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Chapter 1







Jaden woke up on his birthday to snowfall in the Hidden City. 

His first thought, as soon as he opened his eyes, was that this day qualified  as  the  strangest  birthday  in  his  life.  Or,  at  least,  the strangest  one  since  the  one  that  followed  the  disappearance  of  his parents. 

That  birthday  had  been  filled  with  sorrow,  loss,  and loneliness. 

This one—his nineteenth—couldn’t have been more different. 

It  was  filled  with  hope,  magic,  and  purpose,  but  also  trepidation, mystery, and possibly danger. 

Jaden  lay  in  his  living  bed,  part  of  a  living  building,  shaped from  the  branches  of  several  southern  mountain  oaks,  grown  and woven together over generations, and tried to recall the details of his last birthday. 

His  last  birthday  he’d  celebrated  in  a  sewer  in  Lessertown. 

The  other  sewer  urchins  had  stolen  cakes  and  even  some  meat skewers and mead for the occasion. The sewer had its usual sewer smell,  and  the  light  was  dim  and  drabby  as  ever.  But  the  sense  of community  and  fraternity  between  the  urchins—young  and  a  little less young, male and female—made all that disappear. He smiled at the memory of the crass songs they sang and his non-stop efforts to keep the little ’uns away from the mead. 

Of course, he had no idea that it would be his last birthday in the sewers. How could he possibly have known what was to come? 

Lessertown was a completely unremarkable mid-sized river town. It had its attractions, to be sure, but it was not a cosmopolitan place. 

The river boats came from port cities on the coast, crewed with local sailors.  The  world  downriver,  and  the  capital,  Malabar  City,  was

nothing  but  rumor  and  speculation,  usually  overheard  in  the  city market, located in the town square near the docks. 

Certainly,  you  would  never  find  anyone  in  Lessertown  who believed  the  stories  of  magic  and  great  wizards,  of  sorcerers  who channeled  the  power  of  Legendary  Beasts  that  lived  in  another, parallel  world.  At  least  not  amongst  the  ordinary  folk.  As  his  father used to remind him, “people like us can’t afford to believe that sort of foolishness, not when there’s work to be done.” Jaden now realized that  the  religion  of  the  highborn  in  Lessertown,  and  in  all  the  cities and  towns  of  the  Malabar  Empire,  wasn’t  celebrated  by  the commonfolk for a reason. 

The highborn worshiped Emperor Kalamin, of course, and his power as the Great Devourer of the souls of the Legendary Beasts. 

Even  the  lowborn  paid  obeisance  to  him.  But  the  highborn  also prayed that their children would be chosen as Seekers and be sent to  the  Imperial  Institute  to  be  trained  in  the  service  of  the  Empire, and  even  be  selected  to  serve  on  the  Immortal  Council.  They  sent their  children  to  special  clubs  and  on  retreats  to  train,  on  the possibility that they would receive the Call. And they did not want the commoners  of  the  Empire  to  know  that  they  too  might  be  blessed with  magical  powers.  Otherwise,  they  might  get  the  wrong  sort  of ideas. 

Jaden  had  certainly  never  entertained  the  possibility—which was  why  he  was  taken  completely  by  surprise  when  his  magical powers  were  discovered.  It  was  the  beginning  of  his  journey  to  the Free  Academy  of  the  Pure  Seeker  in  the  Hidden  City.  He  had received  the  same  treatment  as  other  commoner  youths  who received  the  Call  from  a  Legendary  Beast.  He  was  kidnapped  and sent  to  attend  the  Imperial  Institute  in  Malabar  City—and  he  very nearly  went  along  with  it.  Anything  would  have  been  better  than living  in  a  sewer  and  foraging  for  garbage  to  eat.  The  coach  was filled with luxury, with fresh food, as much as he could eat, as well as a  comfortable  bed.  But  his  doubts  had  been  raised  by  the  sheer cruelty  and  nastiness  of  the  rituals  they  were  forced  to  perform  on their way to the Imperial Institute. 

Jaden  shivered  at  the  memory  of  those  moments.  The crawling,  the  humiliation,  the  demand  for  total  subservience  and unquestioning service to the Emperor. 

He climbed out of his bed to shake off the vision and went to the window. 

And finally really noticed the enormous flakes of white falling to the ground, his mouth falling open. Jaden had never seen actual snow  back  in  Lessertown,  other  than  the  distant  white  on  the mountain peaks that rose beyond the expansive flats of the Plains of Domination.  He  had  been  told  countless  times  that  in  its  centuries-long history, snow had never once fallen on The Hidden City. 

“By  your  face,  I  can  tell  what  you’re  thinking,”  a  voice  said from behind Jaden, and he spun around to face the speaker. 

It was Headmaster. He wore a heavier tunic than usual and a fur cap on his head, his long, red braids dangling from underneath it. 

On  his  hands  he  wore  skin  gloves.  He  looked  less  like  an  elder statesman and more like a forest dweller who’d just finished building a lean-to out of pine boughs to sleep under. He even still had snow in his beard. 

“I  thought  it  never  snowed  in  the  Hidden  City,”  Jaden  said. 

“That’s what I was thinking.” 

“It didn’t. But many things have changed since you and your affinity team went to the Retreat of Reckoning,” Headmaster said. 

Jaden winced at the very name of that place. Lily had almost died in the ruins of the enchanted Elven Hermitage. Nathan was still not fully recovered from his broken leg, and Malory had a scar on her forehead from the experience. It had made her even more scathing and bitter in her temperament. 

Worse  still  was  the  possibility  that  Devourer—another  name for Emperor Kalamin—now knew about the existence of Jaden. He was  the  first  Dragon  Seeker  in  well  over  a  millennium,  and  it  was prophesied that he would bring about the end of the war between the rebels and the Empire. If Devourer had realized that his dream was an enchantment and that a Dragon Seeker had been Called to serve

Dracoseth,  he  would  bend  heaven  and  earth  to  capture,  recruit,  or kill him—and Jaden had sworn that neither of the first two would ever happen. 

He  shook  off  the  memory  and  looked  to  Headmaster.  “But snow in the Hidden City isn’t like a plague of rats—that sort of thing happened  in  Lessertown  from  time  to  time.  Some  years  the  rats produce more than others.” 

“I imagine that for those who lived in the sewers, a plague of rats was more than just a bit of bad luck.” Headmaster laughed. 

Jaden also laughed at the memory of what, at the time, was far more serious. “It’s true that it made for something of a challenge. 

We  had  to  sleep  tightly  together  for  months,  a  few  of  us  always awake  and  on  guard  so  that  we  weren’t  eaten  alive.  On  the  other hand,  we  also  ate  a  lot  of  meat  in  those  days.  The  townspeople would say ‘the rats grow in number but the urchins grow in size.’” 

Headmaster  laughed  even  louder.  “Perhaps  it  is  a  pity  then that the Hidden City has no urchins in the sewers. They missed out on a feast when the infestation came after the Fall Festival.” 

“It was hardly worth the sewer life,” Jaden replied. 

The  rat  plague  had  appeared  suddenly  and  from  nowhere. 

The sewer system, most of it left behind by the Elves and Dwarves who  built  the  original  city,  was  so  sophisticated  and  efficient  that  it wasn’t hospitable to rat infestations. Yet, somehow, they came. The entire  city  had  to  work  together  to  eliminate  them,  in  fear  that  they would spread plague, as had happened to one of the Imperial Cities on the southern coast. It took weeks to clear the sewers and, even still,  every  block  was  still  expected  to  patrol  their  section  of  sewer once a week to prevent a return. 

Jaden nodded toward the window. “But what do you make of this? Is it related to the rat plague?” 

“I fear, my boy, that your visit to the Elves’ retreat, and your use of your Dragon’s full mana to escape Devourer, has shifted the axis of our world.” 

“What? How is that even possible?” Jaden said, in shock; the world was, as he had discovered in the past year, very big indeed. 

Headmaster  nodded.  “Nothing  else  makes  sense.  It  is  also confirmed  by  the  Book  of  Prophecy  in  my  study.  It  says:   And  thus conferred  the  son  of  fire  with  the  Elven  host.  And  the  spirit  of  the Elves,  thus  awakened,  did  change  the  spin  of  the  world,  like  a  top kicked by a child. And so rain became snow, glaciers became water, deserts  became  jungle,  and  swamps  became  desert.  The  great change was now in motion.” 

Jaden  shook  his  head,  trying  to  digest  the  meaning  of  the book. “Son of fire? Me?” 

“It would seem so.” 

Jaden laughed ironically at the idea that the humblest in the land, a mere sewer urchin, an orphan to the jails of Malabar, should have any effect on the “spin of the world.” 

He had come to accept that perhaps he was the first of many Dragon  Seekers  and  his  importance  lay  in  the  fact  that  he  was,  by fluke of some magical lottery, the first. But even now, after almost an entire  year  of  studying  at  the  Free  Academy,  being  still  such  a novice,  reinforced  his  doubt  that  he  was  anything  more  than  a glorified doorman for the future Dragon Seekers to come. 

Wasn’t he still under a prohibition from Headmaster himself to never use his powers when not under his direct supervision? Didn’t he watch every day as his friends grew more confident in their own powers?  Lily’s  abilities  to  accelerate  the  growth  of  plants  and  to identify and cultivate important herbs, had led her to be recruited as a  volunteer  to  help  the  Herb  Gatherers  of  the  Hidden  City.  It  was their  job  to  replenish  the  medicinal  needs  of  the  hospitals  and healers.  They  even  gathered  tasty  herbs,  as  well  as  edible mushrooms  and  fungi  for  the  neighborhood  kitchens,  where  the citizens gathered at the end of each day for their meals. 

This  reminded  Jaden  that  since  she  had  begun  to  use  her powers, Lily and he were spending much less time together. He felt sad that they were drifting apart somewhat. But he also felt guilty, a

part  of  him  believing  that  her  brush  with  death  was  connected  with his  powers  and  supposed  destiny.  She  even  seemed  to  be  a  little afraid of him. There was a distance between them since they’d faced Devourer in the garden of the Imperial Palace. 

“You worry too much,” Headmaster said, rousing Jaden from his reverie. 

Jaden  smiled  and  nodded,  attempting  to  focus  on  the moment.  “Yeah,  I  suppose  I  do.  Maybe  you’re  giving  me  too  many books to read.” 

Headmaster  laughed.  “That  may  be  true.  Or  maybe  it’s  just that today is your birthday, and it’s only natural to think on what has passed and what is to come.” 

Headmaster  walked  over  to  Jaden  and  put  an  arm  around him  as  the  two  of  them  looked  out  the  big  window  to  the  snow outside. They could see other students playing in the snow, many of them probably for the first time in their lives. 

A  snowball  hit  the  window,  startling  both  Jaden  and Headmaster. They looked down, and Nathan was staring up at them, his  eyes  wide  in  surprise.  He  obviously  hadn’t  seen  Headmaster, half-hidden beside Jaden. 

Nathan  waved  sheepishly  and  slunk  away  into  the  ditch across  from  Seekers’  Slumber,  to  join  one  of  the  teams  battling another and, probably, to blend in and disappear. 

“I think that maybe you need to go and avenge our honor, my boy.” Headmaster chuckled. 

“What about the snow?” Jaden said. “Aren’t you concerned? 

Aren’t you going to do anything?” 

“Besides  throwing  snowballs  and  shoveling  the  path  to  my house,  what  is  there  to  do?  You  are  the  Dragon  Seeker  and  could perhaps  melt  the  snow…  but  I’d  prefer  you  didn’t  fireball  the  entire city.  Besides,  the  snow  has  come  in  the  winter,  before  planting season. It will have no detrimental effects. We might as well enjoy it.” 

Jaden  looked  back  out  the  window.  The  snow  was  falling even heavier than when he had first noticed it. It was magical to see, like nothing he could have imagined. 

From the way that people had described snowfall to him as a child, Jaden thought that it just all fell at once from the sky, like a big, cold blanket. 

Instead,  it  looked  gentle  and  fluffy,  almost  like  goose  down. 

And when one of the fluffy balls landed on the window, it broke apart into  a  grouping  of  delicate,  circular  crystals.  Each  one  was surprisingly different, and their structure was magnificently complex. 

After a moment, the little crystals melted and became drops of water that joined a rivulet that ran down the window. 

“Don’t just stare at it,” Headmaster said. “As beautiful as they are  to  look  at,  more  important  right  now  is  to  help  the  losing  team facing  off  against  Nathan.  They  are  going  to  be  overwhelmed  very soon, by the looks of it.” 

Jaden re-focused his attention on the battle unfolding outside. 

Nathan, with his high-speed hands and powerful arms, was throwing snowball after snowball, tirelessly, at the group of students hiding in the shrubs in front of Seekers’ Slumber. 

One of the upper years, a girl named Sylvana, attempted to fly up into the air with an armful of snowballs but Nathan focused his aim  on  her.  In  moments,  she  lost  control  and  dropped  all  of  her ammunition  on  her  own  teammates  below,  to  much  laughter  and shouts of protest from her allies. Sylvana shrugged and returned to the ground and the cover of the shrubbery, to brush off her hair and clothing. 

Jaden  smiled  at  Headmaster  and  rushed  out  of  the  dorm room, to the pole that led to the main floor, and then slid down it into the front lobby. He rushed out the front door into the strangely fuzzy and muted world of white outside. 

He  laughed  at  the  scene  of  total  chaos  unfolding  in  front  of him. Then he turned and ran toward his chosen allies. 

“There he is!” Nathan yelled. 

Suddenly, both teams turned on Jaden and began pelting him with  their  ample  supply  of  snowballs.  He  was  hit  from  every  angle, the soft snowballs exploding into puffs of icy dust that made Jaden sneeze. 

“What  are  you  doing?”  Jaden  yelled  to  his  intended teammates. “I’m on your side!" 

But  it  was  no  use,  as  they  continued  pummeling  him  with exploding  puffballs,  and  he  couldn’t  stop  laughing.  His  hair  was covered, it was in his ears and down the front of his shirt. It got into his mouth, where it turned to icy, thirst-quenching water. If they didn’t stop, he would soon be buried. 

He tried to counter-attack but couldn’t figure out how to form a  ball  and  just  tossed  puffy  clouds  of  pointlessness  at  them.  He finally surrendered and just covered up as best he could, intending to wait until they ran out of snowballs. 

Suddenly  there  was  a  powerful  wind  that  whipped  across Jaden’s  skin,  and  he  heard  whistling  through  the  trees.  The  snow now struck against his skin like a thousand tiny blades of ice, raking across  his  face  like  pebbles.  It  had  come  up  so  suddenly,  and  he could hear the others yelling and running in every direction. 

Jaden struggled to look up, but even shielding his eyes was barely enough to allow him to keep them open. 

Squinting tightly, he could see someone walking toward him, arms raised in the air. Something about their movements reminded him  of  Devourer  floating  through  his  garden,  and  a  shiver  passed through Jaden’s body. 

He could feel his hands growing warmer and looked down at them; they were glowing. 

As the person got closer, Jaden could see that it was, in fact, a  young  woman,  and  that  there  was  something  bird-like  about  her. 

She  approached  Jaden  and  held  out  a  hand  to  him,  with  a  gentle smile on her face. 

He exhaled in relief and jammed his hands into the snow to cool them down. He was puzzled by her presence and the whirlwind

that  accompanied  her,  but  it  seemed  to  Jaden  that  she  meant  no harm, and so he took her hand. 

The first thing that he noticed was how warm it was, and soft. 

The  only  other  hand  that  he  had  held,  since  his  parents’  when  he was  a  little  boy,  was  Lily’s.  Hers  were  perpetually  cold,  which  was why she would take Jaden’s hand: to warm up. Her hand was also calloused and strong, from years of working alongside her father, a blacksmith. 

As the woman pulled Jaden to his feet, the swirl of winds died down until they were once again surrounded only by the softly falling puffs  of  snow.  He  could  now  see  the  woman’s  face.  She  had features  that  reminded  him  a  little  of  Malory,  who  also  had  grown more birdlike as her powers had developed. 

But  this  woman’s  features  were  more  delicate  and  refined. 

Her eyes were so dark as to be close to black, the division between pupils  and  iris  almost  impossible  to  discern.  Her  skin  was  lightly mottled  but  somehow  gave  the  overall  impression  of  a  perfectly toasted slice of bread. Jaden wondered if he was the first person to think such a thing or if it was a product of growing up in the sewers and being forever hungry. 

“I’m Larisa,” she said, grinning. She had the soft lilt of one of the  coastal  people,  and  like  the  reclusive  twins  at  the  Academy, Hilda and Tallulah, she also had a tattoo on her face. 

Jaden  looked  around  them.  Larisa  had  laid  both  teams  to waste. They were just now beginning to emerge from heaps of snow or from hiding places behind bushes and trees. Nathan was on his back in the ditch, completely buried, his feet sticking out of the snow, comically. 

“That was quite the entry,” Jaden joked a little nervously. 

“I saw them picking on you, and I hate bullies. So I gave them a taste of their own medicine.” 

Nathan had now bounded over to where they were speaking. 

“It was a birthday surprise,” he explained. “We do not pick on people here.” 

Larisa  cocked  a  disapproving  eyebrow  at  Nathan.  “Fifteen people attacking one guy with snowballs, even when he’s crouched and covering his head? Fun surprise.” 

Having  put  Nathan  in  his  place,  she  turned  to  Jaden.  “You need to get some new friends, friend.” 

Jaden  couldn’t  help  but  laugh  at  the  sight  of  Nathan,  his mouth  opening  and  closing,  trying  and  failing  to  find  a  suitable response. He was not used to his friend being at a loss for words. 

Nathan  had  trained  his  entire  life  to  be  a  Seeker,  typical  of highborn  children  like  him.  This  gave  him  a  kind  of  unshakeable confidence in his own abilities, which sometimes got him into trouble. 

It was precisely that confidence that led Nathan to attack Devourer in the  Retreat,  which  left  him  with  a  broken  leg.  He  apologized profusely  for  his  cavalier  move,  but  nonetheless  retained  his sometimes foolhardy confidence. 

Until now, which made it all the funnier. And the pile of snow on top of his head didn’t exactly help. 

“It’s  OK,”  Jaden  said.  “I  appreciate  the  help,  but  I  wasn’t  in trouble. They were just kidding around.” 

“If you let people treat you like that, they’ll pick up the habit, very quickly.” 

“OK,  little  Miss  Savior…”  Nathan  finally  managed  to  get  out as a riposte to her previous comment. 

Larisa  lifted  her  hand  and  gave  her  wrist  a  twist.  A  swirl  of dusty snow rose around Nathan, completely engulfing and silencing whatever  it  was  that  he  had  intended  to  say  next.  Jaden  chuckled behind his hand as he could hear Nathan spluttering and coughing from within the miniature tornado. 

“OK,” Jaden finally said. “I think you should let him out now. 

You’ve made your point.” 

Larisa shrugged and gave her wrist another twist. The swirl of snow  fell  to  the  ground  at  Nathan’s  feet  so  rapidly  that  he  was  still

swatting at it after it had stopped. He looked around. Other Seeker students were watching him and also snickering. 

“Yes, yes, everyone laugh at the fellow who has been made a fool of by the new girl.” 

“It  was  pretty  funny,”  Jaden  pointed  out,  but  Nathan  wasn’t ready to laugh at himself and instead walked into Seekers’ Slumber in a huff. 

Jaden turned back to Larisa. “He’s a good guy.” 

“Sure.” 

“I’m Jaden, by the way. When did you get here?” 

“Wait, you’re  that Jaden? The Dragon Seeker?” 

“Uh, yeah,” Jaden said. “That’s me.” 

Larisa suddenly grabbed his hand and yanked it toward her, pushing up his sleeve. On his wrist was the growing band of dragon scales that had shown up right after Jaden had first gotten the Call. 

“You were the first person that they told me about when I met the  rebels.  Whoa,”  she  said  and  stroked  the  pattern  on  his  wrist, sending a shiver through Jaden’s body. “And it’s got a sigil.” 

Jaden pulled back his hand and looked at the scales on his wrist and forearm. They had become just another part of him, like an earlobe or a finger. He hadn’t looked at them in weeks. 

So  he  hadn’t  noticed  that  they  had  actually  changed.  A pattern was forming amongst the scales, in a roughly circular shape. 

It seemed to be a symbol of some kind. 

It made him self-conscious to have it pointed out to him, and he pulled down his sleeve. 

“What’s your Legendary Beast?” he asked, changing the topic of conversation. 

“Sandpiper,” Larisa replied simply. “The whirlpool thing is how they  hunt  in  the  ocean.  More  or  less.  It’s  pretty  useful  dealing  with bullies and jerks of all types, shapes, and sizes.” 

“Nathan’s  not  a  jerk.  It’s  my  birthday  and…  well,  like  I  said before, he’s a good guy.” 

“OK,”  she  replied  flatly.  “I  believe  you.  Happy  birthday.  Um, could you perhaps show me…” 

She  looked  down,  and  Jaden  followed  her  gaze.  She  had bags  at  her  feet—a  new  arrival.  He  glanced  over  her  shoulder  and spotted  Treena,  the  assistant  to  the  mayor  of  the  Hidden  City,  who escorted new recruits to the Free Academy. She had obviously seen the whole thing but was powerless to stop Larisa. And probably she thought  it  better  to  let  students  sort  out  their  differences  without supervision.  She  smiled  and  shrugged  at  Jaden,  then  turned  and climbed into her coach to leave. 

“Sure  thing,”  Jaden  said.  “Come  on,  let’s  go  inside  and  I’ll introduce you to everyone. I’m sure they’ve already prepared a bunk for you in one of the dorms.” 

Jaden  reached  for  one  of  her  bags,  but  Larisa  blocked  him and picked them both up herself. 

“It’s  got  everything  that  was  important  in  my  life  from  back home,” she said. 

“Yeah, sure. No problem. Where are you from?” he asked her as they entered the front door of Seekers’ Slumber. 

“Marleborn  City,  capital  of  the  province  of  the  Red  Coast. 

Have you been there?” 

Jaden laughed as he led her toward the common room off the main  entry  hall.  “I’ve  never  been  anywhere,  except  the  sewers  of Lessertown and the road between there and here.” 

“How did you find your way here?” Larisa asked. 

“I  was  part  of  a  convoy  headed  to  the  Imperial  Institute  for Seekers. Rebels attacked us, and a few of us took the opportunity to join them and make an escape.” 

“Rebels, huh? Lucky you.” 

“How’d  you  get  here,  then?  Did  you  make  your  own  way? 

There’s  a  couple  of  sisters  from  a  small  town  on  the  Red  Coast. 

They  had  a  secret  map,  hidden  inside  an  artifact  that  was  kept  by their village.” 

“Every  town  on  the  Coast  has  their  secret  artifact.  Our province  was  the  last  to  fall  to  the  Malabar  Empire  and  never accepted  their  rule  with  enthusiasm.  It’s  why  they  keep  so  many soldiers garrisoned in Marleborn City—to keep us in line.” 

Jaden was surprised. He’d never heard that about the Coast, but then he’d never heard much about places outside of Lessertown. 

Before  she  disappeared,  his  mother  would  read  him  stories  from different  corners  of  the  Empire.  “One  people  should  know  each other’s stories or they aren’t one people,” he remembered his mother saying to his father, when he complained about her choice of book. 

Looking  back  many  years  later,  Jaden  had  come  to  believe  that  it was a game his parents had played amongst them. With a pang of regret, he wished that he’d grown up to know them better. 

“Anyway,” Larisa continued, “the Emperor doesn’t accept any Seeker  recruits  from  the  Red  Coast.  Doesn’t  trust  us  and  doesn’t want  to  give  us  any  knowledge  that  we  might  use  against  the Empire, even the highborn. When one of us receives the Call, we are arrested and sent to jail, though the authorities say that we are sent to serve in the capital. Few believe it.” 

“Are you highborn, then?” Jaden asked. 

“Maybe. What’s it to you?” 

“Nothing.  Sorry.  I  just  noticed  your  hands  are  soft  and wondered if the common folk on the Red Coast know about Seekers and such things? I swear I thought they were just fairytales until I got the Call.” 

Larisa  thought  about  it.  “Never  occurred  to  me  to  ask  the servants,” she replied simply. 

Jaden snorted at her comment. “I think that you and Nathan will get along pretty well. Once he gets over his public humiliation.” 

Entering  the  common  room,  the  other  student  Seekers jumped  up  from  their  seats  and  yelled  “Happy  Birthday!”  at  Jaden. 

Many rushed over and gave him a hug. 

The  room  was  decorated,  and  there  was  a  platter  heaped with  the  kinds  of  sweets  typical  of  the  Hidden  City,  made  from  the honey  of  local  bees,  mixed  with  seawater,  butter,  and  a  nut  paste, then shaped into flowers. There was even a cake. 

Lily and Malory were also there, which warmed Jaden’s heart. 

He  smiled  as  the  others  danced  around  him  singing  the  traditional Hidden  City  birthday  song.  They  all  held  hands  and  danced  in  a circle  and  then,  when  it  was  over,  they  pushed  in  toward  him, everyone  giving  him  a  kiss.  The  only  ones  who  didn’t  join  in  were Larisa  and  the  two  sisters,  Hilda  and  Tallulah,  also  from  the  Red Coast.  There  seemed  to  be  something  very  stoic  and  conservative about them all. None of them quite fit in, though the sisters were well liked and had opened up some since arriving. 

Malory  came  over  and  punched  Jaden  in  the  shoulder.  Her flying ability had gotten better since their trip to the Retreat and with it  the  strength  in  her  arms.  He  couldn’t  help  but  notice  her  bulging muscles under her tunic. And her punch was almost certain to leave a  bruise,  which  seemed  to  be  a  point  of  pride  for  Malory  since  her strength had grown. 

Lily hugged Jaden lightly, patted his back, and kissed him on the cheek. The feeling of an invisible barrier between them remained even as she embraced him. She patted him like one would pat a dog or  a  horse,  it  seemed  to  him.  He  wished  he  knew  how  he  could break  through  this.  Their  bond  had  seemed  so  deep  and unshakeable, and her retreat had left him confused. He had, after all, saved  her  life  and  she  had,  during  their  escape  from  the  Imperial caravan,  saved  his.  Shouldn’t  that  reciprocity  have  left  their  bond stronger? 

“And… who’s the new girl, Jaden?” Malory asked. “You going to introduce her or just leave her standing there?” 

“Oh,  uh,  yeah.  This  is  Larisa.  She’s  from  Marleborn  City  on the Red Coast and she’s a Seeker of the…” 

“Sandpiper,”  Larisa  finished  and  offered  her  hand  to  Malory, who shook it firmly. 

“Cool,” Malory said. “So, you can fish and ride in a boat and stuff? I’m a Seeker of the Harpy Eagle, one of the largest eagles in the world, so I’m more of a power bird, if you know what I mean.” 

Larisa furrowed her brow at Malory’s little dig, and her hand twitched.  Jaden  put  a  hand  on  both  their  shoulders  to  defuse  the tension.  He  didn’t  want  his  birthday  cake  and  sweets  getting  spun around  the  room  like  the  snow  in  the  yard  outside  before  he  got  a chance to eat it. 

“You  can  ask  Nathan  what  powers  the  Sandpiper’s  mana gives her,” Jaden suggested and pulled Larisa away. 

Nearby  he  found  Hyacinth  and  brought  Larisa  over  to  meet her. 

“This  is  Hyacinth.  She  and  Loren  are  the  most  senior students and are kind of the parents of Seekers’ Slumber, which is what we call this place. She’ll tell you where to bunk.” 

“Hey,” Hyacinth said, bubbly as always, and embraced Larisa warmly.  Larisa  squirmed  under  the  embrace,  obviously  not accustomed to close contact with strangers. “It’s so nice to meet you, Larisa. Treena told me you’d be coming. Such a crazy story how you got here.” 

“Oh,  yeah?”  Jaden  asked.  “You  never  did  tell  me  the  whole story.” 

Larisa shrugged. “It’s not that big of a deal.” 

“Sure  it  is!”  Hyacinth  countered.  “She  lived  in  the  woods  for two and a half months. She taught herself a bunch of incantations by challenging  her  freaking  Beast,  which  is  senior  Seeker  stuff.  She disarmed  an  Imperial  patrol  and  took  their  horses.  And  then  she found a rebel squad and made them bring her here.” 

Jaden  looked  at  her,  impressed.  “Seriously?  Wow.  That’s even crazier than Nathan’s story. He was lost in the wilderness for a couple of months too. The rebel band that rescued me picked him up on  the  way  here.  He  was  holed  up  in  a  barn.  I  think  he  was  more about subsisting on field mice than about taking on Imperial patrols.” 

“Like  I  said,  Red  Coast  people  have  a  long  history  of  not liking the Empire,” Larisa said with a shrug. 

“Listen, Risa, there’s space in a room with Malory and…” 

“La-risa,” Larisa corrected her. 

“I  think  maybe  avoid  Malory’s  room,”  Jaden  suggested.  “In this case birds of a feather fight together.” 

“Oh… OK,” Hyacinth replied, still smiling. “Well, there’s also a bed in a room down the hall with me. It gets the morning sun, which Malory’s room doesn’t…” 

“No  doubt  she  needs  the  beauty  sleep  to  keep  her  eagle plumage just so,” Larisa slipped in, sotto voce. 

“Ahem,  but  we’ve  hung  a  blanket  to  keep  the  sun  from coming in too early,” Hyacinth continued, ignoring Larisa’s dig. “And the  other  two  girls  in  the  room  are  also  from  the  Red  Coast,  so  if you’re feeling homesick…” 

“Definitely  not  feeling  homesick.  It  sounds  perfect,  sign  me up,” Larisa said with a smile. 

“Alright, let’s get you set up then,” Hyacinth said, and picked up one of Larisa’s bags. 

Jaden  could  see  that  Larisa  tensed  up  at  the  sight  of someone  else  touching  her  bag.  But  she  took  a  deep  breath  and exhaled slowly through her nose, and seemed to manage to let it go. 

 That girl is wound very tight, Jaden thought to himself as he smiled  and  waved  to  Larisa  as  she  left  the  room  with  Hyacinth.  I guess living under constant threat by yourself for months can do that to a person. 

“I’m  afraid  to  ask,”  Nathan’s  voice  said  from  behind  Jaden. 

“What is her story?” 

Jaden  turned  to  his  friend.  “She’s  actually  a  lot  like  you,  by the  sounds  of  it.  Highborn,  rebellious.  Arrogant.”  Jaden  side-eyed Nathan who furrowed his brow at the comment, which made Jaden laugh. “Anyway, after she got the Call, she hid in the woods for three

months, fought some Imperial soldiers, and then managed to find a rebel squad somehow.” 

“They probably saw her tornado from a league away.” 

Jaden  sighed.  “Don’t  hold  a  grudge,  Nathan.  She  thought  I was being bullied, and she stepped in to help me. That’s the kind of person I wouldn’t mind having my back.” 

“She is rash, it seems to me. Which is not the type of person to have in a delicate situation.” 

“How about we leave it for now and give her a chance?” 

With a nod, Nathan relented, pounding his friend on the back. 

The force of Nathan’s back slap almost knocked Jaden to the floor.  He  was  left  coughing  and  shaking  his  head,  hardly  able  to believe  that  when  they  met,  not  even  a  year  earlier,  Nathan  had been a full head shorter than Jaden. Now he was nearly two heads taller  than  him  and  outweighed  him  substantially.  Nathan’s development as a Seeker of the Kangaroo had been so rapid that he hadn’t  had  the  chance  to  fully  get  used  to  his  size  and  strength. 

Jaden  tried  to  be  understanding  and  not  complain  about  the  many bruises that Nathan unintentionally gave him. At least, unlike Malory, he  didn’t  believe  that  Nathan  did  it  on  purpose.  He  was  just  like  a big, clumsy dog. 

Nathan  pulled  Jaden  over  to  the  table  of  sweets,  which  the rest of the party had gathered around. Jaden kept glancing over at Lily, and he felt like she was looking at him as well, but only when he was  looking  away.  He  tried  to  forget  it  and  enjoy  himself,  which  he did manage to do. 

He  told  himself  that  he  was  beginning  to  feel  the  kind  of intensity  of  relationship  that  he  had  once  felt  with  the  other  sewer urchins.  It  was  an  intimacy  built  in  a  common  struggle.  With  the sewer  urchins  it  was  a  daily  struggle  to  survive  hunger,  the  city guardsmen,  and  Malabar’s  prisons.  Here,  at  the  Free  Academy,  it was the struggle to realize their full potential as Seekers so that they could take on the Malabar Empire and maybe even, one day, empty her prisons. 

Thinking that made Jaden feel warm all over, and he raised a glass  to  his  new  friends.  As  all  the  others  joined  him  in  his  toast, Jaden noticed once again the strange symbol emerging amongst the scales on his wrist. They had learned about sigils in their classes on elder  magic,  but  all  the  examples  that  were  given  were  of  symbols carved into stone or bone or wood, or burned into leather and even the  ground.  It  was  never  part  of  the  body.  Jaden  wondered  what  it could  mean.  As  soon  as  the  party  was  over,  he  would  seek  out Headmaster and see what he made of it. 

Chapter 2







“I would say that it is a mystery.” Headmaster shrugged as he looked up from beneath his heavy brow, a brick of a tome held open in his hand. 

Headmaster  and  Jaden  had  been  searching  for  hours through his library to try and find the meaning or purpose of the sigil on Jaden’s wrist. It was clearly very ancient in its origins, but it didn’t appear  in  any  form  in  any  of  Headmaster’s  many  books  on  elder magic. 

“That doesn’t help us very much,” Jaden noted. 

“Knowing  what  something   isn’t  can  be  very  helpful  as  well, you know,” Headmaster replied sagely. 

“Not as helpful as knowing what something is.” Jaden sighed. 

“I wish that Dracoseth would summon me. I could ask him directly.” 

“How long has it been since your Dragon called to you?” 

“Since we were in the Elven Hermitage, if that even was him and not just an Elf enchantment.” Jaden closed the book of ancient symbols that had lain open in front of him. “I don’t understand. The other Seekers commune with their Legendary Beasts all the time. It’s key to their growth as Seekers. Dracoseth hardly comes to me at all. 

How am I supposed to learn anything?” 

“A Dragon is not like any other animal. Dracoseth is not the magical Beast of an ordinary animal,” Headmaster reminded Jaden. 

“He is the magical Beast of a magical Beast. He behaves differently, thinks  differently,  and  trains  his  Seekers  differently.”  He  suddenly stood up from his desk. “Jaden, create a cool, bright fireball.” 

“Headmaster…” he protested. 

“Come on, get up,” Headmaster urged him. 

Jaden sighed and got to his feet. He held his hands in front of him  as  if  in  prayer  and  stared  at  them.  After  a  few  moments,  he pulled his hands apart. In the space between them there appeared a cool white orb that swirled on the inside like fire licking at a window. 

Other than the unceasing movement of the flames, the orb remained still. 

“Pass it to me,” Headmaster commanded Jaden. 

Jaden moved toward Headmaster and presented him the orb with his two hands. Headmaster held it in one hand and gestured to Jaden with the other to step back. Jaden obeyed, moving back to his original position. 

Without  warning,  Headmaster  flung  the  orb  at  Jaden.  As  it reached him, it curved around his head and began to orbit him like a leaf  caught  in  a  whirlpool.  Jaden,  meanwhile,  hadn’t  moved  a muscle. 

“A  few  months  ago,  were  I  to  have  done  that,  what  would have happened?” Headmaster asked. 

“I probably would have been turned to ash,” Jaden replied. 

“I’d say more than probably. But it is now impossible for me to use your magic against you. It required no thought or effort on your part. The dragonfire is you and you are the dragonfire.” 

“If  we  are  one  and  the  same,  then  why  am  I  still  forbidden from using my magic when I’m not with you?” 

Headmaster chuckled. “If you have ever seen them stumbling about, you know that a toddler’s own body can be their undoing. You have learned to merge with your power, which is the first step. But to have  full  control  is  another.  It  was  still  reasonable  to  fear  that  you were a danger to the city. You were not learning to control the body of a toddler but to control the power of a Legendary Dragon. If you had stumbled, you wouldn’t have just fallen on your face—you could have wiped out the Hidden City.” 

“I see your point,” Jaden said, and then something occurred to  him.  “Wait,  you  were  just  speaking  in  past  tense.  Does  that mean…” 

“Yes,  it  does.”  Headmaster  smiled.  “Dracoseth  or  not,  you have  advanced  considerably  since  your  arrival  and  even  more  so since  your  trip  to  the  Retreat  of  Reckoning.  I  feel  confident  in  your abilities. You may use  certain of your powers without my immediate supervision. However, I must ask that you refrain from generating hot dragonfire inside the city walls.” 

“Of course.” 

Jaden hadn’t used his powers in months without Headmaster being present. Headmaster had tested him and his abilities in every way  he  could  think  of.  Headmaster  not  only  wanted  to  ensure  that Jaden  had  control  of  the  powers  but  that  one  of  his  seemingly innocuous powers wasn’t hiding something more dangerous. 

Jaden  had,  for  instance,  demonstrated  for  Headmaster  his ability to climb sheer rock walls by digging his fingers, claw-like, into the stone. He felt that he should be able to at least do that without Headmaster  being  nearby.  Nathan  had  been  pestering  him  to  go rock  climbing  outside  of  the  Hidden  City,  once  the  winter  ice  had begun  to  melt  in  the  mountains,  and  Jaden  had  wanted Headmaster’s permission. But after he had demonstrated this ability, Headmaster  examined  the  gouges  in  the  rock  and  showed  Jaden that  what  he  was  in  fact  doing  wasn’t  gouging  the  rock;  he  was melting it. 

“Do we know that this… dragon-claw power, shall we call it…

doesn’t  evolve  into  the  eruption  of  flames  from  your  fingertips?” 

Headmaster had asked. 

“No, I guess not,” Jaden had replied, crestfallen that he faced another restriction. 

“Imagine  that  the  heat  doesn’t  remain  localized  to  your fingers  but  fires  like  a  crossbow  bolt.  Do  you  see  where  I’m  going, Jaden?” 

“Yeah,  I  get  it,”  he  replied,  surrendering  the  point  without further argument. 

Jaden shook off this memory and smiled at Headmaster. He was  filled  with  the  excitement  of  a  puppy  that  was  being  let  off  its

leash  for  the  first  time,  to  run  free  in  the  fields.  “Can  I  go  to  the mountains with Nathan, then?” 

“Of  course,  of  course.”  Headmaster  laughed.  “But  I  was thinking more about the upcoming Seeker Games, my dear boy. Did you think I was loosening the rules just so that you could run wild?” 

“The Seeker Games?” Jaden repeated. 

He’d put them out of his mind almost as soon as he’d heard about them, believing that he wouldn’t be allowed to compete in any case. Nathan, Malory, and Lily had been disappointed when he told them  that  he  couldn’t  join,  since  it  meant  that  they  couldn’t  either. 

Each team was meant to be made up of a Seeker bonding group. A bonding group was a squad of four or five Seekers with whom one had created an affinity. Every Seeker had a bonding group, and part of a Seeker’s training was how to magnify their powers by learning to work as a team. 

Because  of  the  special—and  especially  dangerous—nature of  Jaden’s  powers,  his  bonding  group  had  little  chance  to  learn  to work together since their journey to the Retreat. Any practicing had to  take  place  outside  of  the  city  walls  and  had  to  happen  in  the presence of Headmaster and at least one other faculty from the Free Academy.  Jaden’s  friends  had  been  understanding  about  it,  but Jaden  couldn’t  help  but  feel  guilty.  Lily’s  withdrawal  from  him  had only added to his sense of guilt. 

When the Seeker Games had first come up, he had offered to withdraw from the bonding group entirely. As with magrots, who only ever  bonded  once  with  a  Seeker,  a  Seeker  only  ever  bonded  once with  their  bonding  group.  Sometimes  individuals  could  be  added  to or leave a bonding group, at least during the training phase that they were in at the Free Academy. But mature Seekers never altered the make-up of their bonding group, unless someone died or became a traitor  to  the  cause.  And  it  was  unheard  of  for  a  Seeker  to  leave  a bonding  group  and  go  solo.  Such  Seekers  were  suspect  or,  at  the very least, considered unlucky and to be avoided. They even had a

word for them, “Soleres,” which meant one who walks alone but also had a second, crude meaning that was a deliberate insult. 

“Go, go,” Headmaster said, disrupting Jaden’s reverie. 

Jaden’s  eyes  cleared,  and  he  smiled  at  Headmaster,  then rushed for the door. “Thank you!” he shouted over his shoulder. 

Jaden  rushed  outside  to  where  Rachel,  his  magrot,  waited along with the other magrots. The giant, regal birds grazed amongst the  clover  and  sweetberries  that  grew  between  the  trees  near  the Academy  complex,  where  the  Seekers  trained.  She  sensed  Jaden before he even called to her in his mind and jogged over to him. 

“Is everything alright, Lanool?” she asked telepathically, using the name that she gave him when they were first united, and which meant “the vessel.” “Your class with Headmaster normally continues for another hour.” 

“He  said  I  can  use  my  powers  without  him  around,”  Jaden explained.  “I  mean,  except  for  hot  dragonfire,  which  I  can  only  use outside of the Hidden City.” 

“A wise qualification,” Rachel said, her head bobbing on the end of her long neck. 

“He also said that I can take part in the Seeker Games with my bonding group—which means that you can take part too!” 

Rachel ran in a circle around him, chest jutted out and head wobbling as she made the strange vocalizations that were the verbal language  used  sometimes  between  magrots.  The  other  birds  lifted their heads and responded with their own gobbling. 

“Are Nathan and the others still in class?” Jaden asked. 

Rachel  stopped  running  circles  around  him  and  shook  her head.  “The  first-year  students  have  been  gifted  this  time  off  from classes in order to train for the Games. I believe that they are at the obstacle course near the Moving Forest.” 

Jaden  was  surprised  to  hear  that  they  were  training  without him  but  was  more  concerned  with  sharing  the  good  news  with  his friends. They must have been hoping that he would get permission

to participate and wanted to be ready. Rachel was in front of Jaden and  had  crouched  down  on  her  high,  strong  legs.  He  climbed  onto her back, and she leapt forward and down the path leading toward the Moving Forest. 

The  magrot  was  fast  and  knew  the  massive  parkland  at  the center of the Hidden City, where the Free Academy of Pure Seekers was  located.  She  moved  between  trees  at  high  speed,  though  no path  was  visible  to  Jaden.  Then  they  descended  from  the  Conifer Woods,  along  a  pine  needle–covered  slope  that  met  the  shore  of Lake Redonda. It was a small body of water, more of a pond than a lake, really. And it contained no living fish larger than an embroidery needle, as a result of the acidity of the pine needles that constantly swept into the water. That acidity gave the lake its reddish color and also made it a popular place for swimming. 

The  waters  were  crystal  clear,  and  it  was  believed  that  they cured  skin  conditions  for  the  same  reason  that  few  animals  could survive  in  them,  namely  the  acidity.  In  the  springtime,  Jaden  had been  told,  almost  the  whole  city  came  to  the  lake  for  a  celebration called the Festival of Open Shutters. During the winter months, the people of the Hidden City kept their shutters closed and the trapped humidity often left them with irritated skin. Open Shutters celebrated the opening of the City’s windows but also was a giant bath for the citizens,  who  washed  away  the  moldy  winter  months  in  the  red waters. 

Rachel  wasn’t  concerned  with  the  medicinal  qualities  of  the water as she leapt into them. It was likely that not a drop would even reach her skin, through her thick and oily plumage. She was simply taking the shortest route to the park’s training grounds. The first few times that Jaden had ridden Rachel to the Academy, from Seekers’

Slumber, he had arrived soaked to the bone. He had finally learned how  to  use  the  magrot’s  wide  body  to  keep  himself  dry  by  sitting cross-legged on top of her as though sitting on a carpet. 

