 
 
    “I guess I can’t say no to climbing now,” Jaden joked. “Or I’ll look lazy.” 
 
    Nathan laughed, then turned and leapt up the cliffside to the first plateau. With barely a pause, he bounded to the next plateau and then he disappeared over the top. After a moment, his head appeared, and he waved. He disappeared again while he was tying off the rope, which he then tossed down to them. 
 
    “Show off,” Malory muttered before clipping her harness to the rope and beginning the climb. 
 
    “Do you think she’s ever not grumpy?” Jaden asked Lily. 
 
    She shrugged. “She’s a bit jealous of Nathan. His powers have really come along and she still can’t fly, which is kind of the point of being a Seeker of the Eagle.” 
 
    “Still…” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal to you because you’re the star student of the school. The ‘only Dragon Seeker in the whole world’! You blew out Headmaster’s wall your first lesson.” 
 
    Jaden blushed at Lily’s gentle ribbing. He had felt a bit sorry for himself as the only one of his kind. He hadn’t realized that to others it made him more impressive. It wasn’t like he’d done anything special to deserve it. He was just a street sweeper who’d had a dream, and now here he was, living one. 
 
    Lily elbowed him, jolting him out of his reverie. “Don’t overthink it, Jaden. It’s not a big deal. Just go easy on Malory. She was always the best student in her class back in Lessertown. Now she’s ‘nothing special’, as she says.” 
 
    Jaden nodded. “Fair enough. Though being a star pupil in Lessertown is not something that’s going to get you in the history books.” 
 
    Lily laughed and clipped into the rope. “Race you to the top,” she said and leapt into a climb. 
 
    Jaden watched as she moved quickly up the rope. She may not have been a monster like Nathan, but the muscles in her arms were clearly visible as she grabbed handholds with little difficulty and launched with her legs up to the next one. It made Jaden’s heart skip a beat, but he pushed the thought out of his mind and focused on how he could possibly beat her to the top when she had the safety rope. Even if he started climbing using it, she would be above him with no way to get past. 
 
    He put his hand on the wall of the cliff face and examined it. He’d certainly climbed his share of buildings in Lessertown. He may not have been a thief, but he was still a sewer urchin, which meant more than once he’d had to flee from soldiers hunting down kids like him. Going up was often the best strategy in those cases because the armored soldiers couldn’t even jump, let alone climb a vertical wall. Compared to the buildings back home, the cliff face looked like a walk in the park. He glanced up one more time at Lily and smiled, then jumped up to the first handhold. 
 
    Jaden skittered up the cliff quickly, moving instinctively, barely needing to look. It was as though his hands could sense an available hold and his feet never failed. He’d been a good climber back in his city but nothing like this. He’d been feeling like Dracoseth had given him nothing but the expectations of others in his abilities and a feeling of being abandoned. It was clear that there was more to being a Dragon Seeker than he realized. 
 
    As he rocketed up the cliff, Jaden glanced up to see where Lily was and if he was gaining on her. That was when he noticed that his hands weren’t simply “finding places to grab”, his fingers were gouging handholds in the rocks, claw-like! For a moment, he watched himself climb from the outside, pieces of rock and dust flying off as he crushed them with his fingertips. Even his feet, though inside of his shoes, were forcing openings to get a solid foothold. In moments he had reached Lily and was passing her. 
 
    Shocked by how quickly Jaden had caught up to her, Lily increased the speed of her climb. Once she’d left the ground, she had slowed to a more leisurely pace, probably assuming Jaden wouldn’t take her challenge seriously and would wait until she had reached the top. She now gritted her teeth, and Jaden could hear her grunting as she moved her hands rapidly and surely, one over the other, sometimes leaping for a better handhold. He was now unable to increase the lead he’d gotten by surprising her. They were practically side by side as they moved rapidly upward. Then, as the plateau approached, and with a roar of effort, Lily used her legs to launch herself upward, surprising Jaden—and perhaps even herself given the look on her face. A fraction of a second before Jaden arrived, Nathan reached out and grabbed Lily’s hand, pulling her up and over a stone railing and onto the hermitage’s balcony. Jaden arrived and flipped over it, landing on his feet. 
 
    “That was some last second kickoff,” Jaden panted. 
 
    Lily smiled and blushed. “Had to defend my honor. I’d challenged you, after all.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaden looked around at the building connected to the balcony. It was low and long, seeming to traverse the entire length of the cliffside. The structure itself was square and chunky with sharp edges on all of the corners, including the balustraded balcony and the intermittent columns that held up the roof over the balcony. However, carved into the walls and columns were decorative swirls and stylized flowers and vines that stood in sharp contrast to the regular forms of the building. If there had once been windows, they had been thoroughly filled in so that the wall, other than the carvings, seemed to be a monolithic block. Jaden turned back and faced the flat plateau below. Behind the distant mountains, the sun had almost disappeared, leaving behind a red-stained sky that looked like a far-off fire. 
 
    “Well, we’re here,” Jaden said. “Pretty impressive view.” 
 
    “And good for defense, in case anyone attacked,” Nathan added. 
 
    “Not much good for going inside for a snack when the battle is over though,” Malory said and indicated the flat wall. 
 
    “We don’t have much time before the sun goes down and we can’t see a thing,” Lily said. 
 
    Malory shrugged. “That’s why we brought dragon boy along, for his glowing balls of fire.” 
 
    “Uh, I brought you along,” Jaden reminded her. “And I think we should avoid tempting fate with one of my fireball specials. I still tend to blow out walls.” 
 
    “Right now, that wouldn’t exactly be a bad thing,” Malory replied. 
 
    “Well, before we destroy an ancient and sacred building,” Lily interrupted, “why don’t we explore a bit?” 
 
    “Good idea,” Jaden said. “Lily and I will go this way and see if there’s any openings. You two go in the other direction.” 
 
    “Sure, whatever,” Malory said and rolled her eyes at the two inseparable friends, then grabbed Nathan by the arm and pulled him toward the south end of the building. 
 
    Jaden and Lily walked northward along the balcony, their footsteps leaving markings in the dust of ages that had settled on the place. Beside him, Lily ran her fingertips along the wall, feeling its textures. She was intently focused on what she was doing, and for a while, Jaden just watched her. 
 
    “Does it feel old?” he finally asked. 
 
    “It does,” she said and smiled, though continued looking at the wall. “Ancient and powerful. But that’s not what I’m doing. I’m trying to feel if there are any changes in material or density that might tell us where there’s a hollow space. Could be a hidden door or window.” 
 
    “That’s pretty smart. You can do that? I mean, sense the thickness of the wall or what it’s made of?” 
 
    Lily nodded. “Uh-huh. I haven’t had enough practice to be able to tell you what something is made from, but I can tell when it changes. Like if they built the original wall with granite and then filled in a doorway with another kind of stone or even if they got the same kind of stone much later or from a different quarry.” 
 
    Jaden was impressed. He could see how Nathan was developing as a Seeker by the changes of his body. And Malory never hesitated to share every new advance that she had achieved. But Lily kept her new abilities to herself, never bragging. She was forever surprising Jaden with some ability. The first time she had touched a wildflower and caused it to bloom, his jaw hit the floor, and she couldn’t stop laughing at his expression. 
 
    “You sensing anything so far?” 
 
    Lily shook her head. “Nope. It all feels exactly the same. Seamless. But it doesn’t make sense. They wouldn’t build a balcony that they couldn’t get to.” 
 
    A thought occurred to Jaden, and he looked up. “What if they didn’t get here through the building? What if they got to the balcony from above the building?” 
 
    “The roof?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, we just sort of assumed that a roof is a roof; for keeping out rain and snow. But we can’t see what’s up there. Maybe they had ladders or stairs to get down here as part of a two-tier defense. Or maybe they just liked to get to their balcony from the roof.” 
 
    They had now reached the end of the balcony and the end of the building. Jaden leaned over the stone railing on the corner and looked down the other side. The building continued back for quite some distance, running along a perpendicular cliff face without, however, a balcony. Here the cliff continued past the level of the mountaintop plateau, disappearing into the mists below. There was no danger of attack from that direction, that was for certain, not from below anyway. 
 
    The regularity of the cliffs made Jaden now realize that they too had been built by some ancient hand, though using tools that he couldn’t even imagine. It seemed that the building took up the entire raised plateau, like a giant, gray and red, flattened cube. There was no way to sneak up on it and no way to access it without being seen—and stopped, if you weren’t welcome. But now nothing approached the fortress-like hermitage except the mountain winds and weather. 
 
    He turned his head and looked up. There, beginning at the lip of the balcony roof above him, and continuing up toward the roof, were the remnants of a ladder made of iron and wood. The wood looked like it was rotted in parts and the iron was rusted, but it looked solid enough. 
 
    “There it is!” he shouted with excitement and pointed it out to Lily. 
 
    “Let’s get Nathan. He can jump up,” she said. 
 
    Jaden shook his head and pointed toward the mountains. The sun had completely disappeared, with just the memory of its light illuminating the sky. 
 
    “We don’t have time,” he said. “And it’s not safe for him to jump. It’s straight up and we can’t see if there’s a railing or anything up there. Better to climb.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Jaden. That ladder doesn’t look very sturdy.” 
 
    “I’ve climbed a lot of rusty ladders that looked worse than that. The wood has taken the worst of it and protected the underside of the metal. It’ll hold my weight, no problem.” 
 
    Lily opened her mouth to disagree again, but Jaden was already up on the railing and holding onto the column at the corner of the balcony roof. Standing on his toes, Jaden could brush the bottom rung of the ladder with his fingers but couldn’t quite get a grip. A short jump, however, would put it into reach and then he could pull himself up. 
 
    He hopped back off the wall and went through his bag, where he had his own rope. He unraveled it and tied it around his waist, then wrapped the other end around the column. 
 
    “If I fall, this will keep me from, you know…” 
 
    “Falling to your death on the rocks below?” 
 
    “Yeah. That,” he said. “When I get onto the ladder, I’ll weave the rope through the rungs of the ladder every few rungs, just to be sure in case it breaks. When I get to the top, I’ll pull up the rope then lower it free of the rungs so that you guys can climb up and I’ll have you from up above.” 
 
    “Maybe I should go,” Lily suggested. “I’m lighter than you.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s my dumb idea. I’ll take the chance.” 
 
    Lily reluctantly agreed, and Jaden finished with the rope, then wrapped it twice around the column, handing the other end to Lily. 
 
    “Wish me luck,” he said and jumped up, grabbing hold of the rung and pulling his body up. 
 
    He climbed the first several rungs with the use of his arms only, which was both difficult and terrifying. Not only did he not have any help from the muscles in his legs, it meant that he was putting all his weight onto one rung at a time, which made a collapse more likely. By the time that he would be high enough that he could put his feet on a rung, he would also be high enough that his fall would be very painful and possibly very dangerous, especially if the column was weakened with age and broke. If the fall didn’t kill him, the column landing on him would. 
 
    Four rungs up from the bottom, the wood crumbled in his hand and the metal began to bend. Without thinking, and acting on instinct and fear, he pulled himself up to grab the next rung, which was sturdier. He then put his other hand on the rung above that one, to spread out his weight, and took a moment to catch his breath and let his pounding heart slow down. 
 
    “Are you ok?” Lily called out from below. 
 
    Jaden looked down, foolishly, and saw not just Lily’s face looking up at him, brows furrowed in worry, but also the dizzying fall below her toward the ground, where sharp rocks waited to greet him. He quickly turned away and stared at the wall in front of him. 
 
    “Yep, all good,” he lied. 
 
    He continued for three more rungs and could then feel the bottom of the ladder pressing against his knees. He ventured to lift a leg and set it on the bottom rung, taking some of his weight off of his burning arms. After another moment’s rest, he pushed upward with his leg and pulled upward with his arms until he was standing upright on the ladder. He hooked an arm through the ladder rung, unclipped the rope from his harness, and threaded it through three rungs of the ladder before clipping it to his belt once again. 
 
    The wind had picked up as the heat of the sun dissipated and its chill cut into the skin on Jaden’s face and hands. He had a worry that his hands would go numb with cold and they would lose strength as a result, but he pushed it aside and focused on the climb.  
 
     Another foot, another hand; another hand, another foot.  
 
    He wished that he’d had the foresight to count the number of rungs so that he knew how much farther he had to go before he’d be at the roof. But he hadn’t.  
 
    Another foot, another hand. 
 
    He’d counted twenty-three rungs and was certain that he must be nearing the top. The wind seemed to get stronger with every step upward, and the light was almost gone. How much farther could it be? 
 
    “Are you quite alright up there?” Nathan’s voice came from below him. They must have found nothing at the other end and then walked north to find him and Lily, until they had arrived up at the far end. 
 
    Jaden didn’t answer, which would mean looking down. He wasn’t particularly afraid of heights, but he had a healthy fear of death. He wished that Dracoseth had given him some more flying lessons, which would have made all this unnecessary. But he had no confidence that he would be able to find the presence of mind to master flight as he tumbled downward. He wasn’t going to stop to reassure Nathan. He was just going to climb. 
 
    Reaching up, Jaden grabbed the twenty-fourth rung. He was lifting his leg up a step and preparing to push and pull his way up when the rung snapped in his hand and he over-balanced and tumbled backward. He’d woven the rope through the rung, which now yanked him back against the wall. But then the rung that supported it also snapped. And the next. And the next. All of the rungs were snapping under the weight and momentum of Jaden and the rope. 
 
    Acting, again, on instinct, Jaden thrust a clawed hand out toward the wall, seeking a handhold. His fingers separated the stone without difficulty and, though it was incredibly painful, he brought his descent to a quick stop. Panting wildly, Jaden reached out with his other hand and grasped the ladder. He looked up and saw that a half dozen of the rungs had snapped and bent. He looked at his right hand, the fingers of which were embedded into the rock face, up to the second knuckle. 
 
    “How’d I do that?” he asked himself. 
 
    He was sure that if he looked down he would see the worried faces of his friends, which was the last thing he wanted in that moment. He began climbing again, keeping his left hand and feet near the edges of the ladder, where the rungs would have the support of the sides of the ladder as well. His right hand he used to claw into the rock, though it was incredibly painful, and he could feel the blood running over his knuckles, hand, and forearm. 
 
    Finally, he reached the top and was able to hook his right arm over the edge and lift himself up onto both his arms, then wriggle onto the roof, where he rolled onto his back. As he lay there, panting with the exertion, the pain, and the adrenaline, he stared up at the sky. The night sky, away from all civilization, was a wonder of light. In the rarefied atmosphere of the mountain altitude, there were even more stars than he’d seen when they’d traveled through the countryside on their way to the Hidden City. The whole center of the sky was a smear, like someone had spilled light across the sky. He got lost in it for a moment until the sound of his friends’ voices brought him back to the task at hand. 
 
    “Jaden, are you OK? What’s happening?” It was Lily, yelling at the top of her lungs. 
 
    Jaden rolled over to the edge, until his head poked out and yelled back down to her. “I’m alright. Just give me a second to get my bearings.” 
 
    He rolled back over and onto his feet, looking around him. The roof was a wide expanse of stone, like the military parade ground near the garrison back in Lessertown. It was paved with enormous stone cobbles that twinkled under the light of the stars and moon from small flecks of embedded quartz.  
 
    Directly in the center of the enormous roof was a wide, squat building. Jaden jogged toward it, feeling the stone beneath his feet and seeing his breath in the air. Arriving at the small building, he walked around it and, on the far side, found the remains of wooden and iron double-doors. They now hung loosely on their hinges, not likely much longer upright, though “not much longer” could well mean another hundred years by the apparent age of this building and the doors themselves. 
 
    Jaden felt a tug at his midriff and looked down. He still had the rope clipped to his harness near his waist. In the wall of the building were a series of smallish iron rings, like the kind that were used to tether donkeys and horses at cisterns located throughout Lessertown. He had seen a wall repaired next to a cistern once. They had embedded the rings in the stone wall with “dead man” posts to secure them. If they weren’t rusted through, the only way that they would come away from the wall would be if the building itself fell down. 
 
    This gave Jaden an idea, and he unclipped the rope, running it through two of the iron rings, for extra security, and then knotted and clipped it at the third ring. He tugged it with all his weight until he felt confident that it was definitely going nowhere. Before returning to the edge of the wall and his friends, Jaden moved toward the derelict doors and peered inside. To the left and right were abandoned stables, the straw that was once on the floor long since turned to dust and blown away but stone troughs and stables still standing. In the center of the space was a wide set of stairs that descended at a leisurely angle. From somewhere below came a faint orange glow, like a fire but without the flicker. There was also a warm breeze, and Jaden rubbed his hands against it to bring back the feeling. 
 
    But while light and warmth were a welcome change from the increasingly chilly night, it also meant that someone else must be inside. Headmaster had assured him that this place was abandoned. Who could it be? And would they be friendly? In some ways, it didn’t matter. They had packed no tents or sleeping bags, again on the assurance of Headmaster, and had only brought light blankets. These wouldn’t be enough to keep them warm against the chilly night. They didn’t even have wood to burn up on top of the plateau. They would have to go inside and take their chances. He returned back to the edge of the wall and leaned over, holding the rope. 
 
    “I’ll bring you up one at a time. Just make sure you’re well tied in.” 
 
    “Is there a way in?” Lily yelled back. 
 
    “Yes,” Jaden replied. “And we’re not the only ones to have found it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They descended the wide stairs inside the low squat building on the roof of the hermitage. The glow from somewhere below was visible though its source was not. It simply bounced back and forth off the stone walls of the stairwell, helping them find their way. The warm air rose to them like a light breeze, thawing the chilled skin on their faces and their stiff fingers. As anxious as Jaden felt, it was a welcome relief from the rapidly dropping temperatures of the mountain night. Whoever was down below was also cooking, and the smell wafted up to them and reminded Jaden just how hungry he was. 
 
    Jaden realized that, foolishly, they hadn’t bothered to bring any serious weapons with them. They just assumed that because they were in the protected mountains and valleys around the Hidden City that there wouldn’t be any serious dangers. That was obviously an assumption that they had made incorrectly. 
 
    The only one of them with a weapon larger than a knife or hatchet was Lily, who carried a long wooden staff. When he had met her, in the battle to escape from the soldiers taking them to the Imperial Institute, she had fought fiercely with a sword, having been taught by her father. But since starting at the Free Academy, her Seeker training had discouraged the use of metal weapons. 
 
    A Seeker of the Deer fought best with products of the forest, and Lily had turned her considerable swordsmanship to the use of a staff.  The one that she had brought with her was carved by a senior student and loaned to her, while Lily created her own. This was an intensely personal process, and not only to create one that was the right size and weight for the user. It also involved a series of rituals to discover the correct wood, the correct designs to decorate the staff, the shape of the tip and more. It was expected that Lily would spend her entire time at the Academy working on her personal staff and only complete it when she graduated. 
 