Rachel  moved  at  high  speed  through  the  waters  of  the  lake as  Jaden  enjoyed  the  passage  of  the  landscape  and  the  breeze upon  his  face.  As  they  traveled,  Jaden  wondered  to  himself  when

Headmaster  had  decided  to  loosen  up  the  rules  to  control  Jaden’s magic. It was only now, halfway across the park and far away from Headmaster’s residence, that it occurred to him that he should have asked before running out. 

When Headmaster had told Jaden, after their return from the Retreat of Reckoning, that he must never use his powers, Jaden had felt shattered; like a bond of trust had been broken. The Elven retreat really had changed everything. 

Not that he regretted it. 

Their encounter with Devourer had clarified for Jaden that the struggle of the rebellion against the Malabar Empire was the cause of his life. 

And  in  both  the  journey  to  the  Retreat  and  in  the enchantments that they faced within, Jaden had learned more about his  powers  and  their  scope.  He  had  burned  through  an  Elven enchantment,  after  all,  which  even  Headmaster  had  believed impossible. 

Of  course  Jaden  understood  Headmaster’s  caution  toward him and his growing power. But it still hurt to be told that if he used his power he would be exiled forever from the Hidden City. For days he’d  been  unable  to  sleep.  It  was  hard  to  accept  that  he  was  in  a way a dangerous monster. But the months of training had been even more challenging. 

Jaden’s inability to fully control his powers became apparent very  quickly.  Every  time  he  blasted  a  hole  in  Headmaster’s  wall  or incinerated a tree by accident, he was reminded why Headmaster’s command had been wise. 

Then  months  passed  in  which  Jaden’s  ability  to  control  the powers  granted  to  him  by  Dracoseth  never  improved.  More  walls were  destroyed,  more  trees  incinerated,  more  boulders  turned  to dust. Every class became a déjà vu. 

It  was  only  on  this  day  that  Jaden  had  seen  and  really understood just how much he had grown in skill, little by little, over the months of his intensive training with Headmaster. 
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Silence. Darkness. 

Jaden gasped at the sharp, cold wind on his face. It pushed so  hard  against  his  skin  and  down  his  throat  when  he  opened  his mouth that he couldn’t catch his breath. 

And he felt the sensation of movement. He was falling. 

He shook off his disorientation and opened his eyes. He was moving  amongst  clouds,  puffy  and  benign  beneath  the  sunshine  of multiple suns overhead. He peered down and, a long way away, he could see an ocean beneath the scattered clouds, as well as some islands  of  green  and  gray  amidst  the  blue-green  waters.  He struggled against the urge to vomit. 

“Is it your intention to spread your innards on the surface of the  sea  for  the  krill  to  feed  upon?”  asked  a  booming  voice  from nearby that Jaden immediately recognized. 

Struggling  against  the  wind  caused  by  his  acceleration toward  the  ground,  Jaden  rolled  over  to  see  above  and  behind himself.  Sure  enough,  there  was  Dracoseth,  in  all  his  majesty  and shimmering  color,  a  behemoth  serpent  that  moved  through  the  air like an eel moves through water. 

“Back in my world, I’m probably drowning thanks to your poor sense of timing,” Jaden said. 

“Your hideous bird is useful for something more than dinner, fear not,” Dracoseth told him. 

Although  Jaden  was  plummeting  toward  what  would  most certainly be his death if he were to hit the water or one of the islands below, he knew from past experience that Dracoseth wouldn’t let that happen. Although the great Dragon had reminded Jaden every time they met that he might at any moment kill and/or eat him, he never

had. It had long since occurred to Jaden that Dracoseth wouldn’t kill him  precisely  because  he  needed  him.  He  didn’t  know  exactly  why the  Dragon  needed  him  and  why  he  couldn’t  simply  find  another Seeker if Jaden wasn’t up to his liking, but it didn’t seem to be up to Dracoseth. 

Something  or  someone  had  compelled  the  Dragon  to  select Jaden  as  his  Seeker  and  Jaden  was  somehow  the  only  path  by which dragons, and therefore magic, could return to the world. 

Dracoseth obviously wasn’t going to reveal what exactly was going on—Jaden would have to find out for himself. 

In  the  meantime,  having  come  to  this  realization  had  made Jaden  cockier  than  he  probably  should  have  been,  given  that Dracoseth  could  certainly  kill  Jaden  without  batting  a  creepy sideways dragon eyelid. 

“You  haven’t  called  me  since  we  were  in  the  Retreat  of Reckoning,” Jaden said. “I’ve been left to figure out on my own how to  develop  my  skills  as  a  Dragon  Seeker.  Aren’t  you  supposed  to mentor me? Don’t you want me to succeed?” 

“You dare to question my motives? My methods? I am as old as your world!” Dracoseth bellowed and flew off, leaving Jaden alone to continue his descent. 

 Ah. Perhaps I overplayed my hand, Jaden thought to himself as he spun around to face the rapidly approaching ocean below. 

He could now see that there was a ship on the water near the island. That meant that there were humans in this world, or at least beings  that  needed  boats  to  travel  on  water  and  had  the  ability  to build  them.  The  ship  below  seemed  to  be  in  trouble.  While  Jaden couldn’t  see  any  flames,  smoke  billowed  from  it  as  it  moved  away from the island. Jaden thought it strange that they hadn’t turned back to land once a fire broke out. 

Dracoseth reappeared in front of him, keeping pace with his descent. “Bah, you are an endless source of misery for me, boy,” the dragon grumbled. “In the age of magic in your world, I was revered

and worshipped. They built temples to me! Now I must endure your lack of respect.” 

Jaden glanced down at the ground and water that continued to  approach  at  high  velocity.  They  were  now  beneath  the  fluffy clouds, and it wouldn’t be much longer before things got very sticky. 

He started growing nervous. 

“I meant no disrespect, Dracoseth. I assure you. It’s just that the task you have laid on my shoulders is massive for a small human like myself, and I need your help if you want me to complete it.” 

Dracoseth grunted once and flew in a circle around Jaden; he seemed to be considering Jaden’s words, perhaps trying to decide if they were sufficiently subservient. 

Jaden had to admit that the Dragon was a magnificent Beast in  every  way.  His  shimmering  gold  and  mother-of-pearl  scales,  his golden  eyes  that  glowed  like  suns,  his  powerful  muscles  and  great wings. He was like a god and had lived thousands of years, moving between the different worlds. Perhaps he had been shut out of other worlds  as  well  and  was  now  forced  to  deal  with  lesser  beings  like Jaden  in  order  to  restore  his  former  place  in  the  universes.  That might explain his foul temperament, or perhaps it was just a product of  very  old  age.  Jaden  had  certainly  known  more  than  a  few  very grumpy  old  men,  mostly  vendors  in  the  City  Market  of  Lessertown. 

He couldn’t imagine how unbearable they would be after thousands of years when they were already so unpleasant after a few dozen. 

Jaden  realized  that  his  descent  had  slowed.  Dracoseth wasn’t pondering Jaden’s response at all—he was creating a vortex beneath him, which was stopping his fall toward the ocean below. 

“You are here, Jaden,” Dracoseth began, coming to a stop in front  of  Jaden,  “because  the  time  is  approaching  when  you  will  no longer be able to hide.” 

“I’m  not  hiding.  I’m  training.  Isn’t  that  what  you  wanted,  so that I could serve you better?” 

“Yes,  I  wanted  you  to  train,  and  I  also  wanted  you  to  do  it somewhere safe and hidden. You have no idea of the forces that are

coagulating in your world. They seek to form a scar over the portals that connect it to all others.” 

“I don’t understand,” Jaden replied. 

“The  Malabar  Empire  seeks  to  become  eternal,”  the  Dragon said with a touch of impatience. “This is only possible if your world is isolated from all the other worlds. And they are getting close.” 

“The prophecy about the end of the war between the rebels and the Malabar Empire,” Jaden said, remembering the half-written book of the history of the rebellion in the Headmaster’s library. It only said that the coming of a Dragon Seeker would portend the end of the war; it did not specify whether it ended in the victory or defeat of the Malabaris. 

“Yes, if we fail, they will win the war,” Dracoseth said, finishing Jaden’s thought. “I believed that we would have more time and that perhaps you were only the first and would be succeeded by another of greater ability.” 

Dracoseth’s words stung but, if Jaden were honest, not very much. He had thought the same almost every single day. 

How could he be the one chosen to end the war? And if he had indeed been chosen, wasn’t that a guarantee that Devourer and the Malabar Empire would win? After all, who was Jaden? 

He  was  certainly  no  valiant  knight,  nor  a  great  philosopher wizard. He wasn’t even an alchemist, like his mother had been. He was just a sewer urchin who had learnt nothing so much as how to sweep  up  after  the  delivery  horses  in  the  City  Market  and  how  to bow low for wealthy merchants in order to be hired for menial work. 

But Dracoseth’s comment did ignite a spark in Jaden’s mind and opened a window for him to press for more information. 

“Who  did choose me then?” Jaden asked. 

“I  chose  you!”  Dracoseth  bellowed,  angered  by  the suggestion  that  anyone  but  himself  was  in  control  of  the  lad’s destiny. “None but a Legendary Beast may conjure a Call to a new Seeker.” 

“But you just said that you didn’t think I was worthy or able to perform  the  task.  You  thought  that  there  would  be  another  who would come after me. In that case, why choose me at all? Why not wait for someone worthy of the challenge?” 

Dracoseth’s tail flicked in agitation as the Dragon stared back at Jaden, the glow in his eyes pulsing. “I do not know. It is hard for me  to  admit,  but  some  things  are  even  a  mystery  to  me.  Just  as  I came to you in a dream, you also came to me in a way. I had slept for one thousand five hundred and thirty-six of your years and was then awoken—by what I cannot say.” 

Jaden  nodded.  “Then  maybe  whatever  woke  you  has  the answer to how we can defeat the Malabar Empire. If we can find it. 

In fact, maybe it’s not about me at all. Or at least not about how well I can fight or use Dragon mana. Maybe I am here to find the one who called you—and that will lead us to the answer of how the war can end in a victory for the rebels and not for Devourer.” 

Dracoseth  was  silent  for  a  long  time,  his  unblinking,  golden eyes staring into the middle distance as he pondered Jaden’s point. 

“You may be right,” he said simply, and then Jaden began to fall once again. “But for now, you must learn to fly.” 

The ground was coming up again quickly, and panic rose in Jaden’s  chest.  Something  told  him  that  this  time  Dracoseth  wasn’t going  to  save  him,  that  the  dragon  had  decided  that  the  time  had come for him to become more worthy of the task—and that next step was Jaden learning to fly. 

Jaden  cleared  his  mind  of  thoughts  and  focused  on  his emotions, which had been Dracoseth’s first lesson in dragon magic to Jaden. 

He  probed  his  feelings,  like  a  safecracker  trying  to  open  a safe, feeling for the tumblers that clicked over. He knew from other dragon magic that it wasn’t enough to  feel—he had to find the  right feeling,  and  to  amplify  it.  Sometimes  that  meant  finding  the  fear  of death, his own or that of his friends, and turning that into explosive energy.  That  was  what  he  had  done  in  the  Retreat  of  Reckoning

when  they  were  being  crushed  by  the  power  of  Devourer  in  the garden of the Imperial Palace. 

But  fear  wasn’t  always,  or  even  usually,  a  good  source  of power. 

It was unpredictable and could send out power in unintended directions  that  could  hurt  the  people  it  was  meant  to  protect,  even himself.  Headmaster  had  taught  this  to  Jaden  and  repeated  it  over and  over.  Dracoseth  may  have  given  Jaden  the  knowledge  of  the source  of  dragon  power,  in  emotions,  but  it  was  Headmaster  who had taught him to find that power within himself. 

Now,  as  he  fell  toward  the  ocean,  Jaden  discovered  in himself the fear of dying, splattered upon the waves, food for krill, as Dracoseth had taunted him. He pushed aside that fear as useless in the moment. Behind that fear, he found other emotions that surprised him. 

Wonder at the clouds and how the world looked from so high up. 

Peace in the silence of nothingness, except the movement of air. 

And he found a feeling of great power at the thought of being able  to  control  his  body  and  use  it  to  manipulate  the  very  air  itself. 

He felt the possibility of power as well in the thought of defying the pull of the earth and the water beneath him. Power in the speed of flight in all directions. 

He focused on that sense of power, not over others but over himself and over the supposedly irresistible forces of the world upon his body. 

As  he  did  when  conjuring  a  sphere  of  dragonfire,  Jaden pressed his palms together and focused his emotional power on that point  of  contact.  He  felt  it  grow  in  pressure,  like  two  lodestones pushing each other apart. It became harder and harder to resist that pressure, until his hands were forced apart. 

Jagged sparks flew like tiny lightning bolts between them. 

“Hurry, boy,” Dracoseth hissed from nearby, “or I will have to start my search for a Seeker anew.” 

Dracoseth’s  comment  pulled  on  other  emotions  in  Jaden’s mind:  insecurity,  duty,  a  different  flavor  of  fear.  The  sparks  grew weaker, the pressure eased off. 

Jaden refocused his emotions on the feeling of power and felt the  pressure  grow  between  his  hands  again.  When  he  could withstand that pressure no longer, he threw his arms out to the side with all his force. 

Sparks  erupted  from  his  palms  and  fingertips.  They  arced behind  his  back,  making  contact  between  his  shoulder  blades  and then arcing out again to the other hand. 

Jaden’s  descent  toward  the  water  slowed  as  the  arcing lightning  that  emanated  from  his  body  evolved  from  being  an amorphous  blob  of  sparking  tendrils  into  bat-like  wings  made  of lightning. 

Involuntarily,  he  let  out  a  roar  and  clenched  his  fists.  The wings began to beat like great fans, bringing his body from a prone to an upright position and stopping his descent. 

He now hovered, half a league above the sea beneath him. 

The only sound at first was that of the wind. His wings were wide enough that they kept him aloft without any effort, like the wings of  an  albatross.  Without  having  to  think  about  it,  the  wings  of lightning  made  small  adjustments  to  capture  the  movement  of  air, allowing Jaden to glide. 

“Good,”  Dracoseth  purred.  “I  was  concerned  for  a  moment that  all  the  wisdom  and  mana  that  I  had  expended  on  you  were going to waste.” 

“Your concern for me is touching.” 

“There are questions of greater import than your life or death, or even my own.” 

“The scar between the worlds that you spoke of…” 

“Yes,” Dracoseth hissed, fear and loathing in his voice. 

“Tell me more about it.” 

“There are infinite worlds, each piled on top of the other. They are connected by threads and cables, by windows and tunnels. The universe  is  a  living  thing,  and  it  needs  these  connections  to  move energy from place to place, creating a kind of balance in motion that is beyond even my comprehension. Your world is out of balance and has been for a long time.” 

“Because of Malabar?” 

“Malabar  is  but  a  symptom,  like  a  fever  that  comes  with  a disease. But it is usually the fever and not the disease itself that kills a  man.  Until  the  fever  breaks,  the  disease  cannot  be  eradicated. 

Devourer knows this. He feels the flow of energy toward your world as magic tries to return and heal the sickness.” 

“Since the Retreat of Reckoning?” 

Dracoseth  nodded.  “Yesss.  Something  was  activated.  And  I have sensed someone searching for me since then; a darkness that knows I am awake but doesn’t yet know where to find me.” 

Something  occurred  to  Jaden  in  that  moment.  “Dracoseth, why were  you awoken and not another of the ancient Beasts? Why didn’t the Elves return, along with other magical beings?” 

“Because the power of a Legendary Dragon is not the power of  fire,  which  foolish  people  believe.  My  power  is  the  power  of cosmos. It is the power to connect and to sever the worlds. When it manifests as fire, it is not like burning wood or wax. It is the power of stars  and  suns,  moving  through  me—and  through  you.  It  is  a connection of the worlds.” 

Jaden  shook  his  head,  trying  to  connect  the  strange  things that  Dracoseth  said  to  some  kind  of  sense  that  he  could comprehend. But it was like trying to read the runic carvings of the Elves in the portals of the Retreat. 

“I don’t understand,” he simply said, feeling stupid. 

“It  is  beyond  the  scope  of  your  small  mind,  boy.”  Dracoseth chuckled,  enjoying  the  superiority  of  his  being.  “The  only  thing  that

you need to understand is that my fire can weld the worlds together again—or  it  can  complete  the  severing  and  cast  your  world  adrift from the web of the many-layered cosmos.” 

“Cast adrift? Would that destroy it?” 

“It  would  lead  to  decay  and,  eventually,  death.  But  if  it  were only your world, amongst countless others, it wouldn’t be worth the bother.  However,  it  could  also  destroy  all  the  other  worlds  that connect to it. Jaden, I am sorry to say that your fate is the fate of the many-layered  cosmos.  Yours  are  not  the  hands  that  I  would  have chosen, but here we are.” 

“Then  we  have  to  take  the  battle  to  Devourer  before  it’s  too late!” Jaden said, still struggling to comprehend, but starting to feel the urgency. 

“It is both too soon and too late. The severing has begun. It may be that which has awoken me. But you are not ready. The only way that you can learn is to fight, but you must not fight Devourer. If he defeats you, and he will, he will pass through you into my realm. If he defeats me…” 

“He will complete the severing…” 




* * *

 

Darkness. 

Jaden  heard  the  gentle  washing  of  water  against  the  sand. 

He felt the wetness on his right arm and on his cheek. On his other cheek, the sun’s heat was burning his skin. There was sand on his lips and on his tongue. He licked them and spit to get the grit out of his mouth. 

“You are alive, Lanool,” Rachel said in her soft, cooing mental voice. 

He  blinked  his  eyes  open  and  saw  her  large,  bulbous  body nearby as she sat at the edge of the water, letting the waves lap up against her fur-like feathers. 

Jaden  took  a  deep  breath  and  then  coughed,  spitting  up water onto the sand. 

“You  breathed  a  lot  of  the  lake,”  Rachel  explained.  “You  will have to see a healer to ensure that the acidic water has not caused deeper damage.” 

“What happened?” 

“You were called by your Beast.” 

“You know that?” 

“We are linked, do you not recall? I may not be able to travel with you, thank the winds, but I feel the Dragon’s presence when it is near.  And  I  felt  your  spirit  leave  your  body.  Then  you  fell  from  my back before I could catch you. You are lucky that magrots are strong swimmers, even under the water.” 

“Thank  you,”  Jaden  said.  “I  wouldn’t  have  liked  to  learn everything Dracoseth just told me only to die by drowning.” 

Rachel  gobbled  acknowledgment  and  bobbed  her  head. 

“Your  Beast  chose  an  interesting  time  to  call  you.  Did  he  have  an urgent lesson?” 

Jaden pushed himself upright and brushed the sand from his cheek. One side of his body was dry and hot from the sun, but the other was still soaking wet from where he’d lain on the sand. He felt disoriented  and  nauseous  from  swallowing  so  much  of  Lake Redondo’s acidic water. 

“Should  we  go  back  across  the  lake  and  find  Headmaster?” 

Rachel asked. 

Jaden shook his head. “I don’t want to cross any more lakes today. Let’s take the land route.” 

Rachel gobbled in laughter, rose to her feet, and shook off the water in her feathers. Then she bowed down in that strange way of magrots to let Jaden climb once again onto her back. 

Jaden  chewed  on  Dracoseth’s  words,  frustrated  because, once  again,  Dracoseth  had  given  Jaden  less  than  half  of  the answers he needed. 

Now  Jaden  had  even  more  questions  and  was  even  less clear on what he needed to do next. What was clear without a doubt was the urgency. 

And the fear. 

Jaden  was,  if  he’d  understood  correctly,,  the  weak  link  that could lead Devourer to Dracoseth himself. 

Chapter 4







Rachel  tore  through  the  bramble  and  branches  of  the  pine trees and evergreen shrubs that grew around the perimeter of Lake Redondo.  The  leathery  skin  on  her  legs  and  her  thick  plumage ensured that it caused her no problems. 

Jaden, on the other hand, suffered his fair share of scratches and  bruises  as  the  tree  branches  whipped  at  his  skin,  at  one  point opening  up  a  sizable  cut  along  one  cheek.  He  finally  had  to  tell Rachel to slow down and show a little more care, which she did with apologies. 

Even  so,  Jaden  was  finally  forced  to  lie  face  down  on  the giant  bird’s  back.  He  hid  his  face  and  wished  that  he’d  suggested that they take the lake route back after all. 

Finally,  the  punishing  blows  of  the  pine  forest’s  whip-like branches  abated,  and  Jaden  could  feel  the  warm  sun  on  his  back. 

He lifted his head and saw that they were in the open meadow that immediately  preceded  the  various  buildings  that  made  up  the  Free Academy. 

Late afternoon and evening classes took place outside, here in  the  meadow,  and  were  designated  only  for  the  senior  students. 

They were arranged around the meadow in a circle, facing outward, and away from each other, with their eyes closed. 

In the center of the circle was Headmaster, who was leading them through movement exercises that looked like a form of fighting but  in  very  slow  motion.  The  Seeker  students  repeated  his movements,  though  with  less  skill  and  precision  but  following  only the sound of his voice. Rather than describing the precise nature of the  movements  he  was  carrying  out,  Headmaster  would  instead indicate  an  animal  or  force  of  nature,  that  obviously  meant

something  to  the  students  in  terms  of  where  they  were  meant  to move their hands or feet. 

“Cloudburst,”  Headmaster  intoned  as  his  hands  went  above his head, almost as though he were attempting to shield himself from the  pouring  rain.  “Dig  the  earth,”  he  continued,  his  arms  swopping down, hands cupped as though digging from the invisible ground. 

Jaden  watched  for  some  time  on  the  back  of  Rachel, mesmerized  by  their  nearly  synchronized  movements.  It  was  a strange dance, and Jaden imagined that it must have been a more advanced form of the meditation that he practiced with Therese, who was  also  the  conjuring  teacher  at  the  Academy.  Whatever  it  was, Jaden  didn’t  want  to  interrupt  the  flow  of  their  practice,  and  so  he and the magrot waited in silence. 

“The  magrot  makes  its  nest,”  Headmaster  said  as  he  sank onto his haunches in the grass. 

Rachel  gobbled  in  appreciation  of  this  final  motion,  which resembled  that  of  the  magrots  themselves.  Headmaster  heard  her and opened his eyes, as did the other students. He smiled and rose to his feet. 

Headmaster  pointed  at  the  scratch  on  Jaden’s  face.  “You were obviously in a rush to get here. What has you so agitated?” 

“I was called by Dracoseth,” Jaden explained. 

“Ah, the prodigal Dragon returns. Well, come, come. We were just wrapping up.” 

Jaden climbed down from Rachel and made his way across the  meadow  toward  Headmaster,  who  was  offering  some  final comments to each of the students as they bowed and left. 

“Is  this  an  advanced  meditation  class?”  Jaden  asked  as  he arrived. 

Loren,  house  leader  at  Seekers’  Slumber,  and  Jaden’s roommate,  bowed  to  Headmaster  and  then  patted  Jaden  on  the shoulder  to  greet  him.  Loren  was  also  an  Eagle  Seeker,  similar  to Malory. 

“In part, yes,” Headmaster answered and then swung his arm at Loren. 

Loren  raised  his  hands  in  front  of  his  face,  palms  facing outward.  “Holding  floodwaters,”  he  said  as  he  captured Headmaster’s forearm. 

Without  hesitation,  Loren  performed  a  flip  that  twisted Headmaster’s arm as he announced. “Leaf in the wind.” 

Headmaster  let  his  body  follow  the  twisting  of  his  arm, spinning  in  the  air.  As  he  landed,  he  sank  to  one  knee,  pulling  his arm downward. “Spear in the earth,” he said. 

Headmaster rolled backward, pulling Loren, whose eyes went wide with surprise, with him. As Headmaster rolled onto his back, he lifted  his  legs  in  the  air,  placing  them  under  Loren’s  thighs  and flipping him over. “Baby elephant,” Headmaster announced. 

“Potato beetle,” Loren announced as he curled into a ball and rolled  on  the  ground,  coming  up  into  a  defensive  crouch,  hands raised. “Seedling in the wind.” 

“Excellent,  Loren.”  Headmaster  clapped.  “You’ve  really integrated the movements without even having to think about them. 

Once we connect it to your Seeker powers, you will be a formidable opponent, one whom I wouldn’t want to meet in a dark forest.” 

Loren  smiled  at  the  praise,  rose  to  his  feet,  and  bowed toward Headmaster. “Thank you, Headmaster,” he said and then left to join the other students who were waiting nearby and had clapped at the sight of the impromptu performance. 

Headmaster  now  turned  back  to  Jaden.  “I  presume  that Dracoseth has given you information that troubles you in some way and that’s why you’ve returned, rather than joining your friends.” 

Jaden  nodded,  and  repeated  to  a  thoughtfully  nodding Headmaster all that Dracoseth had said to him in great detail. 

“That is quite the news, Jaden. It is definitely quite the news,” 

Headmaster finally said after Jaden had finished his story. 

“What  does  it  mean?  I  mean,  what  should  we  be  doing?  It feels urgent, like we shouldn’t just be sitting around…” 

“Calm,  Jaden.  Calm.  This  is  a  struggle  that  has  been  going on for more than a thousand years. If it is true, as Dracoseth says, that  things  are  accelerating  with  the  return  of  a  Legendary  Dragon and the arrival of the first Dragon Seeker in fifteen hundred years, it is still measured in years and perhaps decades, not hours.” 

“But  Dracoseth  said  that  he  could  feel  Devourer  looking  for him.” 

“Your encounter with Devourer in the Elven retreat must have made  him  realize  that  Dracoseth  had  returned.  Nonetheless,  while he may be able to confirm that the Dragon has returned, there is no way  for  Devourer  to  reach  him,  except  through  his  Seeker.  Nor  is there  any  way  for  him  to  know  that  you  are  Dracoseth’s  Seeker, unless you are revealed. And you are here, in a city that has been hidden from the Malabar Empire for almost a thousand years, though they have known of our existence almost from the beginning.” 

“So,  we  should  do  nothing?”  Jaden  asked,  stunned  by Headmaster’s calm. 

Headmaster  shook  his  head.  “No.  You  are  right  that  this  is disconcerting and represents a turning point of some kind. It is also news  to  me  that  Malabar  is  a  symptom  of  a  deeper  malaise  within the  fibers  that  connect  the  Polyverse.  There  is  much  to  consider.  I will leave to make some studies.” 

Headmaster turned and walked back toward his house, which was  half-buried  in  the  earth  and  visible  through  the  trees,  near  the Free Academy’s main building, with its lecture halls, dining hall, and large façade. 

“Studies?” Jaden asked, rushing after him. 

“The Hidden City is located at one of the junction points of the Polyverse,  where  several  worlds  overlap.  That  is  why  the  Elves established the original city here. It is also why they built the Retreat of Reckoning. This place is a conduit for elder magic. But it isn’t the only place in our world.” 

“Do you mean that there’s other Hidden Cities?” Jaden asked as  they  reached  Headmaster’s  house,  which  doubled  as  his  office and laboratory. 

Headmaster shook his head as he opened the large wooden front  door  and  descended  the  wide  stairs  down  to  his  underground library. 

“Most  of  the  junction  points  are  in  very  remote  locations where  it  was  never  practical  to  build  any  permanent  settlement, though there are always at least the ruins of Elf or Dwarf hermitages or  forts,  built  to  monitor  and  protect  the  junction  points.  The  Elves called these places the Columns of the Polyverse and believed that the  energy  concentrated  there  acted  as  a  kind  of  support  column holding  up  the  structure  of  the  many  universes  at  its  intersection points.  They  also  believed  that  they  were  more  fragile  than  the power of the magic that coursed through them would suggest.” 

Headmaster rushed around the library, grabbing map scrolls and  history  books  from  different  shelves  and  tossing  them  onto  his desk in the middle of the room. 

Jaden  watched,  feeling  overwhelmed  by  all  the  information he was being given and anxious that, while he was apparently at the center of what was unfolding, both Dracoseth and now Headmaster seemed to want him to know as little as possible. 

“It’s not written anywhere,” Headmaster continued, “because the Elves and Dwarves either were destroyed or fled from our world, taking  almost  everything  of  their  civilization  with  them.  But  our scholars  have  theorized  that  at  some  point,  perhaps  five  hundred years before Malabar, at least some of the Columns weakened, and this caused the collapse of magic in our world. The only magic that remained  was  mana  of  the  Legendary  Beasts,  which  is  but  a temporary  import  into  our  world.  It  is  ephemeral,  only  appearing through  the  conduit  of  a  Seeker,  and  even  a  Seeker  is  ephemeral, their  connection  to  their  Legendary  Beast  fading  by  the  time  they reach full maturity.” 

Jaden now helped Headmaster load the scrolls and ancient, leatherbound books into a series of travel bags. 

“Wait,  so  in  the  past  magic  was  permanent   and omnipresent?” 

Headmaster  nodded  his  head  and  continued  packing  as  he spoke. “Yes, it was always here, like the air we breathe. It was a part of  daily  life.  It  was  how  Elves  and  Dwarves  made  metals  and  built and farmed and worked. They used it like we use water or wind to turn  a  mill,  or  fire  to  forge  metal.  But  now  magic  is  rarer  than platinum.  I  hadn’t  put  it  together  with  the  rise  of  Malabar.  I  thought they  were  distinct  events,  but  if  what  Dracoseth  says  is  correct,  it suggests that the Malabar Empire has benefited from whatever it is that is causing magic to dissipate from our world and that they want to help this collapse along and sever our world completely.” 

“I don’t understand. Why would they want that? Wouldn’t they want  more  magic  in  order  to  use  it  to  maintain  control?  That’s  the source  of  Devourer’s  power  and  that  of  the  Immortal  Council  that rule the Empire, isn’t it?” 

“Magic  is  unpredictable,  which  makes  it  dangerous  to  them. 

Look at you, a mere sewer urchin, and yet you are connected to the most powerful conduit of magic into our world. With enough training, you  could  defeat  Devourer  himself,  though  he  has  consumed  the souls  of  a  hundred  Legendary  Beasts.  Devourer  might  believe  that he  can  sever  all  independent  connections  to  magic  and  mana, except through channels that he controls and, in that way, be able to rule forever.” 

The idea horrified Jaden. To imagine that all magic would be gone was bad enough. Besides anything else, it would mean that the Hidden City would no longer be hidden and could be discovered by the Malabaris. Add to that the very idea that Devourer could rule for all eternity…

It was worse than he had imagined, and he felt more anxious than  ever  that  they  should  move  against  the  Empire’s  plans.  He

couldn’t believe that at a moment like this Headmaster was going off to consult some books. 

“I  don’t  understand.  What  are  you  going  off  to  read?  Aren’t there more important…” 

“I’m not going off to read, dear boy. This is ancient magic that is  unfamiliar  even  to  me.  I  need  these  books  for  my  mission,” 

Headmaster clarified. “I want to measure the strength of each of the Columns  and  to  see  if  the  Malabaris  have  placed  any  relics  or devices  near  them  in  order  to  weaken  their  power.  We  need  to understand what technology they have if we’re to defeat it.” 

“I  want  to  come  with  you,”  Jaden  said.  “I’m  connected  to  all this, and I need to help. I need to understand what’s happening.” 

“No,  Jaden.  I  will  travel  faster  without  you.  And  some  of  the locations are deep inside Malabar territory. It isn’t safe.” 

“So  some  of  the  locations  aren’t  in  Malabar  territory!  If  I  go with my bonding group, we can cover more ground than you can on your own.” 

Headmaster  smiled.  “You  are  too  smart  for  your  own  good. 

They  are  further  from  the  capital,  yes.  But  they  are  still  away  from the safety of the Hidden City.” 

“I can’t sit here and hide forever.” 

“You need to train more before you’re ready.” 

“You  sent  us  to  the  Retreat  of  Reckoning  when  I  had  even less  training,  and  that  time  I  had  to  face  Devourer  himself,”  Jaden replied.  “You  can’t  just  leave  me  here.  Besides,  just  like  I’m  a channel  from  our  world  into  the  world  of  Dracoseth,  I’m  also  a channel  for  him  into  this  world.  Through  me,  maybe  he  can  detect what is happening with some of the Columns.” 

Headmaster stopped what he was doing and took a long look at  Jaden.  Finally,  after  a  long  silence,  he  sighed  and  opened  a drawer in his desk, retrieving a scroll and a sharpened charcoal. 

“I will make a map for you that will bring you to the two most distant Columns near Marleborn City, on the Red Coast. The people

there are sympathetic to the Rebellion, but it will still be dangerous. 

Precisely  because  the  people  of  the  Red  Coast  spare  no  love  for Malabar,  Devourer  keeps  a  large  military  garrison  inside  Marleborn City  and  a  string  of  forts  along  the  main  highway  that  follows  the coast.” 

“And where are the Columns?” Jaden asked. 

“One is in the Bay of Besquith, south of Marleborn. There is an island with the ruins of an ancient Elven fort there. The ruins are so old that they are barely more than a pattern in the dust, at least on the surface. Beneath the earth they are rumored to be remarkably well-preserved. The second Column lies in the Amber Forest, further inland,  in  the  foothills  of  the  Estherian  Mountains.  It  is  a  deep  pit, caused  by  a  boulder  that  fell  from  the  skies  and  exploded  there before men walked the earth. It is now a deep, round impression with a lake at the very base of it. The locals call it God’s Soup Bowl, if you can believe it.” 

“And  how  will  I  know  if  there  is  a  Column  there?  They’re invisible, aren’t they?” Jaden asked. 

Headmaster  led  Jaden  back  outside  and  pointed  to  the Crystal Palace that lay in the center of the Hidden City. “What do you see there?” 

“The living towers of the Crystal Palace…” 

“Above it. Around it. What do you see?” 

Headmaster placed a hand on Jaden’s shoulder as he stared toward the structure. 

He  saw  the  majesty  of  the  sun  glistening  off  the  highest towers  of  the  Palace,  with  their  strange  organic  curves.  He remembered that the Palace was a living thing, at least living in the sense  that  a  crystal  lives  and  grows  as  it  gathers  minerals  from  its environment. 

The  Crystal  Palace  pulled  minerals  and  energy  from  the  air and  was  constantly  growing,  its  shape  shifting,  so  that  work  teams were  constantly  at  work  on  the  Palace,  cutting  off  newly  forming towers that threatened to grow into others. 

Jaden remembered that he had been told that the energy that propelled the Crystal Palace to grow in this way came from the very earth  and  air  around  it.  There  was  so  much  that  was  fantastical about the Hidden City that Jaden had thought no more about it. He still  looked  in  awe  out  of  his  window  every  day  toward  the  Palace, but  it  had  stopped  seeming  strange  to  him  that  such  a  thing  was possible. Wasn’t everything possible in the Hidden City? 

Now,  he  tried  to  regard  the  Palace  with  new  eyes,  without being obstructed by his habituation to its magnificent exterior. He let it  move  him  emotionally  and  let  him  feel  the  energy  coming  off  it, rather  than  thinking  about  the  logical  explanations  that  had  been given to him. 

He wasn’t sure how much time had passed when he began to notice that it was glowing and shimmering, like he was staring at a candle with tears in his eyes. 

Slowly,  it  resolved  itself  into  a  clear  form  that  was,  indeed, column-shaped.  It  rose  from  the  ground,  which  was  invisible  to Jaden  standing  in  the  forest,  and  reached  up  to  the  sky, disappearing into the clouds above. He found that with a little effort, he  could  blink  it  away  and  then  could  cause  it  to  reappear  with another  blink.  When  it  was  visible,  it  appeared  like  a  solid  tube  of polished mother of pearl. 

“I see it,” Jaden whispered in awe. 

“Of  course,  you  do.  You  have  the  gift  of  magical  sight.  Can you turn it off?” 

“Yeah, if I kind of squint and blink at the same time.” 

“It  will  become  automatic  with  time  and  you  won’t  need  to make  foolish  faces.”  Headmaster  laughed.  “But  it  speaks  to  your power that you already have such control. When you are on the Red Coast, if you see through eyes of magic, as you did just now, you will be able to see the Columns from a great distance.” 

“Can’t  Devourer  also  see  it?”  Jaden  asked.  “Why  hasn’t  he destroyed them before now or put soldiers at their location?” 

“Jaden,  lad,  no  one  but  you  can  see  them,  not  even  me.  I know the Column is there only indirectly, through its effects, through research and measurements. You can see them because you are a Dragon Seeker and your power comes from elder magic, just like the magic of the Columns.” 

“And  once  we’re  there,  how  will  I  know  how  to  measure them? I mean, for any weaknesses or relics?” 

“I will give you instruments that will take measurements and show you how to make them work and what to look for. Finding the Columns is the most difficult part of the task, and you have already overcome that.” 

“I’ll gather my bonding group then. We can leave first thing in the morning.” 

“I  want  you  to  take  Loren  with  you.  And  Hyacinth.  They  are the most senior Seeker students and most confident in the control of their powers. But they must take care. Their features have changed considerably  to  resemble  their  Legendary  Beasts,  and  if  they  are spotted  in  Marleborn  or  the  smaller  town  of  Besquith  Bay,  they  will be taken by the Empire’s troops.” 

“Of course. Should we take the twins or Larisa? They’re from the Red Coast and speak the local dialect.” 

“Not  the  twins,”  Headmaster  replied.  “They  are  too  famous now  as  rebel  Seekers  and  will  be  recognized.  As  for  Larisa,  I  think that you will find that she is now part of your bonding group.” 

“What? Impossible, I never—” 

“Go  and  find  them,  Jaden.  They  are  training  nearby  waiting for you.” 





Chapter 5







Jaden stormed out of Headmaster’s personal residence, and back  into  the  forest  clearing  outside,  where  Rachel  waited  for  him. 

As soon as he appeared, the magrot looked up from where she had been munching on some grubs she had uncovered beneath a rotting log. She cocked her head as he stomped toward her. 

“You are upset?” she asked. 

“You  have  no  idea,”  Jaden  replied.  “We  need  to  go  to  the training ground, where the others are.” 

“Perhaps  you  should  take  a  few  breaths  first.  Why  are  you upset?” 

“I don’t need your counsel right now, Rachel,” Jaden snapped back at her. “Are you going to take me there or should I summon a wagon?” 

“Hmm,  well,  alright.”  Rachel  crouched  down  for  Jaden  to climb  onto  her  back.  As  soon  as  he  did,  she  bounded  off  into  the woods. 

“Should  we  take  the  long  way  to  get  there?  I  hear  that  the walrus  fruit  are  in  blossom,”  Rachel  asked  as  she  skidded  down  a gulley and leapt over a rambling brook. 

“I  know  what  you’re  trying  to  do,  Rachel,  and  you  can  just stop,” Jaden replied. 

She  took  the  hint  and  spoke  no  more  as  she  moved  swiftly between  the  trees  and  through  the  meadows.  She  avoided  Lake Redondo,  obviously  intuiting  that  he  was  in  no  mood  for  traveling across the open water. 

Jaden, for his part, simmered in anger on Rachel’s back. He couldn’t  believe  that  his  friends  would  invite  Larisa  to  join  their bonding group without checking with him. They knew as well as he

did the seriousness of bringing in someone new and that it required everyone’s consent. Once Larisa was part of their group, she was in for good. 

Jaden  hardly  knew  her,  the  others  hardly  knew  her. 

Especially  Nathan  he  couldn’t  believe  had  gone  along  with  it.  The relationship  between  Nathan  and  Larisa  had  hardly  improved  since their first fractious meeting in the snow on Jaden’s birthday. 

Rachel  arrived  at  the  hilltop  overlooking  the  training  ground next  to  the  Wandering  Forest  that  was  between  Seekers’  Slumber and the training ground. The training ground was built in a meadow with a small lake, bounded on one side by the Wandering Forest and on  the  other  by  the  Whispering  Pines.  Gymnastic  and  obstacle apparatus had been built in the area to allow Seekers to utilize their skills  while  training.  The  two  forests  were  also  used,  but  one  at  a time: each of the enchanted places posed enough of a challenge. 

The trees of the Wandering Forest literally moved each night, creating new paths and eliminating old ones. It was a useful training ground  for  Seekers  to  test  their  orientation  skills  in  an  unfamiliar wilderness  that  grew  so  tight  enough  to  block  out  any  view  of  the sun. 

The  Whispering  Pines  didn’t  move  at  the  roots,  but  they angled their limbs in such a way that they caused the wind passing over them to make sounds like the movement or calls of animals or even  the  whisper  of  human  voices.  It  was  hard  to  not  become disoriented  amongst  the  sounds  which  could  even  give  the impression  of  non-existent  geographical  features.  One  might  think that a hill lay up ahead, where there was a cliff or a body of water, like  a  lake,  where  there  was  none.  It  was  believed  that  the  trees were  once  part  of  a  natural,  defensive  barrier  that  protected  the original city in the time of Elves and Dwarves, but no one could be certain. 

At present, as Jaden looked down upon the training ground, he could see several bonding groups—he counted five in total. They were all training together in preparation for the Seeker Games, which

included simulated battles on land, water, and air; six-sided capture the  flag;  a  footrace  across  the  entire  Central  Park;  and  more.  The Games  emphasized  the  power  of  teamwork,  and  so  the  bonding groups always trained together. 

It  took  Jaden  a  moment,  but  he  finally  spotted  Nathan, leaping into the air with Lily on his back. Nathan landed on top of a stone wall, the remnants of a ruined castle that once stood there. Lily carried a flag in her arms, and as Nathan reached the top of the wall, she  climbed  down  and  touched  the  stones.  A  thick  vine  sprouted from within the wall and spiraled upward. Lily leapt onto it, letting its carry  her  higher  as  Malory  dove  out  of  the  sun,  hand  outstretched, and grabbed the flag from Lily, before climbing once again. 

Jaden  didn’t  see  Larisa  anywhere  at  first,  and  his  temper began  to  subside.  Perhaps  Larisa  hadn’t  been  invited  to  join  their bonding group at all. Maybe Headmaster had just seen her training with them once because she didn’t have her own bonding group yet and jumped to conclusions. 

It didn’t surprise Jaden that Larisa was still without a bonding group.  She  was  a  difficult  person  and  not  inclined  to  cooperate. 

Everything had to be her way, which got under his skin worse than even Nathan could at times. 

Larisa’s  attitude  went  against  all  of  Jaden’s  experience  of living in the sewers of Lessertown. It’s not that there wasn’t a lot of room in the sewers, which extended from one end of the city to the other and emptied out into the river at the docklands. But it was best to stay close to other sewer urchins to avoid unscrupulous thieves, Imperial  police,  and,  worst  of  all,  the  various  types  of  wildlife  they shared the sewers with. The subterranean creatures ran the gamut from  rats  to  predatory  river  octopus  that  grew  large  on  the  steady supply of rats. It wasn’t unknown for one of them to try and drag a younger child into the waters of the sewer canals for a snack, which meant keep the little ’uns close. 

But  living  close  together  required  some  sensitivity  to  and consideration  of  the  needs  and  moods  of  everyone  around  you. 

Even  looking  at  someone  without  their  permission  was  considered poor taste and could lead to conflict. This led to all kinds of implicit rules for harmonious living. For instance, it was a common practice of the urchins to always refuse first offer of food or a place to sleep; a demonstration that you recognized the importance of the needs of others.  People  who  didn’t  clue  into  these  cultural  rituals  were  soon cast  out  of  the  sewers.  That  might  seem  like  a  blessing  until  one realized that the only other option was to sleep on the street, which was  a  one-way  ticket  to  the  Fortress  prison  of  the  Empire.  Once inside, no one came out of the Fortress, except in a box of ashes. 

Jaden  was  shaken  from  his  reverie  by  the  appearance  of  a figure,  emerging  at  high  speed  from  between  the  trees  of  the Wandering  Forest.  The  figure  reached  Malory  and  flew  circles around  her,  creating  a  miniature  cyclone  of  air  into  which  Malory released  the  flag  that  Lily  had  handed  to  her.  The  flag  rose  rapidly into  the  air,  and  the  figure  darted  at  it,  snatching  it  up  and  then swooping toward the ground. 