    A staff was also useful for more mundane purposes, such as a walking stick, which was the real reason that Lily had brought it along, not because she’d had more foresight than Jaden or the rest of them. It was just luck that she had it. For now, as they moved toward an uncertain encounter, she had one end tucked under her armpit with both hands gripping it, ready to utilize it as a weapon, if necessary. 
 
    Despite the light, smells, and warmth, the only sounds inside of the hermitage came from their footsteps on the wide, stone and wood stairs. Deeper and deeper they descended until they were almost at the far, balcony wall of the building and had descended below the ground level of the plateau outside. The stairs came to an end at a small, enclosed landing with exit doors leading both to the right and the left. Light poured in from both directions, suggesting that the exits led into the same room, whatever it was. 
 
    Jaden caught the eye of Lily. He could see her ears twitch, a physical development he had recently noticed as her relationship with her Beast deepened. Her hearing and that of Nathan had increased considerably in the few months that they had been in training. Lily shook her head. He turned to Nathan, who also shook his head. Neither of them could detect any sounds on the other side of the stairwell’s stone walls. 
 
    Jaden moved toward the exit doorway to peer around it, but Lily stopped him and pointed at herself. Jaden nodded, and Lily quietly muttered an incantation under her breath. It was in a language that was completely foreign to Jaden, a kind of Deer tongue that allowed Lily to tap her Beast’s mana in order to become so heavily camouflaged that she blended into her surroundings. When she finished the incantation, she pressed herself against the wall and moved toward the door. To see her at all, Jaden had to focus intently on her known location. 
 
    After more than a minute in silence, waiting, Lily appeared beside Jaden; not at all where he thought she was. The three of them jumped, startled, and Malory let out a little squeak. 
 
    “Sorry,” she whispered. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. There’s no one here,” Lily replied. 
 
    “Then who lit the fire and cooked the food?” Nathan asked. 
 
    Lily shrugged. 
 
    “It’s a large open hall. There’s nowhere to hide, not without leaving the room entirely. It’s like the food is just… there. I mean, it’s a bunch of platters of everything. Stuff I’ve never seen before.” 
 
    Nathan turned to Jaden. “Did Headmaster give you any indication that we might see something such as this? Could it be the Elven magic that he talked about?” 
 
    Jaden shrugged. “He said that it was something that every student should see and that it would challenge us in unexpected ways. And, yeah, he said that it was one of the few places in the world where magic remained that wasn’t simply a projection of Beast mana, channeled from their realm into ours. But he didn’t say anything about roast beef sandwiches and rice pudding waiting for us.” 
 
    “l say we don’t look a roast beef sandwich in the mouth,” Malory joked. “We can barricade the doors that lead into the hall and keep watch.” 
 
    “I agree,” Lily said. “Prepare to be blown away.” 
 
    She waved them toward the exits, and Jaden led them out through the left door. This was an extension of the landing where the stairway ended, along a balcony type platform with a balustrade, leading to stone stairs that led yet further down into the main hall. While the steps and walls in the stairwell were rough hewn stone, the walls, floor, and stairs in the hall were polished. The shiny walls reflected the light that came from everywhere and nowhere. There were no open flames, no candles, no fireplace. There was just light somehow. Nor was there any obvious source of heat, and yet the room was warm enough for short sleeves. Jaden touched the ground and found that even the stone was warm. 
 
    Looking up, the ceiling was visible far above. The low squat building, which seemed to be two-stories tall, was in fact only one-story, at least in this section. But it was not only the height of the building that was visible above the ground, but it continued some distance beneath the plateau, so that the ceiling was as high as an arena, or so it seemed to Jaden. Spaced intermittently along the ceiling were three very large candelabras made from a shiny metal that might well have been gold. None of the candles were lit, and so these were not the source of light. The ceiling itself appeared to be carved wood, stunning in its intricacy with the colors of faded paint on its geometric patterns. 
 
    Around the room, hanging on the walls and spread on the floors, were embroidered carpets depicting scenes of hunting, great battles, or seemingly religious or mythological settings. Around the hall, at shoulder height, was a continuous series of friezes, seemingly depicting the narrative of one single history with recurring characters, obvious from the specific items that they wore or which marked them out as distinct. One character had horns, another wings, a third had the lower body of a goat, a fourth rode a dragon. 
 
    In the middle of the room, on a large, green and gold rug, sat a heavy, round table. It was set for four, and in the center of the table were several plates with different kinds of food; meats, vegetables, fruit, and sweets. None of it had been touched, and it seemed to be set just for them, but by whom?  
 
    Jaden turned to the others who looked as surprised as he felt by what he was seeing. This supposedly abandoned hermitage seemed filled with life. 
 
    They walked down the stairs, two-by-two, with Malory next to Jaden and Lily and Nathan behind them. Malory’s head moved, bird-like, as she scanned every corner of the room for hints or movement. She hadn’t yet learned how to properly use the flight incantation that she had been taught, but the growth in the acuity of her eyesight was a natural, physical development of her relationship with her Beast and didn’t require any. She could see things, including Lily when she was camouflaged if she wanted to. It made her a good person to lead the group into uncertain situations where someone—or something—might be hiding. 
 
    Reaching the bottom of the stairs without any incident or sign of people, Jaden and the others fanned out to explore the room. Malory went straight for the food on the table and grabbed the leg of some small, roasted bird, perhaps quail. 
 
    “Wait!” Lily called out and rushed over to the table. She grabbed Malory’s hand and sniffed at the meat she held as Malory stood, mouth still open. 
 
    “Are you serious, Lil,” Malory groaned. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “Dying from poisoning or rotten food will definitely get rid of your hunger problem,” Lily replied. “Anyway, I don’t detect any poisons or spoilage, but I can’t tell if the food is enchanted.” 
 
    “Given the setting,” Nathan added, “it would seem highly certain that it would be.” 
 
    Jaden shook his head. “I definitely detect magic but nothing malicious. The food may have gotten here by some enchantment but other than that it’s just… food.” 
 
    “You can detect magic and whether it’s good or evil?” Lily asked. “That’s new.” 
 
    “Very new,” Jaden replied. “Like five minutes old. I mean, I can literally see the magic in the room.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s a trick then. The magic could be telling you that it’s good magic to trick us into eating the food.” 
 
    “You make everything too complicated,” Malory disagreed. “If it wanted to trick us, it would just not indicate anything and let our hunger do the job.” She punctuated her point by snatching back her hand from Lily and eating the meat on the drumstick in one bite. 
 
    “Well, I say we wait five minutes, and if Malory isn’t dead, we dig in,” Jaden said. 
 
    Malory’s eyes went wide as she swallowed the mouthful of food. Lily and Nathan laughed and returned to scouting around the room. Jaden did the same, going to the frieze narrative on the wall. Malory wiped her mouth and left the table with a look of regret to join in the general survey of the room.  
 
    Almost immediately, Jaden realized that the narrative in the frieze was the story of the four of them. He saw himself before he got the Call to be a Dragon Seeker, living in a sewer, the symbol of a dragon in his chest, as though it was just waiting to come out. There was Lily with a hammer at a forge. And Nathan; his lower body wasn’t that of a goat at all, as Jaden had originally thought, but the legs of a kangaroo. Malory, of course, had eagle wings. 
 
    “Guys, you have to check this out!” Jaden called to the others. “It’s our story.” 
 
    “What? What do you mean?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “I mean it tells our life stories. I can see me living in the sewers. And I can see you dressed in fine robes, practicing fighting as a child.” Jaden said and then pointed to Lily’s and Malory’s characters. “There’s Lily with her dad. And there’s Malory looking miserable surrounded by a bunch of fabrics.” 
 
    “That definitely looks like Malory’s typical expression.” Nathan laughed as he followed Jaden’s finger to the point on the wall. 
 
    “At least I don’t have legs like a goat,” Malory shot back. 
 
    “Kangaroo. Look: no cloven hooves.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “And, does it show what’s going to happen to us?” Lily asked. “That would be useful.” 
 
    “In a sense. It continues all the way around the room. But, look, out of the corner of your eye, it looks like well-crafted carvings just like here, but when you look directly at it, it’s blurry and you can’t make out any details.” 
 
    “The future is unwritten,” Nathan said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Jaden replied and then pointed to the furthest position that was clear on the wall. “There’s the four of us in here. There’s Malory stuffing her face…” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “And there’s Lily sneaking into the room, camouflaged. It shows the four of us sitting at the table eating, which hasn’t happened yet.” 
 
    “But is obviously going to happen, since Mal is still up and walking,” Lily said. 
 
    “And then more blur but I can almost make out what happens next. It looks like us, standing in a circle, around a fifth person, but I can’t make out any more about them or where we are.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s us back at school telling Headmaster what we saw,” Malory said. 
 
    “I imagine that if we were just retelling a story to him, we would all be positioned in front of him,” Nathan replied. 
 
    “Circling someone suggests that we’re challenging them in some way,” Lily said. “It’s aggressive.” 
 
    “I agree,” Jaden said. “But it’s not clear if that happens here or afterward, so we should just stay alert.” 
 
    “And eat,” Nathan suggested. 
 
    “Definitely,” Malory agreed. “That was the best roast quail I’ve ever had.” 
 
    “When did you become like Nathan?” Lily asked and put a hand on Malory’s back. 
 
    The thought had crossed Jaden’s mind too. Nathan was always hungry and ate as much as two or three other people easily. But Nathan was growing between one and two fingers in height a week, not even including the extra muscle he was putting on. Malory, if anything, was getting lighter as her body seemed to be preparing itself to be airborne. 
 
    “Your heart is pounding… are you ok?” Lily asked Malory. 
 
    Malory ignored her and muttered a few words, then flapped her arms and lifted into the air. Lily’s mouth dropped open as Malory rose toward the high ceiling. With her arms spread, she soared above them, giggling loudly, excited that she’d finally been able to lift off the ground. As Jaden watched her, he could see the ghostly outline of the mana she was channeling from her Beast. It formed around her arms in the shape of two broad and lengthy eagle wings. 
 
    “Incredible,” he muttered. 
 
    “That she’s flying?” Nathan asked. “It is a very large breakthrough for her.” 
 
    “No, I mean that I can see her mana wings,” Jaden replied and glanced around the room again. 
 
    Everything glowed, emanating magic. Nathan seemed to be wearing a suit of light that extended above his height and took the shape of the Kangaroo that he channeled. It was bright and swirling. Looking to Lily, Jaden saw large mana ears that moved as her attention shifted. There were also large, ghostly antlers protruding from her head and something else that caught Jaden’s attention. He moved toward her and touched her forehead. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked in surprise. 
 
    “You… you’re sprouting horns,” he replied. 
 
    Lily reached up and touched her forehead, her eyes going wide again. “Antlers. They told me that antlers could take two or more years.” 
 
    Jaden looked around him. “It’s this place. Headmaster said it was a focal point for magic. It’s amplifying our connection with our Beasts, or at least with their mana.” 
 
    “What about yourself?” Nathan asked him. “Do you feel any changes happening? Other than being able to see magic.” 
 
    Jaden looked down at his wrist. The scales on his wrist had been the thing that had set his whole adventure in motion back in Lessertown. Since then, they had developed slowly, though accelerating after he used magic. But it was a matter of one or two new scales since they had arrived at the Hidden City. And it had still looked to him as much like irritated skin as it did “dragon scales.”  
 
    But not now. The scales were distinct and now wrapped around his forearm like a gauntlet. And some kind of pattern was taking shape within the scales, like a brand or a wax seal that a noble might put on a letter.  
 
    Jaden held up his arm and showed Nathan. 
 
    “Whoa,” Malory said from high up above. “I can see that from here.” 
 
    “You could probably spot a mouse from there,” Nathan shouted back. 
 
    “Right at this moment, I feel like I’d eat a mouse if I spotted it,” Malory replied. 
 
    Lily cringed and gagged at the thought. “I’m glad I’m a Seeker of the Deer and not of some small rodent. I’d have to sleep with one eye open.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Nathan asked Jaden again. 
 
    Jaden shrugged. The truth was that he also had the urge to leap off the ground and fly. A strong feeling inside of him told him that he could do it with ease. It was like the air was pulling him upward. But Jaden held back. This was a moment of triumph for Malory who, as Lily had reminded him, had been deeply anxious for weeks at her seeming lack of progress as a Seeker. He wanted to let her have her moment of glory. He would have other moments, and it was enough that he had discovered more of his abilities already. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lily looking at him strangely, her head cocked slightly. He smiled at her and looked away, embarrassed that maybe she knew what he had just thought about pretending he couldn’t fly for Malory’s sake. It seemed unlikely, but Lily’s new powers were a constant source of surprise. Sometimes he wished that she would brag a little more so that he could know what to expect next from her. 
 
    “Let’s go check out the doors and see what’s behind them,” Jaden said, changing the subject. “Probably best to make sure that no one is hiding.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaden walked over to a large wooden and iron door with a heavy bar that kept the door closed and sealed from their side. Holding the bar in place was a massive, closed padlock on it. Even Nathan’s strength couldn’t break a metal lock of that size, and if it was locked from their side, maybe they shouldn’t tempt fate by finding out what was being locked out of the room. Over in the corner, to the right, was another door that was less foreboding in size. In the wood were carved exquisite vines and flowers in the style that seemed to be typical throughout.  
 
    Jaden wondered if they were experiencing Elven art and architecture, not seen by any other humans except for Headmaster, in a thousand years or more. It was a thought that gave him a great sense of awe, and he looked around once again at the magical place and its incredible dimensions and detailed work. Was any of this even real or was it all a magical illusion, he wondered? Perhaps they would wake up in a cave in the forest, their mouths full of moss and toadstools. 
 
    Returning his attention to the door, Jaden took hold of the latch and squeezed. It clicked, signalling that it was unlocked, and he pushed it open. Though it wasn’t as large a door as the one with the heavy bar, it was nonetheless massive and thick. It should have demanded an effort to open, and yet it was so perfectly balanced that Jaden could have opened it with just one finger. 
 
    It eased away from him silently. He saw that inside was a cool, blue light, and he heard the sound of water. He looked back to tell his friends, but they were absorbed in their own powers. Nathan had leapt up to the ceiling and landed on one of the massive chandeliers. From there he leapt to a balcony on the opposite side of the room. Malory continued to fly and was diving and banking, reveling in her newfound, long sought power. 
 
    Lily sat on the floor, surrounded by flowers, plants, and mushrooms that grew from cracks in the stone. She examined each one and, upon touching it, the flower or fungus would glow before growing larger or sprouting a new flower from a branch off the main stem. She had told Nathan that this was a power that she could expect to develop as she grew in strength, and she was very eager to learn it, but it was an advanced incantation. She knew the words but not how to pronounce or invoke them properly—or so she had thought before this moment. 
 
    Jaden didn’t want to disturb them but felt a strong urge to see what was emitting the blue light and water noises. He would just take a step inside the room, he told himself, and then return to tell his friends if it was worth seeing. If it was something dangerous, he would stay close to the door so that he could leap outside, close it behind him, and alert his friends if necessary. 
 
    He stepped into the room and was instantly transported into a garden at nighttime. He could hear crickets, in addition to the sound of running water from somewhere. There were also the sounds of other night creatures. Above him sparkled stars but none of the constellations that his mother had taught him as a young boy. Strangely, two moons, one much larger than the other shone in the nocturnal canopy. He stood for a moment as his eyes adjusted to the dim light, after the brightly lit hall behind him. After a moment, he saw a path in front of him that headed deeper into the forest. 
 
    Jaden took a last look behind him, back into the hermitage hall, and saw that his friends were still absorbed in what they were doing. The door stood open. He set his mind and decided to follow the path for just a little ways. He walked away from the door, and as he did so, the path seemed to close behind him. He didn’t notice that the light of the hall no longer fell on the path, laying out his shadow in front of him. 
 
    He reached a small brook, the source of the water noises, and crossed it using a fallen log. Beyond the book, he soon reached a clearing, lit by the two moons above in the clear sky and by a multitude of firebugs. He had only once before seen firebugs when he had traveled outside the city as a child with his parents. They had gone to visit a farmer friend from whom his mother purchased herbs grown in their garden, or wild in the field. Jaden couldn’t even remember the name or face of the farmer, nor even if they were a man or a woman. But he had a clear memory of the firebugs that came out at night, filling the yard between the farmer’s hut and the fields with speckles of light. But even they weren’t as spectacular as these, which were massive, the size of small birds. 
 
    From the center of the meadow a mist hung over the long grasses that bent under their own weight and that of the night dew. Jaden moved toward the mist, which billowed slowly into the air, until it bulged outward in a bulb shape and then spread out like a low cloud over most of the meadow.  
 
    As he moved, Jaden could hear small creatures running away from his feet. Sometimes, something would run across his shoe, and he would look down but never in time to see what it was. Other sounds, the crickets, the frogs, and other mysterious night singers, went silent as Jaden approached, only starting up their songs once more when he had put sufficient distance between them. 
 
    As Jaden approached the middle of the field, he saw a red glow from near the ground. He emerged from the tall grass to find himself at the edge of a deep pit that glowed red. It was from here that the mist was rising, only it wasn’t mist, it was smoke and the smell was very familiar. He leaned over carefully to peer into the hole and see where it led. 
 
    Suddenly, a figure burst out of the pit and into the night sky, fiery coals and liquid metal falling from its body like hot rain. Its body twisted and turned on itself as it climbed the air, a tangle of shimmering scales. It took a moment for Jaden to realize that it was a dragon; it was Dracoseth. The Beast rose into the sky and released a fireball toward one of the two moons, as though trying to burn it out of the sky. Then he turned and dove back toward the earth, landing with such force that his claws dug trenches and the ground shook; Jaden almost tumbled into the hole. 
 
    “You dare call me!” the dragon bellowed. “Have you forgotten who is master and who is servant?” 
 
    “I didn’t call you. I’m in an Elven hermitage on a mountainside, the Retreat of Reckoning they call it. I entered a room behind a closed door and ended up here.” 
 
    “Elves, bah! They were always trouble. Their magic knows no hierarchy and serves its own purposes. Tell me, boy, do the Elves still reign all the north?” 
 
    “You really don’t know?” Jaden answered. “The elves have been gone from the world for well nigh two thousand years. They’re just legends now.” 
 
    Dracoseth nodded and calmed, satisfied that the hated Elves were extinct. He lowered his head to the ground so that he and Jaden could speak eye to eye. 
 
    “You are not to blame then, for this impudence, and the elves no longer exist, so there is none for me to punish.” 
 
    “The legends say that the return of dragons will be the beginning of the return of all magic to the world, including magical beings. I assume that means elves and dwarves and the like.” 
 
    Dracoseth narrowed his large, golden eyes, and smoke poured out of his nostrils. “You are determined to be a pest, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m just… I can’t believe you didn’t know all this.” 
 
    “How could I know? I am here and your world is there, just one of many thousands. Of course, I know that dragons are gone from your world. It is my mission to bring them back. The rest is of little interest to me, except that perhaps I will have to eat Elves again, distasteful as they are.” 
 
    “You eat Elves?” 
 
    “I eat anyone who disrespects me,” Dracoseth bellowed, then got himself under control once again. “I assume that you and I were brought together here because it relates to whatever it is you are doing in that fetid place.” 
 
    “I can hardly know,” Jaden replied. “You haven’t called me in months. I don’t know what I should be doing, now or at the Seekers’ Academy.” 
 
    “Learning. And you are, so there was no reason for me to waste my time patting you on the back. Is that what you need?” 
 
    “No. Just, I don’t know, a little direction would be helpful. There hasn’t been a Dragon Seeker in over a thousand years since the king, who reigned before the Malabar Empire, killed the last dragon. No one knows what it is I’m supposed to do.” 
 
    “You are doing fine, boy. If you need direction, I will call you to me and correct your path. Or eat you. I expect you’ll at least taste better than Elf,” the Dragon said casually and chuckled. 
 
    Dracoseth then reared up on his hind legs, preparing to leave. “I will tell you this one thing, though: be careful in that Elven place. It will not be clear what is illusion and what is true, even to a being such as me.” 
 
    “I can certainly detect magic everywhere,” Jaden said. “And it seems to amplify our abilities as Seekers.” 
 
    “The Elves were arrogant and powerful. They were also tricksters, never to be trusted. If the residue of their magic is amplifying your own abilities it is only to better test and humiliate you. Mark my words, the answer that will seem clearest will always be the wrong one.” 
 
    With that, Dracoseth flapped his wings and rose into the air until he was above the treetops. Then he spun around and dove toward the ground, tucking his wings against his body as he went back into the glowing hole in the center of the meadow. He was gone as quickly as he had come. 
 
    Feeling more confused than ever, Jaden made his way back along the pathway to where the door was located. It had closed, but it was thankfully still where he had left it. It seemed to stand in the middle of a forest with trees both in front and behind it, like a practical joke. But as Jaden approached, the forest faded away until the wall reappeared on either side of the door. He grabbed the handle and stepped through, back into the hall of the Elven Hermitage. 
 
    Jaden’s friends stood on the other side, fists raised, feet in mid-kick as the door swung open and Jaden stood there. A look of surprise and shock registered on their faces at the sight of him. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he told them. “You guys were busy, and I figured that I’d only be gone for a minute, so I didn’t want to disturb you.” 
 
    “A minute!” Malory exclaimed. “You’ve been in there probably two hours.” 
 
    “What?” Jaden replied. “That’s impossible. I walked to a meadow, saw my Beast and talked to him for less than five minutes. I can’t have been gone for more than ten in total.” 
 
    “If we were outside, I could show you the changed position of the moon in the sky to demonstrate how long you’ve been gone, Jaden,” Nathan replied. “I swear to you that Malory is right; you’ve been gone for hours.” 
 
    “We’ve been pounding on the door, but it was locked,” Lily added. “At a certain point, it became solid, like there was a wall behind it. Then, just before you opened it, it became hollow again, and there you were.” 
 
    “We were worried half to death,” Malory said. “Don’t do that again. We have to stick together.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Jaden told them. “You’re right. I won’t wander off again. It just seemed to draw me in and, to be honest, it was good to talk to Dracoseth and know that he still sees me as his Seeker. It’s been a while.” 
 
    “What did he say?” Lily asked. 
 
    “Basically, he hates Elves and doesn’t see much use in them, other than as a snack. He also said that we should beware because Elf magic is trickster magic and nothing is what it seems.” 
 
    “How about the food?” Malory asked. “Is that what it seems because I’m starving again.” 
 
    “She wanted to eat,” Nathan said and jerked his thumb toward her. “We had to tell her to focus on finding you.” 
 
    “I was hungry after all that flying, and I knew that you’d be alright. You have a way of getting out of every bad situation.” 
 
    “Well, I appreciate you waiting for me before you ate all the food,” Jaden said. 
 
    “Don’t thank all of us,” Lily replied and nodded her head toward Malory’s feet, where there was a small pile of bones, picked clean. 
 
    “I can eat and focus on finding you,” Malory said. “You’re here, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Well, Malory may have had her fill, but I’m starving and I don’t know about you two…” Jaden said and indicated the table where the platters of food didn’t seem to have been reduced at all, despite Malory’s best efforts. 
 
    “You’re not the only one,” Lily replied. “Let’s eat.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Nathan said, and the four of them went to the table and took their seats, filling their plates with food and their goblets with drink. 
 
    As they sat eating, music played throughout the halls. It was calming and beautiful music, if strange and alien to their ears. Lily suggested that it must be Elf music that they were hearing. 
 
    “No one has heard these sounds in a thousand years. It’s strange to be the ones to hear it, isn’t it?” Lily said. 
 
    “What is strange is that Elf magic was so powerful that it could continue to maintain a hold on this place a millennium or more after they no longer even existed,” Nathan commented. “Do you think they intended it, as a monument to Elven culture after they were gone?” 
 
    “I don’t know how Elf magic works,” Lily said. “I don’t think anyone does, but maybe it’s just leftover energy. Maybe there’s a charmed relic buried under the hermitage.” 
 
    “Who knows and who cares?” Malory said through a mouthful of food. “If it makes meals like this every day, I might just stay here forever.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to fly for long if you keep eating like that,” Nathan commented, and Malory shot him a dirty look. 
 
    “Nathan is being a brat but he might have a point,” Jaden said. “Dracoseth told me that everything about Elves is not what it seems and that if they were helping us, like giving us more powers, then it was only to humiliate us more profoundly.” 
 
    “So the Elves are going to give me the power to fly and make me fat so that I can’t fly anymore?” 
 
    “That seems a little too obvious, don’t you think?” Lily asked. 
 
    “Who knows,” Nathan added. “Maybe Dracoseth wasn’t even Dracoseth. Maybe he was just Elven magic appearing as your Legendary Beast.” 
 
    “Now you’re making my head spin,” Jaden said. “My Dragon appears to warn me of the Elves but is really the Elves warning me of the Elves to trick me about what the Elves really want to do by making me not trust Elf magic.” 
 
    Everyone laughed at Jaden’s convoluted words. 
 
    “Or maybe the Elves tricked Dracoseth into making you his Seeker so that he would warn you about the Elves so that you wouldn’t trust them and would leave all the food to me,” Malory suggested to more laughter. 
 
    “Well, one thing is obvious,” Jaden told them. “Eating more food isn’t causing the pile of it to diminish at all.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’re meant to eat it all. Like the horn of plenty or the myth of the grail,” Lily said and then yawned. “I’m exhausted. I think we should go to sleep and then explore more in the morning after we’re rested.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Nathan said. “Just in case, I think that one of us should always be on guard.” 
 
     “I’ll take the first watch,” Jaden suggested. “My time with Dracoseth seemed to you all like two hours longer than it did for me. I’m not very tired.” 
 
    The four of them left the table of magical food and made their way to the other side of the room, where the stairs rose on either side. This would give them options for escape if, by chance, they were attacked in the night. The rugs on the floor were thick and soft here, and with the warm air, it would be a lot more comfortable than they had been expecting. As they settled in and said their goodnights, Jaden dug through his bag and took out a book that Headmaster had given him on the lost history of the Elves. 
 
    “There are many holes in their story,” Headmaster had told him. “But it might help you to understand what you see at the hermitage.” 
 
    The book opened with a poem of sorts: 
 
    “We gave humans fire, 
 
    But we dare not let them use it. 
 
    We showed humans the universe, 
 
    But we kept from them the telescopes. 
 
    We are the origin of human civilization and its greatest obstacle. 
 
    For the rise of the humans will be the end of the Elves. 
 
    And only when the Elves have completely disappeared, will they return. 
 
    This time, as equals, 
 
    Because humans will no longer need them.” 
 
    The author then added the following note beneath it: 
 
              “This Elf poem has been discovered at the entry point of many Elf ruins. We can only speculate the full meaning of the poem, or whether it has been properly translated. In the Elf tongue, it is a series of rhyming couplets, though in human languages, it sounds rather cumbersome. I have included the poem at the start of this short book on Elf historiography as I feel it’s presence everywhere that Elves have been in this world, suggests that it was something of a guiding principle for them, a mantra if you will.” 
 
    Jaden read the Elf saying over and over, trying to understand its meaning but was unable to wrap his head around the contradiction, especially of the last part. As he read further into the book, while his friends slept, he began to understand at least its beginning. 
 
    As the book told it, the Elves had been around long before the humans and had watched humans change from wild beasts to creatures of culture. The Elves gave them reading and writing and math but forbade them from setting up their own cities. Whenever an ambitious human would attempt to build a kingdom, the Elves would destroy it. It was only with the disappearance of the Elves some two thousand years earlier, that the first human kingdoms arose and the first of the great human cities. Every king feared the return of the Elves and would destroy anything Elven as soon as it was discovered; buildings, relics, even pottery. And none had been more effective at destroying all archeological record of the Elves than the Malabar Empire under Kalamin. 
 
    All this Jaden could understand, but what did it have to do with what was happening to them in this retreat? Why did the Elves leave magic to feed unexpected visitors two thousand years after they had gone from the world? And why would they connect Jaden with his Dragon? Was it merely about showing them the path to their true natures or was there something specific to them—and to him and Dracoseth—that they were trying to communicate?  
 
    As he pondered the different possibilities, his head slumped to his chest and he fell asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaden woke with a start and a sharp inhale of breath. He was in utter and complete darkness. It was so dark he couldn’t even see his hand when he put it right up against his face. His first thought was that the magic in the room had simply put out the lights because they were all asleep, but he should still have seen the magic glowing. It didn’t make sense. 
 
    For a moment he considered the possibility that he had been blinded for some reason. Maybe it was a trick or test of the Elven magic. But then he heard the sound of water dripping into water from somewhere. Each drop echoed around Jaden. He felt the weight of the humidity in the air and the closeness of the walls.  
 
    He realized that he wasn’t in the Elf Hermitage any longer, this was something bigger than just his own eyes. In fact, he knew where he was. He’d woken many times to the sound and feeling of oppressive humidity, the kind that chilled you in the winter and suffocated you in the summer. He was in a sewer pipe, like the one where he’d lived all those years, back in Lessertown. 
 
    “Guys, are you here?” he asked out loud, listening to his words echoing into nothingness. 
 
    There was a long silence, then a cough and a groan. It was a woman’s voice. 
 
    “Why is it so dark?” Lily asked from somewhere nearby. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jaden replied. “Keep talking so that I can find you.” 
 
    Lily hummed a song from her childhood, which Jaden recognized as a popular nursery rhyme. He’d sometimes hear the older urchins sing it to the little kids who’d just arrived in the sewers, still scared and not yet hardened to their lives. Remembering this made his heart hurt a little, but he needed to focus on the task at hand. 
 
    Jaden got onto his hands and knees and crawled around in the darkness, moving carefully toward the sound of Lily’s voice. The ground beneath him felt like rough, wet stone, covered with a skin of slime that he was certain was gray. He recognized the smell of it and the feel of it on his skin. The wetness was already soaking through his pants to his knees.  
 
    At one point he almost tumbled over an edge into who-knew-what. He barely stopped himself in the utter blackness, backtracked a little, and then detoured around. If he hadn’t had the experience of growing up in the sewers, he would have had no idea how to navigate this slimy, humid darkness. 
 
    Finally, he could hear Lily humming directly in front of him. 
 
    “I’m right here, Lil,” he said, and she squeaked in surprise at how close he was. 
 
    He reached out and touched her shoulder. “It’s OK. Any idea where Mal and Nathan are?” 
 
    “No,” Lily replied and then went silent. Jaden assumed she was probably trying to use her sensitive hearing to listen for them. “I can hear breathing and voices, and I think that I smell the perfumed oil that Malory puts in her hair, but it stinks so bad down here it’s hard to be sure.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is pretty smelly,” he agreed.  
 
    When he’d lived in the sewers, Jaden had gotten used to the horrific smell. It became like the background noise of a busy city; always there but not really noticed. But now that he’d lived in the clean air of a parkland in a mountain valley, it was hard not to gag, especially knowing exactly what the smell was. 
 
    “Can’t you light things up?” Lily asked. “All our powers work better in the Elf monastery. Yours must too.” 
 
    “Maybe, but there’s gasses in the sewers that you don’t want to get any fire near. We never brought torches or even candles down into the sewers. There were stories about explosions and weird fireballs.” 
 
    “But this can’t really be a sewer,” Lily replied. “How could we have gotten here without noticing? We were in the Elf Hermitage before.” 
 
    “Maybe we weren’t in an Elf Hermitage at all. Maybe that was the illusion and this is where we really are, and if I create one of my fireballs…boom!” 
 
    “Headmaster would have told you, if he was sending you to a sewer. He said that this place was a test, not a cesspit.” 
 
    Jaden thought about it; it made sense. What worried him was that he could no longer see magic, as he had been able to earlier. That made him feel like they were somewhere else. But maybe everything was now magic. Or maybe this was what Dracoseth, if he had even seen Dracoseth, meant when he said that the Elves were tricksters and to not trust anything that he saw.  
 
    He needed to assume that every detail of their experience was a lie and part of a grand manipulation by the Elven magic. That being the case, it made no sense that they would put him in a place where his powers would blow them up. It was a test, and they must have been manipulating and reading his mind; how else to bring him and Dracoseth together? How else to put him in the sort of place where he’d spent most of his life before becoming a Seeker? 
 
    Jaden clapped his hands together and then eased them apart with intention. Between them a small yellow, swirling orb appeared.  
 
    As he pulled his hands apart, the orb grew in size, devouring the darkness that surrounded it, though not as much as he would have thought. He could now see Lily’s face, with her look of relief. He nodded and smiled at her.  
 
    But beyond a circle of light around the two of them, it remained utter, inky blackness. Looking down to the ground, on which he was kneeling, Jaden saw that it was indeed slime-covered stones, polished smooth by water over ages. 
 
    “Can you make the light reach the other walls?” Lily asked him. “Maybe we’ll be able to see Malory and Nathan.” 
 
    Jaden nodded without speaking so as to keep his focus on the orb. He noticed that it wasn’t spinning, which meant that he actually had control of it. He wanted to expand the light of the orb but not the heat, which he could feel on his face and see moving Lily’s hair like a summer breeze. He remembered Headmaster had told him that he had control over every aspect of the fire globes—their size and temperature, the color and character of the light, how they spun. He needed to throw the light but not the heat or he would simply cook himself and Lily, and maybe Nathan and Malory in the process. 
 
    “Maybe you should get behind me,” he told Lily. “Then my body can at least protect you if I mess this up.” 
 
    Lily did as he told her, scrambling around behind him. She wrapped her arms around his chest and put her cheek against his back. Jaden wondered if she could feel how her touch made his heart pound in his chest. He struggled to keep his focus on the glowing orb. 
 
    “You’ve got this, Jaden,” she whispered. “I believe in you.” 
 
    He breathed in through his nose and out slowly through his mouth, as his meditation teacher had taught him. After doing this several times, Jaden closed his eyes and focused all of his intention on his arms, down to his fingertips. He felt the energy in the ball growing and could see the light brightening, even through his closed eyelids. 
 
    “Don’t look,” he told Lily and felt her shift her head to better hide it from the light. 
 
    After a few more deep breaths, Jaden flung his arms outward with all the force he could muster, as though flinging off water from his fingertips. As he did so he exhaled a roar of effort that resonated and echoed. His shout was accompanied by a crackling sound and a roar of wind over water. Then silence. 
 
    Although it had only been one single motion, Jaden’s heart pounded with the effort of it, and he struggled to catch his breath. He wondered if such magic would ever get easier for him. But at least they weren’t dead or even burned. The light was incredibly bright through his still-closed eyelids, and he had to shield them to be able to open them at all. 
 
    Squinting against the light, Jaden peered from under his hand. They were indeed in a sewer but not one of the narrow tunnels, like where he’d slept and which he’d called home. They were in a junction fed by several pipes that emptied into a central reservoir from different directions and heights. The water that Jaden had heard were the series of waterfalls, of sewage water trickling out of the pipes. He and Lily were seated on an elevated stone platform against one wall, directly across from another pipe. 
 
    Jaden had seen junctions like this before. With all the years he’d spent living in Lessertown’s sewers, he had explored every nook and every passage underneath the city. He had seen the original, centuries-old cisterns and the newer expansions to the system, built at the same time as the city became a minor port town on a river. He had seen it all, but he had never seen a junction point as large or ancient-looking as this. 
 
    “Where are we?” Lily asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jaden replied. “In Lessetown, the earliest parts of the sewer go back to the last years of Tegnor’s kingdom, which Kalamin and the Malabaris defeated. That’s almost a thousand years ago, and it didn’t look as old as this.” 
 
    Jaden pointed at some of the flat stones that made up the ceiling. They were polished smooth and had intricate carvings on them. “And the craftsmanship on these is incredible. I mean, there’s rich houses in Lessertown that don’t have this quality of masonry work!” 
 
    “Jaden? Lily?” came the voice of Malory from inside one of the tunnels. 
 
    “We’re here,” Lily shouted in reply. 
 
    A moment later, Malory and Nathan appeared at the mouth of a large pipe some distance above them, halfway between the large pool of dank water beneath them and the polished, stone ceiling above. They were both wet and looked filthy. Malory looked very unhappy, but Nathan waved and then leapt through the air, landing next to them. The rock was slippery with slime though, and his feet flew out from under him, sending Nathan onto his back with a gooey thud and a sharp exhale of breath. 
 
    “Show off!” Malory shouted from up above. She too leapt off the edge of the pipe but flew around in a circle above them, slowly descending toward them. 
 
    “It was worth it,” Nathan grunted, “for a few seconds distance from her complaining.” 
 
    Jaden and Lily laughed and helped Nathan to his feet.  
 
    “Being graceful is not one of your Seeker powers, is it?” Lily joked. 
 
    “Uh, it seems not,” Nathan replied, then added. “Where are we? And how did we get here?” 
 
    Jaden shrugged. “Headmaster said that this was a place of tests. Near as I can figure, we’re being tested somehow.” 
 