It  was  only  then  that  Jaden  realized  that  the  figure  was Larisa. 

He frowned to himself as he watched her land at full velocity on the dense crabgrasses of the meadow and bolt on at high speed, running with the darting motions of a sandpiper. 

Larisa  reached  a  bridge  that  spanned  a  river  that  filled  the small  lake  in  the  middle  of  the  meadow.  She  dove  off  it  into  the shallow waters of the river, somehow not cracking her head open on the rocks. 

Jaden  looked  for  signs  of  her  reemerging  for  breath,  but Larisa seemed to have disappeared. 

Then  he  saw  Nathan  leap  from  the  top  of  the  wall  to  a  raft that was moored just away from the shore of the lake. Larisa popped up  from  the  water,  as  if  out  of  nowhere,  and  landed  on  the  raft, passing the flag to Nathan, who sent it like a spear through the air to Lily, who had been invisible and now appeared, next to a flag mount

in a tree. She snatched the flag out of the air and plunged it into the mount, then jumped into the air and squealed in delight. 

“Best  time  yet,”  she  shouted  to  the  rest  of  her  team.  “Better than yesterday and three times better than last week!” 

“You’re growling, Lanool,” Rachel whispered in his head. 

When  Jaden  realized  he  was  indeed  growling,  he  felt  heat rise in his cheeks and ears. 

“Better than last week,” he muttered to himself, fuming as he realized that they must have been secretly training for the Games for at least a week. 

They’d been lying to him. 

“Should  we  go  down  now?”  Rachel  asked.  “Your  legs  are squeezing  very  hard  against  my  back.  It’s  uncomfortable.  You  are obviously  angry,  and  it  might  be  more  prudent  to  cool  down  before

—” 

Jaden lifted into the air off Rachel’s back, cutting her off. He hadn’t intended to do it. The power of his emotional state tapped into his store of mana and released it. 

“You’re flying, Lanool!” Rachel said excitedly. 

Jaden  looked  down.  It  was  true.  He’d  never  flown  before, except in the dream with Dracoseth. This rage he felt, though, was not the emotion that he wanted to tap into to lift himself in the air. It certainly did effectively launch him up high. Everyone on the training course was looking up at him. 

“Maybe  turn  off  the  flames,”  Rachel  said  quietly  in  Jaden’s head. 

He looked at his hands and saw them surrounded by fire. His whole body was glowing in a shimmering gold that reminded him of Dracoseth’s  scales.  In  fact,  his  whole  body  was  covered  in  fine, smooth scales that pulsed like the flow of fire against an iron screen. 

The  anger  was  taking  over.  The  fireballs  that  enveloped  his  hands were  hotter  than  any  fireball  he’d  felt  before,  and  their  light  was  as intense as the sun. 

“OK, friend,” came a voice from behind Jaden. “Take it down a notch. You’re scaring folks down there.” 

Jaden  spun  around,  his  eyes  flashing,  and  found  himself face-to-face  with  Larisa,  floating  in  front  of  him.  He  tried  to  remain calm but failed. The light radiating from his body grew even brighter. 

“You’re  not  in  any  position  to  tell  me  to  calm  down, Sandpiper,” he growled. 

“I get it. You feel like your friends betrayed you by inviting me to  train  with  them  and  not  telling  you  about  it,”  she  replied  calmly. 

“But they weren’t trying to cut you out. They were doing it for you.” 

“What are you talking about? What do you know?” his voice boomed across the meadow. 

“You  weren’t  allowed  to  train,  remember?  Nathan  spoke  to Headmaster,  and  he  told  Nathan  that  he  would  lift  the  ban  on  your use of magic before the Games if you could pass his test. He wanted to  be  sure  it  was  safe.  He  also  told  Nathan  that  a  Seeker  team needed  to  be  an  uneven  number,  by  tradition.  They  needed  one more  person  and  I’m  the  only  Seeker  who  didn’t  have  a  bonding group.  They  were  training  so  that  they  could  surprise  you  when Headmaster gave you a thumbs-up to join the Games.” 

Jaden looked away from Larisa and down toward where his friends were gathered, staring up at him. 

Lily’s face was shocked and fearful as she saw, once again, the  terrible  power  that  Dracoseth  had  channeled  to  Jaden.  Malory had her hand over her mouth in shock. Nathan’s brow was furrowed, and  when  the  two  of  them  locked  eyes,  he  nodded  at  Jaden  and signaled with both of his hands that Jaden should calm down. 

In an instant, Jaden’s fury turned to shame. Not only had he failed to trust his friends; he had put them and the other Seekers in danger  by  activating  his  Draconic  mana.  Headmaster  might  have made a mistake when he lifted the ban. Jaden wasn’t ready; he was dangerous. 

He  spun  away  from  Larisa  and  flew  over  the  Wandering Forest  to  Seekers’  Slumber  and  beyond.  He  kept  flying  until  he

passed  the  desert  within  the  park  and  then  the  Purple  Field  of  the Convergence. 

He landed on the side of the road, under a massive, flowering wisteria of pink and yellow that formed a living roof over an ancient stone  ruin.  Beyond  the  ruin  were  the  Petrified  Ones,  hundreds  of stone  statues  spread  throughout  the  field  of  permanently  blooming purple  flowers.  When  they  had  arrived  at  the  Hidden  City  months ago, they had been told that, according to the legends, these statues were Elves who hadn’t managed to escape. At the time Jaden had thought that it was just a legend, a children’s story, to explain statues the origin of which no one knew. 

He now wondered whether these were, in fact, petrified Elves from a millennium earlier: the remnants of an attempted escape after the  magic  of  the  Columns  began  to  collapse.  He  also  considered finding out whether the other part of the story was true—that anyone who  stepped  into  the  field  would  be  petrified  like  the  Elf  statues.  It would only take a short walk. 

“It  won’t  work,  you  know,”  came  the  voice  of  Headmaster from nearby. 

Jaden continued staring into the field. “What won’t work?” 

“You  won’t  be  petrified.  Just  an  old  myth.  Shame  too,  the flowers  make  a  wonderful  tea.  Though  I  suppose  I  shouldn’t complain that I have them all to myself.” 

Jaden  now  turned  to  look  at  Headmaster,  who  was  just settling on the ground, having floated down from above. 

“They’re not really Elves?” he asked absentmindedly. 

“The  statues?  No,  that  part  is  true.  These  were  Elves  who didn’t  manage  to  make  the  passage  to  another  world  and  were trapped in this one. Without sufficient magic to keep them alive, they turned to stone.” 

“Magical beings need magic,” Jaden mused. 

“Exactly.” 

Jaden stared out at the field, his eyes resting on one statue and  then  another.  They  were  all  running  in  the  same  direction, toward  the  woods  in  the  distance.  Or  perhaps  toward  the  Crystal Palace,  where  the  Column  was  located.  Some  of  them  had  fear  in their  eyes.  Others  almost  seemed  joyful.  A  few  had  stopped,  arms outstretched to greet their fate. 

“I’ve  examined  the  face  of  every  single  one  of  them,” 

Headmaster said. “They’re a marvel. A moment caught in time for an eternity, never deteriorating or fading.” 

“Do  you  think  they’d  come  back  to  life  if  magic  returned  to these parts?” Jaden asked. 

“I  have  not  the  faintest  idea.”  Headmaster  stared  at  the statues  wistfully  before  he  settled  in  beside  Jaden.  “I  hear  you  lost your temper.” 

“Yeah,” was all that Jaden said. His cheeks still burned with shame. He turned away from Headmaster and pretended to examine more statues. 

“We all do sometimes, Jaden. Though you are different.” 

“Because I’m dangerous.” 

“Of course, there is that, though it wasn’t what I was thinking.” 

“Then, how am I different?” 

“You are a Dragon Seeker. Not a Mouse or Frog or Sparrow Seeker.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“When  a  youth  is  called  to  a  Legendary  Beast,  and  accepts the Call, they begin to change.” 

“They start to resemble their Beast, you mean.” 

Headmaster  smiled  and  from  inside  his  cloak  pulled  out  a small mirror, handing it to Jaden. “Have a look.” 

Jaden  took  the  mirror  and  looked  at  his  face.  His  face  had taken on a slight gold tinge, and he seemed to have the faint outlines of  small  scales  that  gave  his  skin  a  golden  color.  But  most

pronounced  were  his  eyes.  Just  that  morning  he  had  seen  his reflection  and  his  eyes  were  perfectly  normal.  But  now  they  were luminescent  and  gold,  with  black,  vertical  slits.  They  looked,  in  a word,  like  the  eyes  of  Dracoseth.  Jaden  lowered  the  mirror  and turned to Headmaster. 

“Am I becoming a dragon?” he asked. 

“If  you’re  asking  if  you  will  cease  to  be  human  and  look entirely like Dracoseth, the answer is no. It’s hard to say how much of his features you will take on. I shouldn’t think very much more, to be honest. The human element in a Seeker always prevails and, of course,  once  your  time  as  a  Seeker  has  passed,  you  will  return  to looking fully human. But that is not what I’m referring to, not directly, anyway. What I am telling you, Jaden, is that you will not only take on the physical aspects of your Dragon. You will also develop some of his temperament.” 

“His short temper…” Jaden said. 

“Yes. I hadn’t thought of it at the start of your time here, to be perfectly  honest.  You  see,  in  most  Seekers  it  is  subtle.  But  your Beast is different, in many more ways than one, as I’m sure you’ve long understood.” 

“Elder  magic.  But  then  it’s  unsafe  to  be  with  me,  unsafe  to travel with me, unsafe to be around me. Who knows what could set me off? What if I blow up and hurt someone?” 

“I  don’t  think  that  you  will.  You  were  caught  off-guard  this time,  but  you  have  a  strong  personality  and  strong  values.  You  will have to learn to control his impulses that live in you, and we will have to work on using them to amplify your powers.” 

Jaden shook his head, overwhelmed with all the details of his life as a Seeker, of the world and magic and Dracoseth. “Dracoseth tells me that my magic is activated by releasing my emotions, but my emotions  are  becoming  those  of  Dracoseth  and  are  dangerous. 

None of this makes any sense.” 

“Ah, he said release your emotions, but I’m guessing that he didn’t say release  all your emotions or  any emotion that comes into

your mind.” 

“How do I know which is the right emotion?” 

“By making mistakes. But careful mistakes, if you will. In the interest  of  sparing  ourselves  building  repair  work.”  Headmaster chuckled. 

“Maybe  you  were  right  to  begin  with—maybe  I  should  just stay here and train longer.” 

“No,  Jaden— you  were  right.”  Headmaster  dug  in  the  large satchel  that  he  wore  over  his  shoulder,  searching  for  something. 

“You  can’t  hide  away  from  the  world  forever.  We  need  your  power, and you need to learn your power. Which is so big that… you need to learn it in the outside world.” 

Finding what he was looking for, Headmaster pulled his hand out of his satchel. He held a golden box covered with the intricately carved  shapes  and  letters.  It  was  the  size  of  a  small  loaf  of  bread and had a latch on the front. He opened the latch and lifted a lid that had  been  hidden  underneath  it.  Inside  were  a  series  of  strange circles  with  numbers  written  on  them  and  covered  by  glass.  A  tiny arrow-shaped pointer in each of the circular windows pointed at the number zero. 

“This is the machine that will measure fluctuations in the flow of energy at the site of the Columns on the Red Coast. You need to be able to read the numbers on the dials as they change over time. 

This device will also produce a thin strip of paper with a jagged line on  it.  You  must  keep  the  paper  as  the  shape  of  the  line  will  be important  to  knowing  the  amplitude  of  certain  types  of  energy  that pulse at regular intervals.” 

Jaden stared at the strange device, impressed by its design and  completely  overwhelmed  by  what  Headmaster  was  saying  to him. “I…I don’t know what you just said.” 

Headmaster  laughed.  “Yes,  it  took  me  quite  some  time  to learn how to use one of these things—it’s Elven, you know. But once you get the hang of it, it’s quite simple. And I’ll train your whole group so that you all know how to do it.” 

“I’m  not  sure  that  they’re  going  to  be  interested  in  traveling with me. You should have seen their faces. Lily looked terrified.” 

“Oh,  I  don’t  know,”  Headmaster  replied  and  looked  over  his shoulder. 

Jaden  followed  his  gaze  and  saw  his  friends  standing  at  a respectful  distance,  watching  Headmaster  and  Jaden  talking.  Even Larisa was with them. When they saw Jaden look over to them, they waved and smiled at him. 

“I  have  it  on  good  word  that  your  friends  would  like  nothing more  than  to  travel  with  you  to  the  Red  Coast  on  this  mission,” 

Headmaster explained. “Of course, I did also tell them that it would be the best training possible for the Games.” 

“But the Seeker Games are next week.” 

“I’ve  had  them  delayed  by  a  couple  of  weeks.  Giving  you plenty of time,” Headmaster said. “Now, go and greet your friends so that we can go to the Crystal Palace and I can show you all how to use this contraption.” 

He  patted  Jaden  on  the  back  and  nodded  toward  the  other Seekers.  Jaden  stood  up,  turning  toward  his  friends.  He  grimaced and looked at his feet, still feeling shame at his behavior earlier. As he  looked  up,  he  barely  had  time  to  brace  himself  before  he  was crushed in a bear hug by the entire group. Lily joined in the hug, too, and even Larisa did. 

“Alright,  my  young  friends,”  Headmaster  interrupted.  “This  is very touching, but time doesn’t stop for heartwarming moments. You leave in the morning, as do I. Adventure calls, as they say.” 

Chapter 6







The  sun  was  still  just  a  memory  from  the  previous  day  as Jaden and the rest of his bonding group met near the Crystal Palace. 

Behind  the  mountain  range  nearby,  the  first  rosy  fingers  of  dawn were just starting to tentatively reach into the darkness. 

Jaden rubbed his hands together to warm them, blowing on them  and  stamping  his  feet.  The  high  altitude  of  the  Hidden  City meant that mornings were chilly, even if afternoons were hot enough for sleeveless shirts on a sunny, winter day. 

He  looked  over  to  the  gathering  of  magrots  nearby.  They stood close to one another, their bird faces impassive as always, just like their alert eyes, which never stopped moving. They looked larger in the cold morning, as they puffed up to hold a blanket of warmed air around their bodies. 

“Wish  being  a  Seeker  of  the  Harpy  Eagle  meant  that  I  got some  feathers  like  them,”  Malory  said  from  behind  Jaden.  “Those magrots look toasty.” 

Jaden turned around and smiled at her. “If you had feathers, you’d complain about something else.” 

“I’d complain about having feathers is what I’d do,” she shot back, and they both laughed. 

They were packed and ready to go, and were just waiting for Loren  to  arrive.  Headmaster  had  already  left,  several  hours  before them.  Before  they’d  turned  in  for  the  night,  he  had  gone  over  their instructions once again and made sure that Jaden and the other first-years  understood  that  Hyacinth  and  Loren  were  in  charge  of  the expedition. 

“Sending  out  first-year  Seekers  on  a  mission  of  this  sort  is extremely  unusual  and  not  a  choice  I’m  thrilled  about  making,”  he

told  them.  “But  the  circumstances  are  what  they  are.  Sometimes unusual choices need to be made.” 

He  didn’t  specify  what  these  “circumstances”  were,  but everyone knew what he was referring to: Jaden was a Seeker of the Dragon  and,  while  being  inexperienced  relative  to  the  senior students, he had more raw power than any of the other Seekers. He was also referring to the information that Dracoseth had delivered to Jaden  about  the  Columns  of  the  Polyverse  and  the  plans  of Devourer. 

Loren  and  Hyacinth  finally  showed  up.  They  had  to  gather some  special  equipment  left  for  them  by  Headmaster,  which  would be  used  to  measure  the  energy  flows  of  the  Columns  at  their  two locations  along  the  Red  Coast.  Observing  the  energy  flows  was  a new skill for Jaden, and if anything were to happen to him, they also needed a back-up plan. Headmaster had briefed them all in how to use  the  equipment,  but  Loren  and  Hyacinth  were  charged  with  its transport  and,  unless  they  were  unable  for  whatever  reason,  they would also be in charge of the measurements. 

“Everyone ready for adventure?” Hyacinth asked and clapped her hands. 

“Kalamin’s  bones,”  Larisa  muttered,  “is  she  always  like  this, even before sunrise?” 

Jaden chuckled. “Never seen her any other way.” 

“Okay, friends,” Loren said as he moved to the center of the group. “You all know where we’re headed. Larisa is going to be our guide since she’s from the Red Coast. It’s a lot warmer down there, but  don’t  take  your  coats  off  just  yet.  We’ve  got  a  week’s  worth  of travel, and a snowstorm blowing in that’s going to make things chilly.” 

“Seriously?” Malory complained. 

“If we’re lucky, we’ll get out of the mountains before it hits, but I wouldn’t count on it,” Loren said. 

“Don’t  worry,”  Hyacinth  piped  in.  “If  the  blowing  snow  gets bad,  just  curl  up  under  your  blankets.  The  magrots  know  their  way and the snow doesn’t bother them at all.” 

“That’s  a  slight  exaggeration,”  Rachel  muttered  in  Jaden’s consciousness,  and  he  cast  a  look  her  way.  She  gobbled  with laughter as the other magrots joined her. 

Without  further  ado,  they  all  mounted  their  magrots  and began down the central boulevard away from the Crystal Palace and toward  the  main  entrance  into  the  Hidden  City.  It  was  so  early  that the  streets  were  completely  empty  of  both  foot  and  wagon  traffic. 

There was none of the usual hustle and bustle of this area of town, where local farmers and artisans usually set up stalls. 

Jaden looked toward the lanterns that hung along the sides of the  street,  swaying  softly  in  the  light  breeze  of  the  pre-dawn.  The light that the lanterns cast was the strange bluish glow of lunar rock, as  it  was  called.  It  could  be  mined  from  the  nearby  mountains,  but when  Headmaster  began  the  rebuilding  of  the  Hidden  City  with  his early followers, they found the rocks amongst the ruins of the ancient Elven city on which the new city of rebels was built. Some believed that  the  stones  were  charmed  by  the  Elves  themselves.  Others thought  it  was  a  natural  feature  of  the  rocks,  which  seemed  to absorb the light of the sun in the day and release it again during the night. 

Unlike when they arrived, there was no parade to say farewell to Jaden and the others. It brought home to him the reality of what they were doing here. 

They had arrived as heroes but there was a war to be fought and warriors needed to slip away in the dark of night—at least rebel warriors  did.  Perhaps  there  would  be  another  parade  upon  their arrival. 

But he doubted it. 

The number of new recruits to the Free Academy had grown since they had arrived. Back then it was a novelty and but a faint and fickle  glimmer  of  hope  for  the  people  of  the  Hidden  City  who  had long lived with the fear of being discovered. Now it seemed like new recruits were arriving every week, if still only alone or in pairs. 

Headmaster believed it was a sign that things were changing. 

The past century, hardly anyone had come to the Hidden City to join the rebellion. People outside basically believed it to be nothing more than  a  fairy  tale  to  tell  children  in  whispers.  But  there  were  reports that in the cities of Malabar there were symbols and slogans being daubed  on  city  walls  and  the  administration  buildings,  sometimes even on the Imperial Temples. Often, they were little more than dirty pictures  or  the  names  of  whomever  was  brave  enough  and determined  enough  to  go  to  the  trouble  of  painting  a  wall  in  the middle  of  the  night.  But  sometimes  they  were  the  symbol  of  the Hidden City, a kind of simplified mandala inside of a serpent eating its own tail. 

“How  is  that  possible?”  Jaden  had  asked  Headmaster.  “The only battles are rebel squads liberating Seeker candidates, like they did with me. I thought that their whole way of attacking was meant to keep themselves unseen by everyone.” 

“It’s  more  subtle  even  than  magic,  the  way  that  the  people feel  changes  in  their  bones  and  the  ways  that  the  old  ideas  re-emerge like lilies from the snow,” Headmaster responded. 

“I don’t understand,” Jaden replied, genuinely puzzled. 

“Nor do I entirely, Jaden. But in a thousand tiny ways, people sense  changes  in  their  relations  with  the  authorities  and  with  each other. It gives a larger number of them confidence and a belief that something else is possible. That is why more young Seekers come to find us on their own.” 

Whatever  was  causing  the  shift  in  culture  of  the  people  of Malabar,  it  had  led  to  a  near-doubling  of  the  number  of  Seekers  at the  Free  Academy  in  under  a  year.  There  were  enough  young Seekers  wandering  the  countryside,  avoiding  recruitment  to  the Imperial  Institute,  that  the  rebels  had  begun  to  patrol  beyond  the mountains,  on  the  great  plains  of  Malabar’s  interior,  seeking  the wanderers  to  bring  them  “home.”  So,  too,  had  Imperial  soldiers begun  patrols  on  the  fringes  of  the  lands  of  Malabar,  looking  for

“those who refuse the Empire’s call.” 

Jaden  pondered  what  this  meant  for  the  future  of  their struggle  against  Devourer  and  the  Malabar  Empire  as  they  made their  way  along  the  long,  wide  boulevard.  He  could  see  in  each lantern’s  light  that  more  and  more  snowflakes  were  falling.  The winds  were  still  light,  and  so  the  snow  drifted  toward  the  ground.  It was  never  cold  long  enough  in  the  Hidden  City  itself  for  the  soil  to freeze, which meant that these late-night snowfalls never stayed on the ground. 

Soon,  they  arrived  at  the  heavy,  stone  gates  that  led  out  of the  City  and  into  the  forest  beyond.  The  City  guard  held  the  gate open  for  them  and  waved  as  they  rode  past  on  the  backs  of  the magrots.  Did  the  guards  have  any  idea  where  they  were  going  or what  their  mission  was,  Jaden  wondered?  Probably  not.  Just  the same, as they passed through the gates, the young men and women handed them cups of hot grog to warm them on their way. 

And  then  they  were  beyond  the  City  lights  and  into  the darkness of the forest. Each Seeker withdrew their own lantern from the saddle bags at their side and slid their mounting poles out of the brass  loops  along  the  other  side  of  the  saddle.  The  lanterns  were hung  on  the  curved  hooks  on  the  end  of  the  poles,  and  the  bases were  mounted  into  leather  pouches  on  the  side  of  the  magrot saddles. In the utter darkness of the moonless night, in the depths of the forest, it showed them a very short stretch of the path in front of them.  But  fundamentally  they  relied  on  the  superhuman  eyesight unerring sense of direction of the magrots. The lanterns were mostly intended to provide the humans with comfort in the darkness and to allow them to see one another’s faces when they spoke. 

“You’ve never been to the Red Coast, have you?” Larisa said to Jaden, recalling an earlier conversation. 

“No—Lessertown  and  the  Hidden  City,  that’s  it,”  Jaden replied. 

“That’s right. You were a sewer rat.” 

“Urchin. Rats are… rats. Urchins are children who live in the sewers because their parents are dead or in the Imperial Fortress.” 

Larisa nodded. “Sounds horrible. Before leaving home, I don’t think I could have endured even the smell of a sewer. Outside of the house  we  traveled  in  a  perfumed  carriage  to  keep  out  the  smell  of the city.” 

“Boy,  did  we  have  different  lives.”  Jaden  laughed.  “Anyway, people  are  good  at  getting  used  to  almost  anything,  even  sewer smell.  I  probably  wouldn’t  do  very  well  myself  anymore  with  the smell. We’ve been living in the middle of a park in the mountains for a  year.  Everything  smells  clean  and  fresh  in  the  Hidden  City.  But back then, the sewer was just the air you breathed. It was home.” 

“Well,  the  Red  Coast  will  be  a  joy  for  you,  I  should  think,” 

Larisa told him. 

“Because  it  smells  like  a  sewer  or  because  it  doesn’t?”  he asked with a grin. 

“Oh,  Marleborne  City  definitely  has  its  own  special  odor, particularly in the area near the docks. It’s overwhelming. My father is  a  merchant  who  trades  in  spices,  so  he  is  often  at  the  docks, meeting ships with new stock, sending goods abroad. I told him that I wanted to take on his business when I grew up, and he took me with him one day. I stepped out of the perfumed coach and threw up, right in the street.” 

Jaden laughed at the image of Larisa throwing up. “I’m sorry, it’s cruel to laugh at you throwing up, but…” 

“It  is funny, it’s OK. Nobody cared. I hadn’t even finished and people  were  just  walking  through  my  liquified  lunch  on  the  ground like  it  was  nothing.  There  were  dead  animals  piled  up  in  one  area, rotting  food  in  another.  And  other  things  that  I’d  rather  not  think about.” 

“In the sewers, I suppose that we were lucky, all those things just floated past on their way to the river.” 

“Anyway, what I described is just the docks in the city, don’t worry.  Along  the  coast,  the  smell  of  the  sea  is  heaven.  It’s  like  life, calling to you.” 

“That’s poetic.” Jaden smiled. “I guess your father’s business in the docks didn’t call to you then?” 

“No. I told him that I would expand the land transport side of his  business  and  we  could  set  up  a  spice  warehouse  outside  of town, where the air was fresher. Then I got the Call and all that went by the wayside.” 

He hadn’t known any of the details of Larisa’s life before. She was  a  brash  and  confident  girl  but  also  quite  private.  Many  of  the Seeker  students  were  like  that,  for  fear  that  if  they  gave  away  too much  information,  it  would  put  their  families  in  danger.  The  more people  who  knew  your  details,  the  more  people  there  were  who could be tortured to reveal them. It was just a courtesy to not ask too much of anyone unless they volunteered it first. He, Lily, Malory, and Nathan knew most of the important details about each other’s lives as  they’d  met  on  the  way  to  the  Hidden  City  and  didn’t  know  that they  shouldn’t  say  anything.  The  new  recruits  seemed  to  be  more aware of the risks, less naïve, but also more distant and even colder. 

He  wondered  if  that  hardness  of  personality  was  also  what Headmaster referred to when he spoke to Jaden about the changing culture in the Empire. 

“Are  you  sad  that  you  won’t  be  a  spice  merchant?”  Jaden asked. 

“Counting  bags  of  clove  or  Aleusian  Sky  Flower,  instead  of having magical powers and fighting the Malabar Empire to save the world from tyranny?” Larisa laughed at the thought. 

“Well,  you  could  be  comfortable,  living  in  luxury.  I  mean,  for me, it’s pretty obvious. But for you…” 

“Luxury is better than being a sewer urchin, I won’t lie,” she agreed. “But I’d pick adventure over comfort any day.” 

At  that  moment,  Hyacinth  came  bobbing  along  the  path  on her magrot. The lantern on the end of her pole waggled from side to side as she gave everyone an update on the weather. 

“Up  ahead,  when  we  get  out  of  the  forest  into  the  Golden Meadows, it’s a total whiteout. I’d get my blanket ready if I were you. 

It’s going to be crazy!” 

“Lanool,” Rachel’s voice said inside of Jaden’s head. “Would you like for me to move closer to your friend’s magrot? Then you can be under a blanket together for the blizzard part of the journey.” 

Jaden glanced over at Larisa, who was glancing at him at the same  time.  Based  on  the  look  on  her  face,  her  magrot  had  just asked the same question. 

“Lord, no,” he replied to Rachel, almost expressing it out loud. 

“There  was  no  subtext  to  my  suggestion,  Lanool,”  Rachel replied.  “Only  that  it  may  be  several  hours,  and  I  thought  that  you might like company. Up ahead, Nathan and Lily have joined together, see.” 

It was true, he saw; Nathan and Lily’s magrots had moved so close together that they were touching. He could see them giggling as  they  struggled  with  their  blankets,  attempting  to  put  them  both over their heads. He felt a twinge in his guts at the sight of it. Before the Retreat of Reckoning, he was sure, he and Lily would have been sharing a blanket. Thinking on it was starting to lead him down to a dark place, so he pushed it away and out of his mind. 

“I  understand,  Rachel,”  Jaden  replied.  “Thank  you  for  the thought, but I think that—” 

“Her  magrot  has  let  me  know  that  she  has  agreed,”  Rachel interrupted.  “I  know  what  you  are  feeling  toward  Lily,  Lanool.  You worry  too  much  about  things  you  cannot  change.  Either  she  will come to accept who you are and not fear your power, or she will not. 

But  that  is  her  journey,  not  yours.  And  look,  the  entire  group  are pairing  up  for  the  journey.  There  is  nothing  more  to  it  than  not wanting  to  be  alone,  under  a  blanket  in  a  snowstorm.  You  actually keep each other warm by sticking close together; it’s the reasonable thing to do.” 

“Of course, you’re right.” Jaden sighed. “I’m being stupid.” 

“Not  stupid,”  Rachel  disagreed.  “You  are  loyal  to  Lily  and confused  by  how  things  have  changed.  Such  things  don’t  happen amongst us magrots, but I can understand your feelings.” 

Rachel moved over next to Larisa’s magrot and hers did the same,  moving  up  next  to  them.  The  magrots  pressed  together  so that the thick plumage of the two of them formed a bridge that made the backs of the birds like a huge ottoman. 

Larisa smiled sheepishly at Jaden and shrugged as she held up  her  blanket  for  him  to  get  under.  He  hooked  his  own  blanket  to one  side  of  his  saddle,  and  they  both  used  their  lanterns  as  tent poles  and  then  connected  their  blankets  using  a  length  of  suede cable woven into the blankets themselves. In this way, they created a surprisingly roomy tent that was both lit and felt very stable. 

The magrots, now pressed together, walked in lockstep, their bodies  moving  in  rhythm.  It  gave  the  feeling  of  sitting  in  bed  on  a ship  at  sea.  Between  the  bodies  of  the  great  birds  and  those  of Jaden and Larisa, it was actually quite warm inside the tent. 

Jaden  lay  back  and  looked  upward  at  the  lanterns  swinging gently overhead and illuminating the space. Larisa lay beside him in silence, also staring upward. 

Outside of their enclosure, they could hear the sound of the wind  rising.  The  sides  of  their  traveling  tent  bulged  inward  with  the force  of  it,  and  the  fabric  snapped  back  and  forth  as  it  changed direction repeatedly. 

“We  must  have  left  the  forest,”  Jaden  commented.  “We’ve lost the cover of the trees.” 

Larisa  nodded.  “My  magrot  just  told  me  that  we’ve  walked right into the middle of an intense snowstorm.” 

“Are  you  OK?”  Jaden  said  in  his  head,  as  he  spoke  to Rachel.  “I  feel  bad  that  you’re  suffering  in  the  storm  and  we’re comfortable in here.” 

“I am fine, Lanool,” she replied in good spirits. “We magrots are  built  for  exactly  this  weather.  Don’t  worry  about  me,  just  try  to rest. There are many hours ahead of us to get through this.” 

“My  magrot  says  that  we  will  be  passing  through  this  for  a while,” Jaden told Larisa. 

“Ugh.  In  Marleborne,  we  sometimes  suffer  what  we  call summer  hard  storms—rains  and  winds  and  lightning  that  don’t  end for days. But at least it’s warm.” 

“Even  in  Lessertown  we’ve  heard  about  Red  Coast  hard storms. I think I prefer riding on the back of a magrot in a blizzard.” 

Jaden laughed. 

“It  is  comfortable  in  here,  but  we’ll  see  after  a  few  hours  of this.” 

Jaden stretched and then lay back with his arms on his belly and his eyes closed. “Well, I’m going to take this chance to get some sleep.” 

As he lay there, he listened to the wind and the fabric it was putting  to  the  test  together  with  the  driving  snow.  It  sounded  like  a sandstorm  of  crystals.  When  he  was  young,  Jaden  had  once traveled  with  his  mother  to  get  some  special  substances  for  her alchemical  lab.  They  had  traveled  for  days  outside  of  Lessertown, beyond the Lake of Salt and right up to the edge of the Bowl Desert. 

While  they  were  there,  staying  with  a  traveling  community  of Bedouins,  who  were  his  mother’s  suppliers,  they  were  struck  by  a sandstorm. 

For three days they had to stay inside a large communal tent as the storm raged outside. The sands hitting the tent sounded like the snow hitting it in this moment. The Bowl Desert was hotter than anything Jaden had experienced, but during the sandstorm, the sun was blocked out and the air was icy, like a desert night. 

Now, as he lay on his back listening, the sound reminded him of all the strange scents in that tent from long ago. He could almost smell the spices in the air, and the sweet scent of the strange cactus logs that burned in a giant, iron bowl in the center of the tent. 

And  there  was  the  smell  of  his  mother,  who  cuddled  him  as he whimpered in fear of the terrible winds. It made his heart hurt to remember  his  mother  in  this  visceral  way,  instead  of  his  usual memories, which felt more verbal and distant. He swallowed down a lump in his throat. 

Jaden felt a hand on his chest, and then Larisa’s body curled up  against  his,  her  knee  on  his  thighs.  He  opened  his  eyes  and turned his head toward her. Her eyes were closed, and it looked like she might already be asleep. 

“Don’t get any funny ideas,” she said, eyes still shut. “Storms scare me. I’m just using you for comfort.” 

Jaden  closed  his  eyes  and  turned  his  face  upward  again.  “I don’t mind.” 

He considered telling her about his memory of his mother and how  for  a  brief  second,  his  mind  had  tried  to  tell  him  that  Larisa’s hand was that of his mother. But he decided against it and to just let himself  fall  asleep.  It  came  quickly,  with  a  few  jerks  as  he  tumbled into  the  strange  mental  state  that  is  not  quite  awake  and  not  quite dreaming. 

Then there was only blackness. 



Chapter 7







The  sound  of  crunching  snow  invaded  Jaden’s  dream  and slowly drew him back to consciousness. He climbed up through the fog of sleep and dreams back to coherent reality. 

His  arm  and  shoulder  ached,  and  he  realized  that  Larisa’s head was rested there. She was asleep. He wondered how long they had both been out and if he could take his arm back without waking her up. 

As he pondered what he could do to free his arm, he noticed that the wind was no longer blowing. He could see the sun forcing its way through the fabric of their tent, making the inside glow. 

“Good afternoon, Lanool,” Rachel’s voice came to him in his head, as always. “I think that you should come outside and have a look.” 

“Okay,  give  me  a  minute,”  he  replied  as  he  eased  his  arm inch by inch from beneath Larisa’s head, trying his best not to wake her in the process. 

Larisa  sat  bolt  upright,  startling  Jaden,  and  tumbled  out  of their tent, disappearing outside. 

“Whoa!” Jaden said in shock—it had all happened in under a second. 

“Now,  Jaden,”  Rachel  told  him  with  more  urgency  than  was typical of the usually calm bird. 

Jaden  pivoted  his  legs  over  her  side  and  slid  off  her  back, landing almost silently in the powdery snow that covered the ground, then  rose  up  to  his  knees.  He  glanced  around  and  saw  the  others had  also  jumped  to  the  ground  from  their  magrots  and  were  now looking  around  in  a  daze.  Across  from  Jaden,  he  saw  Larisa  in  a crouch with a rapier in her hand, drawn back and ready for attack. 

“What’s going on, Rachel?” Jaden asked. 

“We have been followed,” she replied. “It was for some time, but at first we thought they were just wolves.” 

“And now? Now what do you think it is?” 

“Immortals accompanying an Imperial patrol.” 

“What?”  Jaden  replied  in  shock.  “Then  shouldn’t  we  be  on your backs so that we can either run or fight?” 

“We’re  not  horses,  Jaden.  We  double  our  fighting  numbers this way.” 

“I feel like maybe fighting isn’t the best idea. They’re trained soldiers.” 

“And  because  they  are  trained  soldiers,”  Rachel  explained patiently,  “they  have  surrounded  us,  eliminating  our  routes  of escape.” 

“Then  why  didn’t  we  run  away  earlier,  before  we  were surrounded?” Jaden asked. 

“Because  they  are  trained  soldiers  with  a  powerful  Immortal who was able to keep their presence hidden from us.” 

“Maybe  we  could  pretend  to  be  just  nomads  or  travelers,” 

Jaden suggested. 

“The  only  ones  who  ride  magrots  in  the  northern  mountains are Seekers. This, they will know.” 

Jaden locked eyes with Lily. She had two swords out, and her deer-like  ears  were  twitching  and  rotating,  trying  to  capture  the sound of anyone approaching. Nathan was down on one knee, also listening  hard,  the  palm  of  his  hand  against  the  ground,  trying  to catch  the  vibrations  of  enemy  movement.  Both  he  and  Lily  shook their heads—they couldn’t detect anything. Malory signaled to Loren that  she  would  fly  into  the  air  to  scout,  but  Loren  shook  his  head, indicating that he would fly instead. 

Something  in  Jaden  told  him  that  letting  Loren  fly  up  was dangerous.  Without  thinking  he  leapt  into  the  air,  rising  rapidly.  He

felt the power of the wings emerging from the back of his body and spreading wide. 

“Holy crap,” Malory muttered from below. “When did he start doing that?” 

Jaden  looked  from  side  to  side,  seeing  the  outlines  of crackling lightning bolts forming bat-like wings behind him, the same as he had seen in his dream with Dracoseth. He was fascinated by this extension of his true body and reached out to touch one of the wings but was jolted out of his reverie by a flying arrow that whizzed past  his  cheek.  He  reached  up  and  touched  his  face,  feeling  the wetness of blood. 

Jaden swooped from his spot, toward the origin of the arrow. 

He spotted a soldier in the snow, almost invisible in his white armor of fur and skins. In the soldier’s hand was a crossbow, now empty. 

His eyes widened at the sight of Jaden bearing down on him, and he rushed to reload. In his nervousness, the soldier dropped his bolt in the snow, then turned to run. 

Jaden  landed,  his  forward  momentum  carrying  him  skidding through the powdery snow. He hit the man with his shoulder, sending him rolling. The soldier came out of the roll and back up to his feet, but  Jaden  was  on  him,  snatching  hold  of  the  crossbow  and  pulling him close. The feeling of the blood trickling down Jaden’s cheek and the knowledge that this soldier and his comrades had trailed them for hours, waiting for a chance to attack Jaden and his friends, filled him with rage. 

He felt his hands pulsing with heat and the blood rising in his face. The soldier wore eyeguards of polished bone, with narrow slits, to  protect  them  from  snowblindness.  Jaden  could  see  his  own reflection in the eyeguards—his eyes were glowing brightly. And he could  see  the  fear  in  the  soldier’s  face.  The  crossbow  in  Jaden’s hand blackened and crackled, then turned to dust and collapsed in the snow. 

“Where are the others?” Jaden hissed. 

The soldier shook his head fearfully but didn’t answer. Jaden couldn’t  tell  if  it  was  because  he  didn’t  know  or  if  he  was  trying  to protect his comrades. 

Jaden  grabbed  the  soldier’s  armor  and  pulled  him  close.  It began to blacken and smoke in the area around Jaden’s hands. He could sense the soldier’s heart rate rising fast in fear. 

Instead of making Jaden want to show mercy, the fear filled Jaden  with  disgust  and  rage.  His  hands  glowed  orange  and  then bright  red,  and  he  pushed  the  soldier  away,  before  stepping  back from him. He had been ready to incinerate him, even though he was unarmed and filled with fear. What had come over him? 

Suddenly, he felt several intense stings in his back. The pain shot  through  his  entire  body,  bringing  him  to  his  knees.  All  the muscles in his back, neck, and legs seized into painful cramps that caused him to cry out as he struggled not to fall forward on his face. 

With great effort, he twisted around to look behind him. 

It was an Immortal. Jaden couldn’t say whether it was a man or  woman.  Their  skin,  if  one  could  call  it  that,  was  like  the exoskeleton  of  an  insect  and  their  face  was  a  hideous  hybrid,  with the eyes of a human and the mandibles of an insect. Emerging from under their armor, the Immortal had the tail of a scorpion, which rose into the air above the Immortal. 

Jaden reached behind himself and took hold of what was in his back, yanking it out with great effort and pain. It was like a curved dagger and had clearly come from the tail of the scorpion Immortal. 

“You  are  sssttrong,”  the  scorpion  hissed  at  Jaden.  “None have ever survived my ssstting.” 

Jaden closed his eyes for a moment and visualized his back, with  perhaps  half  a  dozen  of  the  scorpion’s  stingers  embedded there. He felt his back grow hot, until the stingers fell away and into the  snow  with  a  sizzle,  one  after  another.  Then  Jaden  pushed himself up to his feet and turned toward the scorpion. 

“You are a Ssseeker,” the scorpion said in realization. “What Beassst do you ssseerve, boy?” 

“One that eats bugs for breakfast, though maybe not bugs as ugly  as  you,”  he  replied  and  pushed  his  hands  toward  each  other, forming a swirling ball of fire between them. 

As he did so, Jaden felt the pain of the venom burning in his veins  as  it  coursed  through  his  body.  He  gritted  his  teeth,  sweat glistening  on  his  forehead.  His  vision  was  blurry,  and  the  world seemed  to  swim  in  front  of  him.  He  struggled  against  blacking  out and to focus enough to maintain the fireball. The scorpion raised its tail and curved it back, like a whip ready to strike. 

“You are failing rapidly—my venom is taking its toll after all.” 

“NO!” Jaden roared and flung his hands out in front of him. 

A  column  of  flame  emerged  from  his  forward-facing  palms. 

The scorpion dropped to its knees to try and dodge it but was only partly successful. It shrieked in agony as the flame destroyed its tail, turning it into a blackened stump. The Immortal writhed in the snow, unable to control its body. 

The heat of Jaden’s explosive attack cleared his mind, and he no longer felt the poison in his veins. Could he have cleared it with just a thought? 

Jaden  ignored  the  scorpion  and  launched  himself  in  the  air. 

He had been so preoccupied with the soldier and then the scorpion Immortal that he had no idea what was happening with his friends. 

As he spun around, a dozen yards in the air, he saw that they were  engaged  in  combat  with  an  Imperial  patrol  of  over  a  couple dozen soldiers. There was another Immortal commander with them, a bald woman who flew with large wings. 

She looked like the vultures Jaden knew from the outskirts of Lessertown. The enormous birds stayed close to the sewer outlets, which  often  provided  food  for  scavengers  in  the  form  of  dead animals  that  had  been  thrown  into  the  sewers  and  carried  through the  tunnels  to  the  sewer  ponds.  Their  interest  was  in  eating  the dead,  but  the  sewer  urchins  stayed  well  clear.  They  knew  that  the hideous birds weren’t picky and if there were enough of them, they could tear a child to pieces. 

The  vulture  Immortal  looked  almost  graceful  as  she  soared above the battle unfolding below. She didn’t seem to be interested in joining in at first, but then Jaden followed her gaze and realized what she was up to. 

Below, Malory launched herself out of the chaotic melee and into  the  air.  Her  wings  were  now  fully  exposed  from  inside  of  her jacket.  As  she  flapped  her  wings,  she  created  a  great  gust  of  wind that  sent  snow  rushing  toward  the  Imperial  soldiers.  The  power  of the  wings  caused  some  of  them  to  tumble  backward  down  the  hill behind  them.  Others  were  blinded  by  the  snow,  which  gave  the magrots an opportunity to blast through the Imperial lines and scatter their opponents. 

The vulture saw its opening and dove at Malory from behind. 

Jaden shouted and dove toward Malory as well. Malory spun around, her eyes widening as she saw the great beast coming toward her. At the end of human legs, the vulture Immortal had enormous, dagger-sharp claws and they were thrust outward, hellbent for Malory’s face and neck. Jaden tucked in his wings of lightning and went into a roll and dive toward the vulture. 

The creature was almost upon Malory who, too late, tried to fly up and away from her attacker. Jaden reached the vulture at the last  moment  and  yanked  her  off-course,  then  opened  his  wings again  and  broke  her  momentum.  As  she  struggled  to  spin  on  him, her clawed feet kicked backward and dug into Jaden’s thighs. He felt the blood pour down his legs. 

If he didn’t act fast, she would rip his flesh down to the bone, but if he released her, she would spin on him and pose even more of a deadly threat. 