    Malory set down gently next to them. “By covering us with the poop of ages and sewer slime? What’s that supposed to test us for—strong stomachs?” 
 
    Jaden eyed Malory. She was filthier than all of them, even Nathan, who had just landed on his back on the slimy rocks. “What happened to you, anyway?” 
 
    Malory scowled at the memory. “I woke up, neck deep in a pool of disgusting, cold, stagnant water.” 
 
    “I had to pull her out,” Nathan added. “Her feet were stuck in the muck up to her knees.” 
 
    “So gross!” Malory confirmed. 
 
    Jaden glanced at all the pipes emptying into the central reservoir. “Any idea where all these tunnels go? I wonder if they lead outside somewhere? Until about ten minutes ago, we were in total darkness. The only reason I was able to find Malory was because she was cursing so loud.” 
 
    “Can you blame me?” Malory said, then asked Jaden: “did you light everything up?” 
 
    “He did,” Lily answered and squeezed his shoulder. “It was pretty impressive.” 
 
    “To tell the truth,” Jaden said, “I thought I was going to blow us all to Kalamin’s Tower.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you didn’t do that,” Nathan said. “But now how do we get out of here?” 
 
    The idea of trying every single tunnel that emptied into the junction, to see if any of them made their way to the outside world, seemed like an impossible task. Jaden scanned the area and easily counted fifteen tunnels. If all of them were at least a league long and if they had branching tunnels, they could be searching until the end of time. 
 
    “Malory, could you fly up and do a quick survey of the tunnels?” Jaden asked. “I mean, look into them and see if you can see any light coming from any of them at all.” 
 
    “It’ll be hard with your light on. Can you turn it off so that I can see better?” 
 
    Jaden’s mouth opened and closed as he thought about it. “I… uh… don’t know. But I can try.” 
 
    “And what if you can’t turn it on again?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “Or you really do blow us up next time?” Lily added. 
 
    “You have any other ideas?” Malory asked. “I’m not keen on the idea of eating slime to survive or whatever repulsive animals live down here.” She shivered at the thought. 
 
    Nathan nodded agreement. The idea was disgusting to him too.  
 
    Jaden closed his eyes and spread out his arms as Malory rose into the air and flew up to the ceiling, where the highest tunnel was located. Then she shouted down. 
 
    “I’m ready!” 
 
    Jaden concentrated on the energy around him, feeling it as though it were a tangible thing, like a blanket. He dug his fingers into the energy and pulled it toward him, compressing it smaller and smaller into the shape of an orb. It now only lit him, Nathan, and Lily. Malory was lost somewhere in the blackness above them. 
 
    “OK,” she called out from above. “I’m drifting downward and slowly turning to see if I catch a glimpse of any light. Nothing, nothing, nothing… wait! I see something.” 
 
    “What is it? Is it coming from inside a tunnel?” Lily asked. 
 
    “No, it’s in a wall, between some stones. Hang on,” Malory shouted down to them. There was a pause as she explored what she had seen. “It’s a key of some kind.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Malory landed on the rock next to them and held out the key in her hand. Jaden released his concentration on the orb of swirling fire in front of him. It freely floated near him and began to slowly rotate with the slight currents of air, now that Jaden had released it. With his left hand, he was able to move it aside to get a closer look at the key. It did, indeed glow, with some kind of magic and was very old. It barely looked like a key at all and appeared to be more of a brooch or paperweight. But a series of small prongs and angled tabs stuck out the back of the curved disc of the key’s body, which suggested that it was meant to fit a specific pattern. 
 
    “We had a key like this,” Malory explained. “I saw it when I went to the bank vault with my father once. It was to make a deposit of rare fabric into our strong box for safekeeping. He called it a ‘Dwarf Key’, which I thought was funny. I figured that it must have been related to the idea that dwarves were supposed to love gold and to lock it away where no one could get it.” 
 
    Nathan nodded and lifted it from Malory’s hand to examine it. “Or maybe your father’s was an actual descendant, design-wise, of true dwarf keys, minus the obvious magic of this one.” 
 
    “The question is,” Jaden said, “what does it open and is it a way out of here?” 
 
    “I didn’t see any doors,” Malory said. 
 
    “So, we’re back to where we were before,” Lily said. “Only now we have a key to carry around all the tunnels for eternity.” 
 
    Jaden took the key out of Nathan’s hand and turned it over and over, examining it, as though that might give him clues. He looked up but couldn’t see the walls as the ball of light was still too small. He handed the key back to Nathan. 
 
    “Let me give us some light,” he said and held out his hands. 
 
    An idea came to him that he thought might help them. He focused his intention and energy once again on the globe, drawing it in front of him, his hands open on either side of it. He could feel its cool light and sent heat into it. 
 
    “I feel heat coming off that globe, Jaden,” Nathan said. 
 
    “Are you doing that on purpose? Is that dangerous?” Malory asked. 
 
    Jaden didn’t want to lose focus and so didn’t answer. Instead he flung his arms out as he had done before, causing the orb to explode in every direction. The junction lit up, even brighter than before. Now, not only was there the light of the orb itself but the energy that Jaden had sent outward seemed to be heating up the rocks that made up the walls. They hummed with the energy flowing through them and began to radiate heat. 
 
    “Jaden,” Malory said, looking nervously around them. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I thought that if I sent heat into the rocks, it would show us the location of all the fissures and joints. I mean, with your Eagle vision, you can see that kind of temperature difference, can’t you?” 
 
    Malory nodded but looked unconvinced. 
 
    “If there’s a secret door in this junction, we’ll be able to see its outline,” Jaden continued. 
 
    Malory, who had lost her shoes in the muck of the sewers, began shifting from one foot to the other.  “Did it occur to you if you sent heat into the rocks that you might cook us like fish at a fish fry?” 
 
    Malory leapt off the rock and into the air, to get away from the heat that was burning her feet. Jaden too now began to feel the heat as it passed through his leather shoes. Nathan and Lily were also beginning to move from one foot to the other.  
 
    Jaden looked down. The rocks were getting so hot that the grimy water in the central cistern was steaming. He hadn’t thought this through. He was going to cook his friends, which was obviously not part of his plan. 
 
    Jaden raised his arms to pull the light back into an orb. 
 
    “Wait,” Malory shouted from above them and pointed down below. 
 
    Jaden and the others peered over the edge of the stone landing into the murky water. The heat of the stones was indeed causing the water to heat up. But that was making the particles in the water sink to the bottom, and it was clearer than it had been before. The stone blocks that made up the floor were easily visible. They could now see what Malory, with her Eagle vision, had been able to spot: an outline on the floor of the cistern, which drew out the edges of something that resembled a door. 
 
    “Maybe I can focus the heat just in that area,” Jaden said. He looked up at Malory. “Come back down here, just in case the steam from the water cooks you.” 
 
    Malory dove down to the platform and was caught by Nathan, to keep her bare feet from touching the hot stone. Jaden closed his eyes and raised his arms to either side of him. He could feel the heat energy all around him, distributed evenly, just like the light. He moved his hands to draw the heat, but not the light, in toward him and then pushed it downward, into the cistern. 
 
    The combined energy of all the heat that had been embedded in the rocks around the room hit the water reservoir beneath them and flash boiled it into steam. An explosion of vapor and water burst upward, filling the junction with the most horrific smell of boiled sewage and slime, leaving the group of them coughing and gagging. The polluted vapor cooled in the air and sank back down to the level of the group, covering them with a greasy layer of mist. 
 
    “Great,” Malory complained. “I’m even more disgusting.” 
 
    Nathan walked to the edge of the platform and leapt down to the now-empty cistern. The heat had left it dry enough that he didn’t even slip when he landed. The stones were still hot, and he danced from one foot to the other as he examined the outline that they’d seen before. 
 
    “There’s definitely a spot to put that disc,” Nathan shouted up to them. “Bring it down to me, Mal.” 
 
    Malory flew down to the bottom of the cistern and handed Nathan the “dwarf key” but avoided landing, in order to protect her feet from the hot rocks. Nathan bent over and put the key into its position in the rock with an audible click. There was a soft rumble, and Jaden looked up. The walls were shaking, and small bits of dust were falling from the ceiling. 
 
    “Uh, guys,” he said. “Maybe don’t turn the…” 
 
    Nathan turned the key. 
 
    Darkness. Not as total as in the junction though. Instead, Jaden’s eyes were adjusting to the low light of nighttime outdoors. He could see trees around him, and he could smell flowers and blossoms. He looked to his right and saw Lily standing some three lengths from him. Malory was about three lengths from her, and Nathan the same from Malory and from Jaden, all of them standing in a circle. They were still covered in disgusting grease. 
 
    “Where are we?” Jaden asked. 
 
    Lily and Malory shook their heads.  
 
    Nathan looked very nervous. “We are in the Imperial Gardens in Malabar City.” 
 
    “What?” Jaden replied. They were definitely in well-tended gardens which seemed to go on forever. In the distance, he could see a large palace at the end of a long, wide path. It was lit up, and flocks of enormous birds flew in a circle around the complex of buildings. 
 
    Nathan pointed toward them. “That’s Kalamin’s Palace,” he said before pointing toward an enormous, needle-like tower at one edge of the elaborate structure. “And that’s Kalamin’s Tower, from which they say you can see every corner of the Empire. I came here once with my family for the annual celebration of the victory of Malabar. I remember it and those creepy birds.” 
 
    “What are they?” Lily asked. 
 
    “The Immortal Council channels the mana of hundreds of Legendary Beasts,” Nathan explained. “They use that power to protect the heart of the Malabar Empire, which is Kalamin and the Palace. The birds are like guards that never sleep. They fly around and around until they drop dead out of the sky from exhaustion.” 
 
    “So, basically, out of the cesspit and into the graveyard,” Malory said. 
 
    “Something along those lines,” Nathan agreed. “Except a graveyard with living corpses, wild and hungry animals, and magical traps that can kill you at any moment.” 
 
    Jaden held up his hands and spoke softly. “Everyone calm down. We’re here alone and we’re far from the palace, which looks half a league off. We just need to find a way out before we’re seen.” 
 
    Lily’s ears twitched. “Someone’s coming,” she hissed. 
 
    “Great,” Malory muttered. 
 
    “Move into the bushes,” Jaden whispered. 
 
    Lily shook her head. “Too late,” she replied and pointed to the nearby fountain. 
 
    Under the blue light of the moon, a large fountain was visible that showed some heroic battle being led by Emperor Kalamin himself, surrounded by the forms of the many Legendary Beasts that he had supposedly devoured—and from where he got his name—“Devourer”—from the Hidden City rebellion.  
 
    Though the fountain itself looked fierce and frightening, the sound of running water was quite calming. Half-hidden behind the fountain was a man in long robes who drifted toward them with no effort on his own part, almost as though he were floating. They watched in silence, entranced, as the man moved their way. It became clear that he was, in fact, floating. His eyes were closed, and his head was cocked at a strange angle, as though he were unconscious. He had the look of a ghost, strangely haunting the manicured night garden of Kalamin’s palace. 
 
    “Kalamin’s beard,” Nathan whispered. 
 
    “What’s happening,” Malory whimpered. “Is he… dead?” 
 
    Nathan looked at all of them as the man drifted into the center of their circle. “This,” he said in awe, “is Emperor Kalamin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaden’s eyes went wide. “What?” 
 
    He stepped forward to examine the man, who hung like a rag doll, inches above the ground. He had grown up with frescoes, statues, and portraits of the man, but Emperor Kalamin had never deigned to visit such a backwater as Lessertown. From what Jaden had heard, Kalamin rarely left Malabar City or, indeed, even his palace compound. His power was such that any local viziers or governors, even lower functionaries when necessary, came to Malabar City to have an audience with him. And the palace and grounds were a city unto themselves, with a staff said to be in the thousands to tend to it all. He had no reason to leave. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Jaden asked Nathan, not taking his eyes off the man in front of him. 
 
    “When I came with my family, I saw him up close,” Jaden recounted. “He was not much further away from me than he is now. He hasn’t aged a day.” 
 
    “They say that he’s over a thousand years old,” Lily noted. 
 
    Jaden examined the unconscious Emperor. He had the snout of a baboon, and his body was covered with the short-bristly hair of a hyena. From the loose sleeves of his robe feathers could be seen. They were the feathers of a vulture, and they grew from his arms. Kalamin was said to have devoured the souls of all these Beasts and more, a fact that was celebrated throughout the year with specific days dedicated to each defeated, devoured Beast. 
 
    “He’s much uglier than in his portraits,” Jaden noted. “But why is he—and why are we—here?” 
 
    “It is you who have summoned me,” came a voice from the unmoving body of Kalamin. 
 
    Jaden jumped back in surprise. He looked to his friends and confirmed that they, too, had heard the voice. Nathan shrugged, his eyes wide. Jaden turned back to Kalamin. 
 
    “Are you… awake?” he asked. 
 
    “My conscious mind is at rest,” the voice came again. 
 
    It was definitely coming from Kalamin, but the man himself still didn’t move, not a muscle and not his mouth. 
 
    “Then, how are you talking to us?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “I am more than just my wakeful self, young Seeker,” Kalamin replied. The voice was soft, almost hissing, but not unpleasant. It had a sort of dark wisdom about it that was attractive and repellent at the same time. 
 
    “And why are we all here?” Lily asked. 
 
    Kalamin didn’t respond to Lily’s question. 
 
    “Can you answer her question?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “I can only communicate with you, Jaden. You are the reason that I am here. That we are all here.” 
 
    Jaden looked around at his friends. They had all heard Kalamin’s words and were as surprised as him. 
 
    “Ask him why just you,” Malory said, and Jaden nodded. 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    “I do not know,” the voice of Kalamin replied. “It has something to do with your Beast but it is not yet revealed to me. There is something… unusual about it.” 
 
    “If you’re unconscious,” Jaden asked, “will you remember this conversation tomorrow?” 
 
    “No, not initially but I have great power and a trained unconscious. It may emerge with time,” Kalamin said, then also changed the subject. “There is only one kind of magic that could have such power over me. It is Elven magic. But we have destroyed all the old Elven retreats and hidden away the sacred relics that they left buried beneath them as the source of their power. How is this possible?” 
 
    Jaden was silent as he considered Kalamin’s words. He realized that the Emperor was not just answering his questions, he was also trying to discern how Jaden had gotten there and taken control of Kalamin’s unconscious body. And he was getting close to the truth. Jaden couldn’t be certain but everything that he’d learned about the great power of “Devourer” told him that he was dangerous and sly. He hadn’t been Emperor for well-nigh one thousand years for no reason. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Jaden said to his friends. 
 
    “You should get more information out of him,” Lily said. “Maybe he will tell us how to defeat him.” 
 
    Nathan stepped forward. “Even better. We can attack him together while he’s unconscious. If we kill Kalamin, the Malabar Empire will fall. He is the glue.” 
 
    “No,” Jaden said, shaking his head. “I think you’re wrong to underestimate him, even like this.” 
 
    “You are near the Hidden City,” the voice of Kalamin said and chuckled softly at the realization. “So, it still exists. And the old man is still leading the rebellion, I presume? Or was he destroyed in our last encounter?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jaden replied and then turned to his friends again. “I think we should just get out of here.” 
 
    “How, Jaden,” Malory replied. She was becoming frantic as Kalamin’s probing unnerved her. “We’re thousands of leagues from… home. And in the capital city. In the Emperor’s walled garden in his personal city. How?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jaden replied. “How do we get out of here, Emperor?” 
 
    There came more soft laughter. “But why do you want to leave? You came here for a reason, even if you didn’t know it. You are obviously a Seeker of great power, and there is a place for a chosen one such as you on my Council.” 
 
    “Not interested,” Jaden replied and turned again to his friends. “Let’s just walk out of here.” 
 
    “Let’s kill him,” Nathan replied and took another cautious step toward Kalamin. 
 
    “I could even find out what happened to your parents,” Kalamin interrupted. 
 
    Everyone froze at Kalamin’s words, and Jaden turned back slowly toward the strange, limp figure that hung, eyes closed, in the blue light of the moon. 
 
    “What do you know about my parents?” 
 
    “I know that they still live.” 
 
    “What?! Where are they?” 
 
    “The rebellion can’t tell you that. Only I can. And the rebellion is dying; decaying from within, overpowered from without. It has no future.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Jaden shouted. He turned again to his friends. “He’s reading my mind. Let’s go.” 
 
    But Nathan wasn’t listening and wasn’t in the mood to run from the opportunity to take on Kalamin in a weakened, perhaps completely vulnerable state. He rushed at the limp, dangling figure of the Emperor, shouting in anger, fists raised to pummel him. 
 
    “No!” Jaden shouted and leapt forward to grab Nathan. 
 
    It was too late, Nathan was on Kalamin before Jaden could reach him. He drew back and threw a powerful punch at the head of their mortal enemy, but instead of striking Kalamin, its power rebounded on Nathan, sending him flying. 
 
    Malory reacted by spreading her arms wide and bringing them together. Jaden saw the energy of her mana wings as the feathers gathered the air and sent a powerful gust at Kalamin. It pushed him back toward the fountain but then, like a bowstring drawn taut and released, he rushed back to his original position. Malory was thrown into the trees. 
 
    Jaden turned to Lily. “Lily, no. You can’t…” 
 
    Too late, Lily had dropped to one knee and pressed her fist against the garden floor. Vines sprung out of the earth and wrapped around Kalamin until he disappeared within their embrace. As Jaden watched, the vines tightened around the unconscious Emperor. He wondered for a moment if Lily’s power was one that couldn’t be countered by the Emperor.  
 
    Then, Lily gagged, and her body shook and spasmed. She fell to the dirt, rattling with a seizure. Vines sprouted from her mouth, growing up into the air and wrapping around her face and head, tearing her lips and skin. She clawed at them as her own power was used to choke her. Jaden’s eyes widened, and he turned toward the column of vines in which Kalamin had been imprisoned. They withered and fell away, leaving the peaceful form of Kalamin once again facing Jaden. 
 
    “Burn him!” Nathan shouted, and Jaden turned to him. 
 
    Nathan lay sprawled, the glistening white bone of his shin exposed under the light of the moon. Nearby, Malory lay unconscious, blood pouring down her face from a wound on her forehead, where she’d hit a tree. And Lily was dying, choking to death on the ground in front of her. 
 
    “Do it, Jaden!” Nathan shouted again. 
 
    Jaden lifted his arms, hands facing each other like claws. A white, swirling ball appeared between them. He focused all his anger and fear and desperation on the fireball, which spun faster and faster, the intensity of light so bright that the garden was lit up like day and Jaden couldn’t even see Kalamin any longer on the other side of it. 
 