Jaden’s hands heated up once again, and the vulture’s wings burst  into  flame  from  end  to  end.  The  smell  was  acrid  in  Jaden’s nostrils, the smoke black and oily. 

The  vulture  howled  in  a  rage  of  pain  and  kicked  back  at Jaden one last time, causing him to release her. Without wings, she

tumbled  toward  the  earth  and  landed  on  top  of  one  of  her  own Imperial soldiers, killing the both of them. 

Off to the side, the soldiers were attempting to regroup for a counterattack.  Jaden  saw  Larisa  summon  a  whirlwind  of  snow  that surrounded  them,  blinding  them  to  the  movements  of  their opponents. Lily moved in close, almost invisible, and traced a circle in  the  ground,  as  she  ran  around  the  penned-in  group  of  fighters. 

From  the  earth  sprang  thick  vines  that  climbed  rapidly  and  bent around  themselves,  their  shape  controlled  by  the  movements  of Lily’s  hands,  like  the  conductor  of  an  orchestra.  She  formed  them into a cage that trapped the group of soldiers completely. 

Nearby was another small group that had cornered Hyacinth. 

A  Seeker  of  the  Leopard,  Hyacinth  had  her  claws  bared  and  her sharp teeth glistened in the reflections of the sun and snow. In front of her were the bodies of two soldiers who had tried to take her on alone. These others weren’t aware of what was happening with their comrades and were focused on closing in on Hyacinth. Loren dove out of the sun and snatched one of the soldiers out from the group, before  the  others  could  act.  He  carried  him  into  the  air  and  then dropped him onto his comrades, leaving several of them writhing in pain in the deep snow. 

Nathan  landed  with  a  thud  amongst  the  remainder,  having jumped  in  from  some  unknown  location.  He  fought  with  his  bare hands against the surprised soldiers. They swung at him with swords and polearms, but Nathan dodged them easily, an impressive feat for someone  who  was  now  as  massive  as  he  was.  He  responded  to each attack with a single bone-shattering punch or kick in the belly, quickly reducing the remaining soldiers to heaps on the ground. 

On a nearby rise, the magrots were dealing with the soldiers still  on  horseback.  They  used  their  sharp  beaks  and  ability  to  leap with  great  accuracy  onto  the  backs  of  horses  and  men.  In  no  time, the soldiers were on the ground and the horses were running off in flight. And, just as quickly as it had started, the battle was over. 

Jaden  locked  eyes  with  Loren  and  swooped  down  to  where the  scorpion  Immortal  lay,  still  writhing  in  pain.  Its  blood  was spattered in a crazy pattern all over the snow. 

“It’s  going  to  bleed  out,”  Loren  said  as  they  kept  their distance. 

Jaden sighed. “We should help it.” 

Loren looked at him. “Are you insane? We can’t treat it.” 

“We can’t just let it die.” 

“And then what? Bring it with us? We can’t let it go, and we can’t  return  to  the  Hidden  City  to  take  back  prisoners.  We  have  a mission.” 

“Loren, we’re not like them. That’s why we’re fighting,” Jaden countered. “We show mercy.” 

“And to win a world where mercy is shown to all, we have to be  smart  and  not  succumb  to  sentimentality,”  Loren  said,  then moved in closer so that only Jaden could hear him. “I saw what you did with that other soldier; how close you came to killing him in cold blood,  even  though  he  was  defenseless.  It  was  understandable.  I would  have  done  the  same.  You  don’t  need  to  make  up  for  it  by being soft.” 

“I’m not being soft,” Jaden snapped. 

“You’re  confusing  principle  with  necessity,”  Loren  said  and pointed at the writhing scorpion. “That thing isn’t human any longer. 

Do  you  want  to  risk  our  mission—a  mission  that  could  determine whether we win or lose and whether the Polyverse continues to exist

—to save a creature that tried to shoot you in the back?” 

“If one of them had been attacking you, I would have shot it in the back too.” 

“It doesn’t matter,” said a female voice and they turned to see Lily standing next to them. 

She  held  her  arm,  which  was  bleeding  heavily,  and  nodded her head toward the scorpion. It had stopped writhing and lay still in

the snow, only small twitches from its limbs as the last of its life force drained away. 

“It’s gone,” she said and then nodded toward Jaden’s bloody legs. “Are you okay? That looks bad.” 

Jaden looked down at his legs. He had forgotten the damage that the vulture had inflicted on him in the air. His pants were torn to ribbons and coated in his blood. But his legs strangely didn’t hurt. He examined them and saw that the wounds had healed over already, the skin turning into armored dragon scales, where before there had been vulnerable human flesh. For a moment he wondered if, given a few  years,  he  would  turn  as  hideous  as  the  scorpion  Immortal,  a horrifying hybrid that was neither human nor dragon. 

The  others  from  their  group  now  began  to  gather.  The soldiers  who  had  attacked  them  were  either  dead  or  captured,  the bulk of them in the vine cage that Lily had summoned from the earth. 

Hyacinth  and  Lily  had  both  suffered  significant  injuries  and  were losing blood, though Lily’s abilities as a healer were able to quickly staunch the blood loss. The magrots had made it through unharmed. 

When  they  were  sure  everyone  was  treated,  including  the wounded  surviving  soldiers,  the  group  retreated  away  from  their attackers to decide what to do. 

“We leave them,” Loren insisted. 

“To freeze to death in the snow?” Lily asked, shocked at his callousness. 

Jaden intervened to bring down the temperature. He’d had a chance to think things through, now that his battle lust had dropped and the situation was under control. 

“We can’t leave them to die,” he said. “That is just wrong. But we can’t let them go either.” 

“Why not?” Lily asked. She was still obviously heated. 

“Because  they’ll  go  back  to  their  garrison,  and  they’ll  tell  a story  about  how  they  were  attacked  by  a  group  of  Seekers  in  this area.” 

“Who  cares?”  Nathan  asked,  obviously  siding  with  Lily. 

“That’s what they’re doing out here, looking for Seekers.” 

“They  were  looking  for  Seekers  traveling  alone,  looking  for the  Hidden  City.  They  weren’t  expecting  a  squad  of  them  with magrots and with training in the use of their powers,” Jaden said. “If they  knew  how  close  they  were  to  the  Hidden  City,  and  that  there were people like us, there would be more of them and they would be more heavily armed. They would also have more Immortals. If they go back and tell their superiors what they’ve seen, Malabar will move whole brigades up here to sniff out the Hidden City.” 

“And  you  think  that  they  won’t  if  their  patrol  goes  missing?” 

Nathan asked. “At least we won’t be killing people in cold blood.” 

Loren  shook  his  head.  “I  was  a  recruit  before  I  got  the  Call. 

Mountain  patrols  get  lost  sometimes;  in  snowstorms,  avalanches, even killed by polar bears. The protocol is to send out a search party, and  when  they  don’t  find  them,  they’ll  assume  they  were  killed  by natural causes. There’s no reason that they would think they bit off more  than  they  could  chew  attacking  a  bunch  of  Pure  Seekers.  It hasn’t  happened  to  them  in  a  hundred  years—they  won’t  jump  to that conclusion easily.” 

Jaden  nodded.  “I  agree  with  Loren  on  that  part.  But  I  agree with Nathan that we can’t just leave them. The best option would be for  Lily  and  Hyacinth  to  escort  them  back  to  the  Hidden  City  as prisoners.” 

“What?!” Loren exclaimed. 

“Jaden,” Larisa interrupted. “You can’t leave two wounded to keep control of fifteen soldiers all by themselves.” 

But Lily was already nodding in agreement with Jaden. “I can drug them, I have enough. It will keep them disoriented but able to walk. We’ll tie them together with rope and lead them back.” 

“No!” Loren disagreed vehemently. “We need our entire team for this mission.” 

“I agree with Lily,” Hyacinth interrupted. She was covered in blood,  and  her  leg  and  arm  were  barely  usable.  “We’ll  slow  you

down. And we need proper treatment. What Lily has done is good, but it’s only a temporary salve. We both need healers.” 

“And keeping the soldiers drugged will ensure that they have no recollection of how they got to the Hidden City,” Jaden added. 

“We’ll  blindfold  them  and  tie  them  together  with  rope,”  Lily said.  “Our  magrots  can  be  at  either  end.  We’ll  be  fine.  It’s  the  only solution.” 

Jaden  looked  around.  He  could  see  that  everyone  was  in agreement,  even  Loren  seemed  to  be  softening  to  the  idea.  No doubt  he  wasn’t  keen  on  killing  fifteen  unarmed  men  and  women, even  if  they  were  Imperial  soldiers.  Perhaps  his  memory  of  having been  a  young  recruit  reminded  him  that  most  of  their  captives weren’t  there  because  they  believed  in  the  mission  of  the  Malabar Empire. They were there to make a living or were doing their duty as conscripts in the Malabar army. 

Finally,  Loren  nodded,  and  the  decision  was  unanimous. 

They  began  preparations  to  send  Lily  and  Hyacinth  back  to  the Hidden City and for the rest of them to continue on their way. 

Larisa sidled up to Jaden as they prepared to climb back onto their magrots. 

“I’m impressed, Jaden,” she told him. 

He  shrugged.  “I’m  really  just  figuring  out  my  powers. 

Sometimes  they  work,  and  sometimes  I  just  blow  holes  through walls.” 

“No,” she said, shaking her head, “I meant the way that you found  a  solution  to  our  dilemma  with  the  soldiers.  We  could  have spent  hours  arguing  about  it.  Or  we  could  have  done  something really  terrible  and  unnecessary.  I  was  half-convinced  by  Loren myself.” 

She squeezed his hand and returned to securing the saddle on  her  magrot.  Jaden  looked  down  at  his  hand  and  at  the  strange feeling that her touch had awoken in him. 



 

Chapter 8







Jaden  couldn’t  help  regret  that  Lily  had  to  return  to  the Hidden  City  and  wouldn’t  continue  on  the  mission  with  the  rest  of them. They, along with Malory, had been together since literally the beginning  of  their  rebellion  from  the  Malabar  Empire.  He remembered the first time that he had seen her, at the Temple of the Giant Bat, where they were expected to perform the most disgusting rituals  of  submission  to  Devourer,  then  only  known  to  them  as Emperor Kalamin. As Jaden and Malory stood watching the surprise attack by the rebels, trying to decide what to do, they had seen Lily throw  herself  into  the  fray,  demonstrating  her  masterful swordsmanship. 

Jaden  had  been  impressed  by  Lily’s  courage  and  abilities from  the  very  start.  He  wasn’t  concerned  that  she  would  have difficulty making it back to the Hidden City without complication. Her wound was superficial, and she was canny and resourceful, as well as a very talented herbalist. Those soldiers wouldn’t know which way was up until she decided to let their senses return. 

No,  what  saddened  Jaden  was  that  he  had  hoped  this  trip would have allowed them to reconnect. Now that was off the table. 

All this rolled through Jaden’s mind as they continued on their journey down from the mountains, then into the foothills beyond. As they  descended,  the  snow  gave  way  to  tough  winter  grasses  and scrubs and then finally to the Border Forests, which he had passed through on his first journey to the Hidden City the year before. 

The upper forest was all pine trees, which provided a canopy that hid them from any military falcons or Immortals with the ability of flight.  It  did  mean  that  they  lacked  the  benefit  of  the  sun  to  warm their  bones  in  the  day.  Jaden  felt  colder  even  than  he’d  ever  been down in the dank and humid sewers. At least the downtown sewers

had  the  benefit  that  they  provided  passage  to  all  the  government buildings’  heating  pipes.  They  carried  steam,  generated  in  a  large building known simply as the Steammaker, where black stones were burned  to  heat  river  water  that  was  then  pumped  through  an elaborate pipe system. It kept the sewers so warm that the urchins in those areas wore less clothes underground in winter than in summer. 

They  followed  the  pine  forests  for  two  days,  the  magrots stepping  silently  on  the  carpet  of  needles  that  was  spread throughout,  preventing  any  vegetation  from  pushing  up  from  the ground. Jaden saw deer and puffy-tailed rats that climbed trees, from where  they  watched  the  strange  large  creatures  pass  while munching on pinecones. 

At night Jaden and his team slept in a tight circle, surrounded by  the  magrots,  who  never  slept  and  were  always  slowly  swiveling their  heads  and  eyes  to  keep  guard.  Loren  felt  that  they  were  too close to civilization to light fires, which meant they were reduced to eating  cold  rations  and  snuggling  close  to  use  the  warmth  of  each other’s bodies. 

On  the  fourth  day,  the  magrots  turned  downwards  into  the lower  forest.  Here  the  trees  had  already  lost  their  leaves,  though there  was  no  snow  on  the  ground  yet.  Loren  still  forbade  them  to light  any  fires  at  night,  but  at  least  in  the  daytime,  the  sun  shone through the barren branches and warmed their bones. At night, they still  couldn’t  sleep  for  the  cold,  though,  so  that  in  the  day  they nodded off while riding the magrots. 

“What  kind  of  Dragon  Seeker  are  you?”  Nathan  complained one night as they huddled together, teeth chattering. 

“The kind with a Dragon that refuses to be much help at all,” 

Jaden replied. “If you like, I could light you on fire, but I don’t even know how to raise my own body temperature in a situation like this.” 

“You  light  me  on  fire,  I’ll  die.  Then  the  Imperial  soldiers  will spot  the  smoke  and  find  me,  and  throw  my  lifeless  body  in  jail,” 

Nathan shot back. 

Jaden  and  the  others  laughed  at  the  silly  but  not  at  all unimaginable idea of Imperial soldiers imprisoning a dead man. For a  moment,  it  helped  to  distract  them  from  the  misery  of  the  cold. 

Soon, though, the iciness crept back in, and their teeth went back to chattering. 

“I’m surprised you’re not complaining,” Jaden said to Malory, who sat quietly in the dark. 

“If I speak to complain, I’ll just let the heat out of my body and die sooner,” she replied, only half joking. 

Finally,  a  full  week  after  leaving  the  Hidden  City,  they  broke from  the  ribbon  of  forest  that  garlanded  the  feet  of  the  continental mountain  range  and  struck  out  onto  the  Southern  Plains.  These massive flatlands had to be crossed in order to reach the Red Coast in the south. There was a well-trod highway to the east and another to  the  west,  used  by  traders  and  Imperial  soldiers.  Which  was  why they  avoided  them  and  passed  directly  through  the  center  of  the Plains,  where  the  only  paths  were  those  of  wild  pigs  and  prairie dogs. 

During the first day of their journey across the Plains, Jaden couldn’t  stop  staring  at  the  sky.  He’d  been  on  the  fringes  of  the Plains of Domination as a child, but he had been so young that his memory  was  blurry  and  fragmented.  The  infinite  majesty  of  the endless sky now left him absolutely awestruck. 

By  the  third  day,  however,  the  novelty  of  the  landscape  had worn off. The Big Sky and the never-changing landscape felt like the most  monotonous  things  he’d  ever  seen  in  his  life.  They  traveled entire days and Jaden couldn’t be sure that they had moved at all, so similar was the landscape in every direction. 

On the fourth day, they had seen a farm and a farmer plowing his  field.  But  Loren—and  the  magrots—had  taken  that  as  a  cue  to turn  yet  deeper  inland,  to  the  most  remote  parts  of  the  Southern Plain.  This  kept  them  away  from  prying  eyes  and  human settlements,  but  it  deepened  the  strange  sense  that  they  weren’t actually going anywhere. 

Almost  a  week  into  traveling  the  Southern  Plains,  the vegetation  began  to  change.  Previously,  the  winter  grasses  that spread  out  in  every  direction,  and  rose  up  to  their  knees  even  as they  rode  on  the  backs  of  the  magrots,  were  a  monotonous,  dirty yellow  in  color.  Then  they  began  to  shift,  almost  imperceptibly becoming increasingly orange. 

Then,  rather  than  an  undifferentiated  blanket  of  grass  that spread  to  the  horizon,  the  fields  became  a  patchwork  of  neatly divided colors. It could take a good chunk of a riding day to make it through  a  patch  of  green,  orange,  or  purple,  but  looking  into  the distance,  they  looked  like  little  ponds  of  color.  If  nothing  else,  it helped to break up the view and gave them a sense that they were making progress on their journey. 

To  pass  the  time,  they  had  begun  to  sing  songs.  Soon  they started teaching one another the songs from their own lands, so they could  sing  the  same  songs  together.  Nathan  taught  them  one  from when he’d joined the Imperial Seeker Cadets, an obligation amongst the children of the elite in Malabar City. 

  

 “We serve, we serve, we serve Malabar, 

 “For the great Emperor Kalamin, 

 “We reveal all that we have seen, 

 “Even though it be our ma and pa, 

 “We expose the disloyal, 

 “The craven, the crude, 

 “We are warriors of Kalamin’s brood!” 



Nathan  sang  it  with  such  affected  enthusiasm  that  Jaden almost fell off his magrot from laughter. The others wiped tears from their  eyes.  And  when  Nathan  insisted,  they  all  joined  in  with  a rousing rendition, though they each took turns creating obscene and insulting versions of the chorus. 

“Kalamin’s bones, Nathan,” Larisa choked through her tears. 

“No wonder you Malabar City aristocrats are so unbearable.” 

“I  am  offended,”  Nathan  said,  feigning  horror  at  Larisa’s comment. “We are the jewel in the crown of the Malabar Empire.” 

“You  are  definitely  the  something  in  the  something  of Kalamin’s behind,” Larisa snorted. 

“Did  you  sing  in  the  sewers  of  Lessertown?”  Malory  then asked, interrupting Larisa and Nathan’s jibes. 

Even though she and Jaden had grown up so close together, and  had  even  known  each  other  by  sight  around  the  City  Market, they knew little to nothing about each other’s daily lives. 

“We had a song about a rat that dreamed it was a chicken,” 

Jaden  said.  “Finally,  one  day,  Kalamin  grants  the  rat’s  wish  and transforms it into a chicken. And then the sewer urchins eat her.” 

“Ew,” Malory replied. 

Jaden  shrugged.  “Rat  and  chicken  taste  pretty  close  to  the same,  depending  on  how  you  cook  them.  Now,  if  you  eat  them raw…” 

“Eeewwwwww!”  everyone  exclaimed,  and  Jaden  laughed  at how easy it was to fool them about the lives of the sewer urchins. 

“What about you, Larisa?” Jaden asked. 

She smiled and shrugged. “Nothing as fun as what you guys sang.” 

“Come on, ’Risa,” Malory said, encouraging her. “We’re in the middle  of  nowhere  and  have  no  idea  when  we  will  be  arriving anywhere interesting. Indulge us.” 

“The  song  every  kid  on  the  Red  Coast  learns  is  about  a massacre that the Malabar army committed against Marleborne City after  there  was  an  uprising  against  the  Malabar  occupation.  It’s pretty dark.” 

“Yeah,”  Malory  agreed.  “On  second  thought.  Let’s  keep  it light.” 

“I want to hear it,” Jaden interjected. “It’s part of who you are. 

Just  as  much  as  my  rat  song  or  Nathan’s  weird  Kalamin  worship song.” 

“What  about  Malory?  She  must  have  a  song,”  Larisa  said, trying to change the subject. 

“Naw,”  Malory  said.  “I  mean  we  sang  to  Kalamin  in  school, like  every  other  kid  in  the  Empire,  probably.  But  my  parents  were personally opposed to music.” 

“Personally opposed to music?” Nathan asked. “How can you be opposed to music?” 

“You  wouldn’t  understand,  you’re  high  born,”  Malory  replied. 

“For  the  merchants,  it’s  all  work,  work,  work  to  keep  their  heads above  water.  Singing  and  playing  music  is  a  distraction  from  the work that needs to be done.” 

“That is appalling,” Nathan said. 

“Less appalling than singing about snitching on your parents,” 

Malory reminded him. 

“I  can’t  argue  with  that,”  Nathan  agreed.  “How  about  you, Loren?” 

Loren  shook  his  head.  “I’ll  save  you  the  pain  of  needing  to pretend  you’re  not  horrified  by  my  singing.  Anyway,  the  only  songs we sang back home usually had to do with milking cows or planting turnips.” 

Jaden turned back to Larisa. “Back to you. There’s no getting out of this.” 

“Fine,” she said and rolled her eyes. “But I warned you.” 

She  dug  into  her  saddlebag  and  took  out  a  small  wooden bowl with a lid on top. Connected to it were several small pieces of metal of various sizes. Larisa began by humming and plucking at the metal  sticks.  Their  sound  resonated  with  a  surprisingly  loud  and melodic sound, as amplified by the wooden bowl. 

The  song  was  mournful  and  carried  an  increasingly  salient undertone  of  anger.  It  detailed  the  events  of  the  Marleborne

Massacre  as  some  anonymous  songwriter  had  written  them  down, and  the  people  had  changed  them  over  the  centuries  since  it  had happened.  As  she  completed  each  verse  of  the  song,  there  was  a repeated chorus. 

  

 “Come, come, Kalamin

 “Cut us down like wheat

 “The blood of us that flows

 “Like rivers in the street, 

 “Will turn into an ocean

 “And drown you in your sleep.” 



When  Larisa  finished,  everyone  was  silent  for  a  long  time. 

Without  a  word,  Larisa  turned  and  slipped  her  strange  instrument back into her saddlebag. Then she turned to face forward, and her magrot picked up speed, taking her ahead of the rest of the group. 

“Kalamin’s  beard,”  Nathan  muttered,  forgetting  the  informal prohibition  on  using  that  term  of  endearment  toward  Emperor Kalamin. 

Jaden rode ahead and caught up with Larisa. As he pulled up beside her, he saw her wiping tears from her cheeks. He didn’t say anything for a long time. He just kept her company in silence. Behind them, the others had remained silent, still in awe of the power of the sad  ballad.  The  only  noise  was  the  sound  of  the  tall  grasses  being pushed  aside  or  trampled  underfoot  by  the  magrots,  and  the  soft wind as it moved over the fields, creating patterns and swirls. 


After a long time of riding, Jaden noticed Larisa was holding out  her  hand  toward  him,  though  she  continued  to  look  straight ahead. He reached out and took her hand, Rachel moving him closer at exactly the right moment. They rode a while longer like this, with Larisa using Jaden’s hand as an anchor for her emotions. 

“Sorry,” she said very quietly. 

“For what?” Jaden asked. “There’s nothing to be sorry about.” 

“I’ve sung that my whole life. It’s like repeating the alphabet. I don’t know why it affected me so much today.” 

“You haven’t been home in a long time,” Jaden said. “I’m not sure going back to the sewers would make me emotional. But seeing my urchin family would.” 

“Guys!” Loren shouted from behind them. “Hold up. Village!” 

Jaden  looked  back  to  and  saw  Loren  was  pointing  west.  It was  late  afternoon  by  then,  and  the  sun  was  approaching  the horizon,  shifting  from  yellow  to  orange.  It  would  soon  be  red. 

Silhouetted  beneath  the  later  afternoon  sun  was  indeed  a  small village. 

“Where are we?” Nathan asked. 

Loren  pored  over  a  map  he  retrieved  from  his  pouch.  “I thought  we  were  still  at  least  a  day  from  any  towns;  I  guess  I  was wrong. It’s definitely not on the map, though.” 

“In  recent  years  there’s  been  a  lot  of  colonization  of  the interior,  beyond  the  Black  Vega  outside  of  Marleborne  City.  As  our population has grown, we’ve run out of quality land for farmers. The towns are springing up quicker than they can appear on any maps.” 

“I’m sure they make it onto the route maps of the tax farmers, though,” Malory said from the back. 

“Should  we  go  there  for  the  night?”  Jaden  asked.  “We’re running  out  of  food,  and  I  wouldn’t  mind  an  actual  bed,  even  if  it’s just straw.” 

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Loren said, ever cautious. “A group riding into town on magrots will surely raise eyebrows.” 

“We’re  pretty  far  south  by  now,”  Larisa  replied.  “Nomadic merchants  travel  by  Southern  Magrot.  Rider  and  magrot  are business partners. It’s not that unusual to see caravans of them. The ones  they  use  are  not  identical  to  the  ones  we  ride  now,  but  close enough to fool some villagers.” 

“I’m  not  certain  that  we  can  pass  for  a  merchant  caravan,” 

Nathan interjected. 

“They’re  homesteaders  and  farmers,”  Larisa  said.  “They  will neither  know  nor  care  what  our  profession  is,  as  long  as  we’re  not bandits.” 

“We  can  offer  them  a  few  hours  of  labor  in  return  for  a  bed and some dried beans, perhaps even a chicken,” Jaden suggested. 

Loren finally relented, undoubtedly just as tired of sleeping on the  cold  hard  ground.  “Fine,  we’ll  go  to  the  town.  But  I  suggest  we wrap our heads and faces in the style of nomadic merchants. Some of  us  have  changed  quite  a  bit  as  a  result  of  our  affinity  with  our Legendary Beast.” 

Jaden  looked  around  him—it  was  true.  Malory  and  Loren, both  Seekers  of  Eagles,  looked  distinctly  birdlike  in  their  facial features. Nathan was, of course massive, and his face had pushed forward,  becoming  more  muzzle-like.  Larisa  was  already  fine-featured and had received the Call more recently than the others, so she was still relatively unchanged. None of them looked inhuman per se, though; just odd. 

Jaden  was  the  one  who  had  the  most  inhuman  features  of the group, however. His canines had elongated and sharpened, and his  ears  had  grown  pointy.  The  skin  on  his  forearm  and  down  one side  of  his  neck  to  his  shoulder  blade  was  covered  in  hard, shimmering scales. 

But it was his eyes that were strangest of all, having turned a golden yellow, the pupils in the process of slowly turning into vertical slits.  After  some  discussion,  they  decided  that  they  would  have  to cover  Jaden’s  eyes  with  a  blindfold  and  tell  whomever  they encountered  in  the  town  that  he  was  blind  as  a  result  of  an  injury with fire. That way, if they saw his scales, they could explain that it was  strange  scarring,  as  a  result  of  severe  burns  that  he  had suffered in the same blaze. 

Although it was late afternoon, the sun was hot and seemed to  get  hotter  the  closer  they  rode  toward  the  town.  It  shimmered  in

sun  and  was  frequently  obscured  by  swirling  clouds  of  dust.  Soon, they  were  close  enough  that  they  could  see  that  the  town’s inhabitants  had  cleared  the  land  all  around  the  town  of  its  native grasses. This lack of vegetation was the cause of the dust devils that appeared and then disappeared at frequent intervals. 

The town was completely silent, other than the sound of wind whistling  through  the  gaps  between  the  planks  on  the  clapboard buildings.  By  the  looks  of  the  surrounding  fields,  barren  and  with dried  clods  of  dirt,  the  inhabitants  had  not  yet  seeded  them.  The closer  they  got,  the  creepier  it  seemed.  Jaden  pushed  up  the blindfold that they had put on his face, so that he could see what was happening,  but  could  still  push  it  back  down  quickly  if  anyone appeared. 

“Is it abandoned?” Jaden wondered out loud. 

“That wouldn’t be unusual,” Larisa replied. “A community tries to set up a new town and it doesn’t take, for whatever reason, and they decide to move on. Or they can’t pay the taxes that the Empire demands and they’re forced to move on. Or they’re arrested.” 

“They  might  also  be  hiding  from  us,”  Loren  suggested.  “If they’ve  had  recent  troubles  with  bandits  or  soldiers.  They  might  be watching to see what we do. We should stay alert.” 

No  one  could  argue  with  that—the  town  looked  downright eerie.  They  rode  into  the  one  road  that  ran  through  the  center  of town and stopped. Still no sign of anyone. 

Jaden  and  Larisa  dismounted  and  entered  into  the  open workshop  of  a  blacksmith  forge  with  a  house  attached.  Inside  the forge it was cold and the ashes had been blown away, though there were still charcoals inside. All of the blacksmith’s tools were also still there,  most  of  them  hanging  on  the  wall.  On  an  anvil  there  was  a half-completed  horseshoe,  with  hammer  and  tongs  on  the  floor beside it, as though they’d been dropped and forgotten there. 

They continued into the house, through a door in the back of the shop. It was dark and all the window shutters were closed. Jaden conjured  a  ball  of  light  and  held  it  floating  in  one  hand.  His  other

hand  rested  on  the  hilt  of  his  sword.  He  didn’t  spot  any  obvious danger, but he just had this vague general sense that things weren’t quite right. 

“Hello?” he called out, but silence was the only reply. 

Making  their  way  through  the  hallway  of  the  house,  they opened each door in turn. They saw several bedrooms, each with a bed and a trunk for clothing. The beds were made, as though waiting for their owners to return at nightfall. 

Continuing deeper into the house, they stepped into the main area, which held both the kitchen and dining area. The table was set with bowls and cutlery. Jaden moved closer and could see there was food in the bowls, though it had long since molded black, then dried and turned hard as stone. Larisa looked over to him from the nearby wood stove. There was one pot on top. She lifted the lid and looked inside. 

“It’s still half-full,” she said, then turned to look around the rest of the kitchen. “And, look, there’s onions and potatoes in that basket. 

And  two  loaves  of  bread  on  the  windowsill.  Where  are  these people?” 

Jaden shook his head. None of it made any sense. He picked up one of the loaves of bread and tapped it against the windowsill. It was hard as a rock. 

“Maybe the Imperial Army came and arrested everyone,” he suggested. 

“Usually,  when  they  arrest  families,  they  let  them  pack  their food  and  clothes  before  they  take  them  to  prison.  Then  they  don’t have to pay to feed them, at least for a little while.” 

“Well, if it was bandits, they’d have taken the food and left the bodies,” Jaden replied. “So, what happened?” 

Larisa  shook  her  head.  “Let’s  get  out  of  here.  This  place makes me very nervous. Something bad happened here.” 





Chapter 9







Jaden  moved  to  the  front  door  of  the  house,  pulling  it  open and  letting  in  the  late  afternoon  sun.  Outside,  Nathan  and  the magrots  were  visible  in  the  street,  though  Loren  and  Malory  were nowhere to be seen. Jaden and Larisa stepped outside, and Nathan turned to them, pointing upward. 

“Loren  and  Mal  are  scouting  the  town  from  above,  to  see what they can see,” he said. “Anything in there?” 

“I  think  the  town’s  been  abandoned  a  while,”  Jaden  replied. 

“A few months, anyway. But whenever they left, for whatever reason, they left what they were doing, right in the middle of it.” 

Jaden turned to Rachel, his magrot. “What do you think?” 

“Lanool,  evil  has  passed  through  this  place—or  evil  still inhabits  it.  I  cannot  say  for  certain.  It  is  just  a  feeling  amongst  us magrots. But it is evil that doesn’t threaten us, only humans.” 

“That doesn’t exactly comfort me,” Jaden replied in his mind. 

“It wasn’t meant to,” she said. “It is just the truth.” 

Malory  and  Loren  landed  in  the  street,  between  Larisa  and Jaden, and Nathan. 

“Nothing,” Malory said. “Completely abandoned.” 

“We stopped at a farm, half a league outside of town,” Loren added.  “It  was  abandoned  too,  dust  on  everything.  But  there  were some dried goods and even a stocked root cellar. We can spend the night there and leave in the morning.” 

“I  don’t  know  that  I  like  the  idea  of  staying  anywhere  near here,”  Larisa  protested.  “I’d  rather  sleep  another  night  on  the  cold ground.” 

“We might be overreacting,” Nathan replied. “We are low on food  and  low  on  quality  sleep.  We  are  five  Seekers  plus  five magrots. There is no one near here and obviously hasn’t been in at least some months.” 

“I agree with Larisa that this place has a very dark energy to it,”  Jaden  said.  “But  nonetheless  I  think  Nathan’s  right.  We’re  just creeped out by the way an abandoned place looks. There’s no one threatening us here. We should sleep here, stock up, and head out in the morning. It’s almost dark anyway.” 

“I’m  with  sleeping  in  a  bed,  if  anyone’s  asking,”  Malory interjected. 

“If there is any actual danger here, it will actually be safer to sleep  in  a  house  than  sleeping  nearby  but  completely  exposed,” 

Loren said. 

“Fine,”  Larisa  said.  “I  won’t  be  an  obstacle,  but  if  we  all  die horribly, I’ll never speak to any of you ever again.” 

“That’s fair.” Jaden laughed. 

The joke helped break the sense of dark foreboding that hung over the town. 

They mounted their magrots and rode them out of town in the direction  of  the  farm.  By  that  point  the  sun  was  blood  red  as  it approached the horizon line. 

As  Jaden  gazed  out  toward  it,  slowly  sinking  into  the  tall grasses  in  the  endless  plains  that  stretched  to  the  horizon,  he thought  he  saw  a  person.  Not  just  a  person  but  a  girl,  moving through  the  grass,  swinging  a  scythe.  As  he  watched  her,  the  girl stopped, perhaps sensing Jaden’s eyes upon her. She turned toward him, her features impossible to discern with the giant red sun at her back. She was little more than a silhouette. 

“What  are  you  looking  at?”  Larisa  asked  from  beside  him. 

“Even someone with dragon’s eyes probably shouldn’t stare into the sun.” 

Jaden started at Larisa’s voice and turned to her. “That girl in the field. Do you think she’s alone out here?” 

“What girl?” 

Jaden  turned  back  and  the  girl  was  gone.  There  was  just  a small twister of dust, moving lazily along some path in the grasses, across  the  face  of  the  sun.  For  a  moment  the  twister  stopped  and seemed to bend backward, giving it an almost life-like appearance. 

Then it continued on its way before losing energy and dissipating. 

“I swore I saw… must have just been a trick of the light and one of those dust devils.” 

“They  do  move  like  animals  sometimes,  don’t  they,”  Larisa agreed. “People along the edges of the Southern Plains believe that those twisters are the souls of the dead who don’t know that they’ve died.  They  say  that  they  are  wandering,  looking  for  their  bodies, which they’ve somehow lost.” 

“Phew,”  Malory  said,  “I’d  hate  to  lose  my  body.  Can  you imagine?  Just  stumbling  around  for  eternity.  ‘Excuse  me,  have  you seen  my  body?’  And  nobody  helps  you  because  they’re  all  scared stiff; I mean, you’re a ghost.” 

“Do  the  myths  have  any  resolution  for  the  ghosts?”  Nathan asked. 

“You mean, is there any way for the ghosts to get their bodies back or find peace?” Larisa asked. 

“Yes, can they be helped?” Nathan said. 

“Sure,  you  can  give  them  yours.  That’s  how  all  the  stories end,  they  steal  someone  else’s  body  and  then  that  person  goes wandering around for eternity,” Larisa explained. “One of the stories is about an old woman named Henrietta. Because she was old and unwell,  she  didn’t  want  her  body  anymore.  So,  she  got  the  clever idea  of  going  into  the  fields  until  a  Noon  Wraith  came  along;  that’s what  they  call  the  dust  twisters.  The  Noon  Wraith  stole  Henrietta’s old  body  and  then  Henrietta’s  spirit  wandered  the  fields  until  she came across a young girl in her prime and she took her body. Then Henrietta got to live as a young woman again, until she became old

and tried to repeat the same trick. But the people of the town knew what Henrietta was up to and they tricked her spirit into taking over the body of a pig, dressed in the clothes of a young woman. Once she was trapped inside the pig’s body, they slaughtered and ate her with a big celebration.” 

“So, basically it’s a story about cannibal farmers,” Jaden said. 

“I’m not sure who’s the hero and who are the villains in that story.” 

“That’s true of all great myths,” Larisa said. 

“They’re  not  technically  cannibals,  are  they,”  Malory  added. 

“It’s just got a human soul. It’s still pig meat.” 

“I’m sure that from the point of view of the pig,  it was the hero and victim, and all the humans, with a body or without, were the bad guys,” Nathan said. 

“Luckily there’s no such thing as ghosts,” Loren interjected. 

“How do you know?” Larisa challenged him. 

“Because there are no magical beings in the world at all, and there  hasn’t  been  since  the  Elves  and  Dwarves  left  and  closed  the door behind them,” Loren replied. 

“There’s us,” Malory reminded him. 

“We’re  not  magical  beings,”  Loren  corrected  her.  “We’re  just conduits for Legendary Beasts, who also can’t enter our world.” 

“Well,  what  is  magic  anyway?”  Malory  asked,  and  everyone groaned. Since she had taken a philosophy course at the Academy, she liked to ask “big” questions at all the wrong moments. 

As  they  continued  their  banter,  Jaden  stole  the  occasional glance  back  toward  the  field.  He  told  himself  that  he’d  been mistaken,  that  it  had  just  been  a  dust  twister.  Still,  its  form  and movements had been so human-like, it left him troubled. After he’d looked back many times and saw no further evidence of anything but dust devils, his attention slowly drifted away from the fields and back to his friends. 

The prospect of sleeping in real beds with an actual roof over their  heads  was  lifting  the  group’s  spirits.  They  laughed  more  than

they  had  in  days.  Jaden  realized  just  how  miserable  they  had become after so many days of being cold and filthy, sleeping in the dirt and waking up wet with dew. He only hoped that the farm had a well and some dried wood so that he could heat some water, have a bath, and wash his clothes. 

Besides  all  the  other  hardships,  his  own  smell  was  also becoming  overwhelming.  Larisa  even  commented  on  his  odor.  She said that he didn’t smell bad, but “reptilian”, as if that was more of a compliment than just telling someone they stank. 

“We  had  a  pair  of  iguanas  that  wandered  freely  through  our house,” she explained to him. “They set up a nest in a salon off one of the interior patios and we let them. I would bring them food, after the  girl  iguana  laid  her  eggs.  I  have  a  really  strong  memory  of  the smell in that room. And that’s exactly how you smell.” 

“Well, thanks,” Jaden replied. 

“No,  no,  it’s  not  unpleasant.  It’s  just  very  particular,”  Larisa told him. “I actually quite like it. Do you suppose that it’s the smell of a dragon?” 

“The first two times that I was called by Dracoseth, we were in his cave. I suppose that it would have smelled like him, but there were rivers of lava, which overwhelmed my sense of smell with sulfur and  whatever  else  they  hold.  I  only  ever  saw  him  outdoors afterwards  actually,  and  never  noticed  his  smell.  Maybe  he  takes baths more than I have recently.” 

Larisa laughed. “Is it a bad sign when your Legendary Beast is cleaner than you?” 

Jaden  leaned  over  and  sniffed  the  air  around  Larisa.  “You smell like cinnamon and cloves.” 

“Perfume.  The  less  baths  I  take,  the  more  perfume  I  wear. 

But I’m impressed that you could pick out both those smells.” 

“I used to work in the City Market, doing odd jobs. There was a big spice stall there, and they would often hire me to sweep up at the end of the day. They would take the pile of all the mixed spices

from  the  floor  of  their  stall  and  sell  them  as  a  ‘premium  blend’. 

Cinnamon and clove were always part of it.” 

Larisa laughed. “We did the same thing! It must be a trick of the spice merchant trade.” 

They  reached  the  top  of  a  small  rise  in  the  undulating flatlands. Below them, a short distance away, a farm became visible. 

It sat at the side of a small river that wound like a ribbon through the landscape.  There  was  a  small  house,  that  looked  to  be  made  of packed earth and limed white. Nearby was a sizeable barn made of smallish stones that might have been hauled from the river itself. The roof of both buildings was made from cut prairie grass, bound tightly together into bundles and then stacked one next to the other. 

A  short  time  later  they  rode  through  the  front  gate  and  into the  yard.  The  first  thing  that  Jaden  noticed  was  that  chickens  ran wild,  dozens  of  them.  Whoever  owned  the  farm  had  obviously  left with little warning, same as the smithy in town. The farm had also not been abandoned for very long, as it was still in good repair and the doors and shutters were closed. 

Jaden  dismounted  Rachel  and  looked  around  the  yard.  “Do you  and  the  other  magrots  prefer  to  sleep  in  the  house  or  in  the barn?” 

“We have discussed it on the way here and we all agree that none of us wants to sleep in the barn,” she said. “There is something foul about it; the smell of death. We are fine in the yard.” 

“Let  me  have  a  look  in  the  barn,”  Jaden  replied.  “Maybe  it’s nothing.” 

“As you wish. I will wait here. Call me if you need me, but I’d prefer that you didn’t.” 

Jaden  laughed  and  made  his  way  toward  the  barn.  He  was soon joined by Malory, who moved into step beside him. 

“Your  magrot  told  you  her  feelings  too,  did  she?”  Malory asked. 

Jaden  nodded.  “Yeah.  Did  you  and  Loren  go  into  the  barn when you were scouting the location?” 

“No,  we  landed  and  looked  around  the  house  to  see  if  we could find anyone, but we didn’t want to be away from the group for too long. So, we didn’t go into the barn.” 

“Well, let’s hope we don’t find the whole town dead in there or something,”  he  said,  joking,  but  slightly  nervous  that  it  might  be exactly what they would find. 

As the two of them pulled the barn’s large double doors open, they creaked loudly and several chickens rushed out, complaining at having been disturbed. The dust that they had stirred highlighted the rays of light from the sinking sun, as they passed through gaps in the walls of the barn, and through its windows. Jaden sniffed at the air and peered into the darkness. 

“Something’s definitely dead in there,” he said. 

“Recently  dead?  Lots  of  things  dead  or  just  one?  Big  or small?” Malory asked. “Can you be more specific?” 

“More than one thing and not that recent, or you’d smell it too. 

I don’t know if it’s because of my Dragon powers or from growing up in a sewer, but I know the smell of death so well.” 
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Jaden and Malory stepped forward into the twilight darkness of  the  barn.  Jaden  summoned  another  ball  of  light,  though  both  of them had the augmented sight that came with being Seekers of their particular Legendary Beasts. 

At first, they saw nothing, just straw and old manure spread here  and  there.  Up  above  there  was  a  storage  area  with  plenty  of hay  bales,  much  of  it  seemingly  colonized  by  the  large  number  of chickens.  They  stared  down  at  Jaden  and  Malory  with  their  heads cocked in curiosity at these visitors. 

Pushing  deeper  into  the  barn,  they  rounded  a  wall,  and  the stalls  for  larger  animals  became  visible.  It  was  from  here  that  the smell of death had come. Each of the stalls was occupied by at least one  and  often  several  corpses  of  the  farm’s  livestock,  which  were now largely skeletons, covered in loose skin. All other soft tissue was gone from the creatures, including eyes and innards. 

A  quick  glance  in  the  various  stalls  revealed  two  adult  pigs and  several  piglets,  some  sheep,  two  cows,  and  a  pair  of  horses. 

Jaden was a city boy and had no idea the price of such animals but was certain that it was a lot; too much to just abandon them to death without a very strong reason. 

“I  see  why  the  magrots  didn’t  want  to  spend  the  night  in here,”  Jaden  said.  “If  I  can  smell  the  death,  it  must  be  even  more powerful for them.” 

“Should  we  drag  out  the  creatures  and  bury  them?”  Malory asked. “Then at least our magrots can have shelter. I mean,  I’m not going to touch those things, but you guys can if you want.” 

Jaden laughed and shook his head. “It’s already getting dark and we’re only spending one night. There’s better uses of our time, 

and  the  magrots  don’t  mind  sleeping  under  the  stars  on  the  open ground.” 

They left the barn, pushing the doors closed behind them with the  reverence  reserved  for  the  gates  of  a  mausoleum.  Out  in  the yard,  Larisa  and  Loren  had  managed  to  capture  a  pair  of  chickens and twist their heads off. Nathan, a high-born city boy, was disgusted by  the  whole  operation  and,  instead,  had  gone  to  search  for  the chicken  coop  in  order  to  scavenge  eggs  for  breakfast.  Larisa  and Loren both had blood spattered on their hands and forearms, up to their  elbows.  Larisa  had  a  streak  of  it  across  her  cheek  from  her nose  to  her  ear.  Loren  took  Larisa’s  chicken  from  her  hand  and turned to head into the farmhouse. 

“I  guess  we  know  what  we’re  having  for  dinner,”  Jaden commented. “Seems like you took my sewer chicken song to heart.” 

“I’m  sure  we  could  find  some  rats  around  this  farm,  if  you’d prefer something furrier for dinner,” Larisa said as she poured water from a bucket taken from a nearby well to wash off the blood. “Find anything?” 

“More  chickens,”  Malory  said.  “A  lot  of  them.  And  dead livestock.” 

“What killed them?” Larisa asked. 

“They  were  tied  in  their  stalls,”  Jaden  explained.  “They probably starved to death or died of thirst.” 

Larisa shivered at the thought. “That’s terrible. Ugh.” 

“What  happened  to  the  people  who  lived  here?”  Malory asked. “Why would they just leave everything?” 

“I’m not sure that I want to know,” Larisa replied. 

“Agreed,” Jaden added. “Take us to the root cellar so that we can  stock  up  before  nightfall.  I  want  to  be  ready  to  get  out  of  here first thing in the morning.” 

They  made  their  way  into  the  house,  where  Loren  and Nathan  were  preparing  food  in  the  kitchen.  Nathan  had  found  the original chicken coop behind the house and taken a dozen eggs from

the  protesting  chickens.  He  had  also  harvested  some  vegetables that  continued  to  grow  in  the  garden,  which  was  otherwise overgrown. 

Malory led Jaden and Larisa into the low-ceilinged root cellar beneath the main floor of the house. Jaden provided enough light for them to see into all of the corners. There were woven grass baskets filled  with  onions  and  blue  potatoes.  There  were  some  other  root vegetables that Jaden had never seen before, as well as a basket of apples, that must have been purchased in town to be stored at the house.  They  passed  the  food  up  the  stairs  in  a  chain,  with  Malory laying it out on the kitchen table for later packing. 

When they had taken out all the food that they thought they would  need  for  the  rest  of  their  journey,  Larisa  went  back  upstairs. 

Jaden  was  about  to  join  her  when  he  noticed  something  behind  a shelf that had held various preserves. Now that it was empty of jars, a gap was visible. Jaden pulled on the shelf, and it moved outward with little difficulty. Behind the shelf was a passageway that led to a further room. 

Making his way down this narrow, low hallway, Jaden caught again the smell of death. He also heard movement as he got deeper, prompting  him  to  draw  his  sword.  As  he  rounded  a  final  corner,  he stepped out into a chamber the size of a bedroom. It seemed to be some  kind  of  safe  storage  for  family  valuables,  hidden  from  any possible  bandits  that  might  pass  through.  There  were  candelabras here, high-quality ceramics, and even a suit of armor, all organized neatly around the room. 

Disgustingly,  everything  was  covered  in  large  beetles  and other  insects.  But  what  had  drawn  the  insects  and  squirming scavengers  wasn’t  the  value  of  the  stored  goods—it  was  the remnants  of  several  humans,  pressed  into  one  corner  of  the  room. 

Like  the  animals  in  the  stalls,  they  were  reduced  to  skeletons  and leathery skin—though most of the latter was gone, no doubt eaten by the worms and bugs in this damp underground space. 

Mesmerized,  Jaden  moved  closer,  hoping  to  see  what  had happened to the people. It might provide a clue to what happened to the entire town. It was clearly the remains of a family, with a man, a woman, and pair of children. Near the man’s hand was a long sword, of  the  type  worn  by  cavalry  officers  in  the  Imperial  Army.  Jaden recognized it from around the marketplace in Lessertown. 

Perhaps  the  man  had  retired  from  the  Imperial  Army  to become  a  farmer  on  the  Plains.  But  what  had  killed  them?  Their skeletons  were  intact,  and  he  could  see  no  physical  damage,  such as stab wounds. It was as though they had come into the cellar and stayed there until they died. 

None  of  this  made  sense.  Could  the  town  have  been occupied by soldiers or bandits, making the family go into hiding and wait out the occupation, only to succumb to hunger or thirst? 

But  then  why  was  there  no  evidence  of  an  occupation? 

Occupying  soldiers  didn’t  clean  up  after  themselves.  If  there  had been  an  occupation,  things  would  have  been  in  much  more  of  a mess, not houses with beds made and tables neatly set for a meal. 

Jaden  faced  a  decision  as  to  what  he  should  do  with  this knowledge. He decided that he would say nothing to the others. The dead  were  no  threat  to  them,  and  Nathan  was  right:  they  could  all use  a  good  night’s  sleep  and  a  good  meal.  If  Jaden  told  them  that there  was  a  dead  family,  corpses  huddled  in  the  basement,  there was a good chance that no one would want to sleep in the house, or at  least  some  of  them  wouldn’t,  and  the  rest  would  have  to  sleep outside in solidarity. 

Uncertain what exactly was the respectful thing to do, Jaden found a folded-up blanket it and lay it over the family’s remains. Then he retreated from the chamber, back down the hallway, and out into the  root  cellar.  He  pushed  the  shelf  back  into  place  and  laid  some things against it to cover up the passage, then climbed up the stairs out of the basement. 

Back  in  the  kitchen,  Jaden  found  his  friends  full  of  cheer  as they  prepared  a  meal.  The  food  smelled  amazing,  and  Larisa  had

even  found  garlic  and  other  herbs  in  the  kitchen.  He  felt  this validated his decision. There was no point in telling them the horror that lie below the house. There was nothing that they could do; the family had obviously passed on at least several months earlier. 

For  a  moment  Jaden  wondered  if,  perhaps,  his  early  life  in the sewers had made him emotionally hard when it came to things like death. The floating bodies of animals were a regular occurrence, but  so  too  were  the  bodies  of  occasional  victims  of  robbers,  the Imperial Army, and plain misfortune. They floated past the homes of the  urchins,  and  whoever  spotted  them  first  won  the  right  to  use  a

“stiff stick” to haul the body to the side of the sewer channel. Once secured,  the  urchins  would  search  the  pockets  of  the  unfortunate person. Usually, they had already been robbed of all their valuables but,  on  occasion,  they  would  find  a  small  pouch  of  gold  or  jewelry that would have some worth amongst the jewelers and pawn brokers in the City Market. 

Jaden  himself  had  never  “lightened  a  stiff”,  as  the  urchins called  it.  His  friends  mocked  his  choice  to  pass  up  such  potentially lucrative  opportunities,  but  Jaden  told  them  it  was  against  his religion,  even  though  he  had  none.  The  real  reason  came  from  his nightmares. He had dreamt more times than he cared to admit that he  found  his  mother  or  father  floating  face-down  in  the  sewer channel and only discovered it after he had stolen their belongings. 

More than once he had woken up crying and in a sweat, after rolling over  a  body  in  his  dreams  and  seeing  the  face  of  his  mother  or father, staring up at him with cloudy eyes. 

Jaden  shook  off  the  memories  and  focused  on  his  friends. 

Larisa came to him with a spoonful of a stew, made from chickens, onions,  potatoes,  and  the  mysterious  and  monstrous-looking  root vegetables  that  they  had  hauled  up  from  in  the  root  cellar.  It  was creamy with a hint of sweetness. The broth itself had a remarkable blend of flavors. While he recognized some of the spices, there were so many layers that he couldn’t be sure what they all were. When he told Larisa this she laughed. 

“It’s my deodorant,” she said. 

“Ugh, what?!” Jaden replied. 

“The spice blends that I wear—cinnamon, cloves, cardamon, allspice—are  all  used  in  cooking.  I  just  mixed  them  in  different portions and tossed them in the pot.” 

“Well, I’ve always thought you smelled good. Now I know it’s because  you  smell  like  chicken  soup,”  Jaden  told  her,  and  she laughed, punching him in the shoulder. 

With the soup ready, the five of them sat down at the large, rustic table on the far side of the kitchen. The first thing that they did, once their bowls were full, as well as their cups with some wine that Nathan had found in the root cellar, was to toast Lily and Hyacinth. 

They all felt certain that the two women were fine and had made it back to the Hidden City without incident. 

They  also  hoped  they  were  getting  healed,  and  wondered what was happening with the patrol of Imperial Soldiers that they had taken with them. Would they be allowed to leave? Would all of them want  to  leave,  when  staying  meant  being  free  of  military  service? 

Would  the  rebels  question  them  to  find  out  information  on  Imperial troop movements? They had a lot of questions, none of which could be answered until they got back home. 

After some initial banter, Jaden and the others fell into eating voraciously  and  not  speaking.  Their  hunger  after  a  day  of  traveling and after weeks of eating dry and usually unpleasant rations, got the better  of  them.  Perhaps  they  also  were  reluctant  to  discuss  any further the possible fate of the people of this unnamed village. Jaden could tell by Larisa’s furtive glances around the room—at the toys of the children, whom Jaden knew were dead, at an apron that hung in the kitchen and which none of them dared to use, at a single book that had its own special shelf—that she was uncomfortable with their surroundings.  As well she should be, Jaden thought, unable to erase from his mind the skeletons below the floor. 

Finally, and not without some relief, they retired to the various rooms in the house. None of them wanted to sleep alone, except for

Jaden, who had slept by himself for years in the sewers, unbothered by rats, robbers, and the strange smells and noises of that place. 

There were two bedrooms in the house, each with large beds that  could  fit  two  people.  Malory  and  Larisa  slept  in  one  bed,  and Nathan  and  Loren  slept  in  the  other,  in  what  had  been  the  master bedroom. Luckily the main bed was rather large, if made from straw and thus not very comfortable, as Nathan’s enormous frame wouldn’t have fit in the children’s bed. 

There was a brief dispute about letting Jaden sleep alone and on the floor in the main area on the first floor. It seemed to the others to be unfair, and everybody offered to make space for Jaden. But it was  half-hearted,  as  adding  one  more  to  either  of  the  beds  would make them unpleasantly crowded. Jaden also didn’t find the idea of squeezing  into  a  bed  with  two  other  people  to  be  very  appealing. 

Besides,  there  was  a  well-stocked  fireplace  in  the  main  area  that guaranteed  he  would  be  just  as  warm  as  anyone  else,  maybe warmer. In the end, he laid out several blankets on the packed and oiled earthen floor, and then lay on top of it, in the flickering light of the candle. 

Within seconds, Jaden was asleep. He didn’t dream, exactly, but  nor  was  he  enveloped  by  the  darkness  of  unconsciousness. 

Instead, he felt like he was swimming in water that was as warm as his body. He felt it passing over his skin as he worked his arms and legs,  keeping  his  eyes  closed  but  not  knowing  why,  only  that  he should. 

He couldn’t say what woke him up or even what time it was. 

All that Jaden knew was that it was pitch-black and that the fire in the fireplace  had  gone  out.  He  lay  in  the  darkness,  unable  to  return  to sleep  and  not  wanting  to  go  outside  to  relieve  himself.  He  realized after a while that he couldn’t hear the peculiar purring of the magrots from  outside.  It  was  a  sound  that  usually  always  accompanied  his sleep. 

He  sat  up,  intending  to  go  have  a  look.  It  was  unlikely  that anything  would  have  happened  to  five  magrots  without  anyone

hearing.  They  were  ruthless  and  skilled  warriors  when  attacked—

and,  even  if  they  had  been  overpowered,  they  would  have  made  a lot of noise in the process. 

He couldn’t even hear wind at the moment, no crickets. It was as though he were deaf. Jaden clapped his hands together—which he definitely could hear—and then pulled them apart. A glowing ball of  blue  fire  appeared  between  his  hands,  slowly  rotating.  Jaden looked up from it, sensing a presence. 

Two glowing eyes stared back at him, from no more than half an  arm’s  length  away.  Startled,  Jaden  let  the  fire  ball  go  out  and scrabbled  backward,  staggering  to  his  feet.  He  ignited  the  fire  ball once again. 

Standing in front of him was a young girl holding the handle of  a  gleaming  scythe.  She  seemed  to  stare  straight  ahead,  but  he couldn’t be certain, as she had no pupils and her eyes were like an abyss that glowed, though they somehow cast no light. 
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Jaden moved from where he was standing, but the girl’s head didn’t  move  to  follow  him.  She  stood  stock-still,  seemingly  staring straight ahead. 

“Who are you? What do you want?” Jaden asked. 

“Who  are  you?  What  do  you  want?”  the  girl  echoed  back  at him in a voice that seemed to come from deep in a well. 

“My name is Jaden. My friends and I are traveling toward the Red Coast. Is this your house?” he asked. 

“Is this your house?” she repeated and giggled. 

In that moment, Larisa appeared at the bottom of the stairs. 

She stared at him, wide-eyed, and mouthed, “Who is it?” 

Jaden shrugged and turned his attention back to the girl with the glowing eyes. 

“Is this your house?” he asked. 

“House?” she replied. 

Jaden took two steps toward the girl. 

“Stop,” Larisa hissed urgently. 

Jaden  did  as  he  was  told  but  kept  his  eyes  on  the  girl. 

“What?” 

“I don’t think that she’s human,” Larisa explained. 

“Maybe she’s a Seeker,” Jaden suggested. 

“I think that she’s a Noon Wraith,” Larisa replied. 

“That’s just a story, like Loren said. There’s no such thing as ghosts.” 

“Then what is she….” 

The girl now spun on Larisa, as though she had just realized that  Larisa  was  standing  behind  her.  As  Jaden  watched,  Larisa gagged  twice  and  then  slumped  into  unconsciousness,  but  without falling to the ground. Instead, her feet lifted into the air as her body went  limp.  Jaden  moved  forward  quickly,  putting  himself  between Larisa and the girl with the glowing eyes. He raised his hand, and a fireball appeared in his palm. It was orange and radiated heat. 

“Put my friend down,” Jaden said to the girl. 

The girl grinned, but it was so dead and soulless, with rows of yellowed  teeth,  that  a  shiver  passed  through  Jaden’s  whole  body. 

But he held his ground, keeping himself between the girl and Larisa. 

“Mine. Fair and square,” she said. 

Jaden created another fireball in his other hand, then joined them together and stretched the resulting, larger sphere apart, until it took  the  form  of  a  stave  of  fire.  Jaden  spun  the  stave  and  then brought  the  end  to  the  ground  with  a  thud  and  a  hiss,  as  the  heat evaporated moisture in the dirt floor. 

“Not yours,” Jaden said. 

The  girl  launched  herself  at  Jaden  without  warning.  She moved so fast that he barely had a chance to lift the stave to defend himself.  It  didn’t  matter  anyway,  as  she  passed  first  through  the stave and then through his mid-section, until she made it to the other side  of  his  body.  The  feeling  of  her  moving  through  him  was  like having  a  thistle  made  with  icy,  metal  spikes  dragged  through  your abdomen. Jaden called out and grabbed at his stomach and chest, doubling over in pain. 

He  struggled  back  upright  and  turned  around  toward  the Noon  Wraith.  Her  arms  were  raised  toward  Larisa,  and  her  eyes were  closed  in  rapture.  It  looked  like  a  part  of  Larisa  was  being peeled away from her body, an amorphous, luminous part. 

Without thinking, Jaden jabbed his stave into the back of the girl. It hissed, and for a moment she didn’t react. Then she opened her mouth and let out a shriek that forced Jaden down to one knee, though he kept the fire stave in her back. 

Out  of  the  corner  of  his  eye,  Jaden  saw  movement  and looked up. It was his other friends, bursting into the main room from their bedrooms upstairs. 

“In the name of all that is holy…” Malory muttered. 

Nathan  leapt  down  from  the  stairs  and  moved  against  the wraith. He swung a fist at her, but it never reached her. With just a look  she  caused  the  momentum  of  his  blow  to  carry  him  around, twisting  on  himself.  He  shouted  out  in  pain,  as  though  he’d  been stabbed in the back, and stumbled backward. From out of nowhere, the  large  kitchen  knife  that  they’d  used  to  butcher  the  chicken  flew across the room toward Nathan’s back. 

Without  hesitating,  Loren  launched  himself  down  the  stairs. 

He swooped down and flew in between the knife and Nathan’s back. 

He  reached  out  to  grab  the  knife  but  just  barely  missed,  and  it embedded  itself  in  his  own  shoulder.  He  crashed  to  the  floor  in  a heap. 

“Open the door!” Jaden shouted at Malory. 

She nodded and flew from her position to the front door. The girl hissed and waved her arm, and Malory was tossed to the floor, smashing her head on the door jamb. Jaden could see that she was still  conscious,  but  her  eyes  swam  in  her  head,  unable  to  find  their focus. 

“Malory!”  Jaden  shouted  again,  and  then  was  jerked  off  the floor by the girl. 

Jaden  hit  the  wall  near  him  so  hard  that  he  felt  like  his  ribs had been crushed and his lungs punctured. But still, he hung on to the fire stave and anchored himself to the floor. 

“Malory!” he called out again, and this time she managed to focus her eyes on Jaden. 

She jumped to her feet and grabbed the front door, yanking it open and stepping aside. Jaden pushed off from the floor, using the full strength of his legs. The girl was still weirdly impaled on the stave and  stumbled  backward.  Although  it  pushed  her,  the  stave  slid further and further through the girl, bringing Jaden in closer contact. 

As he barreled toward the door, he saw the wraith open her mouth and  bare  her  canines,  which  were  substantially  longer  than  even those of Jaden. 

He was almost right up against the wraith and not sure what would happen to him if she were able to sink her teeth into him. Then they both reached the door frame and tumbled out and into the night. 

Jaden rolled several times along the ground and then came up  to  his  feet.  Without  thinking,  he  clapped  his  hands  and  pointed them  toward  the  wraith,  bathing  her  in  a  column  of  fire  that  would have  been  enough  to  melt  metal.  But  where  the  fire  struck  her,  it simply  turned  black.  She  was  unable  to  move  through  the  fire  to approach Jaden or the house, but it was also unable to move her. 

Jaden  wasn’t  sure  how  long  he  could  sustain  a  column  of flame  to  keep  the  wraith  at  bay.  But  then  she  seemed  to  hear something  from  somewhere  away  from  them,  and  simply  lost interest. The wraith turned her back on Jaden and wandered into the tall  grasses,  which  dwarfed  her  in  height.  The  heat  coming  off  her body was so great that the grasses burst into flame in a wide circle around her. The magrots were awoken by the commotion—and now the growing wildfire—and rushed to the house. 

Jaden  raced  back  inside  and  found  Larisa  unconscious  on the floor. Loren was awake but only had the use of his weak hand, and  he  was  losing  blood.  Nathan  and  Malory  followed  right  after Jaden into the house. 

“We must leave,” Nathan said. “There is fire all around us.” 

Jaden nodded. “Grab the supplies. I’ll bring Larisa.” 

Nathan  and  Malory  both  grabbed  bags  of  supplies  from  the root cellar and rushed outside to the waiting magrots. 

Jaden turned to Loren. “Can you walk?” 

Loren  nodded.  “I’ll  be  fine,”  he  said  and  limped  toward  the door. 

Jaden  picked  up  Larisa  in  his  arms  and  carried  her  outside. 

Her body was as stiff as a plank of wood. Her eyes were open, but

the orbs were clouded white. By the time he’d got her to her magrot, pushed  her  onto  its  back,  and  secured  her  in  place,  they  were completely surrounded by flames. The grassfire was spreading very rapidly.  The  heat  was  almost  unbearable.  It  was  also  difficult  to breathe, as the growing fire was sucking in air from every direction, pulling it right out of their lungs. 

Nathan and Jaden both helped Loren onto his magrot. Then they climbed onto their own. The birds didn’t wait, rushing out of the farmyard, knocking the scurrying, panicked chickens out of their way with their enormous feet. Soon, they were at the river that bounded one  side  of  the  farm.  The  waters  had  slowed  the  spread  of  the grassfire, which hadn’t yet made the leap across. 

The  magrots  leapt  the  river  without  slowing  and  hit  the ground  running  on  the  other  side.  As  they  put  distance  between themselves  and  the  farm,  Jaden  looked  back.  Wherever  the  wraith walked, she left a trail of fire. But Jaden noticed that some distance from the house, her flaming path divided into two flaming paths, and then four, as though she were reproducing. 

“Lanool,” Rachel said. “That creature was magic. I could see its glow.” 

“I saw the same thing,” Jaden replied. 

“But  that  is  not  possible,”  Rachel  continued.  “There  are  no magical beings in the world. None.” 

“Before a year ago, there were also no Dragon Seekers in the world,” he replied. “Something’s happening. Our world is changing. I thought it was just me—but it seems like I’m just one symptom of the change.” 

“Then what exactly is happening?” 

Jaden shook his head. “I don’t know. I honestly don’t know.” 



Chapter 12







They  rode  through  the  darkness  of  the  night.  The  flames  of the Southern Plains, and the now-burning nameless village, cast an intense  heat  on  their  back  for  a  long  time.  Even  after  the  heat  had subsided with distance, the flickering light of the fires cast wavering shadows on the ground in front of them. And the roar of the growing inferno as it devoured the dried remnants of the winter grasses was so loud that Jaden couldn’t hear the sounds of the magrots feet on the  ground  or  of  the  tall  grasses  being  pushed  aside  by  their  wide bodies. 

He  looked  over  to  Larisa,  lashed  to  the  back  of  her  magrot, which kept pace beside that of Jaden. Her magrot keened as though in pain as they traveled, loud at first but finally settling into a more or less  quiet  whimper.  The  other  magrots  made  a  peculiar,  choral humming sound that seemed to be intended to calm Larisa’s magrot. 

Larisa herself hadn’t changed at all. Her body remained stiff, and her eyes remained open and cloudy. To Jaden’s eyes, there was a  glow  around  her  body  as  well,  as  sort  of  sickly  ochre  light  that throbbed. And in the area around Larisa’s head was a blue glow in the general size and shape of her head. But it hung limp against the side of the magrot, as though it were made of a luminescent sheet. 

None of them spoke as they traveled toward the dawn, other than occasional inquiries from Malory to make sure that Loren was doing  alright.  He  had  lost  a  lot  of  blood  in  the  house,  but  the  knife hadn’t  sunk  as  deeply  as  Jaden  had  at  first  feared.  Loren  had managed to clip it with his hand as it whizzed past and into his flesh. 

It was deep enough that it was too painful to use his right arm and hand,  which  hung  limply  at  his  side,  but  he  didn’t  seem  to  be  in danger of losing consciousness or of falling off his magrot. At least not at the moment. 

Jaden  kept  twisting  back  to  look  toward  the  fire  from  which they had come. He was worried that the breeze that blew across the Plains would accelerate the spreading fire, allowing it to catch up to them. Nonetheless, it seemed with each passing minute that it was slowly receding behind them, even if not fast enough for his liking. 

But  his  real  concern  was  the  Noon  Wraith,  if  that’s  what  it was. Could Noon Wraiths keep up with magrots? 

“She is dying,” Rachel said in a quiet voice in Jaden’s head. 

“She’s  not  going  to  die,”  Jaden  snapped  at  her,  so  sharply that he almost said it out loud. 

“I  did  not  say  that  she  was  going  to  die,  Lanool.  I  said  that she is dying, and she is. That is why her magrot keens so. He feels her pain as though it were his own.” 

“What’s  happening  to  her?”  Jaden  asked,  staring  at  the strangely limp ghost of Larisa’s head. 

“We  believe  that  the  creature  severed  the  connection  of  her soul to her body,” Rachel replied. “It was likely trying to eat her soul and  steal  her  body.  Now,  her  soul  is  separating  from  her,  though  I cannot say how long it will take.” 

Was  it  possible  to  re-attach  someone’s  soul  after  something like this? Jaden wondered. Or did it require the kinds of magic that no longer existed in their world? He closed his eyes and gritted his teeth until his jaw muscles ached. Rachel understood his anxiety and left Jaden to his thoughts. 

Slowly, the orange glow of the prairie fire faded behind them and the pink glow of the sunrise appeared ahead and to their left, as they continued southward. When the sun had finally appeared above the horizon, Jaden took one more look back from the direction that they  had  come.  Smoke  from  the  fire  was  visible  as  a  massive  and foreboding dark cloud in the distance, but no flames could be seen. 

Jaden looked to Loren, who was wobbling in his saddle. His face was ashen, and he struggled to keep his eyes open and head upright.  Not  that  the  others  didn’t  look  exhausted.  Soon  enough, Jaden decided that they had put enough distance between them and

the  fire—not  to  mention  the  Noon  Wraith—that  it  was  safe  to  stop and rest for a bit. The magrots could use a rest and some food and water too. 

The land had also begun to transform, becoming less flat and more  undulating,  as  they  made  their  way  deeper  south.  The  scrub was  taller  and  woodier,  and  there  were  more  rocks  and  boulders. 

Once or twice Jaden had thought he detected the odor of the ocean in the air, and in a low gully ahead he saw a small river that snaked off to the west. 

Raising his arm in the air, Jaden brought their little caravan to a  halt.  He  jumped  off  Rachel’s  back  and  rushed  over  to  Loren’s magrot,  to  help  him  down  from  the  saddle,  so  he  wouldn’t  just  fall and break his neck. 

Meanwhile, Nathan and Malory eased themselves with great effort  down  to  the  ground,  their  muscles  obviously  sore  and  minds exhausted. 

Jaden helped Loren to a nearby mound, laying a thick blanket against a rock so that he could sit up comfortably and without effort. 

Then, Jaden and Nathan unfastened Larisa and lowered her to the ground. She remained stiff and staring, her skin clammy and cold. 

As they lay her gently on the ground, her magrot snuggled in next to her, giving her body shade and warmth at the same time. He was  so  determined  to  stay  by  his  human’s  side  that  he  refused  to join the other magrots down by the river. They filled their beaks with cool water and brought it back to their comrade, filling his beak from their own, before returning to the riverside for more. They also made sure to bring the protective magrot a share of grubs that they were able to dig up from the earth with their mighty legs and clawed feet. 

Jaden gave Loren some water and then checked his wound. 

It  continued  to  ooze  beneath  his  shirt,  which  was  already  soaked with  blood.  It  wasn’t  pouring  out  as  quickly  as  it  had  the  previous night, after the Noon Wraith had struck him with the kitchen knife, but Jaden worried that he had already lost so much blood that if he lost much more he would slip into unconsciousness, or worse. 

“Who  knows  when  we’ll  find  a  healer,”  Jaden  whispered  to Nathan  as  they  both  eyed  Loren,  who  stared  off  into  space,  barely responsive. 

“You need to stop the bleeding,” Nathan said. 

“How can I…” 

“Your hands,” Nathan reminded Jaden. 

Jaden looked at his hands but shook his head. “I don’t know that I have enough control. What if I hurt him?” 

“I am no healer, but if Loren’s bleeding doesn’t stop, and very soon, he is going to die. There is nothing that we can do for Larisa, but you can help Loren. You have to do it.” 

Jaden took a deep breath and let it out slowly as he looked over  at  their  wounded  friend.  Finally,  he  nodded  in  agreement  with Nathan  and  rose  to  his  feet,  walking  over  to  Loren.  He  crouched down  on  one  side  of  him,  while  Nathan  seated  himself  behind  the injured man. 

“Loren,  I  need  to  do  something,  and  it’s  probably  going  to hurt.  But  if  we  don’t  stop  the  bleeding…”  Jaden  stopped  his explanation there, and Loren continued to stare off into space. 

“Go,” Nathan told him. 

Jaden closed his eyes and concentrated on his hands, feeling them  warm  up  as  he  rubbed  them  together.  After  several  seconds, he felt like his hands were in a fire; the pain was intense. He opened his eyes and saw that they were glowing red and steam seemed to be rising off them. He struggled to control himself against the pain of his own heat and turned to Nathan, nodding. 

Nathan  pulled  Loren’s  shirt  and  jacket  open  and  off  his shoulders,  exposing  the  gory  wound  in  his  right  shoulder.  It  was already black and purple, and Jaden worried about the possibility of infection. He glanced at Loren’s face and saw that it was impassive and distant, even though Nathan was now holding his arms tightly at his sides and behind him so that he couldn’t wriggle free. 

Jaden exhaled and then pushed the fingers of his right hand deep  inside  Loren’s  wound,  producing  the  loud  sizzle  of  cooking flesh and boiling blood. 

Loren snapped out of his catatonia and began to scream and thrash  about  at  the  pain  of  Jaden’s  searing  fingers.  The  sizzling sound  continued,  and  the  sickly-sweet  smell  of  cooking  flesh  filled Jaden’s  nostrils,  causing  a  wave  of  nausea.  Nathan  had  Loren’s arms  well-pinned,  but  his  feet  kicked  out  in  every  direction  as  he continued to shriek like an animal being tortured. Jaden had to seat himself  on  top  of  Loren  to  make  sure  he  didn’t  stomp  away  this healing hand. 

Finally, Loren blacked out from the pain and went limp. Jaden pulled  his  fingers  out  of  Loren’s  wound  and  then  threw  up  on  the ground  next  to  them,  the  stench  in  his  nostrils  overwhelming  him, along with the memory of the feel of Loren’s flesh cooking under his touch. 

When  he  finally  was  able  to  get  control  of  his  reaction  and stop vomiting, Jaden took a look at Loren’s wound. It was blackened and  blistered,  but  blood  had  stopped  oozing  from  it.  He  rolled  off Loren and onto his back in the tall grass as Nathan released Loren’s arms and let him lie back on the ground as well. 

Malory  was  there  waiting  with  bandages  and  immediately went to work binding Loren’s wound, after applying a poultice. After she  was  done,  the  three  friends  sat  around  his  unconscious  body and stared at each other. 

“What  was that thing?” Malory finally asked. 

“A Noon Wraith,” Jaden replied. “The mythical creatures that are  supposed  to  haunt  the  Plains,  from  the  stories  that  Larisa  told us.” 

“How could that be possible? There are no magical beings,” 

Nathan said, repeating the refrain. 

“I know. Something is happening,” Jaden replied. 

“What  do  you  mean  ‘something  is  happening’?”  Malory asked. “What are you not telling us?” 

“I’ve  told  you  everything  that  I  know.  I’m  confused,  too,  and I’ve  been  running  it  over  and  over  in  my  head,”  Jaden  said.  “I  can only think of two possibilities.” 

“What are they?” Nathan asked. 

“Either it is related to my Dragon.” 

“Dracoseth…” Malory said. 

“Yes.  Perhaps  the  same  changes  to  the  Polyverse  and  our world  that  reconnected  Dracoseth  are  also  releasing  other  magical creatures  into  our  world.  Maybe  it’s  part  of  the  prophecy  in Headmaster’s book of history yet to come.” 

“There  could  be  more  things  like  that  monster  last  night?” 

Malory said, aghast. 

Jaden  shrugged.  “Maybe.  I  don’t  know.  But  Dracoseth  and Headmaster  have  talked  about  the  return  of  magic  to  our  world, maybe even the return of Elves, though Dracoseth was definitely not happy with that idea.” 

“I  would  prefer  Elves  over  that  creature  from  last  night.” 

Nathan shook his head languidly. “What did that thing do to Larisa?” 

“My magrot believes that it loosened her soul from her body as it tried to eat it and then take over her body. Because her soul is not  anchored  to  her  body  any  longer,  she  can’t  wake  up;  she’s  in limbo.  But  eventually  she  will  die  as  her  soul  slowly  separates completely from her body.” 

“Kalamin’s bones,” Malory whispered. 

“What is the other possibility?” Nathan asked. 

“I’ve  told  you  how  both  Dracoseth  and  Headmaster  believe that the Malabar Empire is trying to sever our world completely from the other worlds of the Polyverse, so that they can control the flow of mana and magic.” 

“Yeah,  that’s  the  point  of  this  whole  screwed-up  mission,  to figure out how far along they’ve gotten in that process,” Malory said. 

“Exactly,”  Jaden  replied.  “Well,  perhaps  to  sever  the  worlds and  destroy  the  Columns  of  the  Polyverse,  they  first  have  to  tear

open  the  portals  between  worlds—that  might  be  allowing  some magical beings to return to  our world.” 

“Perhaps it’s both things,” Nathan suggested. “Perhaps it was the actions of the Malabar Empire in the first place that reconnected Dracoseth  to  our  world,  and  it’s  that  same  project  that  is  releasing monsters like the Noon Wraith.” 

“Well, that would be a case of crazy multidimensional irony,” 

Malory  commented.  “If  their  attempt  to  take  away  any  possibility  of resistance  led  to  the  emergence  of  the  Dragon  Seeker,  who  was foretold to herald the end of the Malabar Empire…” 

“The  Dragon  Seeker’s  appearance  only  foretells  the  end  of the  war  between  the  rebellion  and  the  Empire,”  Jaden  clarified.  “It doesn’t say that we win.” 

“We are certain to know more about all of this when we get closer to the Columns that we’ve been sent to investigate, I imagine,” 

Nathan said. 

“Hopefully,” Jaden agreed. “Until we know what is happening, we have little chance of fighting back. So, the sooner we know, the better.” 

“Can’t argue with that,” Malory added. 



Chapter 13







With  a  renewed  sense  of  urgency,  they  devoured  some  of their  rations.  They  quickly  packed  up  and  then  carried  Loren  and Larisa  back  to  their  magrots,  securing  them  on  top.  Their  magrots would  walk  together,  as  they  had  during  the  snowstorm,  with  a blanket over top to protect them from the sun, which was now high in the sky. 

As  Jaden  was  filling  his  waterskins  at  the  small  river,  he heard  a  sound  like  a  whisper.  The  Plains,  when  the  others  weren’t speaking  and  the  magrots  weren’t  making  sounds,  was  usually utterly silent except for the wind. Any other sounds stood out boldly. 

Jaden  immediately  stopped  and  looked  around  him  to  see where the whisper had come from. He heard it again and stood up. 

The voice seemed to come from many directions at once. 

“It is mine,” a feminine voice said. “I saw it. I touched it. I have tasted it. Leave it for me.” 

Jaden  ran  back  up  the  hill,  where  he  found  Nathan  and Malory with their swords drawn. Their three magrots stood in a circle, protecting the two that carried Loren and Larisa. 

“So, you heard it too,” Jaden said, and they nodded. 

“What is it?” Malory asked. 

“Noon  Wraith,  I’m  guessing,”  Jaden  replied.  “It  said something similar last night. It’s like an animal guarding its prey.” 

“Or trying to get it back,” Nathan said. 

“I  thought  monsters  were  only  supposed  to  come  out  at night?” Malory commented. 

“Well,  they  are  called  ‘Noon  Wraiths’,”  Nathan  said.  “I presume that means they are usually seen during the day.” 

“Maybe  they  don’t  sleep  at  all,”  Jaden  suggested.  “Which means that they’re following us and that we have to keep going until we  reach  Marleborn  and  can  find  a  healer  who  knows  how  to  cure Larisa.” 

“I come for mine,” the whisper said. “Leave it on the ground and you can go. I only want what is mine.” 

“Maybe we should do what it tells us,” Malory said. 

Nathan and Jaden looked at her in shock. Her face was white with fear, and there were beads of sweat on her brow. They shared a look of concern. 

“We need to get out of here,” Jaden said, and Nathan nodded his agreement. 

“We  need  to  leave  her,”  Malory  protested.  “That’s  all  they want. Then they’ll leave us be. It’s either just her, or all of us.” 

“Come  on,  Malory,”  Nathan  said  and  tugged  her  toward  her magrot. “They will take her and then come for us. We have to go.” 

“No!” Malory shouted and pulled her arm free. 

She  stormed  toward  the  magrot  that  carried  Larisa’s unconscious body, reaching out with her hands for the belts that held her in place. Nathan leapt over her and landed in her way, blocking her path to the magrots. 

“You are under some sort of enchantment, Mal,” Nathan told her. “If you are unable to gain control of yourself, I will restrain you.” 

Malory threw her arms wide, accessing her Eagle mana, and brought them in together, creating a powerful wind from her Seeker wings that knocked Nathan onto his back. She stepped over him and continued toward the magrot. The other magrots moved to block her path,  their  heads  bobbing  and  their  feathers  puffed  up  as  they prepared  for  an  attack.  Malory  held  up  her  hands,  spreading  her fingers  wide  as  they  transformed  into  the  razor-sharp  claws  of  a Harpy Eagle. 

For  a  moment,  Jaden  was  at  a  loss.  He  could  stop  Malory, but his powers were too damaging to use in this instance. He didn’t

want to hurt or kill her, he just wanted to stop her, and he wasn’t sure what he could do to achieve that. 

But he knew that if he didn’t act quickly, she would hurt one or more of the magrots, which would damage their ability to get away from  the  Noon  Wraith,  wherever  it  was.  Or  she  would  reach  Larisa and  pull  her  to  the  ground.  Either  way,  this  was  about  to  end  very badly. 

Finally, Jaden simply rushed at Malory and tackled her to the ground.  She  fought  back  like  an  animal,  unhindered  by  the  usual limitations  of  a  human,  especially  in  dealing  with  a  friend.  She flopped  and  twisted  like  an  enraged  and  trapped  eagle  would,  and she used the claws in her hands to gouge Jaden’s thighs and arms. 

He hollered out in pain and then wrapped his arms around her. 

But she was too strong to hold on to, and she dug her claws into  his  arms.  Jaden  held  on  as  long  as  he  could  before  the  pain overwhelmed  him.  He  released  her  and  then  clapped  his  hands together to create a fireball of great intensity. 

“I don’t want to hurt you, Mal, but I will if I need to,” he said as he faced off against her. 

She seemed to stare right through him, focused only on her objective. Jaden then saw that the Noon Wraith had appeared from out  of  the  tall  grass  behind  her.  And  it  was  joined  by  half  a  dozen others;  they  looked  identical,  like  young  girls  no  older  than  twelve. 

He knew that he had mere seconds to act and prevent their doom. 

From  out  of  nowhere,  Nathan  landed  on  the  ground  behind Malory  and  dropped  a  rope  over  her  shoulders.  The  other  ends  of the  rope  were  held  by  two  of  the  magrots.  They  rapidly  circled Malory, as Jaden dropped to the ground to get under the rope. They bound Malory tightly from her shoulders to her knees, until she was entirely incapacitated and toppled to the ground. 

Malory’s  screech  sounded  exactly  like  the  screech  of  the Noon  Wraiths  the  night  before—and  it  activated  the  immediate response  of  the  Noon  Wraiths  emerging  from  the  grasses.  They were  now  surrounded  by  a  horrific  shrieking,  and  it  required  all  of

Jaden’s focus to not release the fireball between his hands and grip his ears. 

He stepped over Malory’s body on the ground, just as Nathan picked her up and lay her across the back of her own magrot. Jaden grew the fireball between his hands, in both size and intensity, and then  released  it  toward  the  Noon  Wraiths.  They  were  struck  and flung into the air backward, into the grasses, which burst into flame. 

But they themselves seemed unfazed and unburned. 

The Noon Wraiths stood up and advanced once more. 

“It is mine. Mine for eating. Mine for me. Leave it.” 

Jaden  looked  behind  him  and  saw  Nathan  was  finishing securing  Malory,  who  was  thrashing  as  best  she  could.  He  needed several  more  seconds  before  he  would  be  finished  with  her  and ready  to  leave.  Looking  back  to  the  Noon  Wraiths,  he  saw  they seemed  unaffected  by  fire,  though  they  were  obviously  affected  by the laws of nature in some ways. 

They  had  been  blown  back  by  the  force  of  the  fireball,  after all, even if it hadn’t burned them. And they were subject to some of the physical laws of nature, it seemed; they even fell when knocked over. 

This realization gave Jaden a new idea. 

Dropping  to  one  knee,  he  thrust  his  fingers  into  the  dirt.  He focused his attention on them and on the soil. He opened his eyes and  saw  the  air  shimmering  above  the  rapidly  heating  soil.  Steam rose from the ground, then smoke, then flame, as the organic matter from  the  roots  of  the  grass  to  the  worms  and  insects  were  all immolated. 

Then  the  ground  itself  began  to  glow  from  the  temperature. 

The  Noon  Wraiths  seemed  oblivious  to  all  this  as  they  continued toward  Jaden,  the  glow  of  their  eyes  visible  and  the  spiky  yellow teeth showing behind peeled-back lips. 

“Jaden, let’s go!” Nathan shouted from behind him. 

But he couldn’t go yet. He knew that if he stopped and stood, they would be upon him, and there were too many to fight. And even from a distance they had great power, as evidence by what they did to Malory. 

Jaden bellowed in anger and effort as the ground in front of him became a pool of lava. The Noon Wraiths walked into the pool until they had sunk up to their thighs, and still they came on toward Jaden,  whispering  their  assertion  over  and  over.  It  was  as  if  they were one being divided between half a dozen different bodies. With the  flames  of  the  burning  grasses  behind  them  and  the  blinding smoke, it was a hellish vision. 

Once all of the Noon Wraiths were half-submerged in the lava pond,  Jaden  pulled  his  hands  out  of  the  earth  and  scrabbled backward  away  from  them.  It  was  a  gamble.  But  they  were apparently unaffected by dragon fire or intense heat, so he had to try something else. 

The heated ground began to cool in the air as soon as it was deprived  of  Jaden’s  heat.  In  seconds,  the  molten  pond  turned  to black  sludge,  and  then  to  glassy  stone.  The  lava  around  the  Noon Wraiths’ legs and even their hands, which always seemed to dangle below their waists. 

It had worked! The Noon Wraiths continued to try and move forward  but  were  frozen  in  place.  They  seemed  confused  by  what had  happened.  It  was  as  though  they  lacked  the  intelligence  to understand, being driven by pure and simple appetite. 

Finally, realizing with some delay that they were trapped, they began  to  shriek  once  again  in  symphony,  forcing  Jaden  to  put  his hands  to  his  ears,  wincing  against  the  pain.  The  sound  seemed  to resonate inside his head, pressing against his skull until he thought he might black out. It felt like they were inside of his head, grabbing at him, pulling off pieces of him, making him want to surrender just to make it stop. 

Jaden tried to rise up from his crouch but was unable to put any weight on his legs. He braced his palms on the ground to keep

from  toppling  forward  onto  his  face.  Suddenly,  a  hand  grabbed  the collar of his jacket and, with a sharp jerk, he was lifted into the air. 

It  was  Nathan’s  magrot,  who  had  grabbed  him  with  its  beak and lifted him onto Rachel’s back. The magrots wasted no more time and rushed away at high speed from the hideous sights and sounds of the Noon Wraiths. 

Turning  back  to  where  they  had  been,  Jaden  caught  a  final glimpse  of  the  trapped  wraiths,  still  stuck  in  the  congealed  earth. 

They stared toward Jaden and the others, mouths dropped open and the  shriek  blasting  mechanically  out  from  inside  of  them,  without stopping for breath. 

Even  at  a  distance  their  howl  was  so  powerful  that  Jaden wanted  to  cover  his  ears,  but  it  was  at  least  bearable.  As  they continued  to  put  distance  between  themselves  and  the  Noon Wraiths,  the  sounds  disappeared  into  the  spreading  flames  of  yet another prairie fire. 

Chapter 14







“I have spoken with the other magrots,” Rachel said as they raced away from the Noon Wraiths. 

“About the wraiths?” Jaden asked. 

“Yes. They are not of this world.” 

“That seems pretty clear.” 

“They are impervious to your dragon fire, for instance.” 

Jaden  nodded.  “I  didn’t  think  that  anything  could  withstand dragon fire.” 

“Nor  did  I,”  Rachel  agreed.  “It  is  something  that  you  should ask  your  Dragon,  when  next  he  calls  you.  But  there  are  two  other features of the creatures that give us grave concern, Lanool.” 

“What’s that?” 

“They reproduce rapidly, and by means that are not clear to us. They are also able to control the behavior of others at a distance. 

Even  a  Legendary  Beast  is  unable  to  directly  control  its  Seekers. 

And  even  Devourer,  while  he  is  very  powerful,  is  unable  to  compel someone to do something using mana alone. He may threaten them so that they act out of fear or pain. And he may even create illusions that  cause  people  to  behave  in  ways  they  would  not  otherwise, because they are confused to such a degree that they can no longer distinguish  between  what  is  real  and  what  is  not.  But  he  cannot control their mind directly to make them do his bidding.” 