    “That’s what you are!” Kalamin’s voice hissed with excitement. “I know your Legendary Beast, boy. You are mine, either by choice or submission.” 
 
    “NO!” Jaden flung his hands out to his sides. 
 
    The intense fireball expanded outward to infinity. Trees turned black and then to ash. The distant palace burst into flame, the tower collapsing under its own weight as it all became dust carried on the hot winds.  
 
    The whole world was consumed by fire and still the orb spread outward. To the stars and nebulae. The universe was on fire.  
 
    Jaden felt his own body disintegrate and dissolve and turn into a swirling cloud of dust that was joined by that of his friends. They became a twister, a tornado of fire, pulling in everything around them. Jaden felt a part of everything at once and yet all of it was nothing but ash and dust and death. 
 
    Blackness. 
 
    Jaden opened his eyes. He was back in the Elf Hermitage, where he had sat to keep watch, the book of Elven history still in his lap on the same page. He blinked against the light and the confusion in his brain.  
 
    Had he been asleep and experienced a dream? That seemed unlikely, given all of their experiences up till that point in the Elven ruins. The magic must have been probing his mind, finding his obsessions and weaknesses and putting him up against them. And the overwhelming feeling that permeated his heart was that he had failed the test. He was too afraid to take on Kalamin and had instead destroyed them all. 
 
    Jaden sighed and turned to where his friends slept. His eyes widened. They were sprawled on the rug behind him but not sleeping. They were dirty, wounded, and unconscious. Nathan’s shinbone was visible through his torn pants, just as in the dream. Malory had drying blood caked to her forehead. Lily’s face, around her mouth, was also covered in blood, and her fingers gripped the carpet, claw-like, as though in desperation. 
 
    Jaden rushed to Lily and kneeled by her side. She was immobile, and her chest wasn’t moving. He put his ear near her mouth and could feel no breath coming from her. He then placed his ear against her chest. No heartbeat. He threw his head back and shouted in anger and sadness. Behind him came the sounds of Malory and Nathan beginning to stir and groaning, but he ignored them. 
 
    “Wake up, Lily,” he said to her in desperation, shaking her shoulder. “Wake up!” 
 
    But Lily was limp and lifeless, her mouth filled with dirt and leaves. He roared again, tears streaming down his face. All that he could think was that he had killed her. He should have been protecting her. He should have been protecting all of them, but he had failed and now Lily was dead. 
 
    “Damn you!” Jaden shouted at the ceiling but meant for Dracoseth to hear. “What good are your stupid powers?” 
 
    In a rage, Jaden slammed his hands together, pushing them tightly, trying to break each one with the other. They began to glow from the pressure and the fury. At first a pink and then red as though a bright light were shining through them, highlighting the veins and bones within. Then yellow and then white, which made their details disappear. 
 
    From behind, Malory grabbed Jaden’s shoulder. “Jaden, stop! What are you doing?” 
 
    He shoved her away with his shoulder, knocking her backward. He could hear her land on the carpet with a thud and a grunt.  
 
    From inside of his chest, Jaden felt a growing roar, rising in volume as the energy grew in his hands. They glowed as bright as the fireball that had incinerated them and Malabar City in his vision.  
 
    When it seemed that they could grow no brighter, the energy in them repelled each other like two lodestones. Jaden gritted his teeth against the pressure, desperate to destroy himself like he’d destroyed Lily. The whole room seemed to be resonating with a hum that grew in pitch as the energy concentrated in his hands. It was like all the energy of the world was being sucked into Jaden’s hands. 
 
    Unable to resist the repulsive force any longer, Jaden let his arms fly apart and then brought them back together with a thunderous clap. A shockwave resonated out in every direction from his hands with an explosive sound that left all other sounds muted. It knocked Malory, who was helping Nathan upright, back onto the carpet on top of him. The heavy chandeliers rose and crashed against the ceiling, furniture flew against the walls, tapestry was torn down, and the heavy door with the mysterious bar was torn from its hinges. 
 
    Beneath Jaden’s hands, the shockwave resonated through Lily’s body, causing it to vibrate against the floor and finally rise into the air. Then her body crashed back to the floor, and her mouth opened with a deep, horrible gasp as her back arched. She sat bolt upright and gagged, vomiting up leaves and twigs and blood onto the carpet. She sat wheezing as Jaden stared at her wide-eyed and in disbelief. 
 
    Lily turned to him, eyes filled with fear and confusion, black streaks of tears down her cheeks. Jaden locked eyes with her and realized that he too was crying and his face was soaked. She threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck, weeping against his shoulder. And Jaden held her tight as well, eyes overflowing. He knew in that moment that nothing mattered more to him than protecting Lily, not even his own life. And he knew that she would never be safe as long as Kalamin was alive. 
 
    Up till then Jaden had gone along with the training of the Free Academy and the rebellion because it was easy, even fun, after a lifetime of challenge and poverty. He had three meals a day for the first time since he was a child. He had a warm, dry bed and didn’t spend half his day fleeing in fear from soldiers or mourning the arrest—or worse—of his friends. Of course, he would stay at the Free Academy, given the alternatives. He even believed in their mission of freedom and justice. But he had never felt it in his heart until he thought that Lily was dead. 
 
    He felt more arms wrap around him and opened his eyes. It was his battered friends. Jaden and Nathan locked eyes and Nathan nodded and mouthed “thank you”. Jaden touched foreheads with him. Yes, he would fight the Empire and Kalamin the Devourer and anyone else who threatened these people he loved. These people he loved. He could hardly believe that he’d thought the words. Had he loved anyone since his parents’ disappearance? If he had, it hadn’t been like this. You couldn’t love a sewer urchin; daily life was too uncertain, and the lifespan of an urchin too short. But he could love these people, and for them, he was going to destroy Kalamin. 
 
    I don’t know if you can hear me, Kalamin, Jaden thought and tried to send that thought out into the world, but I am coming for you. And I am bringing fire. 
 
    The four friends held onto one another for a long time. At least as long as it took for the chandeliers to stop their creaky swinging up above and for the dust to settle from the broken furniture and torn tapestries. They only let go of one another when there was peace and silence. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They cleaned themselves up and ate from the never-ending pile of food on the Elf table. None of them spoke much. They needed time to process what had happened in the Retreat of Reckoning and, most of all, with Emperor Kalamin in the Imperial Garden. Nathan had apologized repeatedly to Lily, feeling that his rash action had caused her near-death. He also felt guilty that his broken leg made getting out of the Elf Hermitage a complicated venture, for which they didn’t have any obvious solutions. 
 
    For his part, Jaden also felt guilty that he was the one truly responsible for Lily's brush with death. If only he had attacked Devourer, he thought, instead of trying to destroy the Elven vision, he could have broken the spell and maybe even ended the war against the Malabar Empire. Instead, he had chickened out, afraid that Kalamin the Devourer would do to him what he had done to his other friends. Instead of letting his fury lead him into battle with Devourer, he’d let this fear lead him to finding a way to avoid it. 
 
    Malory had said nothing about her own actions during the battle, but Jaden could tell that she was holding back. On the one hand, she had discovered her own new power, the ability to use her mana wings to generate a force of air powerful enough to throw someone. But it hadn’t done her any good, and she had ended up unconscious until they were transported back into the Hermitage. And then she had tried to stop Jaden before he revived Lily. If he had lost concentration because of her intervention... well, he didn’t want to think about what that would have meant. He knew that Malory didn’t know what was happening, didn’t know that Lily’s heart had stopped beating and was worried that Jaden was out of control. He knew all that but he still couldn’t look at Malory for the moment because every time he did, he saw Lily dead on the floor. 
 
    In the end, getting out of the Hermitage was easier than Jaden had expected, with Nathan’s broken leg, and with both Malory and Lily weakened and injured. He had imagined that they would have to climb back up to the roof and somehow lower Nathan down first to the balcony and then from the balcony to the plateau below, where their magrots were waiting for them. Neither Lily nor Malory were in any state to perform that kind of physical effort, and Jaden was nervous about lowering Nathan himself. He had grown so much in recent months and definitely outweighed Jaden himself by a substantial amount. He was also worried about the others. He couldn’t imagine Lily, in her state, climbing down to the balcony and then to the plateau. Nor Malory, whose head injury had left her dizzy and weak. 
 
    Luckily, Jaden’s energy burst, which had revived Lily, had also blown open the barred and locked door at the far end of the Elven hall. Behind the door, they discovered a narrow passageway that disappeared into the darkness. Jaden had left his friends and followed it, creating a small ball of light to guide his way. It was some sort of ancient passage, perhaps a secret exit, in case of an attack. It passed under the hall in a wide curve until it exited from behind some rocks at the base of the cliff on which the Hermitage was poised. From there it was only a short walk back to where the magrots waited, lazily munching on the tender grasses that grew in the chilly breezes of the mountaintop. 
 
    The passageway was even wide enough that the magrots could enter and make their way up to the great hall. Nathan’s magrot was visibly upset upon seeing that her human had suffered an injury and, according to Nathan, felt incredibly guilty that she hadn’t been with him when it had occurred. Nathan had to explain to the great bird that it had taken place inside of a vision created by a spell. It wasn’t clear whether the magrots would even have been able to participate in the vision. 
 
    The magrots of Lily and Malory were also concerned but not as anxious as Nathan’s. Rachel quietly told Jaden that Nathan’s magrot was known to be anxious at the best of times. Jaden smiled as he detected a note of contempt in Rachel’s tone. He hadn’t realized that there could be tensions between the great birds. Perhaps they were more human than he realized. 
 
    Upon entering the great hall of the Retreat, the magrots were puzzled. According to them, there were holes in the ceiling and the furniture was crumbled to dust, which was not at all what Jaden and the others had seen—and still saw. 
 
    “Rachel, just please don’t tell me what the food we’ve been eating looks like to your eyes,” Jaden said to his magrot. 
 
    “Understood,” Rachel nodded. “Let’s just get you all out of here. This place reeks of terrible things.” 
 
    Jaden couldn’t disagree after what had happened. He looked over to Lily, who looked more exhausted than he’d ever seen her. Her skin was gray, and there was no color in her lips. Even her usually vibrant eyes seemed drained of color. Her magrot knelt down on the floor and twisted its wing almost backward to help her climb up onto its back. It was able to turn its wings upward so that they formed a kind of cup on its back. Lily curled up into a ball in the wing cup as her magrot cooed to her soothingly. Nathan’s and Malory’s magrots did likewise. 
 
    “Don’t get any ideas,” Rachel told Jaden in reference to the extra-comfortable ride prepared for the injured. “I can see that, other than some emotional upset, you’re perfectly fine. And holding that wing posture is very uncomfortable.” 
 
    “It looks it,” Jaden replied. 
 
    He wasn’t about to complain that Rachel wouldn’t carry him back to the Hidden City like a babe in arms. He was grateful to have a ride down the mountain on her back, rather than on foot. He watched as the others disappeared one at a time through the large door that led from the great hall and into the passageway out of the Hermitage. 
 
    “Time to go,” Rachel told him and kneeled down so that he could climb onto her back. 
 
    Jaden took one last look around the great hall. To him it still looked like a fully furnished and regal space. The explosion of energy that he had sent out had torn things from the walls and destroyed furniture but that was merely cosmetic. It made no sense that the magrots saw the space as being in a ruinous state with collapsed walls and gaps in the ceiling. Why didn’t he feel a breeze from outside? Why hadn’t they fallen through the gaping holes when they had been on the roof? Could it be that the humans saw it as it actually was and that the magrots saw it disguised in order to defend it from interlopers? Perhaps the magic recognized the humans as pilgrims of a sort and prepared for them both the welcome and the terrifying journey. Jaden had so many questions for Headmaster, not least, why he had sent them into something as dangerous as a confrontation with Devourer. 
 
    Jaden climbed onto Rachel’s back, and she rose up, carrying him into the passageway behind the others. After a short journey, they arrived back outside on the plateau and made their way across it, through the waving grass and toward the path that led back down the mountainside.  
 
    Jaden gazed over at his friends, all of whom seemed to be asleep. 
 
    “The purring of their magrot puts them to sleep,” Rachel explained. “The resonating frequency has healing powers.” 
 
    “The surprises of the magrots never end,” Jaden replied. “You’re definitely good friends to have, Rachel.” 
 
    Rachel made a noise that was the magrot version of laughter. “Yes, we are. Definitely.” 
 
    The rest of the journey back was mostly in silence, other than occasional commentary on the status of his friends, as passed along to Rachel by the other magrots. Apparently, they could also sense the health status of the humans on their backs.  Jaden didn’t mind the silence as it gave him time to think through the meaning of all that they had experienced and to wonder what it would mean for them in the future. He had so many questions. 
 
    By late afternoon, they descended the last sloped meadow outside of the Hidden City and entered into the dense forest that surrounded it. After the bright sunshine of the mountainside and the meadows in the foothills, the dark forest felt more in line with Jaden’s mood. Of course, the playful marmosets, which Rachel cursed incessantly, were definitely not in line with his mood, but he welcomed the distraction and was amused by the lack of patience that the magrots had toward them. Rachel even told him that they were mortal enemies, which was the funniest thing that Jaden had ever heard; the great and magnificent warrior birds vs the world’s tiniest monkey, eyes forever wide in astonishment. 
 
    Luckily for the marmosets and the mood of the magrots, they soon reached the gates of the Hidden City. As they approached, the magrots called out, honking loudly and sending the marmosets skittering back into the trees. The City guards seemed aware of the call of the magrots and opened the city gate by the time that they arrived. 
 
    As they entered the Hidden City, Jaden could hear the celebrations that seemed to be taking place on every street corner. He’d forgotten about the fall festival and the arrival of the harvests. It seemed that the entire city was decorated with hanging garlands of flowers, cut-out paper shapes strung across the streets, and glittering streamers that blew in the breeze, like the grasses on the plateau. 
 
    Rachel and Jaden stopped inside the gate to take in what was unfolding. The other magrots gobbled at Rachel and then ran off with Jaden’s friends. They had soon disappeared down some side streets. Although they moved at high speed, Jaden was amazed at how stable their upper bodies were. If Jaden couldn’t see their legs moving, he would swear that they were standing still. 
 
    “They will take them to the hospital at the Free Academy,” Rachel explained. “They will be well treated there.” 
 
    Jaden nodded. “We should go with them and make sure that they’re ok.” 
 
    “They will be fine. Their magrots have assured me. We are to wait here.” 
 
    Jaden was about to ask Rachel who wanted them to wait, when two clowns ran past, chased by a group of laughing children. They ran a few times around Rachel before disappearing again down a side-street, children still pursuing them. Jaden laughed at the foolishness of it and then felt something in his pocket. He pulled out the object, discovering a large, round candy with many swirling colors, on the end of a stick. One of the clowns had obviously slipped it in as it ran around them. Jaden had never seen anything like it before, and he turned it over in his hand, examining it. 
 
    “It’s called a lollipop, Lanool,” Rachel told him as she eyeballed the candy in his hand. “It is sweet. I am told that humans are very fond of sweets. Perhaps you should try it.” 
 
    Jaden looked back at the lollipop and knocked it against the knuckles of his other hand. “Do I bite it off of the stick? It seems hard—like it might break my teeth.” 
 
    “I’m told that either licking it or just wandering around with it stuck in your mouth as it slowly dissolves is the correct way to consume a lollipop,” said a voice. 
 
    Jaden turned and saw Headmaster standing nearby, smiling at him. 
 
    “Headmaster!” Jaden said and jumped down from Rachel’s back. 
 
    “Hello, Jaden. I’ve heard about your friends. I’m sorry that they came to harm, but I’m told that they will be better in no time. They will have the best care possible.” 
 
    “Thank you, Headmaster,” Jaden began. “But…” 
 
    “But why did I send you into a dangerous situation?” 
 
    Jaden nodded. He felt a little ashamed to confront Headmaster with such an accusation. But he needed to know if it was intentional or not, because if it was intentional, well, Jaden wasn’t sure what he’d do. 
 
    “I mean, I have all sorts of questions,” Jaden said, backing away from a direct accusation. “My head is exploding with them but why you sent us there is definitely the first. We were attacked by Devourer in the garden outside of his palace!” 
 
    Headmaster nodded. “Come, Jaden, let us walk a little. The City is beautiful at the moment and walking is a good way to work through big questions, I think.” 
 
    He held out an arm for Jaden to join him. When Jaden approached, he put it around him, before addressing Rachel. “I hope you don’t mind that I take him away from you.” 
 
    Rachel gobbled at Headmaster in response as he nodded in understanding.  
 
    “Of course, of course,” he said. “And I appreciate that you have brought him back to us unharmed. I promise that I won’t send him on any more dangerous adventures until he is ready.” 
 
    Though Rachel hadn’t deigned to allow Jaden to hear her replies to Headmaster, it was clear that she was scolding him. Finally, satisfied with Headmaster’s answers, Rachel nodded and turned to Jaden. “If you need me, I am returning to my home in the park, but I can hear you from anywhere in the City.” 
 
    “Thank you, Rachel,” Jaden replied. “Get some rest. You’ve had a long journey. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Rachel galloped off, disappearing quickly. Headmaster took Jaden toward one of the main spoke roads that led to the Crystal Palace.  
 
    All around them was festivity. Jaden found it infectious, even though he was still concerned for his friends, not to mention still unhappy with Headmaster himself. Bands playing variations on traditional songs about the harvest and legends of past citizens of the Hidden City seemed to emerge or disappear down every street. People handed out all kinds of food, sweets, and drinks. 
 
    “I want you to know, Jaden,” Headmaster finally began as they moved through the surging, frolicking crowds, “that I had no idea the Retreat of Reckoning would choose to connect you with Devourer. I had no idea it was even possible. I apologize from the bottom of my heart that you were subject to what must have been a terrifying experience.” 
 
    “Lily died!” Jaden interrupted with such fierce passion that he surprised himself. “I… I brought her back. I mean, I think that I did.” 
 
    “There is a part about the Retreat that I didn’t tell you because I didn’t think that it would matter. In centuries it never has made a difference. The Reckoning is in proportion to the importance of the person upon whom it is thrust. The more important a man or woman, the more the Elves believed that they must be tested.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Jaden replied. 
 
    “Let me put this differently,” Headmaster said. “I assumed that the visions you would experience, even the enemy that you would face, would be a kind of collective reckoning for you all. None have ever suffered injury, as far as I know, besides perhaps feeling a fool. Usually, the vision is more of a practical joke than anything. The Elves were great tricksters.” 
 
    “Dracoseth told me the same thing,” Jaden replied, remembering the Dragon’s words. 
 
    “No Seeker, not even me, has ever faced Devourer during a visit to the Retreat.” 
 