It  took  some  mulling  over,  but  finally  the  different  bits  of information Rachel had shared came together in Jaden’s mind. 

“By all that is holy,” he muttered. 

“Yes, Lanool,” Rachel responded. “You understand now, don’t you?” 

“They breed rapidly and are impervious to the weapons of our world  and  even  the  weapons  that  come  from  the  most  powerful  of the Legendary Beasts, as far as we know, the Dragon. That means that they haven’t been in this world for very long.” 

“Or  their  path  of  destruction  would  be  much  greater  and stories  of  their  existence  would  be  known  to  us,”  Rachel  said, completing  Jaden’s  thought.  “They  are  like  locusts  made  of  an impervious alloy.” 

“They could destroy absolutely everything that they come into contact with.” 

“And everyone.” 

“We have to find a way to destroy them first,” Jaden said, and then another thought occurred to him. “But we can’t. We have to get to  the  Columns  of  the  Polyverse.  That’s  where  the  original  wraith must  be  from.  We  have  to  close  whatever  opening  the  Malabar Empire has created as they try to destroy the link between worlds.” 

“You  face  a  difficult  choice,  Lanool,”  Rachel  agreed.  “If  you dedicate  yourself  to  finding  a  way  to  destroy  the  wraiths,  the likelihood  is  that  more—and  perhaps  more  dangerous—monsters will  be  released  into  our  world.  But  if  you  dedicate  yourself  to  the Columns, the wraiths will reproduce and lay waste everywhere they come in contact with living things, as they did with that town and its inhabitants.” 

“The  family  in  that  root  cellar,”  Jaden  muttered  in  sudden realization.  “I  thought  that  they  had  died  of  fright  or  starvation because  they  were  afraid  to  come  out,  but  the  wraiths  must  have eaten their souls.” 

“That seems likely.” 

“The chickens. The other animals were dead too, but not the chickens. In fact, there were a lot of them. Why?” 

“I  cannot  say,  but  that  is  perhaps  our  first  insight  into  their nature. It may help us in the future.” 

“I have to tell Nathan,” Jaden said. 

Rachel moved forward to catch up with Nathan, who was at the front of their line. He was riding alongside Malory, who had fallen unconscious  after  they  had  moved  away  from  the  vicinity  of  the wraiths  and  had  still  not  woken  up.  Behind  him  were  the  magrots carrying  Larisa  and  Loren.  Loren  had  woken  up  briefly,  and  Jaden had  given  him  some  broth  to  drink,  but  then  he  fell  back  to  sleep once again. 

“How’s Mal?” Jaden asked. 

“She still has not woken,” Nathan replied. “Could the wraiths have done to her what they did to Larisa?” 

Jaden looked at Malory. She appeared to be asleep, with her eyes closed and her body limp. 

“I don’t think so,” he said. “Her eyes are closed, and she’s not stiff.  I  also  can’t  see  her  soul  separating  from  her  body  or  any  foul magic surrounding her. When I look at Larisa her soul is right there, slowly peeling away. And she is surrounded by a hideous light, like the touch of the wraiths has poisoned her with vile magic.” 

“I hope she’s okay,” Nathan said. “I hope they’re all okay.” 

“They  will  be,  I’m  sure,”  Jaden  replied,  then  changed  the subject.  “We  need  to  talk  about  these  Noon  Wraiths  and  about  the Column.” 

Jaden recounted his conversation with Rachel, including the three  important  observations  she  had  made  about  the  wraiths  and his own resulting concerns. 

“So, what should we do?” Nathan asked. 

“I think that we need to split up once Malory is awake,” Jaden replied. 

“What?  That  makes  no  sense.  We  were  supposed  to  be seven of us going to the Columns and now you want us to be two?” 

“We don’t have time to stop in Marleborn,” Jaden explained. 

“We could lose days. Those things we left back there, they may have already reproduced a dozen times. There might already be more of them wandering into more towns. We need to get to the Column, and

if  Malabar  is  there  messing  with  it,  we  need  to  destroy  their equipment before they let in more wraiths, and possibly other, more dangerous  monsters  from  other  worlds.  And  then  we  need  to  start hunting  those  wraiths.  My  magrot  compared  them  to  locusts.  That actually  strikes  me  as  quite  accurate.  Except  of  course  for  the  fact that locusts eat crops, and Noon Wraiths eat souls. Imagine what will happen  if  some  of  them  wander  into  Marleborn  or  another  city  and there’s absolutely no way to defeat them.” 

Nathan was quiet for a long time, pondering what Jaden had to say. He glanced over at Malory, who had begun to stir for the first time since they had left the wraiths behind. Finally, he looked back at Jaden. 

“Our  original  plan,”  Nathan  said,  “was  to  go  first  to  the Column  that  is  on  an  island  in  the  Bay  of  Besquith.  That  is  the furthest of the two and made sense to our original plan. If we were spotted there, we could make our way back toward the Hidden City, stopping at the other Column in the Amber Forest, in the foothills of the  Estherian  Mountains.  But  if  these  creatures  are  on  this  side  of Marleborn  City,  chances  are  they  originate  from  the  Amber  Forest. 

We should go there first.” 

Jaden nodded at Nathan’s logic. “Agreed.” 

“The fastest route to ‘God’s Bowl’ in the Amber Forest takes us  through  Marleborn  City.  I  say  that  we  go  there  with  Loren  and Larisa—and Mal, if she remains in her current state—and leave them with Larisa’s family. They are of substantial means. They can get the best healers to treat her. We deliver them and then we continue on our way with whomever amongst us is able to travel.” 

“I don’t know, Nathan…” 

“That is not a request, Jaden. That is my condition to join you. 

It costs us nothing to take care of our own first.” 

Jaden nodded. “Okay, you’re right. I’m just anxious.” 

“Understandably so. I am also anxious, but we must not lose our heads.” 

“I appreciate your calm, Nathan,” Jaden told him. 

Nathan’s  nod  and  uncharacteristic  gentle  smile  said  more than  any  words  could  have,  and  that  was  the  end  of  their conversation. 

They  continued  riding  for  the  rest  of  the  day.  By  early evening, they had left the last of the Southern Plains and had begun to  see  the  towns  that  dotted  the  coastline.  They  stayed  away  from them, not wanting to risk any chance meeting with Imperial soldiers or nosy townsfolk who might support the Malabar authorities. 

Marleborn  was  a  big  city,  where  people  knew  to  mind  their own business and the number of soldiers would be dwarfed by the population.  Jaden  and  the  others  were  unlikely  to  stand  out  as different,  and  it  would  be  much  safer  to  enter.  Being  further  south, Marleborn was also likely to have more magrots than here on the far outskirts of the Red Coast. 

As  the  sun  began  to  set,  the  magrots  carried  them  up  to  a treed  promontory  that  looked  out  over  the  ocean.  The  setting  sun made the ocean glow a strange, luminescent red, which is what gave this whole region its name and gave the body of water the name Sea of Light. 

Jaden dismounted Rachel and walked to the edge of the cliff, staring  out  over  the  water.  He  had  never  seen  any  body  of  water larger  than  the  small  lake  in  the  middle  of  the  Hidden  City  and  the wide,  lazy  river  that  flowed  through  Lessertown  and  made  it  an inland port town. It was a sense of overwhelming vastness that made Jaden feel incredibly small, not dissimilar to how he had felt during the first days of traveling under the big sky of the Plains. But while the  Plains  were  immense,  they  were  placid  and  even  passive;  not dangerous  until  the  wraith  had  made  its  appearance.  Even  though the Sea of Light was calm in this moment, Jaden knew from stories

—and could see in the eroded cliff faces around the wide bay—that it could crush and destroy anything man-made in the blink of an eye. 

Something  about  that  power  drew  Jaden  to  it,  even  as  it  caused  a murmur of fear. 

“It is remarkable, is it not?” Nathan said from behind Jaden. 

Jaden  couldn’t  take  his  eyes  off  the  water  or  the  sunset.  “If you  had  told  me  even  a  year  and  a  half  ago  that  places  like  this existed,  I  wouldn’t  have  believed  you.  I  literally  wouldn’t  have.  The very idea would have seemed as strange to me as the Hidden City. 

It’s incredible.” 

“I came here one time with my family as part of a journey for an  important  diplomatic  event  involving  my  father,”  Nathan explained. “I have no idea what his responsibilities were—something odious  for  Malabar,  no  doubt.  But  this  is  what  I  remember  of  this place:  these  vistas,  the  beaches,  the  warm  waters.  I  wish  we  were coming for holidays and not for darker purposes.” 

“Me too,” Jaden replied. 

“Hey! Help! Give me a hand!” came Malory’s voice suddenly from nearby. 

Jaden and Nathan looked at each other, then quickly turned and ran back to where the magrots had settle in. Malory was indeed awake  and  was  struggling  with  her  bonds,  looking  confused  and annoyed. 

“What in the name of all the rats in Lessertown am I tied up like this for?” she demanded. 

Nathan  and  Jaden  immediately  set  to  work  to  untie  and release her. 

“You were possessed, we think,” Jaden told her. “You tried to give Larisa to the Noon Wraiths.” 

“What?! I… I would never do such a thing!” 

“It’s  okay,  Mal,”  Nathan  soothed  her.  “We  know  you  weren’t yourself.  Look  what  you  did  to  Jaden’s  arms  and  legs  with  your claws. You were out of your mind.” 

Jaden  had  forgotten  about  his  arms  and  legs.  Now  that  he was  reminded,  he  felt  the  sharp  pain  returning  to  them.  He  looked down  and  saw  the  blood  on  his  clothing  and  the  exposed,  gouged skin beneath the torn fabric. His dragon mana had allowed them to stop bleeding almost immediately, and they were healing rapidly but

still  looked  red  and  puckered,  a  testament  to  the  depth  of  the wounds. 

“I’m not having a good trip when it comes to claws,” he joked. 

“By all the heavens, I’m so sorry, Jaden.” 

“Don’t worry about it, Mal.” 

“Larisa?” she asked anxiously. 

“You didn’t surrender her to the creatures,” Nathan said. “You did,  however,  miss  Jaden’s  incredible  dirt-melting  trick.  It  was  quite something. We shan’t have to worry about muddy shoes in Seeker’s Slumber any longer.” 

Jaden rolled his eyes. “Shut up, Nathan.” Then he turned to Malory. “How are you feeling? You’ve been out for the entire day.” 

“I  feel  like  I’ve  been  asleep  for  a  very  long  time,  having nightmares. I dreamt that wraith thing was chasing me everywhere I went.” 

“Things, plural,” Nathan corrected her. “There was at least a half a dozen of them that Jaden trapped in the melted earth. There are likely more.” 

Jaden  then  explained  to  her  everything  that  had  been discussed and the plan to take Loren and Larisa—and Malory herself if  she  hadn’t  woken  up—to  Marleborn  for  treatment.  Nathan  and Jaden  then  planned  to  travel  to  “God’s  Bowl”  in  the  Amber  Forest, the location of one of the Columns. 

“We  need  to  tell  someone  in  Marleborn  about  those creatures, so that they can prepare for them, in case they show up at the city gates,” Malory said. 

“Larisa’s family likely has connections with the commander of the  city  garrison,  even  if  not  a  direct  one.  We  can  have  them  pass along the information,” Nathan suggested. “Ought we to stay another night outside of the city? We are still some distance from the actual city gates.” 

“That might be a good idea,” Malory said. “I imagine that we wouldn’t arrive until after dark, and the gates may be closed for the

night.” 

“Larisa  told  me  that  Marleborn  City  no  longer  has  gates,” 

Jaden said. “Malabar tore them down when she was a child, after an uprising in the city’s market and a strike in the docklands against the raising  of  a  statue  to  Devourer  in  the  main  square  of  the  city. 

Besides,  I  don’t  think  that  we  should  wait  another  night.  Loren,  I believe, will be fine. But I’m very concerned about Larisa. Her skin is growing even more pale, if that is possible.” 

Malory  shrugged.  “Not  like  I  need  more  sleep  anyway.  I’ve been sleeping all day.” 

The three friends agreed on the plan, and the magrots were also amenable to continuing to the city. Larisa’s magrot, in particular, wanted  to  get  her  to  a  place  where  she  could  get  treatment.  The other magrots supported him in solidarity. 

“A  magrot  can  go  seven  days  without  sleep,”  Rachel reminded Jaden. 

Jaden took one last look out at the Sea of Light from the cliff top.  He  was  reluctant  to  leave  the  view  behind,  which  calmed  his soul. He didn’t know if he’d ever have the chance to come back to this place, but he told himself that, at the very least, he would return when he was no longer able to aid the cause as a Seeker because he had surpassed the age of connection typical of Seekers and their Legendary Beast. 

He finally tore himself away, but only when Rachel came up and gently bumped him with her head to let him know it was time to leave.  He  climbed  onto  her  back,  and  they  made  their  descent through  the  stand  of  trees,  along  a  well-worn  path  that  took  them down to a highway for caravans that ran along the oceanside. 

The  view  here  wasn’t  as  beautiful  as  it  had  been  on  the promontory,  but  it  was  still  peaceful,  especially  in  the  twilight,  with the  sun  little  more  than  a  red  smudge  of  memory  on  the  distant, watery  horizon.  Jaden  felt  relieved  that  Malory  had  decided  to  ride up  front  with  Nathan.  He  could  see  the  two  of  them  talking  rapidly, 

with  Malory’s  never-resting  hands  waving  around  to  emphasize  her points. But Jaden wanted to ride in peace with his thoughts. 

He turned away again, toward the waters of the nearby sea. 

The smell of the salt water reminded him of the fish market back in Lessertown.  He  had  never  liked  fish  or  seafood,  but  there  was something  about  the  smell  of  the  fish  market  that  made  him  feel calmer.  Like  the  sea  was  somehow  his  home  and  he  was  being called back to it. Without really understanding why, Jaden had often sought odd jobs in the fish market, helping to unload fish brought in from the coast by river boat or cleaning and sweeping. 

As he rode, he closed his eyes so that he could just enjoy the sensations of the sea, and for a moment forget that his friends were injured  and  that  Larisa  might  die,  or  that  a  monster  had  been unleashed on the world that might be more destructive even than the Malabar  Empire.  Or  that  the  Malabar  Empire  might  destroy  their world—and many others—by severing the links between them in the Polyverse, all so that they could hold onto power for eternity. 

Letting  these  things  go,  Jaden  inhaled  the  salty  air  through his  nose  and  focused  on  the  softly  repeating  sounds  of  the  water lapping up against the beach. 

He  stayed  like  this  a  long  time,  feeling  the  air  on  his  skin growing cooler as the sun’s descent continued below the horizon. He might  not  have  opened  his  eyes  at  all  until  they  had  reached Marleborn  City’s  walls.  But  the  smell  of  salty  air  was  slowly supplanted by the smell of acrid smoke, and Jaden opened his eyes to locate its source. 

Looking up ahead he saw Malory pointing toward the horizon. 

There  was  a  red  glow,  and  it  wasn’t  the  setting  sun,  which  was  to their right. 

After  a  moment,  Jaden  realized  what  they  were  seeing: Marleborn City was on fire. 







 



Chapter 15







As  they  came  upon  the  city,  the  extent  of  the  fire  became more apparent. It seemed to be concentrated in the area closest to the  sea  and,  likely,  the  docks.  The  streets  toward  the  docks  were, however,  also  burning.  It  looked  as  though  there  had  been  street battles that had left flaming scars. 

The  city  itself  sloped  up  a  hillside  that  provided  a  natural fortification  from  the  rear.  The  sea  was  in  front,  and  on  either  side were  the  remnants  of  the  city  walls  that  had  been  torn  down  by Malabar decades earlier, during the dockside rebellion. 

From  within  the  city,  in  the  direction  of  the  fires’  flow,  Jaden and the others could hear shouting, explosions, and the occasional scream. There was also something else: the distinctive shriek of the Noon Wraiths. 

Nathan, Jaden, and Malory exchanged looks. 

“They’re here,” Jaden said. 

The  others  slowly  nodded  for  a  while  before  anyone  spoke again. 

“Should we stay out of the city?” Malory asked. 

“It  seems  that  the  center  of  the  troubles  is  by  the  water. 

Larisa’s family will live in the high-born quarter of the city, which is in the hills. It will be safe and defended. They will also be able to hire a healer to help.” 

They continued forward, through the ruins of the gates. The shouting and screams were louder once they passed the rubble piles that  had  been  left  as  a  reminder  that  the  city  was  being  punished with insecurity for its past crimes against Malabar authority. 

“If  Malabar  hadn’t  torn  down  the  city  gates,  those  things wouldn’t be inside the city,” Jaden said. 

“Guys,” Malory called out, and they turned toward her. “I feel, I don’t know, strange. I think it’s those things, like they left something inside me and when they’re close, I feel…  pulled to them.” 

“Okay, that’s not good,” Jaden said. 

Nathan  pointed  up  a  main  boulevard,  away  from  the  docks and leading toward an interior city wall that surrounded the wealthier quarters of the city. 

“If I recall correctly, there are three interior walls that separate each social stratum from the one beneath,” he said. “We are in the popular  quarter.  Then  there  is  the  quarter  for  the  servants  of  the wealthy and the small merchants. Then medium and big merchants involved in the sea trade with foreign lands. Finally, there is the area of  the  high-born  with  their  palaces  and  extensive  gardens.  Follow this  road  with  the  magrots.  When  you  arrive  at  the  gate,  tell  the soldiers  that  guard  the  entrance  that  you  have  Larisa,  daughter  of the spice empire. I am certain that her family will be known to them. 

They will escort you through the other walls to her house.” 

“And what about you two?” she asked. 

“We  should  go  to  the  docks  and  see  what’s  happening.  We might be able to help,” Jaden explained. 

“I should be with you,” Malory said. “I’m sorry.” 

Jaden shook his head. “One of us would have had to escort Larisa  and  Loren  to  find  Larisa’s  family  anyway.  And  it’s  not  your fault  that  they’ve  infected  you  or  whatever.  It’s  something  that  we’ll have to deal with later. But for now, at least you can be safe.” 

Malory  nodded  and  then  rushed  off  with  the  others,  leaving Nathan, Jaden, and their magrots to turn toward the docks. 

From  up  ahead  in  the  distance,  shouting  and  clatters  could be  heard,  but  the  streets  in  their  part  of  the  city  were  completely abandoned. They didn’t need a map to find their way to the docks, as the ruins and flames of earlier battles with the creatures traced a perfect  path.  There  were  overturned  wagons  and  barricades  made with whatever they had been able to find burning in the middle of the street. 

And there were the bodies. 

Some of them were clearly empty of all life. Others were like Larisa,  stiff  with  clouded  eyes.  The  dead  ones  appeared  dark  to Jaden, but the ones with half-torn souls had the yellow glow around them and the visibly dislocated blue soul hanging out of their bodies on the ground. Always, it began at the head, which appeared to be the  place  from  which  the  Noon  Wraiths  tore  out  the  souls  of  their victims. 

Jaden  and  Nathan  rode  side  by  side  at  a  regular  but  not rushed  pace,  in  case  there  was  a  Noon  Wraith  hidden  behind  a building or one of the barricades and caught them unawares. 

It  seemed  that  none  of  the  wraiths  remained,  however,  and Jaden  and  Nathan  were  unhindered  on  their  journey.  As  a  result, they made quick time through the empty streets until they arrived in the  area  in  front  of  the  docks.  Here  there  was  total  mayhem. 

Buildings  burned,  billowing  black  and  white  smoke  depending  on what was stored within, and bodies lay in the streets. 

A  disciplined  group  of  dockworkers,  bulky  men  and  women who looked rough-and-tumble, hurled objects at a group of ten Noon Wraiths  that  moved  relentlessly  toward  them.  Once  the  wraiths approached  this  group  of  dockworkers,  another  group  would  attack the  wraiths  from  behind.  The  wraiths  would  turn  to  face  their  new attackers  and  begin  to  advance  on  them.  In  this  way,  the  lines  of dockworkers were keeping the wraiths both out of the city and from reaching the dockworkers themselves. It was obvious, by the bodies sprawled  on  the  ground,  that  this  strategy  had  been  devised  at  a cost. 

“Have  you  noticed  that  the  wraiths  seem  to  be  of  very  low intelligence?”  Jaden  asked  Nathan.  “They’re  able  to  mimic  human form and to even speak basic words, but they don’t seem to have the ability to solve a pretty basic puzzle.” 

Nathan agreed. “It would be quite easy for them to wipe out one  group  and  then  the  other.  They’re  clearly  not  really  thinking about things.” 

“Maybe we can use that to our advantage somehow,” Jaden suggested. 

“I  suggest  that  a  better  idea  at  this  moment  would  be  to  do the same to this group as you did with the one that you sealed into the earth back on the Plains.” 

Jaden  indicated  toward  the  other  group  of  dockworkers nearby.  Mixed  amongst  them  were  several  Imperial  Guard  and  a Seeker  who  had  scales  on  her  skin  and  eyes  like  those  of  Jaden, with pupils in the form of vertical slits. 

“We can’t risk revealing ourselves as Seekers,” Jaden said. 

“We  can’t  leave  them  either,”  Nathan  replied.  “What  do  you suggest?” 

Jaden looked around for inspiration. He noticed a small, two-masted caravel ship nearby. They could see from their position that it was empty, with many, if not all, of the crew dead at the foot of the gangplank that rose up to the main deck of the ship. He pointed it out to Nathan. 

“I’ll lure the wraiths onto the boat there,” he said. “Once they are all on board, knock away the gang plank and unmoor the boat.” 

“The  sails  are  down—the  boat  won’t  go  anywhere,”  Nathan said. “You’ll need the help of some sailors to raise the sails.” 

“Good  point,”  Jaden  agreed.  “Let’s  speak  to  the  Imperial Guard.” 

“Your eyes,” Nathan reminded him. 

By this point the original dockworkers were again drawing the Noon  Wraiths  back  toward  them.  The  other  line  of  dockworkers, including  the  Imperial  Guard,  were  letting  them  move  away,  and discussing amongst themselves what next to do. 

Their strategy of back and forth could obviously only last so long. For a moment, the Seeker turned his back toward Jaden and Nathan. On the back of her scaley head was a distinctive pattern. 

“Seeker  of  the  Cobra,”  Nathan  whispered.  “I  know  those markings.” 

The  Seeker  made  some  hand  gestures  to  the  half  dozen Imperial  soldiers  with  her,  and  they  spread  out  along  either  side  of the  dock  in  response.  Then  she  moved  toward  the  group  of  Noon Wraiths, who were faced away from her. She got within two lengths of  the  last  of  the  wraiths  and  opened  her  mouth,  making  a  loud hissing  sound.  From  her  mouth  came  a  spray  of  venom,  which enveloped the head of the wraith in a cloud of poison. 

All  the  wraiths  spun  around,  as  one,  and  raised  their  palms toward  the  Seeker.  Jaden  saw  the  Seeker’s  body  surrounded  by  a yellow glow, as he had seen around Larisa. A moment later, a flash of blue rose out of the head of the Seeker, divided into ten separate balls  of  blue  light  that  rushed  toward  the  wraiths’  hands.  The  blue lights disappeared, and the Seeker’s body crumpled to the ground in a heap. 

Dead. In an instant. 

Very  obviously  dead,  also  to  the  soldiers  of  the  Imperial Guard.  They  broke  formation  and  turned  to  run.  The  Noon  Wraiths stopped  moving  in  unison  now,  turning  in  multiple  directions,  arms still in the air. Four of the half dozen soldiers suffered the same fate as the Seeker, while the remaining two fled the scene completely. 

As  Jaden  refocused  on  the  wraiths,  he  saw  that  there  were now  twelve  of  them,  all  identical  in  their  youthful  and  feminine appearance.  The  brave  dockworkers  began  once  again  to  toss objects at the wraiths and lure them back with their taunts, reverting to  the  metronome  strategy  of  moving  the  wraiths  back  and  forth between  the  two  lines  of  defenders.  Jaden  felt  like  all  that  was keeping  the  entire  city  safe  was  the  doomed  effort  of  these stevedores. 

“That  is  how  they  reproduce,”  Nathan  commented.  “They feed, and when they have enough energy, they divide.” 

“So  it  seems,”  Jaden  said.  “Well,  now  my  eyes  won’t  be  an issue with the Imperial Guard, in any case.” 

Jaden  and  Nathan  rode  up  to  the  line  of  dockworkers  who were resting and dismounted. They went to a large woman who wore

a  leather  apron  with  a  meat  cleaver  hanging  from  a  metal  ring  on one  side.  She  was  the  obvious  leader,  and  was  directing  a redistribution of the dockworkers, now that they had lost the Imperial Guard. 

“We fought these things outside the city,” Jaden said to her. 

“On the Plains.” 

The woman looked him up and down, with barely concealed contempt. “We don’t need no more Imperial pups getting in the way. 

You see a’ happened to those others? Stay out the way.” 

“We’re not Imperial Seekers,” Jaden replied. 

The big woman laughed. “Rebel Seekers, be ye then? I’ll tell you  truthfully,  these  monsters  have  killed  more  Imperial  Guards  in half a day than you rebels have done in half a century.” 

Her voice was loud, and her laughter was infectious, with the other life-hardened dockworkers joining her in laughter. 

“Maybe  you  can  recruit  them  to  your  cause,  pup,”  she continued. 

“Unfortunately for all of us, the Noon Wraiths won’t stop with Imperial  Guards.  They  don’t  care  about  anything  but  their  hunger,” 

Jaden replied. “Do you want our help or not?” 

“How you gon’ help us?” she said then turned to the others. 

“Get  ready  to  let  fly,  lads  and  ladies.  Our  turn’s  coming  up,  break’s over!” 

The  dockworkers  around  her  took  hold  of  whatever  they intended to throw at the wraiths, to catch their attention so that they came toward them once again. 

“They cannot be harmed by anything,” Nathan told her. “Not fire, nor acid, nor blows from the sharpest weapons.” 

“We had noticed, yeah,” she replied, and again turned to her crew. “Let her fly!” 

The dockworkers let loose with a volley of everything at hand; rocks, wooden pallets, iron bolts, horseshoes. Many of them hit their mark.  Sometimes  the  weight  of  an  object  was  enough  to  move  a

wraith’s body, but none caused them even a bit of harm. They simply righted themselves, turned, and began moving back toward the big lady’s group of dockworkers. 

Jaden pointed toward the abandoned boat at the dock. “I can draw  them  onto  that  boat,”  he  told  her.  He  proceeded  to  explain  to her his plan to take them out into the bay, away from the city. 

The  big  woman  listened,  grunting  in  apparent  agreement. 

She turned to a pair of bearded sailors who were amongst her crew. 

“Get to the  Black Cat  and  Prosperous Winds,” she said. “Tell them  they’re  going  to  tow  the   Misty  Moon  out  into  the  harbor  and leave her at anchor there. Go!” 

The  two  men  ran  off.  The  big  woman  turned  back  to  Jaden and Nathan. 

“You  sure  those  things  don’t  know  how  to  pilot  a  boat  and we’re jus’ sendin’ em off to ’nother town up the coast?” she asked. 

“Look  at  them,  they’re  as  dumb  as  dogs,  chasing  after  the last thing that got thrown at them,” Jaden said. 

The big woman whipped out her cleaver and threw it toward the wraiths. It hit one of them in the middle of the forehead, bounced off, and landed on the ground. The wraith stopped for a moment to look down at the cleaver, then simply continued on her path. 

“I  see  your  point,”  the  big  woman  replied.  “Can  they  swim back ashore?” 

“That  we  cannot  say,  having  only  encountered  them  on  the Plains,” Nathan replied. “I would recommend leaving boats to watch them until a way is found to kill them.” 

“Alright,  rebel  Seekers,  if’n  you  have  a  plan  to  get  them aboard the Misty Moon, it’s time a make it happen.” 





Chapter 16







Jaden and Nathan rushed across the docks toward the  Misty Moon.  They  arrived  at  the  gangplank  and  turned  back  toward  the Noon Wraiths. They were getting close to the dockworkers gathered around the big woman. Jaden clapped his hands together and then separated them, creating a ball of fire between them. 

He  didn’t  bother  waiting  until  it  achieved  maximum temperature;  that  would  make  no  difference  in  its  effect  on  the wraiths. He expanded it to the largest size he could by spreading his arms wide, then pushed it out. 

The fireball broke around the wraiths like water around large rocks. They turned toward Jaden and Nathan, their heads cocked as they seemed to try and understand how things had changed. Jaden created  another  fireball  and  flung  it  their  way,  which  again  flowed around them. 

And,  sure  enough,  the  wraiths  veered  from  their  path  and started toward Jaden, Nathan, and the boat. 

“Give her to me. She is mine. I saw her,” the creatures said in symphony. 

“Are they the same ones?” Jaden asked Nathan, shocked by their words. “They’re still asking us to give them Larisa, like they did out on the Plains.” 

“Not possible. There’s no way that they got out of that glass you melted them into. Even if they did, they couldn’t have gotten to Marleborn before us, not at even double the fastest speed I’ve seen them move at.” 

“It’s  as  though  they’re  one  being,”  Jaden  said.  “Like  they share a mind.” 

“Like mushrooms,” Nathan said. 

Jaden  flung  another  fireball  at  the  creatures  as  he  and Nathan backed up the gangplank toward the main deck of the small ship. 

“Mushrooms?” Jaden asked. 

“Before we left, Lily was studying mushrooms as part of her training and told me about them. We see them when they come up from  the  ground  to  spread  spores.  But  that’s  just  a  tiny  bit  of  the mushroom. Most of the organism is invisible, below the ground. It’s made of tiny hairs that can spread in every direction for leagues and produce dozens, even hundreds of the mushrooms that we see. And it  communicates  across  the  entire  forest,  to  distribute  food  and  or other things that it needs. It is in all senses, except to the uninformed eye, one creature.” 

Jaden tried to think through the implications, but the mention of Lily’s name caused him to feel irrepressible guilt and longing. He hadn’t thought about her in days, they had been so preoccupied with all  that  was  going  on.  If  Lily  were  here,  she  would  be  able  to  take that insight and come up with ideas for fighting the organism, instead of  trying  to  battle  each  individual  Noon  Wraith  apparition  one  after the other. 

Jaden heard a series of thuds beside him and looked toward the main deck. In the water, near the  Misty Moon, were the two ships that  they’d  been  sent  to  retrieve.  The  sailors  onboard  were  clearly not intending to board the  Misty Moon and leave the safety of their own  ships.  The  sailors  were  passing  the  ropes  they  needed  to secure this boat to the others and leaving the rest up to the pair of Seekers. 

“Do you know anything about boat knots?” Jaden asked. “I’ve never been on a boat and, honestly, I couldn’t tie together a bundle of carrots.” 

Nathan  nodded.  “Yes,  my  family  had  boats  and  I  was expected to learn. My father believed that if I didn’t end up being a Seeker, I would at least be an officer in the Imperial Navy.” 

“Well,  put  your  family’s  disappointed  expectations  to  good use, then,” Jaden told him, and then expelled another fireball at the wraiths, which had reached the bottom of the gangplank. 

Several  wraiths  were  knocked  backward,  but  immediately pushed themselves back to their feet. Jaden wanted to be careful not to  knock  the  creatures  into  the  water  while  delaying  them  from boarding the ship. He had no idea what would happen if one of them sank to the bottom of the harbor. 

Could they swim? Would the water change them in some way and would the creature then end up swimming up the coastline to the capital city? He didn’t want to take any chances, given how little they knew about the creatures. 

The big woman saw Jaden’s dilemma and made a series of hand  signals  to  the  other  dockworkers.  Several  of  them  rushed forward with a rope, tossing it over the wraiths in the front line and dragging  them  all  backward.  The  wraiths  managed  to  snatch  the souls out of several of the dockworkers, leaving them sprawled dead on the ground. There were suddenly fourteen Noon Wraiths, where there had been twelve only moments before. 

Jaden flung more fireballs, sending the creatures tumbling as the big woman and her fellows rushed for cover. The wraiths turned on  Jaden  once  again,  moving  at  an  unrushed,  relentless  pace toward the gangplank. 

“Tell  me  that  you’re  almost  done  securing  the  ship!”  Jaden shouted as he sent the wraiths scattering once again. 

“Almost! I’m on the last one now,” Nathan replied. 

Hearing that, Jaden backed all the way up the gang plank to the main deck. He let the wraiths mount the gang plank after him, as he kept backing up, until he reached the railing on the other side of the  boat,  where  Nathan  waited.  As  Nathan  tied  the  final  rope,  he kept his eyes on the arriving wraiths. 

“Okay,  you  leap  to  the  docks  and  make  sure  that  the moorings are loosened,” Jaden told Nathan when he was done. “I’ll

keep  them  occupied  here  while  the  other  ships  tow  us  out  into  the bay.” 

“Jaden,  we  are  on  a  boat  made  of  wood  and  canvas.  Your power  is  fire,”  Nathan  reminded  him.  “That  is  not  a  good combination.” 

“I’ll be careful, and I can fly if I need to.” 

Jaden looked over and saw that the first wraith had stepped onto the deck. 

“Go,” he insisted. 

Nathan turned to the sailors on the other ships and signaled them to begin towing the  Misty Moon. Then he pounded Jaden once on the shoulder before leaping high into the air, using his abilities as a  Seeker  of  the  Kangaroo.  He  went  over  the  side  of  the  ship  and landed on the docks, immediately shoving the gangplank away from the  Misty Moon and into the dark water. 

Jaden turned and ran toward one of the two ladders that led up  to  the  quarterdeck.  He  climbed  up  top  and  turned  to  watch  the wraiths  as  they  glided  across  the  main  deck  toward  him.  Jaden grabbed  hold  of  the  metal  clamps  that  secured  the  ladder  in  place and  closed  his  eyes.  He  felt  his  hands  heating  up  and  the  metal softening beneath his grip. 

After  a  moment,  Jaden  pulled  the  clamps  loose  and  tossed them over the side of the boat and into the water, where they sizzled harmlessly. He then grabbed the wood of the ladder and pushed with all his strength, as the wood blackened and smoked beneath his still-hot grip. 

Two of the wraiths were already climbing the ladder as Jaden shoved  it  away  from  the  bulkhead,  just  enough  to  make  it  creep toward its tipping point, then ease backward before clattering to the deck.  The  two  wraiths  landed  on  two  others  beneath  them, underneath  the  ladder.  As  the  creatures  struggled  to  free themselves,  the  others  moved  to  the  second  ladder  up  to  the quarterdeck. 

The  boat  suddenly  jolted,  sending  Jaden  to  his  knees.  He looked below and saw that the ropes were taut. The two larger ships were  towing  them  away  from  the  dock  and  out  toward  open  water. 

Meanwhile,  the  ten  remaining  wraiths  had  made  it  to  the  ladder. 

Jaden rushed over and quickly melted the clamps. 

But when he tried to push it, the ladder didn’t move. 

He looked down and saw that it was better secured than the first ladder, with another set of clamps halfway down. He considered for a moment sliding down the ladder and trying to melt those clamps with  his  hands  as  well.  But  the  wraiths  had  already  started  up  the ladder. They would almost certainly reach Jaden before he’d finished the job down there. 

Standing  uncertain  for  a  moment  as  the  wraiths  climbed, Jaden was struck with an idea. When he had been attacked by the first Noon Wraith, back in the farmhouse, he had formed one of his fireballs into a kind of spear of fire. He could do something like that now too. 

He created a fireball, focused his attention on it as it shifted from a cool orange, through a hotter blue, to a bright, hot white. He pushed  his  hands  part-way  together  once  more  and  formed  the globe of light into a staff of fire, stretching it out until it was twice his own height. 

This was what he used to attack the clamps. Immediately, the metal melted, and the wood underneath burst into flames. 

Taking a step back, Jaden kicked at the ladder until it came loose. He tossed the fire spear over the side of the boat and into the water, where it released a big cloud of steam. With both hands free, Jaden  shoved  this  ladder  backward  as  well,  until  it  tottered  and tumbled  to  the  deck,  landing  on  top  of  the  wraiths.  The  fire  in  the wood of the ladder had, thankfully, gone out, meaning that the boat was safe, at least from Jaden’s fire. 

While several of the Noon Wraiths remained pinned under the ladder, the majority were free and were now climbing both the rigging and  the  bulkhead,  desperate  to  get  to  Jaden.  Two  of  the  wraiths

suddenly  began  to  levitate,  arms  at  their  sides  as  they  rose  up toward him. 

“Oh, boy,” Jaden muttered. 

As  if  it  wasn’t  bad  enough  that  these  things  ripped  out  your soul. 



Chapter 17







Jaden  looked  over  toward  the  shore.  They  were  still  quite close. If these things could fly, they could easily fly back to shore. He needed  to  keep  them  onboard  until  they  were  far  away  from  the shore. Hopefully there would be a point at which they would be out of reach. 

Jaden  conjured  up  a  fireball  but  kept  it  compact  to  limit  its impact on the ship. He drew back his arms to fling it at the closest wraith. But the wraith began moving side to side and up and down, making it nigh impossible to target him. They may have been stupid, but they did learn in a way and understood Jaden’s powers enough to  know  that  he  could  use  them  to  escape  them.  With  the  wraith moving  so  rapidly,  Jaden  knew  that  he  was  just  as  likely  to  hit  the mast or a sail or the deck as he was to hit the creature. He flung the fireball into the ocean. 

As  the  creatures  rose  to  a  height  almost  parallel  with  the quarterdeck, Jaden spread his arms and focused his energy. He felt the sharp jabs of power in his shoulder blades, and he smelled the lightning odor of a rainstorm. Opening his eyes, he saw that wings of lightning had extended from his back. He flexed them and rose into the  air,  putting  some  distance  between  himself  and  the  two  Noon Wraiths, which were floating toward him. 

From  his  position  higher  up,  Jaden  had  a  better  view  of  the deck below from the bow to the stern of the ship, which was closest to him. He looked for some means of defense from the creatures. It seemed  like  only  two  of  the  Noon  Wraiths  were  able  to  become airborne. Good—then he could just focus on disabling them now to get rid of the immediate danger. 

Gazing  around  the  ship,  Jaden’s  eyes  alighted  on  the  four small cannons on the main deck. This gave him an idea. He couldn’t

physically  damage  the  creatures,  but  if  even  the  ladder  had  been sufficient  to  pin  them  to  the  deck,  even  if  just  for  a  while,  couldn’t something like this disable them far more securely? 

He  arced  through  the  air,  avoiding  the  two  floating  wraiths, and  made  his  way  to  the  main  mast.  Reaching  out  his  hand,  he grabbed  one  of  the  numerous  tangled  ropes  that  held  the  sails  in place. He had no idea what any of them did, but he wanted at least some of them for his plan. 

Focusing his energy on his hands, Jaden burned through one end of a rope, freeing it from the sail. He coiled it around his arm as he glided higher, until he had a substantial coil. Turning, he saw that the  floating  wraiths  were  moving  toward  him,  in  no  particular  rush, with seemingly infinite patience that they would eventually reach him. 

Jaden dove toward the deck, to the cannon that was farthest from them. The cannon had a ring of metal that was connected to it, no doubt used to hoist the weapon onto or off the ship. 

Jaden  stared  at  the  metal  eye,  trying  to  remember  what  he had  seen  Nathan  doing  with  the  ropes  earlier.  He  glanced  over toward the wraiths and saw them moving relentlessly toward him. Try as he might, however, he couldn’t remember the steps for Nathan’s maritime knot. 

“Dammit!”  he  cursed,  dropping  the  rope  onto  the  deck  and then  lifting  into  the  air  once  more  before  the  wraiths  could  corner him. 

By now they were some distance away from the shore. Jaden could still make out Nathan, who was significantly taller and bulkier than  even  the  heavily  built  dockworkers.  He  could  also  see  the  big woman  with  her  leather  vest,  her  retrieved  cleaver  hanging  loose from her hand as she and the others watched what was happening on the  Misty Moon. Nearby were the ships that were towing him out into the bay. They were closer, and there was no shortage of sailors on  board  who  could  tie  knots,  but  he  worried  about  sacrificing  a sailor to help him. 

So Jaden bolted through the air toward the shore instead. He was surprised at the speed of his wings: he arrived at the shore in seconds, landing next to Nathan, amongst the stevedores. 

“I need a hand,” Jaden told him. 

Nathan pointed. “The flying wraiths.” 

They  were  visible  under  the  full  moon  and  the  reflection  of lights from the city, floating toward the shore, with their glowing eyes. 

The other, non-flying wraiths stood at the railing of the ship, staring toward them, as though they were trying to will themselves back to shore, too. 

“We  can’t  leave  them,  even  out  in  the  middle  of  the  bay  on that  boat,”  Jaden  explained.  “They  could  fly  back  to  shore  or  to  a boat that got close. We need to secure them with rope and weights.” 

“Tie  them  to  something  heavy,  you  mean?”  Nathan  replied, understanding where Jaden’s thinking was headed. 

“There’s cannons on the main deck…” 

“But you cannot tie knots.” Nathan laughed. “It seems we will have to make knot-tying a part of our core curriculum when we return to the Academy. In the meantime, can you carry me to the ship?” 

“I’ll give it a shot—but I hope that you can swim, just in case,” 

Jaden said, and then grabbed Nathan under the arms, lifting off and making his way across the water back to the ship. 

“The  big  woman  with  the  cleaver,”  Nathan  said  as  they moved  at  speed  toward  the  boat.  “She  might  be  important  to  us  in the future. She has been on the docks forever, and knows everyone and everything about the popular quarters of the city. If we need to get away from the Imperial Guards or one of their Seekers, she can help us.” 

“That’s good to know,” Jaden said. 

His arms were burning, carrying the heavy weight of Nathan, as was his back where the wings of light were connected to his body. 

He  wasn’t  sure  that  he  would  make  it.  They  had  to  make  a  detour

around  the  wraiths  that  were  tracking  him,  then  go  low  toward  the water, before rising again to reach the ship. 

But finally, Jaden managed to land both Nathan and himself on the main deck, next to the cannons furthest from the wraiths. 

Nathan  immediately  got  to  work  as  Jaden  kept  watch. 

Nathan’s  hands  moved  fast  as  he  looped  the  rope  through  the cannon’s eye, securing it and then testing it to make sure it wouldn’t come  loose.  Then  he  created  a  kind  of  noose  on  the  other  end. 

When it was completed, he turned to Jaden. 

“This  is  ready,  but  we  will  need  a  different  way  of  working together to capture those flying wraiths,” Nathan said. 

“Like how?” 

“First  of  all,  get  us  up  to  the  quarter  deck,  where  we’re  far away from those things,” Nathan told him. 

Jaden grabbed Nathan under the arms and flew them both up to  the  quarterdeck.  Nathan  carried  the  noose  end  of  the  rope  with him, which was attached to the cannon at the other end. He also had another piece of rope that had been lying coiled on the deck. 

“I’m going to lash myself to you so that when we’re flying, we both have our arms free. You will have to occupy those things with your powers while I throw the noose over it,” Nathan explained. 

Jaden nodded in agreement, keeping an eye on the floating wraiths  that  were  almost  back  to  the  ship.  Nathan  stood  in  front  of Jaden, back to belly, and together they looped the rope about their torsos  in  a  crisscross  pattern,  after  which  Nathan  secured  it.  They were now bound tightly together, and Nathan pulled them awkwardly toward the noose on the ground, Jaden stumbling along behind him. 

“This  is  not  how  I  want  to  be  facing  a  pair  of  flying,  soul-sucking monsters from another world,” Jaden commented. 

“I  wouldn’t  say  that  this  is  my  favorite  choice  of  night-time activity  either,”  Nathan  replied.  “But  here  we  are.  So,  let’s  get  this over with.” 

Jaden concentrated on his wings, lifting them both in the air. 