    “Then why did he come to us? I don’t think it was just a vision or illusion. It was like he was really there, but under a spell. His eyes were closed and he was asleep but able to function and fight. He even told us that he was unconscious but might, in time, remember our encounter.” 
 
    “I’m not certain, Jaden. You ought to have faced someone with the same power as yourselves—or less. Did you attack him first? What happened?” 
 
    Jaden shivered at the memory of Lily lying on the ground, choking on the vines that she had created. He relayed in great detail the entirety of their encounter with Devourer; the look of the palace and its garden at night, the birds that flew around the tower. “He turned everyone’s power against them, like it was nothing.” 
 
    “Including your own?” 
 
    Jaden shook his head. “I… was afraid. Lily was dying in front of me. I could see the bone sticking out of Nathan’s leg and Malory’s face was covered in blood. I just… something told me that we couldn’t defeat him, not that way. So I… this is going to sound strange.” 
 
    Headmaster smiled gently. “There is very little that sounds strange to me anymore. The last, strangest thing was the arrival of a Dragon Seeker at our door. I don’t think you can beat that.” 
 
    Jaden smiled at Headmaster’s joke and swallowed down the lump in his throat. He realized that he was struggling against the fear that he felt in that moment, the anger, and most of all the shame. “I destroyed the world. I mean, I thought ‘well, I can’t destroy Devourer but I can destroy the world’. And I did. Is that insane?” 
 
    Headmaster shook his head. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “I created a fireball and expanded it out to the whole universe. I saw everything burn and turn to ash—even me.” 
 
    Headmaster looked serious and nodded his head. “I can see that you feel some shame in this, Jaden.” 
 
    “I didn’t fight to save my friends. I chickened out.” 
 
    Headmaster shook his head. “It’s not courage to stick your head in a fireplace, my young friend. It is just foolish. And hot. There was no way you could have defeated Devourer, even asleep. He has survived over a thousand years. The only wise choice in that moment was to end the enchantment and so escape from Devourer. It showed wisdom.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you to say,” Jaden replied, though only half-believed it in his heart. He couldn’t get the images of his friends out of his head, or the moment of fear and panic. 
 
    “Although I believe that you made the correct choice, I’m also somewhat troubled. I will tell you why. Elf magic is the most powerful magic that there has ever been in our world. I know of nothing, no spell or incantation, that can break an Elf enchantment. And the enchantments that the Elves left behind in their hermitages and sacred sites, were cast over generations by dozens or hundreds of Elven priests. Think about this, Jaden. The most powerful enchantment by the most powerful magic—and you destroyed it in the blink of an eye.” 
 
    “Our powers were amplified in the Retreat. Malory could fly and…” 
 
    “Not that much. An enchantment can’t amplify something else to the point that it can break it. It goes counter to the logic of magic. Magic can’t make something more powerful than the magic that made it. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I… I think so. Then, how did I do it?” 
 
    “So little is known about dragon magic, I honestly don’t know. But I would ask you for the moment to never use your magic when you are not with me.” 
 
    “Do you think I could hurt someone unintentionally?” Jaden asked. Headmaster’s tone was increasing his concern and even fear. He didn’t want to hurt anyone. 
 
    “Jaden, the world you destroyed…” Headmaster began and then stopped, taking a breath. “The power of the magic you cast; it could destroy the Hidden City. Promise me.” 
 
    “What if my friends are in danger again or…” 
 
    “Promise me, Jaden. Or you will have to leave the Hidden City, because until you can control your magic and limit its scope to your ability to control it, you will be a danger to us all.” 
 
    Headmaster’s words were like a slap in the face. Jaden had committed fully in his heart to the Hidden City and to its fight against the Malabar Empire. And now he was such a danger to it, that he could destroy it. Headmaster was actually threatening to throw him out, he was so dangerous.  
 
    Jaden nodded slowly and stared at his feet. 
 
    “I know these are hard words and I’m sorry, Jaden. But we mustn’t live every day in fear of your power. In fact, there is another side to your experience that is very exciting. Do you remember that I told you what you would find at the Retreat of Reckoning?” 
 
    “That every person leaves either stronger or weaker.” 
 
    “And which do you believe has occurred with you?” 
 
    “Well, stronger. And more dangerous.” 
 
    “Indeed, I agree that you have emerged stronger, but not for the reasons you think. You see, you always had the magic power that was revealed to you in the Retreat. That has not changed. What has changed is that you have learned something about yourself and how to use that power. You are stronger because you are wiser. You used that power to save your friends, not to try to dominate or be the most powerful. You used that power to restore Lily’s life to her.” 
 
    Jaden nodded. It made sense. Dracoseth had said it enough times to him as well, that Jaden had enough power and needed only to learn how to use it. Jaden had thought that Dracoseth meant he needed to learn the techniques required to yield the power—how to fly, how to make a fireball. But what he needed to learn was something more profound than mere technique. He needed to learn what and how to use those powers to do the right thing.  
 
    And he could help but feeling like it came back to learning the importance of his friendships; that he would do anything to protect those people. He had a memory of not using his power to fly inside the great hall of the Retreat, because Malory was flying for the first time. He could have flown in that moment, he knew it. But the love he felt for Malory was more important than proving what he could do with his powers. He had learned prudence. 
 
    “It sounds a little corny to young people, I know, but we are the people whom we love,” Headmaster said to him, and Jaden felt like he was reading his mind. “You have made excellent choices.” 
 
    Jaden nodded at Headmaster’s words. “After destroying Devourer’s palace and garden in the enchantment, once we returned to the Retreat and Lily had been brought back to life, I told myself that I wanted to fight Devourer for my friends.” 
 
    “Then you have understood the first principle of our rebellion, Jaden; we fight out of love,” Headmaster said with a smile. 
 
    Headmaster’s admonition reminded Jaden of something else. “Devourer said that my parents were still alive. He told me that he could find them for me, if I joined him.” 
 
    “Well, of course, he may well have been lying. Devourer uses all the powers at his disposal to maintain his power and sometimes the simplest—like lying to someone that you can give them what the most desire in the world—is the most powerful spell of all.” 
 
    “And if he wasn’t?” 
 
    “The prisons of Malabar are fuller than a rich man’s belly, we say. So, it is also entirely possible that he spoke the truth. We are weakened, but I am not without my contacts inside of the Malabar Empire. I will make inquiries.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    They walked in silence for a while, enjoying the spectacles, the music, and the decorations around them. It seemed that the whole city was out in the streets to take part in the Fall Festival celebrations. And not just the Hidden City’s residents, but also the shepherds, ranchers, and farmers from nearby lands with their flocks and herds of animals, which also wandered the streets, bleating and leaving droppings that one had to be careful to avoid. 
 
    As it was, the streets were crowded to overflowing and the noise almost overwhelming. Jaden tried to imagine what the Hidden City had been like in its prime, when all the houses were filled with people and families. It must have been even more vibrant and full of life, but also louder and more intense. He wondered if it would ever return to being so filled with life again. 
 
    Headmaster squeezed Jaden’s shoulder and looked him in the eyes. His own eyes were twinkling. “I want to show you something, Jaden.” 
 
    “Yes,” was all the Jaden managed, the weight on his shoulders and chest felt enormous. 
 
    Headmaster snatched a pair of large sticks covered in a strange, fluffy substance off a nearby platter, carried by a brightly dressed woman, who was belting out a song that was as off-key as it was joyful. He handed one of the sticks to Jaden and smiled. 
 
    “Have you ever tried sugar clouds? Terrible messy stuff, but it’s honestly my favorite!” 
 
    Jaden struggled to change his mood to match that of Headmaster. He watched him bite off some of the fluffy stuff, half of it sticking to his beard, and the look of pure joy on his face as he ate it. Jaden took a bite, trying to be more careful. It immediately melted in his mouth, shrinking and turning into a sticky, taffy-like substance of pure sugar. 
 
    “Good stuff, isn’t it?” Headmaster said to him as he took another bite. 
 
    Jaden couldn’t help but laugh at the silliness of the old man and the crazy shift from talking about Jaden’s ability to destroy their city to eating fluffy candy. 
 
    “This entire week will be like this,” Headmaster said. “I think that there will be more than a few visits to the tooth doctor by the end of it.” 
 
    “I’m only sorry my friends can’t be here.” 
 
    “Oh, they will be out of the hospital by tomorrow, I think. Nathan will need a crutch for now, and Lily will need to stick with soup for a few days while her throat heals. But they will be able to enjoy the festivities with you.” 
 
    “And once the week is over?” 
 
    Headmaster laughed at Jaden’s question. “I sometimes forget that the young are always eager to get onto the next thing, rather than being in the moment,” he said and patted Jaden on the back. “Alright, I’ll tell you a few things, my Dragon Seeker friend. You are advancing much more rapidly than I could have foreseen. As have your affinity team. We will accelerate your training, for our sake as well as yours. You see, Devourer was correct—he will almost certainly see through the fog of the Elven enchantment and discover at least some of what happened. He knows the book of prophecy as well as I do. If he realizes that there is a Dragon Seeker in the world, he will stop at nothing to find you. If he can capture you and devour your Legendary Beast, he will put an end to the Rebellion once and for all. We can’t let that happen. You must be ready to fight.” 
 
    “I will do my best.” 
 
    “I know that you will,” Headmaster replied and smiled again. “Now, enough of the future, I need to show you the Water Jugglers at the Crystal Palace. It really is something. It’s a little embarrassing, but after all my years, I still don’t understand how they do it. Perhaps you will have some insight.” 
 
    He pulled Jaden along with him toward the Crystal Palace, through the throngs of celebrants, marching bands, herds of sheep, kite flyers, and food stalls. As they moved along, surrounded by so much joy, Jaden took it all in, reflecting on the fact that this was what they were trying to save. And he thought back to where he had started, in the dank bowels of Lessertown, amongst the sewer urchins. 
 
    It wasn’t just his new friends he was trying to save, he told himself. It wasn’t just the haven that had been created in the Hidden City that he was trying to protect. He knew that he would someday have to return to Lessertown and bring his urchin friends out into the sunshine, where they belonged, and maybe finally keep his promise to teach them how to read. They might not have the powers of a Seeker, but Jaden felt strongly that those who had been made invisible by the Malabar Empire could be powerful allies. 
 
    Up ahead he caught a first glimpse of the Water Jugglers. Somehow, they threw water into the air in impossible shapes and twisting arcs and then caught it in buckets sewn into their sleeves. Others leapt up on top of gushers of thrown water, pushing off it into gymnastic somersaults and turns. 
 
    “You see?” Headmaster asked and clapped his hands in joy at the spectacle. “And they don’t use even a hint of magic. Incredible.” 
 
    “They must know the properties of water so well that they can make it do what they want,” Jaden suggested. 
 
    “And themselves,” Headmaster added. “You must also know yourself and your own capabilities and how it relates to the properties of the thing you’re trying to manipulate.” 
 
    Jaden nodded. Of course. He had thought about the thing that he wanted to bring about: the defeat of Devourer. He also thought about his own growing power as a Dragon Seeker. He needed to think about the relationship between those two things; the relationship between himself and Devourer, as strange as that sounded. And he realized that he couldn’t think of either of those things without thinking about his friends. They were part of his power. 
 
    He turned to Headmaster. “I’m really enjoying this, but I’d like to go to the hospital and see my friends now.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Headmaster replied and continued staring at the Water Jugglers, entranced. “I’m sure I will see you around campus but, if not, enjoy your week off.” 
 
    “I will, thanks,” Jaden replied, then turned and jogged back into the crowd. Ahead he saw Rachel’s head above the crowd looking toward him. She had been waiting for him. 
 
    “I thought you went home to rest,” Jaden said. 
 
    “I came to bring you to your friends,” her voice resonated in his head. 
 
    “Well, you have perfect timing.” Jaden laughed as he arrived at her side. 
 
    “Of course, I do,” Rachel replied and lowered herself so that he could climb on her back. “Headmaster sent me a message that you were ready to go.” 
 
    Jaden looked back toward Headmaster, but he couldn’t see him, the crowd was too dense. He was sure that he was probably still watching the performance like a thousand-year-old child.  
 
    He climbed onto Rachel’s back, and they turned toward the spoke road that led to the hospital where Lily, Nathan, and Malory were being treated. The crowd parted to let the giant bird through, and she moved quickly toward Jaden’s friends. He had so much to tell them, but he hoped that the next week would be filled with joyous times before they turned their attention to more serious matters.  
 
    The Devourer was out there. Jaden had a feeling that soon he would recall the strange experience outside the palace.  
 
    Before long, Emperor Kalamin, Defender of the Honor of Malabar, Incarnation of the Ancient Gods... Devourer of Beasts and Scourge of Humanity would know there was a Dragon Seeker named Jaden.   
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    Elemental Mastery 1: Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The aftermath of a summer rainstorm was many things: the fresh smell of grass rising into the moistened air; daylight unfolding across the land as the sun reemerged from the midst of rain clouds; memories of lightning slicing through the heavens. 
 
    As the shadows peeled away from the Wu monastery’s awnings of blue ceramic tiles and its plain stone walls, Zephyr emerged from the squat, single-floored building’s interior and stepped out into its courtyard, his thoughts still captivated by the sublime beauty of azure streaks dancing across the sky. 
 
    “Daydreaming again, Zeph?” Master Sora chuckled as he walked past him, a bag of tools slung over his shoulder. Like Zephyr, he wore a roughly spun blue sleeveless tunic, loose trousers, and thick cloth shoes. 
 
    “That’s what I do, Master,” Zephyr replied, hurrying after the Wu monk who’d raised him. “But wasn’t that rainstorm beautiful? It made me think of all kinds of things, like what the gales that brought the clouds here must have seen on their way, and how the skies must have enjoyed being illuminated by something other than the sun or moon.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, it definitely was.” An bemused smile spread across Master Sora’s wrinkled features, and he shook his shaven head. The Wu symbol tattooed high above his eyes gleamed softly beneath the sun. “What wisdom the Wu must have bestowed upon me when I named you so aptly, Zephyr. Your thoughts are as the wind, sweeping across all the realm and carrying myriad notions and fancies upon its back.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I forget my chores,” Zephyr said, taking the bag of tools from Master Sora. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Master Sora agreed. They emerged onto the dirt road heading toward Minn Village, a small farming settlement a half-hour’s walk away. Oak trees framed the dirt road on both sides, tall and vibrant, their leaves gleaming with beads of fallen rain. The air was cool and clean, washed momentarily clean of summer’s heady scents. 
 
    “Mrs. Thonn said her wagon broke a wheel somewhere around here, didn’t she?” Master Sora asked after a few minutes of walking. 
 
    “Yes, Master.” Zephyr pointed down the dirt road. “It’s around that bend. I saw it on my way back to the monastery from Mr. Brenn’s mill this afternoon.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s right. You helped him mend his fences. Well, we’d better get Mrs. Thonn’s wagon sorted out, then.” Master Sora grunted and stopped in his tracks. “Wait. I can’t remember. Did she say she had a spare wheel with the wagon already, or should we have gotten a replacement for her before we left the monastery?” 
 
    “She told us that there’s a spare wheel strapped to the bottom of the wagon,” Zephyr said. “That should do.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. That completely slipped my mind.” Master Sora scratched the back of his shaven head as they resumed their trek down the road. “I’m getting forgetful with age, Zeph. Good thing I’ve got you to remind me of things.” 
 
    The Wu monk was in his late seventies, and though he was still powerfully built, with thick muscles cording his neck, torso, and limbs, and heartier than many of the oak trees along the road, it was true that things had begun to slip from his mind. 
 
    “I’ll always be here to help you with that, Master.” Zephyr grinned. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    A strange, almost sad, look came into Master Sora’s eyes, then. The Wu monk laughed softly and stroked his short beard.   
 
    “No, you won’t, my boy,” he said, before clasping Zephyr on the shoulder. “But that’s not a bad thing.” 
 
    The wagon came into view before Zephyr could reply, its disastrous state stealing the words from his mouth. It had hit a rut in the road, and its forward left wheel had been torn from its axle, leaving its bed balanced precariously on the other remaining three. Mrs. Thonn must have somehow managed to extricate her mules from their harnesses and move safely away from the wagon, but that meant that she’d needed to leave her goods, a heaped collection of vegetables, behind. 
 
    “Wow. Good thing no one got hurt by this,” Zephyr said, setting down the tools at the base of a tree and walking over to the wagon. A quick glance on its underside told him that the spare wheel was indeed there. He put his hands beneath the wagon bed and braced his body. 
 
    “Don’t go past the Second Cycle, Zeph,” Master Sora said. “Just keep the wagon steady while I retrieve the spare wheel.” 
 
    “Got it.” Zephyr looked inward and drew forth his internal energy from his Central Field, located just below his navel. He then allowed his internal energy to stream evenly through his third Solar Gate, which was a hand’s span above his Central Field. This brought him to the Second Cycle, the Carefree Sutra, the cultivation path practiced by the followers of the Wu. In this state, Zephyr had thrice the strength his towering and heavily muscled physique could normally bring to bear, more than enough to hold the wagon steady. 
 
    Master Sora crouch-walked beneath the wagon bed and fumbled the spare wheel free from the undercarriage, all the while muttering under his breath about how much more sensible it would have been if Mrs. Thonn had kept the wheel anywhere else. 
 
    From there, it only took about ten minutes of sanding, filing, and hammering before the spare wheel was in place. Master Sora and Zephyr stepped back, both of them dusting their hands off and eyeing the results of their work in satisfaction. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get this back to Mrs. Thonn,” the Wu monk declared. 
 
    While Master Sora clambered onto the wagon bed and found a spot amidst the rain-drenched produce, Zephyr picked up the ropes lashed to the front of the wagon and wound them across his shoulders and torso. He took a deep breath and pushed his internal energy stream up into the second Solar Gate, bringing him to the Third Cycle of the Carefree Sutra. 
 
    Master Sora quirked his brow. 
 
    “You’re just going to tire yourself out like that, Zeph,” he said. “The Second Cycle will have you seeing us to the village soon enough. We’re not in enough of a hurry for the Third Cycle.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Master,” Zephyr replied, grinning. “This will allow me to get a bit of training in at the same time.” 
 
    “Ha!” Master Sora nodded approvingly. “Conscientious as always. Alright, then. Let’s get going.” 
 
    Zephyr dug in his heels, then exploded into an abrupt heave, tearing the wagon free from the inertia of its weight and the clinging grasp of the road’s rain-soaked dirt. The axles creaked uneasily, but they held. He took one step, then another, pulling the wagon along, until it was trundling evenly down the road toward Minn Village. 
 
    “What do you think, Master?” Zephyr called over his shoulder. “I can maintain the Third Cycle easily. Soon, I’ll be able to do the same for the Fourth, then the Fifth.” 
 
    The Carefree Sutra’s teachings culminated in the Fifth Cycle. Of all the monks in the Wu monastery, only Master Sora and Zephyr had attained these heights, though Zephyr could only hold onto the Fifth Cycle for a handful of heartbeats, thanks to its immense drain on his internal energy reserves. 
 
    I just need to keep up my internal energy cultivation, Zephyr thought. Another three years maybe, then I’ll have fully grasped the Fifth Cycle and pretty much the main gist of the Carefree Sutra. 
 
    The thought wiped the forming grin off his face, though. It wouldn’t be long before he attained the same degree of skill as Master Sora, but then what? There was still the matter of him taking his vows and officially becoming a Wu monk, of course, but none of the monks at the monastery had seemed particularly anxious for him to do so, especially Master Sora. 
 
    The Wu monk seemed to be struck by similarly sobering thoughts as well, because when he replied, his voice carried none of its usual cheer and lightheartedness. Rather, it was laden with a little bit of sadness and a lot of somber pride. 
 
    “I think you’ve progressed in your training magnificently, Zeph,” Master Sora said. “You are a prodigy of martial arts of pugilism, gifted in cultivation and the teachings of the Carefree Sutra to a degree beyond my comprehension. It has been an honor to have accompanied you on your journey thus far.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Master?” Zephyr asked, pulling the wagon along. “There’s still a lot I’ve got to learn from you.” 
 
    “Maybe when it comes to cooking. How you managed to burn cabbage soup still mystifies me to this day,” Master Sora replied snidely, but his tone fell somber again as he continued speaking before Zephyr could protest the unfair circumstances that led to his charring of last night’s dinner. “No, Zeph. As far as the Carefree Sutra is concerned, I have taught you all I can. Only your own cultivation and innovation can carry you further from this point on.” 
 
    Zephyr knew what Master Sora was referring to. The Carefree Sutra’s foundational precepts focused on strengthening its practitioners’ Central Field and Main Channels, rendering them more resilient and less prone to harm from backfiring or misdirected internal energy streams. This allowed for a degree of  experimentation and flexibility in cultivation practices that would be foolhardy, if not lethal, for the practitioners of most other martial paths or doctrines. Those who followed the teachings of the Carefree Sutra were exhorted—no, required—to find their own way through innovation and creativity. And it was also therein that lay the fabled Sixth Cycle and beyond, though no monk, dating back many generations before Master Sora, had ever attained any degree of mastery greater than the Fifth Cycle. 
 
    “And I know what you’re going to ask about next: your vows to become a full member of our brotherhood,” the Wu monk guessed correctly. “To which I say, there is no hurry, Zeph. Your twenty-first birthday is tomorrow. You are young. You might yet find a path that does not require your heartfelt dedication to the Wu, and that’s perfectly fine.” 
 
    “But...” Zephyr began. 
 
    “You feel that it would be impious of you if you didn’t become one of us after growing up in our midst,” Master Sora continued. “Let me assure you that no one in the monastery believes that to be so. We will always be delighted to have you with us, but we will also always wish you well, no matter where your path in life takes you.” 
 
    “Why are you suddenly saying such things, Master?” Zephyr asked. 
 
    “Let’s return Mrs. Thonn’s wagon first,” Master Sora replied. “Then I have something to show you.” 
 
    The rest of the brief journey went by in amiable silence. Zephyr pulled the wagon right up to Mrs. Thonn’s doorstep, and after exchanging some cheerful platitudes with the grocer, he and Master Sora found themselves on the dirt road once again, heading back to the monastery. It was already past mid-afternoon, and the sun had already begun its descent. 
 
    “What do you know of magic, Zeph?” the Wu monk asked suddenly. “I haven’t actually taught you much about it, but I’m sure you’ve heard what the village folk and peddlers say. And all those times you helped the local guardsmen chase bandits. They must have talked about magic too.” 
 
    “They have. I’ve also read up on it during our visits to Tressville,” Zephyr said. Tressville was a mid-size town two days’ walk from the Wu monastery. Zephyr had been there many times over the years to participate in the frequent martial arts tournaments held in its coliseum, and he’d never failed to spend at least a few hours delving into its public library.   
 
    “Alright, tell me what you know,” Master Sora prompted. 
 
    “Well, there are three magic schools in the realm,” Zephyr said. “The Tempest School, the Frost School, and the Inferno School. Each school teaches its students a different type of magic. Going by their names, I’m guessing Tempest magic is all about wind and rain, Frost is about, well, ice. And Inferno magic can only be about fire, right?” 
 
    “More or less.” The Wu monk chuckled, a smile spreading across his face. “Although it’s a bit more nuanced than that. Those who practice Frost magic are called Crystal Guardians, and they are known for their healing spells and their compassion. Inferno magic is the domain of Phoenix Knights, warriors famed for their ferocity. Tempest magic answers the call of the Storm Scions, vigilant guardians against the Shadowswarm.” 
 
    Zephyr nodded gravely. Every child knew what the Shadowswarm were: horrific monsters that once sought to devour the world. Now, they dwelled in the farthest reaches of the north, held at bay by the bravest souls of the realm, many of whom were Storm Scions. 
 
    “That rainstorm just now made me think about Tempest magic, actually,” he said, reaching out with his hands to the sky. “Wouldn’t it be amazing to cast spells that create lightning?” 
 
    “It certainly would.” Master Sora reached into the inner pocket of his tunic and produced a folded sheet of paper. His smile turned rueful. “I received this letter in the morning, while you were helping Mister Brenn. To be honest, I didn’t know if I was going to tell you about it, but then there was that rainstorm, which couldn’t be more portentous a sign. And if that is your destined calling, it couldn’t be a nobler one.” 
 
    “A sign? My calling?” Zephyr asked, frowning in bewilderment. “What are you talking about, Master?” 
 
    “I’m talking about Tempest magic, Zeph.” Master Sora unfurled the letter and held it out for Zephyr to read. His eyes were immediately drawn to the crest at its bottom: a golden scroll, adorned with three strange symbols down its length. 
 
    “That’s the mark of Grand Sage Avora. He has invited you to travel to Mount Baltros and climb the Ascent of Wind,” Master Sora explained. 
 
    “Mount Baltros? Ascent of Wind?” Zephyr shook his head, utterly confused. “Where is that? And why would I want to climb something I don’t know about?” 
 
    “The only way up Mount Baltros is via the ten thousand steps of the Ascent of Wind.” Master Sora pushed the letter into Zephyr’s hands. “If you make it to the summit, you will arrive at the Tempest School, and there, you will study Tempest magic for a year.” 
 
    Zephyr felt his jaw fall slack in astonishment. He spluttered for a few moments as Master Sora chuckled and clasped him on the shoulder. Just as he gathered his thoughts, ready to take a closer look at the letter, a bright golden radiance began to emanate from its surface, making its words impossible to read. The only detail he managed to catch before the light filled his eyes was the date he was expected to arrive at the foot of Mount Baltros: two weeks after his twenty-first birthday. After several heartbeats, his vision cleared to the sight of Master Sora blinking blearily and rubbing his eyes. 
 
    “What…” the Wu monk muttered. “What happened? Are you alright, Zeph?” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” Zephyr looked down at his now-empty hands. “The letter’s gone though.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Master Sora shook his head, his brow furrowed in bemusement. “Well, Grand Sage Avora is notorious for his eccentricities. Perhaps this is an example of such?” 
 
    “I suppose.” Zephyr shrugged. He felt a grin spread unbidden across his lips. “But I already know the date I need to be at Mount Baltros, so it doesn’t matter if I don’t have the letter anymore.” 
 
    “I recognize that look in your eyes, Zeph. You get it when you’re burning with curiosity about something.” Master Sora matched his grin. “So you’ve made up your mind, then? Are you going to the Tempest School?” 
 
    “Yes.” Zephyr clenched his fists, feeling his heart beat wildly at the prospect. “I will. I’m going to learn Tempest magic.” 
 
    But as Master Sora laughed and clasped him on the back, Zephyr noticed a series of curious words creeping in on the corner of his vision. He blinked once, and they were gone, but not before he’d had the chance to read them. 
 
      
 
    Codex of Ascension integrated 
 
      
 
    Name: Zephyr 
 
    Soul Grade: Uninitiated 
 
    Magic: None 
 
    

  

 
   
    Elemental Mastery 1: Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The skies blazed azure beneath the golden light of the sun, and the winds were awash with the floral bouquet of early summer. It was a beautiful morning, Zephyr thought, as a smile spread across his face. 
 
    “Let joy find you, and welcome it when it does,” Master Sora had always said, and right here and now, Zephyr found his words wonderfully apt. He took a deep breath, savoring the scents of summer, and sighed contentedly. 
 
    Then he looked up at the ten-thousand steps before him. The Ascent of Wind, the winding stone stairway was called. Carved into the side of Mount Baltros, it led all the way to the gates of the Tempest School, where the realm’s greatest Storm Scions were trained. 
 
    The steps were steep and cracked in enough places to prove treacherous to the inattentive and incautious. They were also wreathed in mist that thickened with height, so Zephyr couldn’t see further than fifteen or so feet up the Ascent of Wind. 
 
    With a shrug, he put his foot on the first step. 
 
    “That’s it?” Vincent demanded. “You’re going to start climbing this ridiculously creepy stairway just like that?” 
 
    Zephyr turned to Vincent. The slender jeweler’s apprentice stood a few strides away to his left, clad in a plain white shirt and dark breeches. Sturdy leather boots encased the sandy-haired youth’s feet, and he had a haversack on his back. Vincent Trefori, student of famed gemsmith Mithras Coss, had evidently packed well for this journey. 
 
    “Of course,” Zephyr replied. “Is there anything else I should have done beforehand, Master Trefori?” 
 
    “Just call me Vincent, Zephyr. You Wu monks are so polite you unnerve me. And yes, you already told me. You’re a lay disciple of the Wu, not an actual monk, so that’s why you get to keep that tangled mop of dark hair on your head.” Vincent scratched the back of his head and gestured exasperatedly up the Ascent of Wind. “And no, I don’t mean that you need to do something first. It’s just... look at that! It’s foggy and dark even though we’re in summer now, and I bet it’ll even be cold up there!” 
 
    “The air will cool as we ascend, Vincent,” Zephyr said, then nodded at the apprentice jeweler’s haversack. “But I’m sure you have enough clothing to stay warm.” 
 
    “Well, I did pack a jacket and cloak…” Vincent said, before pointing at Zephyr. “But what about you? You’re going to be cold, aren’t you? All those muscles won’t keep you warm.” 
 
    Zephyr glanced briefly down at his own attire: a blue sleeveless tunic, similarly colored loose trousers, and a saffron-hued cloth belt around his waist. For the four-day walk to Mount Baltros from the Wu Monastery, he’d worn a pair of sturdy cloth shoes, but he’d given them away to a beggar on the road, along with all his money and most of his provisions. Now, he stood barefoot before the Ascent of Wind. 
 
    “I will be fine,” he said, smiling. Braving the elements was a simple matter of regulating his internal energy so that it flowed a bit thicker within the outer channels. And if he kept it circulating in the Yang configuration across his Central Field, he wouldn’t feel hungry either, at least for another few days. 
 
    “The Ascent of Wind seems daunting, but I’m sure no harm will befall us on the way,” Zephyr continued. “The Storm Scions wouldn’t have invited us to study at the Tempest School otherwise.” 
 
    “Invitation? Yeah, right,” Vincent grumbled. “You can decline an invitation. But no one dares say ‘no’ to the Storm Scions. My Master couldn’t usher me out of his shop quickly enough.” 
 
    “Well, my Master said that it was entirely up to me,” Zephyr replied. “So here I am.” 
 
    “Good for you.” Vincent looked past Zephyr’s frame, craning his neck because he was so much shorter and slighter in comparison. “What about you? Nella, was it? Were you given a choice to come here?” 
 
    Zephyr turned to his right, where a young woman clad in a deerskin tunic and rough, earth-hued breeches stood. She was slender but tall, the top of her head rising at least half a foot above Vincent’s and coming just short of Zephyr’s ear. Her long red hair had been gathered into an elaborate braid. A long ash pole bounced loosely in her grasp, but Zephyr could tell that it was actually an unstrung bow, judging from the notches on its end and the quiver slung over her back. And the ranger’s mark on her bared right shoulder: an arrow inked in blue, stark and vivid against her pale flesh. 
 
    “No,” Nella said, bringing her left arm across her body and clutching her right elbow, as if she were hugging herself. Her green eyes flickered nervously this way and that. “Druidess Filna made me leave the same day she received word from the Tempest School.” 
 
    “And somehow, we all made it here at the same time,” Vincent said, frowning suspiciously. “If I were the superstitious type, I’d be making vague comments about mysterious forces at work right now.” 
 
    “Actually, weren’t we told to be here on this date?” Zephyr reached into his inner pocket and produced the Tempest School’s letter. “There. The eleventh day of the second summer month. It’s today.” 
 
    “What?” Vincent’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know that! I was just kicked out of Master Coss’s shop, given a handful of coins, and told to make my way here with all speed!” 
 
    “You were lucky you arrived today, then.” Zephyr put the letter away. “Otherwise, you would be making this climb by yourself.” 
 
    “Did your letter specify a date too, Nella?” Vincent asked the ranger. 
 
    She nodded, unwilling to meet his gaze. There were many who would consider Nella’s mannerisms rude, Zephyr knew, but it was obvious to him that she wasn’t deliberately uncouth. Rather, she was just painfully shy. Rangers spent a lot of time in the wilderness. Perhaps she simply wasn’t used to the company of other people. 
 
    “Aha!” Vincent crowed. “That means I’m the one guided here by mystical forces to pursue my destiny.” 
 
    “Or you were lucky,” Zephyr pointed out, because it only seemed reasonable to do so. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Just take all the magic out of it, won’t you?” The jeweler’s apprentice sighed. “Speaking of magic, that’s what we’re here to do, right? Do magic.” 
 
    “Learn magic,” Nella squeaked, averting her gaze as soon as Zephyr and Vincent turned to her. “We’re here to learn Tempest magic from the Storm Scions for one year, at the behest of Grand Sage Avora.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Vincent groaned as he looked up the Ascent of Wind. “Ugh. So many steps. Why? Is this part of the training too?” 
 
    “Yes.” Zephyr smiled eagerly and ascended another step. He’d spent all but a few of his twenty-one years studying the Carefree Sutra’s martial forms and cultivation pathways, and Master Sora had announced a year ago that he’d learned all there was to learn; it was now entirely up to him to cultivate his internal energy and refine his mastery of the martial sequences. 
 
    But then the letter penned by Grand Sage Avora, Honor-mage of all Magic Schools, had arrived, summoning him to the foot of Mount Baltros and bidding him study under the Storm Scions for a year. The prospect of learning more, becoming more, never failed to intrigue Zephyr, so he couldn’t wait to learn Tempest magic.   
 
    A faint rustle behind him indicated that Nella had begun the ascent as well. The ranger’s tread was light and sure. If she were to stalk him, Zephyr wasn’t confident that his senses would detect her, even if he heightened them with every iota of his internal energy. 
 
    “Wait for me!” Vincent called. Leather soles scraping clumsily over stone signaled his frantic scramble up the steps. 
 
    Zephyr glanced over his shoulder at his new traveling companions and smiled. Nella nodded shyly in acknowledgment. Vincent loosed a disgruntled huff. 
 
    It definitely was a beautiful morning. 
 
    He turned and climbed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The steps comprising the Ascent of Wind were as steep as they looked, and three times already Zephyr had needed to shoot his hand out and seize Vincent, so that the sandy-haired youth didn’t tumble all the way down. Nella had been surefooted enough, but after two hours of climbing, she was starting to breathe hard, and her cheeks were streaked with sweat. 
 
    Vincent, surprisingly enough, hadn’t fared much worse, despite his numerous missteps. The jeweler’s apprentice huffed and puffed as he climbed, but he kept up gamely. 
 
    “I haul Master Coss’s merchandise all the way to the market every morning,” he’d proclaimed proudly, about twenty minutes or so into the climb. 
 
    Zephyr had wanted to ask if Master Coss couldn’t afford any carts or pack animals, but he chose not to, because Vincent’s expression had fallen into despondence immediately after his proclamation, his thoughts obviously darkened by his expulsion from his apprenticeship. 
 
    A pervasive mist encased them, filtering the sun’s radiance so that it cast the stone steps of the Ascent of Wind in an eerie bluish tint. The mist was so thick Zephyr couldn’t see past the sides of the stairs. It was as if the three were walking up an endless stairway adrift on an infinite oblivion. 
 
    “Curb not your thoughts, but do guard how they affect your actions,” Master Sora would remind Zephyr right now if he were present. Zephyr chuckled softly and shook his head. There would be time to daydream later. Now, there was still a significant part of the ten thousand steps to conquer. 
 
    “Something funny?” Vincent demanded, gasping as he climbed. “You’d better not be laughing at us. Ostar’s Teeth! You’re not even the slightest bit out of breath! What are you Wu monks made out of?” 
 
    “They’re the most revered warrior ascetics in the realm,” Nella spoke up unexpectedly. “Druidess Filna told me about them once. You train your body until you can break stone with your bare hands and run so fast you can fly.” 
 
    Zephyr smiled. “If I could fly, I would have brought all three of us to the summit by now.”  
 
    “You would?” Vincent asked incredulously. “You wouldn’t insist on walking each and every step, because it builds character or some such nonsense?” 
 
    “I don’t see how climbing a stairway builds character,” Zephyr admitted. “Though it will help with my endurance conditioning.” 
 
    “Somewhere past the three-thousandth step, storm glyphs will start to appear,” Nella said. “Someone who seeks to become a Storm Scion must witness each and every one. Successfully doing that will imbue the aspirant with a Tempest Mark at the end of the Ascent of Wind. Miss just one, and you will find yourself at the foot of Mount Baltros, forever barred from learning Tempest magic.” 
 
    “That is very informative, Nella,” Zephyr said. “Thank you. I didn’t know that.” 
 
    The ranger blushed furiously and averted her gaze. Zephyr suspected that was the most she’d ever spoken in a single breath to anyone other than a fellow ranger or a druid. 
 
    “Great. Just great. How many steps are we at already?” Vincent asked. “Or have we missed the storm glyphs, which means all that awaits me is a disgraceful return to my home village?” 
 
    “We should be coming up to the three-thousandth step shortly,” Zephyr said. “Fortunately, we have three sets of eyes among us. We just have to keep them peeled, and we won’t miss any of the storm glyphs.” 
 