The flying wraiths, visible by their brightly glowing eyes, as the moon had  disappeared  behind  clouds,  were  now  close  to  the  side  of  the ship. Jaden knew they didn’t have that much rope, which meant he would  have  limited  room  to  maneuver.  He  hoped  that  it  would  be enough to get one of the wraiths in position, and then for Nathan to toss  the  rope  over  his  head—before  the  creatures  could  raise  their arms and steal Jaden’s and Nathan’s souls. 

The  first  challenge  was  to  separate  the  two  creatures  from each other, so that they only had to deal with them one at a time. 

“Hold on tight to that rope,” Jaden told Nathan. 

“I do not like the sound of that,” Nathan replied. 

But  it  was  too  late—Jaden  was  already  swooping  at  high speed over the other side of the ship. He spread his wings, capturing air beneath them and arcing until they reached the end of the rope’s length.  Jaden  felt  its  end  reached,  preventing  him  from  continuing further in the same direction, and let the rope pull him in a wide arc around the stern of the ship. 

He  pumped  his  wings  as  hard  as  he  could,  starting  to  push his  maximum  speed.  The  wraiths  had  turned  toward  them,  almost side  by  side.  As  Jaden  and  Nathan  approached,  they  lifted  their arms in the air. But Jaden was going so fast it was almost like they were falling to the earth from a cliff. Faster than he’d ever flown. 

The  rope  was  long  enough  that  Jaden’s  arc  put  him  and Nathan  to  the  outside  of  the  two  wraiths.  As  he  flew  past  them,  at their  level,  and  they  began  to  rotate  toward  him,  the  rope  hit  the creatures  in  the  mid-section,  flipping  them  as  if  he  were  striking sticks in the air with a club. 

They  flew  off  in  different  directions,  tumbling  end  over  end. 

One of the creatures hit the main mast in the center of the deck, its body  bending  in  a  disturbing,  unnatural  way,  before  returning  to  its regular form. It seemed disoriented as it sought to locate Jaden and Nathan. The other wraith had struck the side railing of the ship and

somersaulted along the side of the ship and into the water. It quickly righted itself and began rising again toward the two of them. 

Jaden  ignored  the  second  wraith  and  moved  quickly  toward the disoriented one, whose back was toward them. 

“Get ready,” he told Nathan. 

Nathan  nodded,  the  noose  held  in  his  two  hands  as  he concentrated on the creature, which slowly rotated toward them. 

They would only have one chance. 

Jaden moved in close behind the wraith, slowing almost to a stop.  Nathan  dropped  the  noose  over  the  creature  from  behind, pinning its arms to its side, and yanked the noose tights. Jaden then flew away from the trapped wraith and toward the main deck to get the second rope. 

They  went  through  the  same  procedure  as  before  but  more awkwardly, as they were tied together and Jaden had to keep an eye on the shuffling wraiths on the deck from behind Nathan. He looked up to the wraith that they had secured. It tried to move toward them but  reached  the  end  of  its  rope,  which  was  wrapped  around  the foremast. All it could do was tug at it helplessly. 

Nathan worked quick, and in no time, they were back in the air,  leaving  the  wraiths  below  them.  The  second  flying  wraith  was above the main deck again at that point, and making its way across it. Jaden came around behind it, but the creature had learned from the other, and turned with Jaden. 

“We  must  not  approach  while  it  is  still  able  to  lift  its  hands,” 

Nathan said. 

“Yeah, I know that,” Jaden replied testily. “I have an idea.” 

He  swooped  in  close  to  the  creature,  but  well  outside  of  its reach. It began to lift its arms, but Jaden arced around it, so that the rope wrapped around the creature. In doing so, Jaden trapped one of its arms against its body and began to bind it just by circling with the rope. He intended to immobilize the creature’s arms, then get in close enough for Nathan to throw the noose over its head so that it

couldn’t come free. But it had managed to keep one of its arms free, and it was raised in the air. 

They  didn’t  have  a  choice,  Jaden  thought.  He  couldn’t  risk flying the opposite direction and untying the creature and then trying to tie it up once again. It was now or never. 

“We’re  going  to  have  to  do  this  quick  and  dirty,”  Jaden  told Nathan. “Are you ready?” 

“I will do my best.” 

“That’s not good enough. We won’t get a second chance.” 

He  dove  toward  the  creature,  and  Nathan  lifted  his  arms, preparing  to  make  a  toss  with  the  noose.  The  creature  rotated toward them, and Jaden could see its glowing eyes and the side of the creature’s raised palm. He felt suddenly dizzy, and felt a strange pull that began in his guts. It was as though they were being yanked up  toward  his  mouth,  like  he  was  being  turned  inside  out.  He struggled to concentrate and keep his mind centered, but already he had lost feeling in his arms and legs. 

Nathan  seemed  unfazed  and  unaware  of  Jaden’s  state. 

 Perhaps  the  creature  can  only  target  one  person  at  a  time,  Jaden thought  through  the  haze.  He  saw  the  rope  go  over  the  creature’s head and reach its shoulders, settling on the lifted arm. Jaden tried to veer away, but by now had lost control of his body. He slammed into the wraith at full speed, sending them both into sideways spins. 

Jaden struck the mainsail and, on instinct, wrapped his arms around  the  yard  arm.  Nathan  appeared  to  have  been  knocked unconscious  from  the  collision,  his  head  hanging  forward.  Jaden suddenly felt his friend’s full weight and struggled to heave one of his legs over the mainyard to keep from falling to the deck below, where he  could  see  the  other  wraiths  were  gathering,  waiting  for  them  to land amongst them. 

At least the collision had jolted Jaden out of the enchantment that the wraith was attempting to put on him. He looked across the ship  toward  where  they  had  been.  The  second  flying  wraith  was secured, caught in a tangle of twisted ropes with its body bent at a

strange  angle  as  it  floated  in  the  air.  It  moved  like  a  stunned  bug caught in a spider’s web. 

Jaden  closed  his  eyes  and  took  deep  breaths  as  he recovered from the flight and the collision. He could hear the water slapping against the side of the ship and the weird shuffling noise of the  wraiths  below  as  they  tried,  unsuccessfully,  to  scrabble  up  the main  mast.  They  were  safe  for  the  moment.  Though  Jaden  wasn’t sure  that  he  had  the  strength  to  get  back  to  shore  with  Nathan’s weight. 

Looking back toward the city, he could see that they’d moved to the middle of the bay by this point. The ships that had towed them had  fixed  anchors  to  the  ropes  they’d  used  for  that  purpose  and tossed  them  into  the  water,  ensuring  that  the   Misty  Moon  wouldn’t drift off. 

They were beginning to move away from the  Misty Moon, and back to the docks. Over there, and in the city beyond, there were still fires burning. They seemed less intense than before, however. They could be put out. 

They  had  saved  the  city.  Now  all  Jaden  had  to  do  was  find the strength to save Nathan and himself. He needed rest. He closed his eyes, praying that he would wake up soon again. 





Chapter 18







The sun was high in the sky as Jaden glided through the air over a pine forest of verdant green, interspersed with meadows and ponds. There was an updraft of warm air coming off the land below. 

It allowed him to stay aloft with barely any movement of his wings. 

He  closed  his  eyes  and  felt  the  wind  moving  over  his  face and arms, which were spread out at his side. It was so tranquil that he could imagine falling asleep and just floating around the world. 

“You have developed your flying skills,” a voice boomed from next to Jaden, and he opened his eyes. 

Flying parallel with Jaden, in all his shimmering, golden glory, was Dracoseth. Although he was a behemoth compared to Jaden’s tiny  frame,  the  Dragon  also  was  able  to  float  in  the  air  without difficulty. And he seemed to be enjoying it, too. 

“What do you do when I’m not here?” Jaden asked, honestly curious. 

“Besides  eating  Elves  and  other  humanlike  creatures?”  He laughed.  “I  am  connected  to  many  realms,  many  worlds,  not  just your own. It is a heavy responsibility.” 

Jaden laughed at Dracoseth. “You sound like a market trader, complaining about accounting.” 

Dracoseth belched out a plume of flame in anger at Jaden’s impertinent comment, but then calmed himself and even seemed to humor Jaden with a chuckle, though he couldn’t be quite sure. 

“Perhaps  after  all  these  millennia,”  the  great  Dragon  said,  “I have  become  little  more  than  a  shopkeeper  for  dragonkind  in  the Polyverse. It is not the fate I had imagined for myself.” 

“There are others like you?” 

“There  are—but  not  in  this  world.  A  great  Dragon  can  only live one on a world. We meet to mate, before we die. For a million years, our numbers have never risen nor fallen.” 

“When  will  you  die?”  Jaden  asked.  “I  mean,  do  you  have  a set amount of time?” 

Dracoseth eyed Jaden and snorted. “Do you want to be rid of me, boy?” 

“Forgive my curiosity. I just don’t know much about dragons. 

They don’t exist in our world.” 

“Ah,  but  they  do  exist.  That  is  why  I  have  chosen  you.  You must find them.” 

“Dragons?”  Jaden  said  incredulously.  “I  need  to  find  actual dragons?” 

“You thought that I Called you because I wanted to save your pitiful world? Or lift you out of the mud?” 

“No.  I’m  just  wondering  how  we  would  have  missed  these dragons.” 

“They are unborn as yet.” 

“Dragon  eggs then?” Jaden asked. 

“Yes,” Dracoseth replied. “Where you are going…” 

“The Column in God’s Bowl…” 

“The one you call Devourer has two eggs. He is using them to try and sever the Column. He does not know that they live.” 

Jaden had a sudden realization of why he was there. 

“The boat,” he said. “I was fighting the Noon Wraiths…” 

“The ….” Dracoseth said a word that sounded like a collection of  hisses  and  grunts.  “Yes,  they  have  passed  into  your  world because of what Devourer is doing with my eggs.” 

“What are those things? They are impervious to even dragon fire.” 

“They  are  a  plague  on  the  Polyverse;  an  enemy  to  all creatures,”  Dracoseth  noted.  “All  Legendary  Beasts  destroy  them

whenever  we  encounter  them.  If  they  are  allowed  to  spread,  they consume  entire  worlds.  They  begin  by  eating  the  souls  of  higher beings, but when those are gone, they will eat the life energy of ever lower beings, down to insects and then even the plants and the most rudimentary  forms  of  life,  so  small  that  you  cannot  see  them  with your eyes.” 

“Tell  me  how  to  destroy  them!”  Jaden  insisted  with  force. 

“They  already  entered  the  city  of  Marleborn  and  could  easily  have overrun it. We fought them off with sheer luck.” 

“Calm down, boy,” Dracoseth told him, and then rolled away from Jaden and dove toward the treetops. 

Jaden  looked  down  and  saw  a  flock  of  birds  rising  from  the trees  beneath  them.  Dracoseth  came  up  behind  the  flock  and opened his great jaws. He swallowed dozens of the birds, scattering the  survivors  in  every  direction.  Then  he  flew  back  up  to  where  he had been before. 

“Dracoseth, I don’t know how long I’ll be here. Can you focus for at least a minute?” 

“Don’t  tell  me  what  to  do  or  you  will  join  those  birds  in  my gullet,”  Dracoseth  snapped.  “Those  pests  are  not  that  hard  to  kill, you are just ignorant and blind.” 

“Please help me then.” 

Dracoseth  chuckled  and  shook  his  head.  “Your  kind  are  the most childlike of all the worlds. You want everything handed to you and  pray  to  be  the  only  ones  exempted  from  the  need  to  learn through experience.” 

“You’re right, you’re right about everything. Just help me.” 

“Use  your  eyes,  boy!”  Dracoseth  bellowed,  his  patience running out. “The appearance of those creatures is an illusion. A trick to lure in their prey. You need to use your power to see through their thin guise. When you accomplish that, it will become embarrassingly obvious how you can destroy them.” 

“And  what  of  those  they  have  attacked  but  haven’t  killed?” 

Jaden  asked,  thinking  about  Larisa  and  the  people  he  had  seen  in the street. 

“There is only one treatment: to kill or to cure. It comes from their quills.” 

“What quills?” 

“I have told you: open your eyes!” Dracoseth shook his great head in dismay. “What a poor choice I have made in you after all.” 

“I didn’t choose to be chosen.” 

“Stop your bellyaching, boy. You lived in a sewer and begged for your meals, when you weren’t eating rats and things even fouler. I have  given  you  greatness  and  set  you  free  from  an  existence  of squalor. You owe me more than just respect, you owe me thanks.” 

“For  putting  me  into  battle  with  soul-suckers  from  another world?” 

“Devourer  would  have  opened  the  gate,  whether  you  were my  Seeker  or  not,”  Dracoseth  reminded  him.  “But  without  me  you would have been just another frightened and tasty meal for them. If you choose to use your abilities, you at least have the opportunity to fight back against what is coming, unlike most of your kind.” 

“Fine.  Thanks  for  all  you’ve  given  me.  Now  tell  me  what  I need to do.” 

Dracoseth raised an eyebrow and snorted a small geyser of flame.  “I  don’t  believe  that  statement  of  gratitude  was  sincere,”  he said, and rolled away and down once again. 

Jaden cursed and flew down after Dracoseth, who was busy gulping down another flock of unlucky birds that had risen from the trees. The pair of them then moved out beyond the forest and over an ocean that was a strange aquamarine, brighter and clearer than any  waters  Jaden  had  seen  in  his  life.  Under  the  surface,  Jaden could  see  creatures  swimming.  They  looked  like  large,  strange  fish with  enormous  heads,  and  they  traveled  in  flocks.  Then  he  saw  a

boat with a single sail. People who looked very much like him tossed a net over the side into the water, then looked up and pointed. 

“They  are  very  different  than  you,”  Dracoseth  said  as  they passed the fishing boat. “And yet they are very similar. Like children or  animals  that  have  learned  to  create  tools  but  don’t  understand their place in the universe.” 

“And you do?” Jaden asked. 

“None  do,  not  fully,”  Dracoseth  replied  philosophically.  “But  I play  my  part  without  complaint  or  hesitation,  even  when  it  means being stuck with the likes of you. Do you know that you make more demands upon me than all the Dragon Seekers in all the rest of the Polyverse?” 

“I  don’t  care.  You  forget  that  ours  is  a  world  without  magic. 

We  are  ignorant  through  no  fault  of  our  own.  And  if  Devourer  is releasing  a  creature  like  the  Noon  Wraith  into  our  world,  even  he must be ignorant.” 

“Ignorance is not a barrier to ambition. Listen, I cannot ‘teach’

you how to see the ‘wraiths’, as you call them, as they are. You must learn to see on your own. But I can tell you that their power lies in their  largest  quill,  and  it  is  where  their  enchanted  poison  lies.  To extract that poison requires dragon fire. Place it on the eyes and lips of  those  who  are  succumbing.  Use  the  quill,  with  or  without  the poison, to be done with them. Now, be gone!” 

Dracoseth  dove  down  to  the  ocean,  behind  the  flock  of strange fish, and plunged beneath the waters. He quickly caught up with  a  straggler,  which  promptly  disappeared  into  the  Dragon’s mouth. 

Jaden  shook  his  head,  waiting  for  the  insatiable  Dragon  to return. 



Chapter 19







Blackness. 

Jaden had no idea how long he had been sprawled over the yard  arm  of  the  main  mast.  He  had  somehow  maneuvered  himself so that he was on one side and Nathan was on the other, with the rope  between  them  supporting  them  in  the  air.  It  was  a  good  thing that Nathan had trained in tying knots as a youth, or they’d both be dead,  either  from  the  drop  to  the  main  deck,  or  from  the  wraiths below just waiting to take their souls. 

Jaden’s  head  was  filled  with  fog,  as  though  he  had  been drugged. It reminded him of the time his alchemist mother had given him a potion she had made to cure a fever. It had knocked him out for two days, and when he woke up, he continued to feel like he was in a dream state for hours, barely able to speak or hold his head up. 

But when that had happened, his parents were there to care for  him,  and  he  was  lying  under  a  blanket  in  his  bed  at  home.  He shook his head and focused his energies to clear his mind. They had to get out of there as soon as possible. There might be more wraiths in the town and, besides, they had no idea if Malory had even made it  to  the  house  of  Larisa’s  family.  He  and  Nathan  needed  to  find them. 

Jaden reached up and gently slapped Nathan’s face to wake him.  He  mumbled  and  slowly  returned  to  consciousness,  lifting  his head and looking around. 

“What happened?” Nathan asked. 

“We  secured  the  wraiths  but  the  last  one  got  a  little complicated,”  Jaden  replied.  “I  think  it  almost  did  to  me  what happened to Larisa. I lost control and we collided. Sorry about that.” 

“We won this round. That’s all the matters. Do you have the strength to get us out of here?” 

“Maybe,”  Jaden  replied.  “I  was  hoping  that  the  boat  would stick around, but they did what they were ordered to do and hurried back to port.” 

“If you can get me away from the boat, I can swim to shore,” 

Nathan told him, then added, “I think.” 

Jaden  closed  his  eyes  and  concentrated  on  manifesting  his wings. A pain shot from his temple and down the back of his neck to his shoulder blade, causing him to lose focus. 

He touched his temple, where he felt a wet, puckered lump. 

He pulled his hand away and looked at it. There was a drop of blood on his fingers, and something else. A clear, thick liquid. Jaden sniffed at  the  liquid  and  winced.  It  had  a  powerful,  terrible  smell  that  was entirely foreign to Jaden, who had smelled all of the powerful, terrible smells that a city could produce in the sewers of Lessertown. 

But this was something else. 

“Turn and look at my temple,” Jaden said to Nathan. “Tell me what you see.” 

Jaden turned his temple toward Nathan, who twisted around as best he could to get a look at his friend. 

Nathan  examined  Jaden’s  face,  then  shrugged.  “I  don’t  see anything. Maybe a bruise.” 

Jaden  touched  the  spot  again.  There  was  definitely  a  large, puckered  wound  there.  It  was  extremely  sensitive  to  the  touch, causing him to wince. It occurred to him that the creatures disguised not  only  themselves,  as  Dracoseth  had  told  him,  but  even  the wounds that they inflicted. 

He  looked  down  to  the  deck  below  at  the  wraiths.  They continued to scrabble helplessly at the main mast, unable to climb it. 

Something  seemed  to  have  changed  about  them;  their  edges  had grown  softer.  They  still  looked  like  identical  young  girls,  but  they were more hideous and disturbing somehow. 

Jaden  shook  his  head  and  looked  again;  his  vision  cleared. 

The  wraiths  had  returned  to  how  they  had  looked  previously:  like sweet, twelve-year-old farm girls. 

“Let’s get out of here,” he said to Nathan. He focused on his wings, which finally emerged from his back. 

Then he closed his hand in a fist, to protect the strange liquid during  their  flight.  The  shore  drew  closer  and  closer  until  they reached  the  docks.  Jaden  landed  but,  still  weakened  by  the  hit  he had  suffered,  came  in  hard.  The  two  men,  tied  together,  tumbled along the ground before coming to a stop. 

The big woman from earlier grabbed Jaden by the collar and tugged him upward as other dockers helped the two men to their feet and cut their ropes. 

“Couldn’t see all in this blindin’ darkness but seemed quite ’a battle you fuggered,” she said. 

“Fuggered,” Jaden said, confused. 

“Fought. Wrestled,” she explained. 

“Yeah,  it  was  something,”  Jaden  agreed.  “Do  you  have  a small container with a lid? Clean.” 

“Not  much  clean  here,”  she  told  him,  but  pulled  an  empty tobacco bowl from a pocket in her leather apron. 

She  shook  out  the  last  twigs  of  tobacco  from  the  bowl, pushing them under her lower lip, then wiped the bowl with her shirt sleeve before handing it to Jaden. He scraped the sticky liquid that was still on his finger into the bowl and put the lid back on it. When they got to the house of Larisa’s family, he intended to take a closer look. Perhaps the family knew an alchemist who could help identify the liquid. 

Jaden  turned  back  to  the  woman.  “We  need  to  get  to  the house  of  a  well-known  spice  merchant.  He  has  a  daughter  named Larisa  who  was  traveling  with  us  and  was  injured  by  one  of  those things.” 

“We  sent  her  home,  along  with  two  of  our  companions,” 

Nathan added. 

“Ye  won’t  be  getting  through  the  walls  to  the  high-born quarter.” She laughed. “Not during the day and definitely not at night. 

But Claire know’s someone can help ye.” 

“Claire?” Jaden asked. “Who’s Claire?” 

“That be me,” she said with a grin. 

Jaden noticed that the dockworkers were dragging all of the bodies  from  around  the  docks  to  a  pile.  Some  of  the  bodies  had  a yellow glow around them, and you could even tell where their souls had been pulled free from their heads, if you looked closely. 

“What are they doing?” he asked Claire. 

“Gonna burn ’em. Dunno if they infectious or just unclean but don’t want ’em around.” 

“They’re not all dead,” Jaden said. “You do know that, right?” 

“Look dead to me. Eyes like puddles of milk.” 

“Our  friend,  Larisa,  she  has  eyes  like  that  too,”  Jaden explained.  “But  I  can  tell  you  that  she  isn’t  dead,  and  neither  are they. They’re damaged, hurt. Those things rip out your soul and eat it. But sometimes, if they’re interrupted or disturbed, they don’t finish what they’re doing. The dead ones will be cold, the hurt ones will be warm.  They’ll  be  too  stiff  to  be  dead  such  a  short  time.  Their  eyes will be wide-open, not drooping.” 

Claire listened and nodded, then turned to one of her people. 

“Separate the bodies. Stiff ones there, droopy-eyed cold ones there.” 

She turned back to Jaden. “How do we fix the hurt ones, then?” 

“I  don’t  know  yet.  Something  to  do  with  the  creatures themselves, but I haven’t figured it out,” Jaden explained. “I’ll come back in the morning. I’m not much more use today.” 

“We’ll keep their bodies safe for now, but I tell ye, one of ’em stands up wit’ eyes like that, starts walkin’ round? We burn the lot.” 

Jaden nodded in agreement. “I think that’s a good idea.” 

Claire  waved  over  another  man,  a  well-dressed  merchant captain. 

“This  here’s  Captain  Lucas  of  Midling.  He’s  a  high-born,  but we don’t hold it agin him,” she joked. “Lucas, they’ve a friend, Larisa, daughter of Stefan the Spice Merchant. She’s injured like these milk bowls here, by that gang of monsters in the bay. You take ’em up to her house, through the walls?” 

“Whatever you wish, I am happy to oblige, Claire. As always,” 

he replied with a bow. 

“He’s a charmer this one,” she said and walked away without further ado, to oversee the stacking of bodies and the setting up of a large funeral pyre for the dead. 

“Follow  me,”  Captain  Lucas  told  them  without  making  eye contact. He turned and made his way to a nearby coach, drawn by four horses. 

Jaden  climbed  into  the  coach  and  took  a  seat  across  from Captain  Lucas  as  Nathan  climbed  in  behind  Jaden  and  sat  next  to him.  Lucas  stared  at  the  two  of  them  for  a  long  time,  then  leaned back and shouted through the window behind him. 

“To the Gold District,” he said, and the coach began moving. 

Lucas fell silent again for some time, and Jaden exchanged looks with Nathan, who shrugged. Although his face was shrouded in darkness,  he  seemed  to  be  sizing  them  up.  The  coach  moved through the streets, its wheels clattering on the cobbled road. There were still fires visible and people could be seen running to and fro, aiding the effort to put out the fires or dragging what was left of the barricades out of the streets. Others moved bodies. Jaden wondered if they too would burn the bodies of those who were wounded but not dead. 

“We should tell them that not all of the people in the streets are dead,” Jaden said. 

Captain Lucas knocked twice on the coach wall behind him, and it came to an abrupt halt. Without a word, he climbed out of the coach,  leaving  the  door  ajar.  Jaden  watched  as  he  walked  up  to  a

man  who  was  directing  the  clean-up  operation.  They  exchanged words, and Captain Lucas pointed at a group of bodies and then at another  group.  The  man  nodded,  listening,  and  then  barked  at  a group  nearby,  who  promptly  began  to  separate  the  wounded  out from among the dead. 

Captain  Lucas  returned  to  the  coach,  climbed  in,  knocked once  the  door  was  closed,  and  they  were  off  again.  Finally,  Jaden spoke. 

“Thank you for doing that,” he said. 

Captain Lucas still didn’t respond. 

“Is there a problem?” Nathan asked. 

“You look like Imperial Seekers. I am doing a favor for Claire and  nothing  more,”  he  said.  “If  I  speak  with  you,  you  might  get  the idea that I like you or want to be your friend. Perhaps you will ask me innocently  for  information,  and  I  will  feel  obliged  to  say  something, maybe even lie to you. And, since I would prefer not to lie, I would rather say nothing.” 

“Well,  we  are—”  Nathan  started  to  say,  but  Jaden  placed  a hand on his arm, silencing him. 

Clearly,  Nathan  wanted  to  tell  Captain  Lucas  the  truth  and disavow  himself  of  the  Empire.  Nobody  hated  the  Malabar  Empire more than Nathan, who had been forced his entire life—right until he fled upon receiving his Call to be a Seeker—to serve it. 

Jaden  could  understand  Nathan.  He  also  felt  a  strong temptation to reveal the truth to Captain Lucas. It might smooth their journey  to  tell  him  that  they  were  part  of  the  Hidden  City  rebellion. 

On the other hand, they knew nothing about him, and he might well be  an  Imperial  agent  himself,  trying  to  get  proud  rebels  to  reveal themselves. 

It  occurred  to  Jaden  how  fearful  Malabar  had  made  the population, not only of the Imperial Guards and Imperial prisons, but also of each other. There was always the chance that the person you were talking to could be a paid informer or spy. Jaden was glad that he’d learned from a young age the dangers of speaking your mind or

revealing  anything  about  yourself.  For  an  urchin  it  was  especially dangerous  for  you  and  your  sewer  “family”.  That  life  lesson,  unlike what Nathan would have learned in the luxury and relative safety of the world of the high-born, was now worth its weight in gold. 

And so, they continued through the city in silence. Jaden took the opportunity to get a sense of the layout and feel of the city out the window of the coach. They had quickly moved beyond the area of the city where the Noon Wraiths had attacked and into other parts of the popular quarter, where bars and commissaries spilled out into the street. Sailors from merchant ships staggered drunkenly through the streets or sang songs with flagons of ale raised. 

This  wild,  unruly,  and  rundown  area  of  the  city  went  on  for some time. The roads were rough, and Jaden felt like he was being constantly tossed back and forth inside the coach. 

But finally, they reached the first inner wall of the city, with its wide  gate  that  opened  into  the  merchants’  quarters.  The  Malabaris had left the inner walls after the dockyard rebellion as these weren’t meant to keep invaders—as the Empire was viewed—out, but rather to  keep  different  sectors  of  the  population  from  mixing  and  to  keep the  wealthy  safe  from  the  unruly  poor.  That  was  acceptable  in  the minds of the Malabaris from the north. 

As  the  coach  pulled  up  to  the  gate,  an  Imperial  Guard approached and peered through the window, while sticking a lantern in. The guard recognized Captain Lucas and, without a word, waved them through into the merchant quarter. 

The  road  in  this  sector  was  still  made  of  rough  cobbles  but was  in  much  better  repair.  So  too  were  the  buildings,  which  were functional and upright. In the popular quarters it seemed that every third  or  fourth  house  was  an  abandoned  ruin,  but  here  there  were none, though the buildings remained modest. There were taverns as well, but they were more subdued and less rowdy. The patrons were mostly  whole  families  eating  meals  on  ad  hoc  patios  set  up  in  the streets. 

This district was smaller than the previous; soon, they arrived at the next wall and went through the same process. The following city  quarter—for  big  merchants,  shipping  company  owners,  and common-born,  large  landowners—was  even  richer  and  more luxurious,  with  mansions  and  villas  the  size  of  which  Jaden  had never seen in his life in Lessertown. There were also plentiful parks here and fountains, as well as streetlamps. The streets were tranquil. 

There were many people out strolling or chatting while their children played in parks. 

Finally, they reached the gates for the high-born. There were far  more  guards  here,  and  Captain  Lucas  was  forced  to  exit  the coach  to  speak  directly  with  the  guard  and  show  his  permission papers. 

Jaden was worried that he and Nathan would be asked to do the  same  and  would  be  immediately  exposed  as  Seekers  not registered with the Imperial authority. He fidgeted anxiously as they waited. 

“Don’t worry,” Nathan said, and patted Jaden’s knee. “Just let me talk if we are asked to explain ourselves.” 

“How will that help?” Jaden asked nervously. 

“You  are  afraid  of  Imperial  authority  because  you  are  lowborn  and  a  sewer  urchin,”  Nathan  explained.  “The  Imperial  Guard are also low-born and afraid of Imperial authority. There’s something far more important than the papers that Captain Lucas carries. And even  than  the  fact  that  they  must  know  him:  what  matters  is  his comportment.” 

“Comportment?” Jaden asked. 

“He treats them like lesser beings, like low-born. It fulfills their expectations  of  how  they  ought  to  be  treated  by  the  high-born. 

Therefore,  they  conclude  he  must  be  high-born.  If  you  are  nervous and speak to them as equals, we are done. You will reveal yourself as someone who shouldn’t be here. Comportment is nine tenths of what keeps the people in place.” 

Jaden laughed at Nathan’s high-born arrogance. “I’d say that probably  more  than  one  tenth  is  related  to  their  army,  their  spies, their Seekers, and their prisons.” 

Nathan  laughed  as  well,  caught  out  by  Jaden.  “Yes,  of course.  But  in  this  particular  moment  at  this  particular  gate…  it  is comportment.” 

At  that  moment  a  guard  returned  to  the  coach  with  Captain Lucas  and  peered  inside  with  his  lantern  at  Jaden  and  Nathan. 

Jaden  looked  away  from  him,  feigning  disinterest  in  the  guard,  but really trying to hide his golden, slitted eyes. 

“How dare you look me in the eye, boy,” Nathan snapped at the guard. “Get that lantern out of my face!” 

The  guard  reflexively  withdrew  the  lantern  from  inside  the coach. “Sorry, sir,” he muttered. “Just following standard procedure.” 

“Follow  them  down  at  the  docks.  That’s  where  all  the criminals are,” Nathan replied, and closed the shutter on the coach window in the face of the guard. 

Jaden  heard  the  guard’s  boots  clicking  on  the  stones  as  he walked away. He turned to Nathan, who was smiling, and shrugged at Jaden. 

“What did I tell you,” he said. 

The  door  of  the  coach  opened,  and  Captain  Lucas  climbed inside, sitting across from them. 

“Well played,” he said simply to Nathan, and leaned back into the darkness of his seat. 

From  outside  the  coach,  Jaden  could  hear  the  heavy  gates being hauled open to allow the coach to pass through into the highborn quarter of Marleborn City. 

After  the  last  few  weeks,  Jaden  had  been  half-expecting  a fight. He couldn’t help but smile as the coach wobbled as it made its way through the gates. 



Chapter 20







Once  inside  the  quarter,  the  road  became  much  smoother, and Jaden looked out the window of the coach. Whereas the other quarters  used  large,  brick-sized  cobbles  for  their  roadways,  which were rough and caused constant wobbling, here the road was made of small, painstakingly arranged, flat, white stones. 

It  gave  the  roads  the  look  of  a  beautiful,  white  mosaic  that stretched out like a marble ribbon. The brightness of the stones also reflected  the  light  of  the  lanterns,  much  more  numerous  than  the previous section. The whole area seemed to glow. 

Jaden looked up from the road to the buildings. It no longer felt as urban here as the other neighborhoods. The landscape was dominated  by  large,  white  palaces  that  were  placed  side  by  side, though with high hedges or walls between them, or both. In front of each  were  circular  drives  and  large  yards  with  fountains,  statues, and well-trimmed trees. 

Jaden could see little of what was behind the palaces, but it was  obvious  that  there  were  more  trees  and  shrubs  and  more fountains. The rear gardens seemed to stretch some distance. 

The  whole  quarter  was  organized  as  a  series  of  tiers.  On each tier were a line of palaces and their gardens, which ended at a wall  that  climbed  up  to  the  next  tier.  Each  tier  seemed  to  have palaces  larger  than  the  tier  beneath  it.  Jaden  made  out  six  tiers  in total. 

The  coach  moved  through  the  neighborhood,  winding  from one tier to the next in a zigzag pattern. All the while, Captain Lucas remained silent. Jaden could do little else but stare at the spectacle of the neighborhood. There were wealthy people in his hometown of

Lessertown,  but  nothing  like  the  magnificent  wealth  on  display  in Marleborn. 

Captain  Lucas  chuckled  in  the  darkness  and  then  leaned forward. 

“Your large friend is high-born—probably from Malabar City, I expect,”  he  said.  “He  hasn’t  looked  out  of  the  window  once  at  the houses.  He’s  seen  this  sort  of  thing  before,  perhaps  palaces  even more  magnificent.  But  you  are  lowborn  and  probably  from  some small, provincial city. You don’t have a rural accent, so you aren’t a farmboy.  It  wouldn’t  surprise  me  if  you  could  read,  based  on  your manner of speaking.” 

“I read just fine,” Jaden replied curtly, feeling that Lucas was deliberately insulting him. 

“Of course, you do. But you’ve never seen anything like this, which  means  you’re  not  from  a  major  city  either.  Our  common  folk would  be  impressed  to  be  in  this  part  of  the  city,  but  they  wouldn’t gawp,  as  you  do.  They’ve  looked  up  every  day  of  their  lives  and seen it with their own eyes.” 

“I’m not gawping.” 

Nathan  laughed.  “Ignore  this  slaver.  He’s  just  trying  to  get your goat so that you will reveal details of your life to him. Then he can judge you.” 

“I am  not a slaver,” Captain Lucas protested. “I trade in free labor goods only.” 

“I’m sure that you have never permitted Malabar to transport slaves or looted goods from their conquests on your ships,” Nathan mocked him. 

Captain  Lucas  snorted  at  Nathan’s  taunting.  “You  are obviously from a family whose wealth is not from productive activity, or you would know that we merchants have little choice but to obey when the Empire wants to use our ships.” 

“I know full well what Malabar expects of her subjects and the price of saying no. But that is a price that you could afford to pay. My

friend doesn’t have the gold to pay the price, through no fault of his own,  nor  through  lack  of  courage.  Don’t  mock  him  for  your  lack  of heroism.” 

Captain  Lucas’  eyes  narrowed,  and  he  leaned  further forward.  “You  heartlanders  know  nothing  of  costs  or  of  heroism, sitting on your piles of stolen gold in the capital.” 

“I am not sitting in the capital now. I am forced to ride in the coach of an arrogant pretender,” Nathan sneered. 

Jaden  saw  Captain  Lucas  reaching  into  his  jacket  and  the flash  of  something  underneath.  Without  thinking,  he  willed  a  small fireball into being on the upturned palm of his hand. It swirled and lit the  space,  throwing  off  heat  in  every  direction.  It  moved  their  hair and clothing like a wind. 

“I  think  you’re  going  to  want  to  take  your  hand  out  of  your jacket very slowly,” Jaden said quietly. 

Captain  Lucas  withdrew  his  hand  with  the  shiny  object between  his  thumb  and  fingers.  It  was  a  flask,  which  he  offered  to Nathan along with a smile. 

“So, you  are rebels then.” He chuckled. 

Nathan’s eyes were wide as saucers. “What? How did…?” 

“I  have  survived  and  excelled  through  my  expert  ability  to read emotions and the words hidden behind words. I also know the family  of  Stefan  and  Marie  the  Spice  Merchants,  and  I  know  that Larisa  fled  Marleborn  after  receiving  the  Call.  I  assumed  that  she had gone to seek out the Hidden City rebellion. Therefore, you two were  either  fellow  rebels  or  were  Imperial  agents  sent  to  capture her.” 

“And if we were agents?” Jaden asked, still not convinced. 

“You  would  already  be  dead.  You  are  on  my  territory,  and  I leave little to chance.” 

Jaden exchanged a look with Nathan, who nodded and took the flask. He opened it, sniffed the contents, and took a swig—and erupted in a bout of coughing. 

Jaden reabsorbed the fireball into the palm of his hand. “You could have just asked us.” 

“You could have just lied.” Lucas shrugged and took back the flask, taking a swig before holding it out to Jaden. “I am interested in your abilities. I’ve never heard of a Seeker that can do what you just did with fire. What is your Legendary Beast?” 

“Dragon,” Jaden said simply and took the flask before tossing back a sip. 

The liquor burned as it went down Jaden’s throat, but he had tasted  much  harsher  things  in  his  life.  And  he  wasn’t  about  to  give Lucas  the  satisfaction  of  seeing  him  gag.  Lucas’s  eyes  went  wide, and he took back the flask, finishing whatever was left in it. 

“My word,” he exclaimed. “So, the prophecies are true.” 

“What prophecies?” Jaden said, feigning ignorance. 

“Come,  come  boy.  We  both  know  there’s  not  a  chance  that the headmaster hasn’t told you that you are special and why. I have heard of the Book of Prophecy. When dragons return to the world, it will  be  the  beginning  of  the  end  of  our  world’s  longest  war,  that between Malabar and the Hidden City.” 

“Then you are one of us?” Nathan asked. 

“A  rebel  of  the  Hidden  City?  No.  They  were  never  there  for the Red Coast when we needed them. We have our own means.” 

“We  have  seen  your  city  gates.  Malabar  seems  to  have dismantled your means,” Nathan replied. 

Lucas smiled wryly. “A temporary setback. But we have spent our  time  since  then  rebuilding.  Our  time  will  come,  and  we  won’t need some hideaways to turn the tide.” 

“There’s strength in unity, isn’t there?” Jaden asked. 

“Depends on those you are united with and the needs of the moment,”  Lucas  replied.  “Let  it  be  enough  that  we  aren’t  enemies, and share an enemy in common.” 

“What  else  do  you  know  about  Dragon  Seekers?”  Jaden asked. 

“Is there more? That is all that I know,” Lucas replied. 

“Perhaps there will be a day when we will discuss it in more detail,” Nathan said. “But for now, it is best that you just take us to Larisa’s home.” 

Captain Lucas smiled and kicked the coach door open. Jaden realized then that they had stopped moving and had arrived. 

They  were  in  the  driveway  of  an  upper  tier  palace.  It  was massive, with a dozen columns holding up a roof over the long front porch. There was a large fountain in the middle of the entryway with mythological  figures  and  animals  seemingly  dancing.  The  figure  of Devourer stood in the midst of all the creatures and held up his two hands, cupped together, and from them water spouted, cascading to the pond beneath. 

Jaden  shook  his  head  at  the  sight  of  it.  “That  is  quite  the fountain. It looks both ugly and expensive.” 

“It’s  a  talisman  of  sorts,”  Captain  Lucas  explained.  “It  repels Imperial  Guard,  who  see  it  and  are  sure  that  only  the  most  loyal would have something so hideous in front of their house.” 

Lucas  indicated  with  a  tilt  of  his  head  for  them  to  get  out  of the  coach.  Jaden  stood,  climbing  down  with  the  help  of  Lucas’s footman.  Nathan  followed  behind,  struggling  to  get  his  large  frame out of the vehicle without hitting his head on the roof or his shoulders getting stuck in the narrow door. 

Jaden  looked  up  at  the  palace  in  amazement.  Wide  marble steps  led  up  to  massive  double-doors  in  the  entryway.  The  house extended  in  each  direction  the  length  of  what  must  be  a  hundred horses. 

Jaden turned back to Lucas, who watched them from within the coach. “Do we just go and knock on the door?” 

“They are expecting you,” Lucas replied. “I’ve let them know you were on your way.” 

Jaden wondered how Lucas had managed that while being in the  coach  with  them  the  entire  time.  Perhaps  he  had  passed  a

message to someone while he was outside, at the entry to the highborn  quarter.  At  least  they  wouldn’t  have  to  go  to  the  trouble  of introducing themselves and explaining why they were there. 

“You aren’t coming in with us?” Nathan asked. 

“I  have  had  a  long  day  at  the  docks  with  those  creatures,” 

Lucas replied. “It was my boats that towed the  Misty Moon out into the bay, after just arriving from a long journey. I am quite ready for some  rest  in  my  own  bed.  Perhaps  another  day,  though  I  suspect that you will be leaving soon enough for God’s Bowl.” 

Jaden  was  surprised  to  hear  this  information  from  Lucas. 

Nobody knew their mission to the Red Coast, how could he possibly have any idea? 

“I didn’t know for certain,” Lucas said with a laugh at the site of Jaden’s reaction. “I told you, I have skills with people. I know that Malabar has had some sort of secret project there, and I suspect that it  is  related  to  those  Noon  Wraiths  suddenly  appearing.  And  with rebel Seekers suddenly showing up in Marleborn? There hasn’t been a rebel Seeker in Marleborn in more than a century. I went out on a limb, but your face tells me that I am correct.” 

“I’ll have to remember to wear a mask when I’m around you,” 

Jaden replied with a smirk. 

“A wise precaution,” Captain Lucas replied, then signaled his footman to close the coach door before reclining in his seat. “Till we meet again.” 

Jaden and Nathan watched the coach pull out of the driveway and  make  its  way  back  toward  the  lower  tiers  in  the  high-born quarter. When it had disappeared into the night, they started up the wide  stairs  to  the  large  doors.  By  the  time  they  were  at  the  front doors, they were already open, and two male servants in white suits were waiting for them, holding a pair of shoes. 

“We request that you put on these shoes inside of the house,” 

one  of  the  servants  said,  setting  them  down  in  front  of  Jaden  and Nathan. 

Jaden shrugged, slipped off his own filthy and mangled boots, and  pushed  his  feet  into  the  house  shoes.  They  were  smooth  and soft,  like  nothing  Jaden  had  ever  felt  on  his  feet  before.  They warmed his skin and almost tickled his feet. 

“Wow,” he muttered in awe as he examined the shoes on his feet. The servants looked unimpressed. 

“It  is  a  custom  on  the  Red  Coast,”  Nathan  informed  him. 

“Apparently they don’t like manure and garbage on their floors.” 

Jaden laughed at Nathan’s joke, but the servants did not. 

They waited patiently for them to finish with the joke and then one  of  them  snapped  his  fingers.  Several  female  servants  stepped forward with light pants, shirts, and vests draped over their arms. 

“Indoor wear, masters Jaden and Nathan,” the servant said—

so they knew their names. 

Jaden  looked  to  Nathan,  who  shrugged  and  began  to disrobe. 

“I suppose this is a custom here as well,” he said. 

The servant placed a hand on Nathan’s arm to stop him. “Not here, please, sir. There is a bath waiting for each of you.” 

The women led Jaden and Nathan into a massive foyer with a  wide,  winding  staircase  that  led  up  to  a  balcony  on  the  second floor.  In  either  direction  was  a  wide  hallway  that  led  off  into  the distance. Underneath the second-floor balcony was an entryway into a large salon that let out into a garden, though not much was visible in the darkness. The house was lit by large candelabras that hung at regular  intervals  in  the  foyer  and  down  the  halls.  Jaden  noted  that there was the occasional sofa stationed along the hallways and even in the foyer. 

“In  case  you  get  tired  going  from  place  to  place?”  he  asked Nathan as he pointed at one of the sofas. 

“That is a good assumption, I can tell you,” Nathan replied. 

“Follow the attendants, please, sirs,” the disapproving servant requested. 

They  made  their  way  down  the  hall  to  the  right  until  they arrived  at  a  pair  of  doors.  The  women  divided  into  two  groups  and opened  the  doors,  leading  Jaden  and  Nathan  each  into  a  room. 

Inside was a large circular space with columns around the perimeter, framed  by  ferns  and  large  palms  in  pots.  Above  was  a  hole  in  the ceiling through which the stars were visible. And in the center of the room was a round, steaming bath. 

“Leave your old clothes on the floor and we will collect them when you are through,” one of the servant girls told Jaden. 

The servants placed the fresh clothes on a bench against the wall and then left, closing the door behind them. Jaden stared after them for a moment, feeling torn. He was anxious to check on Loren, and especially Larisa. 