    Sure enough, they spotted the first several minutes later. It was a curious object, a stone tablet half as tall as Zephyr was and about as wide as his shoulders stretched. The storm glyph floated in midair, suspended by nothing Zephyr could detect. Glowing blue symbols ran down its length, all jagged edges, with not a single curve amongst them. If they were words, Zephyr didn’t recognize the language. Neither could he discern any message from them. He turned away, about to ask his companions if they’d seen something he hadn’t, when his vision spun. 
 
    When darkness poured forth from the pits of infinity, the children of light looked to the heavens and sang to the wind. 
 
    The verse was indelibly etched into his mind, though he’d heard no voices, nor read any words. Zephyr blinked and shook his head, as strange words, similar in script to those he’d seen after touching Grand Sage Avora’s letter, appeared in the corner of his eye once more. 
 
      
 
    Codex of Ascension evoked 
 
    Tempest magic infusion initiated 
 
      
 
    Before he could even begin to think about mentioning the strange words to Nella and Vincent, they faded from his vision. 
 
    “What was that?” Vincent demanded, casting his gaze left and right, his eyes wide with horror. “Something about singing to the wind is now in my head. What’s happened to me?” 
 
    “The storm glyphs have begun opening your soul to Tempest magic,” Nella said softly. The ranger was clutching the side of her head, an expression of faint alarm cast over her pale features. “Druidess Filna told me something like this would happen. I just didn’t expect it to feel this way.” 
 
    “I don’t think any of us did.” Zephyr nodded. “But we didn’t miss this one, at least. Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    Another hour of climbing later, they came across the second glyph. This time, Zephyr was forewarned. He cast his eyes on its glowing surface and opened his mind to its message. 
 
    The infinite skies looked down, heartbroken at the torment suffered by the children of light, and they were awakened to mercy. 
 
    “This is about the Shadowswarm, right?” Vincent said, after they’d all recovered from the glyph’s effects. 
 
    Zephyr nodded. No other interpretation made sense. Eons ago, the world was attacked by horrific beings that called themselves the Shadowswarm. The Shadowswarm came from the depths of the earth, and at the behest of an entity known in legend only as the Elemental Anathema, they ravaged the land, slaying and devouring all who stood in their path. 
 
    But then Caruthas, the Hero of Light, came forth to challenge the Shadowswarm. Gathering the blessings of the Primordial Elementals, he and his companions pushed the Shadowswarm back, confining them to the far reaches of the northern wastes with powerful magic. In the end, Caruthas slew the Elemental Anathema, but he was slain in turn. 
 
    One of the Hero’s companions was the Archmage Tarkus Avora. After the fall of the Elemental Anathema, Archmage Avora founded the Schools of Magic, with the Tempest School being the first. His descendent, the famed Grand Sage Bessun Avora, had been the one who invited Zephyr, Vincent, and Nella to the Tempest School. 
 
    If we’re going to be learning Tempest magic, it makes sense for us to be schooled in its origins, Zephyr thought. 
 
    “Tempest magic is said to be the bane of Shadowswarm,” Nella said. “It is a great honor to study it.” 
 
    “Who has even seen any Shadowswarm these days?” Vincent protested, massaging his thigh. “It’s the Inferno School that’s the most prominent now. Their Phoenix Knights are the most famed mercenaries across the realm, worth their weight in the gold the Border Barons pay to fight the Junan marauders and wild monsters! I’d much rather be a Phoenix Knight than a Storm Scion, swimming in gold and surrounded by perfumed concubines.” 
 
    Zephyr snorted with laughter. Vincent immediately looked apologetic. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, Zephyr,” he said, pointedly ignoring Nella’s biting glare. “I shouldn’t be talking about such things in front of a Wu monk, with your oaths of celibacy and all.” 
 
    “Again, I haven’t taken any of the Wu Brotherhood’s oaths. I’m a lay disciple, not a monk,” Zephyr explained. He glanced at Nella. “You should direct your apology to Nella instead, because what you just said was quite disrespectful to women.” 
 
    “She’s a ranger!” Vincent said, smiling at Nella. “They’re seasoned monster-hunters, one and all. Someone as tough as her won’t be offended by a little rough language. I was more worried about you, Zephyr, my monastic friend.” 
 
    “We rangers keep the predations of the Blight at bay, and the twisted beasts we hunt are not monsters,” Nella said, anger flashing in her eyes. “They are hapless victims of the Blight’s corrupting touch, who deserve only pity and mercy, not scorn and fear.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about everyone else, but I’d be pretty scared of a rampaging Blight-beast!” Vincent chirped, digging himself deeper in the pit that was the ranger’s ire. 
 
    “Let’s save such ruminations for later, my friends,” Zephyr said, before Nella’s annoyance turned into actual anger. “We have stairs to climb and glyphs to find.” 
 
    The next one appeared soon after, hovering in the mist, the radiance of its glowing symbols washing over the ascending trio. 
 
    Tempest descended upon the children of light, and with it, they cast back the darkness. 
 
    Zephyr took a deep breath as the saga of Tempest magic unfolded in his mind. He turned to Nella and Vincent, but before he could say anything, more strange words flashed into view in the corner of his eye.  
 
      
 
    Tempest magic infusion complete 
 
    Actualization initiated 
 
      
 
    Complete? Actualization? What do those mean? Zephyr tried to focus on the words, but once again, they faded from view. That’s it. I’m going to tell Nella and Vincent what I just saw. Maybe they’re experiencing the same thing too. 
 
    “Do… do any of you feel… different?” he asked, raising his hands and opening his palms. A strange sensation had begun to well in his midriff, somewhere just beneath the third Solar Gate. He’d already done his daily cultivation exercises early in the morning, but he was tempted now to close his eyes, gather his internal energy in his Central Field, and push it through his Major Channels. 
 
    Something different would happen, he was sure, though he knew not what. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Zeph.” Vincent massaged his temples. “Unless you’re talking about these words I’ve got in my head, about the children of light, darkness, Tempest magic, and whatnot.” 
 
    “No, not only that,” Zephyr said, grimacing as he resisted the urge to clutch his abdomen. “I feel…” 
 
    “Yes.” Nella had buried her face in her hands a heartbeat ago. She lowered them now. 
 
    Vincent gasped at the sight. 
 
    The ranger’s eyes had been green at the foot of Mount Baltros. They were now an electric blue, dripping minute tendrils of lightning from her irises. 
 
    “Ostar’s Teeth!” the jeweler’s apprentice swore, pointing at the ranger. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “Stop taking the Beast God’s name in vain,” Nella chided. She blinked, and her eyes were green once more. The ranger nodded slightly, as if she were telling herself something, then blinked again. When her eyes opened, lightning danced in her gaze. 
 
    “I can control it,” she said. 
 
    “Well, what does it do?” Vincent asked. “Those electric eyes of yours, how are they different?” 
 
    Nella looked intently at Vincent, then at Zephyr. She pointed at the jeweler’s apprentice. 
 
    “I can see all the metal you have on your body. Your belt buckle, your coins, a small set of gem-setting tools, and a dagger you’ve strapped to your shin,” she said, before turning to Zephyr. “You don’t have any metal on you at all. Not even a knife. How do you feel safe traveling without a weapon?” 
 
    “Oh, I know, I know! This is what his reply is going to be!” Vincent flexed his muscles theatrically and lowered his voice by an octave. “I am a weapon!” 
 
    This time, it was Nella’s turn to snort with laughter. She caught herself quickly though, and she looked away, her cheeks filling with color.  
 
    Zephyr couldn’t help but chuckle as well. He gave the jeweler’s apprentice a thumbs-up. 
 
    “Good one, Vincent,” he said. 
 
    “Glad to see you’ve got a sense of humor to go with those gigantic muscles of yours, Zeph,” the jeweler’s apprentice said. “I’d always thought you Wu monks to be a pretty stuffy lot, but you’re turning out to be quite an easygoing fellow.” 
 
    “My Master isn’t stuffy,” Zephyr said. “He actually performs comedic puppet skits in the village square every week. And neither are the other monks in the monastery.” 
 
    “Druidess Filna said that the Wu monks follow the Carefree Path,” Nella said. “They value discipline and seek self-perfection, but also cherish moderation, charity, and compassion.” 
 
    “So if I’m hungry, I can just stroll over to the Wu Monastery for a meal?” Vincent asked. “Your Master would just give me food to eat?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Zephyr said. “Why wouldn’t he?” 
 
    Nella let the lightning fade from her eyes. She pushed past Zephyr and resumed climbing the stairs. Shrugging, he followed her, with Vincent trailing in his wake. 
 
    Nearly another hour passed before they came across the next storm glyph, reminding Zephyr that he’d forgotten to ask the others about the Codex of Ascension.  
 
    In the aftermath of the darkness, the children of light raised Tempest on high, and they promised to honor it through the ages. 
 
    As the words rolled through his mind, Zephyr felt the same strange sensation within his midriff again, only stronger this time. If he had to describe it, he would call it an odd ‘buzzing’ feeling, like there was a swarm of bees bouncing around in his stomach and raising a racket. 
 
    “Know yourself, that you might give words to your truth,” Master Sora would have said to him if Zephyr had tried to put the strange sensation into words. Or perhaps he would just say, “Seriously, boy, if you’ve got a tummy ache, just eat some medicinal herbs and go lie down for a while.” 
 
    The strange words flashed into the corner of his vision once more.  
 
      
 
    Tempest magic actualization complete 
 
    Tempest Aspect: Soul of Thunder 
 
      
 
    “Zeph!” Vincent cried, pointing at him. The jeweler’s apprentice was trembling with excitement. 
 
    “What?” Zephyr began to say, only to notice a cloud of sparks wafting from his nose and mouth. It was his breath, he quickly realized. The air emerging from his lungs was laden with electricity. 
 
    “Well, you’d better not cough on me!” Vincent quipped. “So what is it? What do they do?” 
 
    “What is what? What does what do?” Zephyr asked, utterly bewildered at Vincent’s question. 
 
    “I mean, what do your lightning nostrils do?” Vincent asked. “Can you breathe lightning bolts like a dragon from the myths?” 
 
    “I thought dragons breathed fire, according to those very same myths,” Zephyr protested, shaking his head. “I don’t know what this is about...” 
 
    But he did. Closing his eyes, Zephyr took a deep breath and sent his internal energy racing across his Central Field, before pushing it through his Main Channels and opening up the third, fourth, and sixth Lunar Gates. The next were the third and eighth Solar Gates, followed finally by the Stalwart Meridian. As his internal energy cycled through his body in accordance with the pathways of the Carefree Sutra, so too did a new power suffuse his very being. 
 
    He opened his eyes and exhaled. Electricity coruscated down his limbs and torso. Zephyr clenched his fist. Sparks danced through his fingers. 
 
    The sight caused Vincent to yelp in surprise and flinch away. The jeweler’s apprentice lost his already precarious footing then, and began falling backward, his arms windmilling as his body arced toward a bone-crushing tumble down the stairs. 
 
    Zephyr streaked behind Vincent, moving faster than he’d ever been capable of before, and caught him by the shoulders, steadying him before he could fall. 
 
    “Whoa, Zeph!” Vincent cried, his voice breaking with relief. “Thanks, my friend! That was a close call! Wouldn’t want to climb all the way up again if I tumbled.” 
 
    Nella reached out, seized Vincent’s lapels, and pulled him to an upright position. 
 
    “You wouldn’t be breathing, let alone climbing, if you did fall,” the ranger told him. “Watch your step, the both of you. The stairs have been getting steeper and more slippery.” 
 
    “Zeph can fly now,” Vincent said. “He doesn’t need to watch his step ever again.” 
 
    “No, I can’t.” Zephyr looked down at his hands. “I think I’ve just become a bit faster.” 
 
    “A bit?” Vincent chuckled nervously. “I couldn’t even see you move just now. You were like a bolt of lightning. And hey, Nella? You’re speaking more and more. That’s good! You don’t have to be so shy around us.” 
 
    If Vincent had meant to encourage a bit more warmth and friendliness from the ranger, his words evidently had the opposite effect. Nella’s lips flattened into a tight, white line. She turned, her left hand clutching her right arm again, and resumed climbing the stairs, her auburn braid dancing in her wake. 
 
    “Ah, drats.” Vincent slumped his shoulders. He glanced at Zephyr and sighed. “As you can see, I don’t really know how to talk to girls. It’s been one of those mysteries I’ve never managed to figure out.” 
 
    Zephyr didn’t really know how to reply, so he fell back on one of Master Sora’s sayings instead. 
 
    “The mysteries of life will reveal themselves through age, experience, and goodwill,” he told Vincent. 
 
    “Remind me never to ask you for advice on anything, Zeph,” the jeweler’s apprentice said. 
 
    “But why…” Zephyr began to protest, but Vincent was already back to climbing the stairs. 
 
    No further storm glyphs appeared, even after another full hour of climbing, but neither did the trio find themselves at the foot of Mount Baltros. This meant, Vincent figured, that they couldn’t have missed any, and they were on track to reach the Tempest School. 
 
    His words were affirmed soon enough, when they arrived at a wide landing that marked the end of the stairway. Ten strides away from the highest step of the Ascent of Wind, a small stone fountain bubbled sedately. It had a brass centerpiece fashioned into the likeness of a curious winged creature. Another stone tablet stood closer. This one didn’t float in the air. Rather, it was mounted on an equally hefty stand of carved stone. 
 
    Welcome, aspirant to the Tempest. Wear your Mark with pride. 
 
    “Mark? What mark?” Vincent demanded. He turned to Nella and Zephyr. The jeweler’s apprentice had a glowing thunderbolt symbol on his forehead. 
 
    “Uhm…” Zephyr raised his hand, about to point at Vincent’s thunderbolt, only to realize that he had the same symbol as well, only on the inside of his right forearm. He showed it to Vincent. “Look. You’ve got one too. It’s on your forehead.” 
 
    The jeweler’s apprentice shot his hands to his head. “What? Why is mine there? Is it permanent? Do I have to wear a hat everywhere I go now?” he cried. 
 
    “No. Druidess Filna said that the Elemental Marks can be rendered invisible or moved around to other parts of the body by an act of will,” Nella spoke up. 
 
    “Where’s yours, Nella?” Vincent asked the ranger. 
 
    Nella pulled open her collar and glanced downward. A faint white-blue radiance washed across her cheeks. She let go of her collar, put her hands across her chest, and glared at Zephyr and Vincent, her face blazing red. 
 
    It was only then Zephyr realized that he’d been staring. He averted his gaze and bowed his head. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Nella,” he quickly said. 
 
    “So where is it?” Vincent pressed, unbelievably oblivious, deliberately obtuse, suicidally perverse, or an unfathomable combination of all three. “Come on. Show it to us. I want to see it.” 
 
    Zephyr hissed warningly at the jeweler’s apprentice, but it was too late. Nella had already raised her right hand and balled it into a fist. 
 
    “Alright, let’s all calm down now,” Zephyr said as he moved to stand between the two. “There’s really no need for violence. Vincent, Nella will show you her Tempest Mark when and if she wants to, alright?” 
 
    Nella blinked, then lowered her hand. 
 
    “I… I’m sorry. Druidess Filna expects better from me,” she whispered. “I expect better from me. It’s just... I don’t talk to a lot of people. And so I get angry when people say things that make me feel uncomfortable. I must be more disciplined.” 
 
    “It’s alright, Nella.” Zephyr chuckled and clasped a bewildered Vincent on the shoulder. “We’ll keep that in mind. The both of us. And the more you talk to people, the better you’ll get at it, and the less uncomfortable you’ll feel over time.” 
 
    “Yeah. You’re always welcome to practice on us,” Vincent said. 
 
    The ghost of a smile tugged at Nella’s lips. She nodded. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said softly. 
 
    “Alright, now that we’ve gotten over that, whatever it was, we should all turn our minds toward the one true mystery plaguing us at this moment,” Vincent declared. 
 
    “Which is?” Zephyr asked, utterly confused. 
 
    “What strange Tempest power did I get?” the jeweler’s apprentice said. He pointed first to Nella, then to Zephyr. “Nella got those electric eyes, and Zeph has lightning nostrils. What about me?” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Zephyr scratched the back of his head. “What about you?” 
 
    “You have a Tempest Mark, so that means you are a worthy aspirant to Tempest magic,” Nella said. “The Tempest Mark manifests itself in accordance with an aspirant’s innate characteristics.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” Vincent nodded to Nella. “You’re a ranger, a master archer, hunter, and tracker, so of course your eyes would have Tempest magic. Zeph is a Wu monk, and he’s built like an oak tree stuffed full of rocks, so his Tempest magic would make him faster and probably stronger.” 
 
    “But I’m just a gemsmith,” he continued. “I don’t know how to fight. And I haven’t hunted any Blight beasts. I work with silver on the weekends, but that’s about it.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say you hauled your Master’s merchandise to the market every day?” Zephyr asked. “Perhaps your Tempest magic imbues you with great strength!” 
 
    Vincent grabbed Zephyr’s waist and tried to lift him. Zephyr didn’t budge an inch. 
 
    “Nope. Like I said, oak tree stuffed full of rocks.” The jeweler’s apprentice stepped back and shrugged. He turned to Nella. “But maybe…” 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” the ranger warned, raising her fist. 
 
    Vincent sighed, dejection washing over his face. 
 
    “Does that mean I’m not a worthy aspirant after all?” he asked. “Why did Grand Sage Avora write that letter to my Master in the first place? It’s only gotten me dismissed from my apprenticeship, and for what? A brisk, invigorating trek up a creepy mountain?” 
 
    “No, that’s not it. Your Tempest Mark proves your worthiness,” Nella said. “Let’s keep moving. Perhaps one of the Storm Scions can help you figure it out.” 
 
    “That sounds like a great idea!” Zephyr grinned, excitement welling in his heart. “I can’t wait to start learning Tempest magic!” 
 
    Zephyr strode ahead, heading to the fountain with the other two following. He could see it now. A meandering paved path lay beyond the fountain, leading to a vast stone building that seemed to be impossibly built on a bed of stormy clouds. 
 
    That’s it! That’s the Tempest School! he thought. The Tempest School was magnificent indeed. It was at least a dozen floors tall, sporting a score of slender towers that reached to the heavens from its wings. Azure-blue tiling roofed the sloped tower peaks. Glowing blue glyphs ran down its ivory-white walls. 
 
    This was where he’d learn Tempest magic. Zephyr’s pace increased to a brisk trot, then to a jog. 
 
    “Hey, Zeph! Slow down!” Vincent called from behind him, but his words couldn’t curb Zephyr’s excitement. 
 
    He lengthened his stride, but just as he was about to break out into a full run, darkness crashed down before him. 
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