But  he  had  traveled  for  weeks  without  a  bath  or  change  of clothes,  and  he  realized  just  how  terrible  he  must  look  and  smell. 

The bath was too powerful of a draw. He stripped down and climbed slowly into the hot water, feeling it cover his skin and begin to peel away the accumulated dirt and sweat of travel and battle. 

Jaden  also  noticed  the  spread  of  his  dragon  scales. 

Headmaster had told him more than once that this would happen, as his skills developed and the depth of his connection with Dracoseth grew.  Neither  he,  nor  Headmaster,  nor  likely  even  Dracoseth  knew how  much  Jaden’s  body  would  be  changed  by  his  connection  with the Dragon. But it was clear that a transformation was taking place. 

There were patches on his rib cage and more around his elbows and knees, as though protecting tender and vital areas of his body from attack. 

Once  he  had  washed  himself  thoroughly,  Jaden  felt  he couldn’t  justify  staying  in  the  bath  any  longer.  He  climbed  out  and dressed quickly, then took the tobacco bowl with the clear liquid from his pocket. It reminded him of the puckered wound on his head, and Jaden touched it, still feeling it. 

Next to the door was a large mirror. He could indeed see the wound  there.  It  was  round  and  puckered,  just  like  it  felt,  and  it  still

oozed a small amount of clear liquid. He captured this with the edge of the tobacco bowl and watched as it oozed down the side before putting the lid back on. 

Out in the hallway, Nathan was already dressed and waiting for him. “You were in there long enough,” he said. 

“It was a few minutes,” Jaden replied. “I washed and then got dressed.” 

“It’s been much longer than that. I have been given a snack while waiting for you and have eaten it.” 

Jaden reached up and touched the wound on his temple. He wondered  if  this  was  venom  of  the  Noon  Wraith  and  that  it  was affecting him more than he realized. 

“You still don’t see anything on my temple?” he asked. 

“No. Why do you keep asking?” 

“Dracoseth told me that the Noon Wraiths are disguised by a kind  of  enchantment  that  hides  their  true  form.  He  said  that  they pierce their victims with a quill filled with venom. He also said that I have  the  ability  to  see  their  true  form  and  that  will  allow  me  to  kill them and to get their venom to heal their victims.” 

“Can you see what they truly look like then?” Nathan asked. 

“Not  yet,  but  I  can  see  the  wound  that  one  of  them  inflicted upon me,” Jaden replied. “It’s a large puncture on my temple, which is where I think they target. It’s still oozing a clear liquid, which must be  their  venom  and  maybe  explains  why  I’m  losing  time  now  and why I blacked out before. Perhaps the Dragon mana that Dracoseth channels to me also protects me from being killed…” 

“But it still affects you,” Nathan finished. 

“Exactly,” Jaden said and then held up the tobacco bowl. “I’ve been collecting the venom as it oozes out. If Dracoseth is right, then no healer will be able to help Larisa—or those people by the docks—

but what I’ve collected might.” 

“Then we had better go and find Larisa,” Nathan said. 

“It’s too late,” came the voice of a woman behind them. 

They turned and saw a woman who had to be Larisa’s mother

—she looked like her identical twin, only twenty years her senior. 

“What do you mean?” Nathan asked. “Has she been healed?” 

“No,”  Larisa’s  mother  said,  shaking  her  head  sadly.  “She  is dead.” 

Chapter 21








Jaden  and  Nathan  stood  in  the  doorway  of  the  darkened room,  looking  in  at  the  body  of  Larisa,  which  lay  on  a  stone  bier. 

Beside  Larisa’s  body  stood  Malory,  her  head  hanging.  She  was holding  Larisa’s  hand  and  quietly  weeping,  her  shoulders  shaking. 

They’d already been told that Loren was elsewhere in the house and was recovering but had been given a sleeping potion to allow him to get an extended rest. 

They were actually in an interior patio, but an enormous piece of fabric had been strung up over it, which made it feel like they were inside. Around the perimeter of the space stood large stone columns at  regular  intervals.  The  floor  itself  was  made  of  granite  slabs,  cut into  various  shapes—crescent  moons,  stars,  and  circles—and  laid out in a repeating pattern. 

Between  the  columns  were  ferns  in  large  terracotta  pots. 

Around  the  middle  of  the  patio  were  a  series  of  palm  trees  of medium height planted in holes in the floor. The stone bier on which Larisa’s  body  had  been  placed  lay  in  front  of  a  fountain  that dominated the center of the patio. 

Unlike  the  fountain  out  front,  this  one  didn’t  celebrate Devourer  but  seemed,  rather,  to  be  dedicated  to  the  sea  and  its power. This made sense, of course, as the sea was such a vital part of  life  in  a  coastal,  trading  city.  This  fountain  was  of  far  greater artistic quality, compared to the rather tacky fountain in the entryway. 

Jaden turned to Marie, Larisa’s mother, who stood off to one side. She was staring blankly at her only child, now dead, as though willing her to move. The tears flowed freely down her face. 

“May I approach her?” Jaden asked. 

Marie  didn’t  speak  but  managed  a  single  nod  of  her  head. 

Jaden  moved  across  the  rough  stone  pavers,  closer  to  Larisa. 

Malory now sensed his presence and looked up at Jaden. Their eyes locked, and he put out a hand, placing it on her shoulder. 

“I…  I…  don’t  know,”  Malory  started,  but  was  unable  to continue. 

Jaden hushed her. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault.” 

Malory moved closer to him. “I know it’s not my fault, but what are  we  even  doing,  Jaden?  We’re  kids,  and  we’re  taking  on  things bigger than us and our little lives. You’re just a sewer urchin, and I’m the sheltered daughter of a provincial fabric merchant. We shouldn’t be taking on Noon Wraiths and Malabar and…” 

“Malory, there is no one else. That’s why we do it.” 

He tried to be understanding, knowing how upset Malory was, but  her  words  made  him  angry.  If  they  weren’t  here,  in  this  place, where would they be? In the Imperial Institute for Seekers, learning to serve the Empire. If they weren’t Seekers, Jaden would still be in a  sewer  at  night  and  sweeping  up  in  the  market  during  the  day. 

Malory would be stuck in the market stall of her parents, hating them and hating her fate as the next in line to inherit their pathetic fabric empire. 

Instead  of  pronouncing  all  these  thoughts,  which  he  knew were but the useless product of his own anger at his powerlessness to  save  Larisa,  he  bit  his  tongue.  He  pulled  Malory  into  his  arms, embracing  her,  and  letting  her  lean  in  on  him—allowing  her  to  fall apart. She wept loudly, her body shaking. 

Jaden felt tears stinging his eyes as well. In that moment, the full  weight  of  the  responsibility  that  they  had  assumed  in  fighting Malabar  and  all  that  they  were  unleashing  upon  the  people  of  the Empire  bore  down  upon  him.  He  knew  that  he  wouldn’t  let  it  break him, but the weight was almost unbearable. 

Jaden looked over to the door and saw that Marie was gone. 

Nathan stood there looking beyond pale in the light of the moon and the patio lanterns. Jaden waved him over with one of his hands, and

Nathan stumbled into the room and into their arms. The three friends embraced  each  other  against  the  horror  and  sudden  realization  of the stakes that they faced. This wasn’t just a game anymore—they could die and probably more of them would before they were done being Seekers. 

Finally,  Jaden  released  his  grip  and  turned  to  the  body  of Larisa on the bier. The yellow glow that had surrounded her earlier was  gone.  He  couldn’t  see  the  disconnected  soul  that  had  been there on her head before either. He assumed that with her passing, it had left her body. 

He reached out and touched her hand. She was cold, but the muscles in her hand and fingers still felt supple. Jaden furrowed his brow. 

He remembered how a boy had once died in the sewers after a terrible fall. He was an older boy, a young man really, sort of a big brother to all of the other urchins. Jaden had found him floating in a slow  spiral  in  one  of  the  pools  where  the  water  gathered  during storms in the sewers. 

As  soon  as  Jaden  had  grabbed  the  dead  boy’s  hand  and pulled him toward the side of the sewer pipe, before he’d even seen the boy’s empty stare, Jaden knew that he was dead. His hand felt not like a hand at all but like a piece of meat. It was the first time that he had touched a dead person. It was a feeling that he would never forget—and  it  wasn’t  a  feeling  that  he  got  in  that  moment  from Larisa’s hand. 

Setting  her  hand  down  gently  again  on  the  bier,  Jaden wandered around it to examine her from different sides. His friends had  also  stopped  embracing  and  now  watched  him  with  interest, obviously  wondering  what  he  was  looking  for.  Jaden  wasn’t  sure himself, but something felt wrong. 

“What are you looking for?” Nathan asked. 

“What happened when you brought her here?” Jaden asked Malory, ignoring Nathan’s question. 

“She never woke up. She was just like the last time you saw her;  stiff  with  milky  white  eyes.  Then  right  around  the  time  you arrived,  her  eyes  rolled  up  into  her  head  and  her  body  shook,  like she was having a seizure. Then her eyes closed and she… she was gone.” 

“When we arrived…” Jaden muttered, trying to put the pieces together. 

It was like something was on the tip of his tongue, some clue as to what happened, scratching at the back of his mind. 

“Darian  the  Rabbit  Seeker,”  Jaden  said  out  loud  and  looked to Nathan and Malory. 

“What?” Nathan replied, obviously confused. 

“Remember  that  time  you  brought  back  that  baby  mountain cat after we went on the hike?” 

Nathan nodded. “Yeah, it had been abandoned or its mother was dead. But what does that have—” 

“You  brought  it  into  Seekers’  Slumber.  You  were  going  to keep it.” 

“It  made  Darian  sick,”  Malory  said,  remembering.  “Like,  he walked into the building and started sneezing and his eyes swelled pretty much shut.” 

“Yeah,”  Jaden  said.  “When  we  were  on  the  boat  with  those things.” 

“We collided with one of them,” Nathan said, nodding. 

“What if we got it on us, like with that cat,” Jaden said. “You described  them  as  being  like  forest  mushrooms.  Maybe  they  have spores, and we got the spores on our clothing.” 

“You think Larisa reacted to the spores?” Nathan asked. 

“Like an allergy,” Malory said. 

“Exactly,” Jaden said as he dug in the pocket of the robes that they had been given. 

He found the tobacco bowl and took it out, carefully removing the lid. The glistening venom was still there, in a small, sticky pool on the bottom of the bowl. Jaden reached up to his temple. He felt the puckered wound, but it was no longer weeping and had begun to dry. 

“I hope what I have is enough,” Jaden said. 

“Enough? For what?” Malory asked. “What’s in there?” 

Jaden  explained  what  Dracoseth  had  told  him  about  curing wraith  paralysis  and  about  the  wound  on  his  temple  that  no  one could see, which the wraith had given him. As he did so, he dipped his finger into the venom and leaned over Larisa, brushing it across her  eyelids.  Then  he  coated  his  finger  one  more  time  and  put  it between her lips. 

“This  seems  like  a  bad  idea,  Jaden,”  Malory  said  but  didn’t stop him. 

“If  she’s  dead,  it  won’t  make  a  difference—but  if  Dracoseth was right and she’s still alive, it might save her,” Jaden replied. 

“If  she  is  dead,  it  might  turn  her  into  one  of  those  Noon Wraiths, for all we know,” Nathan disagreed. 

“Too late,” Jaden said, and then stepped back from the bier, examining Larisa to see if there was any change. 

For  a  long  time,  nothing  happened  and  there  was  just  the silence  of  the  night,  the  softly  burbling  fountain,  and  the  distant sounds of weeping from inside the house. They stared at Larisa, as though  just  the  act  of  watching  her  would  cause  her  to  revive,  but nothing seemed to happen. 

Jaden  furrowed  his  brow  and  walked  around  the  bier, examining her from all angles. 

As he reached the far side of the bier, between Larisa and the fountain, something caught his eye, but it was dark as the light from the nearby lanterns didn’t reach here. Jaden clapped his hands once and then pulled them apart, creating a small ball of cool, blue light. 

He  could  now  see  clearly  and  realized  what  had  caught  his  eye; Larisa’s  soul,  which  had  once  hung  loosely  just  from  her  head  and

part of her neck, was now separated from her body all the way to her belly. It hung over the side of the bier to where it reached the ground. 

The silhouetted outline of its head disappeared into the ground. 

Jaden  reached  out  with  his  free  hand  to  touch  her  dark, shadowy  soul.  His  fingers  passed  directly  through  it,  and  it  felt  like passing through cool, still waters. The soul shimmered where he had touched and then returned to how it had been. 

“It’s like she’s being pulled into the ground,” Jaden said. 

Nathan came around the side of the bier. “What?” 

“See?” Jaden asked. “It’s like her shadow is disappearing into the stones.” 

“If these Noon Wraiths are like fungus,” Nathan said, “could it be  that  their  networks  have  spread  throughout  the  ground  in Marleborn? Have they colonized the soil under the entire city?” 

“Fungus?  Colonize  the  city?  What  are  you  talking  about?” 

Malory asked as she came around next to Jaden to get a better look. 

“Nathan  has  a  theory  that  those  wraiths  are  just  the  visible manifestations  of  a  much  bigger  organism.  Like  mushrooms  in  a forest. We see them when they come up to spread their spores, but most  of  the  mushroom  is  actually  underground,  like  a  network  of fibers that can spread for leagues in every direction.” 

“Except the wraiths don’t appear in order to spread spores,” 

Nathan continued. “They may be part of how the wraiths feed.” 

“On human souls,” Malory finished. 

Jaden nodded. “Yeah. But the wraiths seem to work with the spores,  by  the  looks  of  it.  When  we  showed  up,  we  must  have spread  spores  onto  the  ground—which  sought  out  Larisa’s  half-stolen soul.” 

“Then  Dracoseth  was  wrong,”  Nathan  said.  “The  wraiths’

venom doesn’t cure their victims.” 

“Maybe it’s part of the cure, but if there’s wraith fibers in the soil and they take hold of the soul, the venom isn’t enough,” Jaden said. 

“What do we do then?” Malory asked. 

Jaden released the orb of light, which floated in the air next to him as he got down to his knees. He positioned himself near Larisa’s feet, some distance from where her soul’s head disappeared into the stone  floor.  He  closed  his  eyes  and  clasped  his  hands  tightly together,  feeling  them  heating  up  until  the  pain  of  it  was  almost unbearable.  He  wondered  to  himself  if  using  his  powers  would always hurt like this or if he would get used to it. 

Jaden  opened  his  eyes  and  saw  that  his  hands  glowed  like iron  from  a  forge.  He  straightened  his  fingers,  like  knives,  and pushed  them  against  the  stone  floor,  which  melted  like  butter beneath  his  fingertips.  Slowly,  his  hands  sank  through  the  marble stone and into the soil beneath. Steam rose from the ground, along with the same musty scent of the venom that he had carried in the bowl. 

“Look!” Malory said, pointing toward Larisa. 

Jaden  looked  up  and  saw  that  Larisa’s  soul  was  retracting from  the  ground,  as  though  shrinking.  In  a  moment  the  head  was visible and separated itself from the soil as it slowly rose up the side of the bier, toward Larisa’s actual head. 

“Her  eyes  are  open,”  Nathan  said,  staring  at  Larisa’s  face. 

“Still cloudy but…” 

From  inside  the  house  came  a  series  of  shrieks.  Some sounded human; others were the terrible shrieking of the wraiths. 

Jaden  saw  Malory  stiffen  up  beside  him.  He  looked  up  and could  see  the  distant  look  in  her  eyes.  They  were  somehow connecting through her again. 

“Nathan!”  Jaden  shouted.  “They’re  coming  to  stop  me,  and they’ve got Malory again!” 
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Nathan  turned  and  saw  Malory’s  face,  then  threw  himself across  the  bier  at  her,  knocking  her  against  the  fountain.  Jaden looked over his shoulder at them but needed to maintain focus on his hands  to  continue  burning  the  wraith  elements  that  were  in  the ground. 

Nathan  was  on  top  of  Malory,  holding  her  hands  over  her head.  She  was  accessing  her  Seeker  powers  and  had  turned  her hands  into  razor-sharp  Harpy  Eagle  claws.  Nathan  had  a  deep gouge  down  one  cheek  and  was  struggling  to  control  her  as  she thrashed about on the floor in a frenzy. If he hadn’t tackled her, she probably would already have gutted Jaden with her claws. 

From  the  other  direction  Jaden  heard  the  shrieking  wraiths enter  the  patio.  He  had  no  choice  and  pulled  his  hands  from  the earth. As soon as he did, it began to cool, and Larisa’s shadow once again  began  to  stretch  out  toward  the  earth,  sliding  like  a  serpent down the side of the bier, as her eyes drifted closed and she let out a sound like a death rattle. 

Jaden  stood  and  faced  the  wraiths,  feeling  his  wings spreading out behind him, their crackling energy creating the smell of a  thunderstorm  in  the  air.  There  were  three  Noon  Wraiths  in  the doorway and, upon seeing Jaden, they stopped, their heads cocked. 

He  felt  a  sharp  pain  in  his  temple,  where  he’d  been  pierced by the wraith on the ship. He reached up with his hand and touched the spot, forgetting the heat still in his hands. Upon contact with the wound, his skin sizzled, and he could smell the flesh burning before he yanked his hand away. 

As  he  did  so,  he  saw  the  wraiths  changing  form,  shifting. 

Their girlish faces fell away, along with their hair. They now appeared

to Jaden in what he could only assume was their true form. 

And they were hideous. They didn’t look like land animals at all.  More  like  the  sea  urchins  he  used  to  see  in  the  fish  market  in Lessertown.  They  were  covered  with  quills  that  were  constantly  in motion,  extending,  contracting.  They  each  had  three  extra-long quills, which Jaden could now see had managed to get right up close to him while they were invisible—an arm’s length away from his face. 

From the tips of the quills, a cloudy liquid like the liquid that had  oozed  from  his  temple  dripped  onto  the  stone  beneath  them. 

Upon  hitting  the  stone,  it  was  absorbed  directly  into  it.  Jaden wondered if the venom was also a kind of spore, which allowed the creatures  to  extend  themselves  into  the  earth—or  to  colonize  the body of a victim. The quills that bristled from their entire bodies acted like  a  protective  armor.  But  Jaden  could  also  see  their  vulnerability now. 

Their  elongated  quills  grew  out  of  a  fleshy,  purple  opening near the base of the creatures. As he turned his attention back to the quills  in  front  of  him,  he  realized  why  they  hadn’t  tried  to  stab  him; they  were  focused  first  on  Larisa.  Several  of  the  elongated  quills from  multiple  wraiths  were  working  together,  like  the  fingers  of  a single  hand.  They  had  picked  up  Larisa’s  soul  from  the  floor  and were  pulling  it  toward  the  gaping  maw  of  the  middle  creature amongst the three. 

“NO!”  Jaden  shouted  and,  acting  on  instinct,  fired  a  bolt  of flame from his hands at the creature’s maw. 

The flame hit with a loud sizzle, causing the wraith to shriek and stagger backward. The others moved in front of it, protecting it while it recovered its bearings. Without thinking, Jaden leapt over the bier, using his wings to carry him most of the way across the patio until he was directly in front of the creatures. 

“Jaden,  what  are  you  doing?!”  Nathan  shouted.  “You  can’t beat those things with dragon fire.” 

Jaden  ignored  his  friend  and  reached  out  for  the  elongated quills  with  his  still  glowing,  hot  hands.  He  took  hold  of  several  at

once, like he was grabbing a bunch of branches from a shrub. The heat from his hands immediately seared into the quills, causing the wraiths to shriek even louder as they attempted to pull away. 

But it was too late: Jaden’s hands burned through the quills, separating them from the wraiths. They dropped in a heap onto the floor. 

As the wraiths retreated toward the door of the patio, Jaden allowed his hands to cool and picked up several quills, following after the  Noon  Wraiths.  They  were  almost  at  the  door  when  Jaden  flew through  the  air,  blocking  their  retreat.  They  hissed  and  shrieked  so loud  that  it  was  almost  unbearable,  but  Jaden  had  no  intention  of letting  them  escape.  He  concentrated  to  block  out  the  horrifying sound and thrust several quills into the maw of the leading wraith. 

The creature made a disgusting, liquid gagging sound, and its entire being shivered. The quills fell from its body into a heap on the floor,  and  the  creature  began  to  shrivel,  vomiting  a  purple  and  red liquid as though it were emptying itself out. In seconds, it had been reduced to an empty bag of quills on the stone floor. 

The other wraiths became even more frantic after that. Their remaining  quills  swooshed  through  the  air,  aiming  for  Jaden,  who ducked  and  dodged.  One  of  the  quills  struck  Jaden  in  the  same temple where he had been wounded before. He yelled in agony and dropped  to  his  knees.  As  he  looked  up,  he  could  see  the  quill pumping its venom through its hollow length into his head. The world around Jaden began to swim and swirl, and he struggled against an encroaching darkness. 

With  incredible  effort,  Jaden  pushed  himself  up  to  his  feet, reaching up his hand and taking hold of the quill. His hand heated up and  seared  through  it,  severing  it  from  the  wraith,  which  howled  in protest  as  the  stump  continued  pumping  its  venom  onto  the  floor. 

Jaden drove the liberated quills in his other hand into the maw of this wraith, which turned inside out and collapsed in on itself as had the first. 

The final wraith seemed confused as to what to do, remaining in  place  and  shrieking,  but  making  no  effort  to  attack  or  retreat. 

Jaden finished it off like he had the other two. 

When  the  third  and  final  wraith  had  become  a  disgusting heap on the floor, Jaden collapsed to his knees again. He could feel the  poison  coursing  through  his  veins,  taking  hold  of  him.  His  life energy, his soul, or whatever it was, was being pulled out of him and downwards, toward the stone floor, just like Larisa’s had been. 

Nearby,  he  could  hear  Malory  still  fighting  against  Nathan’s attempts to control her, and Larisa’s eyes remained closed. He was certain  that  the  ground  was  indeed  infected,  and  he  had  only  one chance to act before it was too late. 

Fighting  against  the  darkness,  Jaden  crawled  across  the stone  floor.  He  couldn’t  feel  his  legs  any  longer.  They  dragged uselessly behind him. He focused all of his energy into his arms and hands. His hands heated up and formed into claws, which he used to gouge into the granite slabs and get a better handhold to pull himself forward. 

Finally,  he  reached  the  stone  bier  on  which  Larisa  was  laid out.  He  could  see  Malory  and  Nathan  locked  in  struggle  nearby; Nathan  was  covered  in  blood  from  Malory’s  claws.  He  wouldn’t  be able to hold on much longer. 

With one final burst of effort, Jaden thrust his glowing hands into the floor, shattering and melting the stone. He felt a gate inside of himself opening and the mana of Dracoseth flowing through him like  the  raging  waters  of  a  river  through  a  newly  opened  dam.  The heat and energy of the mana flowed into the earth beneath the stone patio,  and  soon  the  marble  throughout  was  glowing.  He  could  see the bier shifting and sinking into the melting stone. 

Nearby, Malory screamed in agony at the hot stones beneath her back, and Nathan leapt backward until he landed on the top tier of the fountain in the middle of the room, gripping Malory’s shirt and holding her in the air. Malory went limp. 

Jaden saw a flash of light and heard a thunderous boom, and then he lost consciousness. 

Chapter 23







Jaden  couldn’t  move  his  hands.  They  were  stuck  to  the ground  at  his  sides.  His  eyes  were  closed.  He  wasn’t  yet  ready  to open  them  yet,  but  he  wanted  to  lift  his  hands.  Slowly  his consciousness returned, and sensations of the outside world seeped in, elevating his awareness. 

He  could  hear  the  fountain  nearby,  burbling  continuously. 

From somewhere further away there was the sound of many people speaking in urgent tones, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying. Behind him was the sound of groans and then splashing in water. He felt a warm hand on his cheek. 

Opening his eyes, Jaden squinted at first against the light of a lantern that hung nearby. He blinked several times as he struggled to focus. It was still night, and he could feel the cool breeze on his skin. 

He turned his face toward the hand that was on his cheek and saw that  it  was  connected  to  Larisa’s  arm,  which  hung  over  the  side  of the  bier.  The  arm  was  relaxed,  but  it  wasn’t  limp.  Her  hand’s placement  on  his  face  was  intentional,  though  he  couldn’t  see  her face or whether her eyes were open or closed. 

Jaden  yanked  at  his  hands  again,  but  they  were  still  stuck. 

He looked down and saw that they were embedded in the stone of the  floor.  It  had  obviously  melted  and  then,  when  Jaden  had  lost consciousness,  returned  to  a  solid  form  with  his  hands  captured inside the paving stone. 

He  felt  weak  and  dizzy  but  focused  his  mind  on  his  hands, willing them to heat up—but again nothing happened. He must have used  up  the  supply  of  mana  that  Dracoseth  had  willed  to  him.  He was entirely depleted. 

Nathan’s face now appeared in front of Jaden’s. 

“Are you awake?” he asked. 

Jaden nodded. “Yeah, but I can’t…  I have no dragon fire.” 

“I  am  not  surprised.  You  expended  an  enormous  amount  of energy in eliminating the wraiths from the ground beneath us.” 

“What  happened  exactly?  I  remember  melting  through  the stone, and then I guess I blacked out.” 

“Let me free you first and then I’ll show you,” Nathan replied. 

“Close your eyes.” 

Jaden  did  what  Nathan  said  and  turned  his  head  away.  He heard Nathan take a breath before punching the floor with all of his Seeker strength. The resonating impact of Nathan’s punch, through the  solid  rock,  was  excruciating  to  Jaden’s  trapped  hand,  and  he called out in pain. 

“Are you okay, should I stop?” Nathan asked. 

“No,”  Jaden  groaned,  and  he  shook  his  head,  eyes  still closed. “Again.” 

Nathan  punched  the  marble  paving  stone  again.  It  was  just as painful as the first one, but Jaden felt the stone crack and loosen around his hand this time. He yanked hard, and felt his arm swing up with  a  sudden  confusing  lightness.  Jaden  opened  his  eyes  and looked. 

There  was  still  a  collar  of  stone  around  his  wrist,  but  other than that, his hand looked undamaged, and he was able to move all of  his  fingers.  They  were  sore  from  having  been  held  in  the  same position for so long, but other than that, were fine. 

Nathan  moved  to  the  other  side  of  Jaden,  and  they  went through  the  same  process,  quickly  freeing  his  second  hand.  Then Nathan  pulled  Jaden  to  his  feet,  and  he  was  able  to  have  a  look around. 

The patio was a disaster. In a wide radius around the bier, the stone  looked  like  water  that  had  frozen  after  a  rock  had  been dropped  into  it,  mid-splash,  in  a  beautiful  circular  wave  shape. 

Beyond that perimeter of melted stone, the pavers had cracked and

exploded from heat and pressure. They jutted upward at odd angles, like the broken teeth of some monstrous beast. 

“Did I do this?” Jaden asked. 

“You most certainly did,” Nathan told him. 

Jaden  looked  over  to  the  fountain  and  saw  Malory  lying spread  out  on  the  steps  leading  up  to  it.  The  fountain  itself  was empty  and  shattered,  its  water  still  pouring  out  on  the  floor  of  the patio. 

“Is Mal…” Jaden began. 

“She’s fine,” Nathan replied. “Just unconscious. As though in a deep sleep.” 

Nathan showed the wounds on his arms and face to Jaden. 

“She probably won’t even remember doing this. It’s lucky that I heal quickly.” 

“Maybe  we  shouldn’t  tell  her  when  she  wakes  up,”  Jaden suggested. “She feels guilty enough as it is.” 

“Agreed.” 

Now  Jaden  looked  to  Larisa,  sprawled  on  the  bier,  her  limp arm  hanging  over  the  side,  where  it  had  been  touching  Jaden’s cheek when he woke. There was color in her cheeks again, and her chest was rising and falling. 

Jaden walked over and touched her forehead, careful not to hit  her  with  the  stone  fragment  still  wrapped  around  his  wrist.  Her skin was warm and dry. 

Responding to Jaden’s touch, Larisa opened her eyes. They no  longer  looked  like  pools  of  milk,  as  Claire  from  the  docks  had described them. They looked like her deep brown eyes once again. 

Jaden  smiled  at  her,  a  deep  sense  of  relief  filling  his  chest.  Larisa, meanwhile, glanced around her in confusion and then up at Jaden. 

“What happened?” she asked. “Where am I?” 

“You  were  wounded  by  the  Noon  Wraith  in  that  farmhouse,” 

Jaden explained. “We’re in your parents’ house. Larisa… we thought we’d lost you.” 

Larisa opened her mouth to speak, but they were interrupted by  the  cry  of  her  parents,  entering  the  patio  behind  Jaden.  They rushed  over,  throwing  themselves  at  Larisa,  kissing  her  face  and hands, tears streaming with relief and joy. Stefan, her father, finally turned to Jaden and embraced him tightly, before releasing him and stepping back to face him. 

“You  have  brought  back  our  daughter,”  he  said  to  Jaden, overwhelmed  with  emotion.  “There  is  nothing  that  we  have  that  I would not give you. All you have to do is ask.” 

Jaden shook his head and smiled. “I’m just glad like you that she’s back.” 

“Malory  told  us  that  you’re  Free  Seekers  from  the  Hidden City,” Stefan said. “It is obvious that you have great power.” 

Jaden  glanced  around  at  the  disaster  in  which  he’d  left  the patio  and  grew  sheepish.  “Uh,  yeah,  sorry  about  that.  I  mean  the patio. I can’t always control how…” 

“Nonsense!”  Marie  interrupted  from  behind  Stefan.  She  was gripping her daughter’s hand as she faced Jaden. “We would give a thousand patios, our whole lives, for our daughter.” 

“There are many more stones in the world,” Stefan added in agreement. “But we have only one daughter.” 

“She’s  definitely  one  of  a  kind,”  Jaden  said,  and  smiled  at Larisa, who stuck her tongue out at him. 

A  thought  then  occurred  to  Jaden,  and  he  spun  around  to face the entryway where he had battled the wraiths. All there was left on  the  floor  where  they  had  crumbled  was  a  black  smear.  The venomous quills were still there, however, half-hidden behind a large pot next to a column. 

Jaden went over and picked them up. He could see that they still were filled with a substantial amount of venom. He walked back to the others. 

“Can you see what I have in my hand?” he asked. 

They looked at him strangely, and Stefan spoke. “They seem to be pointed, hollow tubes.” 

“These  come  from  those  wraiths.  And  I  ask,  because  how you  see  the  wraiths  is  not  how  they  are.  They  are  enchanted somehow so that when we look at them, they appear as young girls. 

But behind the enchantment, they are hideous creatures that bristle with quills, like porcupines, and have mouths in their bellies. These quills  are  the  ones  that  they  use  to  attack  and  kill  their  victim.  The liquid  within  is  the  venom  that  they  use.  Injected  into  the  blood,  it dislodges  the  soul  of  the  victim,  allowing  it  to  be  drawn  out  and consumed. But when the venom is spread on the eyes and lips of a victim, it causes the opposite reaction, allowing the reattachment of the soul.” 

Nathan moved closer and took one of the quills out of Jaden’s hand. “Then with these the injured down at the docks can be cured?” 

“Perhaps,” Jaden said. “But they’re like you described them, Nathan.  The  creatures  we  see  are  just  one  manifestation,  and  not the largest. They live under the ground, like the threads of a fungus. 

To  fully  liberate  Larisa  from  the  hold  of  the  toxin,  I  had  to  heat  the ground and kill the threads.” 

“They  were  all  over  downtown,”  Marie  said.  “Their underground  threads,  as  you  call  them,  could  have  spread everywhere by now.” 

“Yes,  I  think  that’s  possible,”  Jaden  agreed.  “We’ll  need  to keep  an  isolated  area  for  any  of  the  injured,  where  the  ground  is sterilized, so that they can be purged of the toxin.” 

“How?” Stefan asked. 

“I used the heat from my hands, but it might work to heat iron posts  from  the  city’s  blacksmiths  and  drive  them  in  the  ground  to sear  it.  Or  to  light  a  large  fire  in  an  area.  When  it  burns  out,  the blackened earth beneath should be cleansed, too.” 

“We  have  many  connections  to  the  head  of  the  city  guard,” 

Stefan  said.  “And  Lucas  is  connected  with  the  tradesmen  on  the

docks. Between them they should be able to do as you say in a large enough area that we can help the wounded.” 

“I  hope  so,”  Jaden  replied.  “Though  I  fear  it  may  already  be too  late,  given  what  we  just  saw  with  Larisa;  once  the  fungus becomes  established  in  the  soil—something  that  happens  very quickly—they finish off the infected.” 

“Could you not stay and help?” Marie asked. 

Jaden  looked  at  Nathan,  Larisa,  and  Malory,  who  was beginning to stir. He shook his head. 

“We have our own mission that we need to complete at God’s Bowl,”  he  said.  “My  hands  wouldn’t  be  enough  anyway—we  would still need more fire to purge the ground. Just to purge the ground on his  patio  I  have  used  up  the  mana  of  my  Legendary  Beast.  I  don’t know when he will gift me more.” 

“And we must stop the flow of Noon Wraiths into our world, or it will not matter if there were ten Jadens with fire powers,” Nathan said. 

“This is about the machinery that the Malabaris dragged out to God’s Bowl, isn’t it?” a voice said from behind Jaden. 

They all spun around and saw Captain Lucas standing in the doorway of the patio. He had two people with him, a large man and woman, who both looked formidable. They were scarred and shaved bald, their skin covered in tattoos. Jaden recognized them from the coach,  though  they  no  longer  wore  the  formal  wear  of  coachmen. 

They  had  been  his  driver  and  escort,  and  obviously  some  form  of personal security. 

Jaden nodded. “Probably, yes.” 

“What are they using it for?” Captain Lucas asked, 

“Our world is one of many, connected to others by a series of columns. It is through these columns that the mana of the Legendary Beasts can travel into this world. Magical beasts and other forms of magic also left our world through the columns,” Jaden explained. 

“The Elves…” Marie said quietly. 

“Yes,” Jaden nodded. “And many other things about which we have  no  idea.  We  believe  that  Devourer  is  trying  to  destroy  these Columns of the Polyverse, as they are called, in order to isolate our world from all other worlds, including those of the Legendary Beasts, in order to dominate it for eternity.” 

“And you want to stop them,” Captain Lucas finished. 

“That’s the idea, yeah,” Jaden said. 

“Then I shall come with you, along with my associates. They are, I’ve found, good to have around when one needs to get out of tight spots.” 

Nathan snorted. “I can imagine. However, it is likely that there will  be  a  number  of  Imperial  Seekers  there,  along  with  soldiers.  It was our plan to…” 

“Get  your  rebel  Seeker  arses  handed  to  you  on  a  platter,” 

Captain  Lucas  finished.  “You’ve  almost  lost  three  of  your  Seekers already,  before  you’d  even  arrived  at  Marleborn  City,  and  I  can assure you that we are but kitty cats in comparison with those who took the device to God’s Bowl.” 

Jaden  was  silent,  but  his  mind  went  to  Lily  and  Hyacinth, who’d had to return to the Hidden City almost at the very start of their journey,  after  they  were  ambushed  by  Imperial  soldiers.  He exchanged a look with Nathan, who was clearly thinking the same. 

Jaden wondered if Captain Lucas didn’t, in fact, have a point. 

His  help  and  that  of  his  associates  could  be  of  great  value,  might even make the difference between success and failure. However, he would  have  preferred  to  have  time  to  discuss  it  in  private  with Nathan,  rather  than  negotiating  it  on  the  fly  in  this  way,  which  was leading to tension. 

“We’re  not  used  to  working  with  people  from  outside  of  the Hidden  City  rebellion,”  Jaden  intervened,  trying  to  bring  down  the temperature.  “Let  us  talk  about  it  amongst  ourselves  and  make  a decision.” 

“What is there to decide?” Captain Lucas asked. 

“Whether  we  want  to  associate  the  rebellion  with  a  slaver,” 

Nathan snapped back. 

“Aye, lad, my ships have carried slaves for the Malabaris. To have  refused  would  have  meant  jail  and  the  dismantling  of  my company.  But  more  of  my  ships  have  been  used  to  build  up resistance to the Malabaris, and I have done it under their noses.” 

Jaden  had  a  sudden  realization.  “You’re  preparing  another rebellion.” 

Stefan now joined the conversation as well, perhaps sensing that it needed some steering towards a productive end. 

“Since the horrible conclusion of the last rebellion, there has been  an  underground  preparing  for  the  next,  in  the  hopes  it  would end  in  our  favor,”  he  said.  “But  we  have  always  been  missing  a piece.” 

“We  have  been  missing  nothing  but  weapons  and  arms  to wield them,” Captain Lucas snarled. 

“Phillip, you know that’s not true,” Marie interrupted. “The last uprising was defeated, even though our people had both. Without a force to counter the Imperial Seekers, we will always be defeated.” 

Jaden  looked  to  Larisa,  who  locked  eyes  with  him.  She nodded, and he put another piece together. “That’s why Larisa went looking for the Hidden City.” 

“My  parents  could  have  hidden  me,”  Larisa  said.  “We  have the  wealth  to  pay  the  right  people.  It  is  usually  what  Red  Coast aristocrats do if their children receive the Call. It is a large sum, and the  Malabaris  use  it  as  a  source  of  revenue  and  a  symbol  of  our reluctant submission.” 

“Why didn’t you tell us before?” Jaden asked, feeling a sense of anger and betrayal. “I mean, why didn’t you tell Headmaster? We could  have  prepared  better,  rather  than  making  our  way  here  as  a ragtag squad and almost getting yourself killed.” 

“You  must  understand,”  Stefan  said,  again  trying  to  bring down the heat. “The Red Coast has resisted alone since the Hidden

City  rebellion  disappeared  over  a  century  ago.  We  have  learned  to trust none but ourselves.” 

Larisa  agreed.  “I  needed  to  make  sure  that  the  Hidden  City rebels  could  be  trusted  and  that  you  would  be  useful.  No  one  has seen a Free Seeker in a century either.” 

“Then, why now?” Nathan asked. “Why not next year or next generation—or  last  year for that matter?” 

“The Red Coast twins,” Marie said simply. 

“Hilda and Tallulah?” Jaden asked. 

“Yes.  Their  appearance  was  a  sign,  a  part  of  the  prophecy. 

And  then  their  village  sent  them  off  to  the  Hidden  City,  and  they didn’t  return.  We  knew  that  the  Hidden  City  was  real  and  still existed.” 

“Well,  they  might  have  been  dead,  fallen  off  a  cliff,  or  been eaten by a creature of the forests,” Nathan said. “How did you know that they had made it to the Hidden City?” 

“Because  they  aren’t  twins,”  Captain  Lucas  spoke  up  again. 

“They are triplets.” 

“What?!” Nathan exclaimed. 

“The  third  sister,  Philomena,  is  here,  in  hiding  in  Marleborn City under my protection,” Captain Lucas continued. “They are very special indeed. They not only all received the Call, but they each feel what  the  others  feel  and  even  dream  what  the  others  have  seen during the day. She would know if they were dead. And Philomena has seen their lives in the Hidden City.” 

“All signs of the prophecy,” Marie said. “Just like you, Jaden.” 

“Loren and Malory told us what you are,” Stefan explained. 

“They  shouldn’t  have,”  Jaden  said.  “It  could  put  you  all  in danger.” 

“Or save your life and safeguard our victory,” Captain Lucas corrected.  “And  that  is  why  you  have  no  choice  about  my accompanying you. You see, unlike you, I know how to get into the

Malabar  fortress  at  God’s  Bowl.  My  company  supplied  many  of  the laborers and equipment for their work there.” 

“Slaves,” Nathan sneered. 

“And  spies,”  Captain  Lucas  added.  “Including  amongst  the architects.  You  see,  while  the  Hidden  City  rebellion  has  been concerned  with  maintaining  its  purity,  we  on  the  Red  Coast  have continued to get our hands dirty.” 

“And  yet,”  Nathan  replied  with  a  sneer,  “it  is  us  who  had  to travel  here  from  the  Hidden  City  to  inform  you  of  Malabar’s  plans, even though you have spies, including amongst the architects.” 

“That’s  enough  you  two,”  Jaden  snapped.  “We  are  both  on the  same  side  and  this  is  getting  stupid!  Captain  Lucas,  you  can come  with  us.  You’re  right,  we  need  you.  But  you  also  need  us  so there’ll be no more of this condescension. Agreed?” 

Jaden  looked  at  Nathan  and  to  Captain  Lucas.  They  both nodded, though Nathan’s face showed that he plainly wasn’t pleased by  the  idea  and  likely  that  Jaden  hadn’t  consulted  with  him  before making  the  decision.  Jaden  himself  hadn’t  intended  to,  but  the bickering was becoming destructive. 

Nathan  turned  his  back  and  went  to  check  on  Malory  who was beginning to stir nearby. 

“A wise choice,” Captain Lucas replied in a conciliatory tone. 

“My people can be ready to leave in the morning. There is no way to approach God’s Bowl from which we won’t be seen, so I suggest that we don’t try to hide our approach. Instead, we will go there as part of a supply caravan.” 

“Is it normal for you to accompany supplies?” Jaden asked. 

“Not normal, no. But we’ve had those monsters attack in the city, and they came from God’s Bowl. I can pay an official visit to find out what happened.” 

Jaden  nodded.  “While  you  do  that,  we  can  get  ourselves  in place to destroy their equipment.” 

“Exactly,” Captain Lucas replied. 

“I want to go with you,” Larisa piped up. 

She  had  been  quiet  for  most  of  the  conversation,  listening intently  to  what  others  said.  But  she  was  sitting  up  now,  and  her cheeks were flushed with the prospect of battle. 

She  was  clearly  anxious  to  join  them;  and  her  parents  were clearly  anxious  at  the  thought  of  her  being  on  the  mission.  They’d just almost lost her, and no doubt they were not keen to risk her life again so soon. 

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Jaden said. “You were in a coma a short time ago and may not be recovered.” 

“I  feel  fine,”  she  replied  defiantly.  “This  is  a  war,  Jaden.  We can’t be precious.” 

“Larisa…” Marie started. 

“No,  Mom.  I  traveled  alone  across  the  Southern  Plains  and found my way to the Hidden City. I did that and came back for this moment.  We  could  strike  the  first  big  blow  against  Malabar  that they’ve  suffered  in  a  century.  If  you  think  I’m  staying  here…  that’s just not happening.” 

“I’m with you, Risa,” Malory said, and Jaden spun toward her voice. 

“Mal!” Jaden exclaimed. “You’re awake. How are you?” 

She  was  leaning  against  Nathan’s  shoulder,  and  he  had  an arm  around  her,  helping  her  stay  upright.  She  lifted  her  arm,  her hand dangling at the end, and waggled it back and forth to indicate that she was so-so. 

“I’ve  been  better,”  she  replied.  “I’m  just  glad  Nathan  didn’t take offense at my gouging him with my claws.” 

“I will wear the scars with pride.” Nathan smirked. 

“We said we weren’t going to tell her,” Jaden scolded Nathan. 

“I  told  her  that  I  fell  down,  but  she  didn’t  believe  me,”  he replied with a shrug. 

Jaden moved toward Malory. He could sense something was off. There was a discolored glow about her. Malory looked puzzled at this concerned expression. 

“What?” she asked. “I’m fine, Jaden. I’m myself again.” 

“There’s something…” Jaden began, and walked to her side to  get  a  closer  look.  The  discoloration  in  her  glow  emanated  from behind her left ear. 

“Don’t  move,”  he  told  Malory  as  he  reached  up  and  moved her hair aside. 

Behind her ear, he saw a bright light about the size of a tick. 

He took hold of it and gave it a firm yank. It required some effort but came away with a strange sound—and Malory shrieked. Her knees buckled,  and  she  would  have  fallen  to  the  floor  if  Nathan  weren’t supporting  her.  Jaden  could  see  a  trickle  of  blood  coming  from behind her ear where the object had been, then he glanced down at the thing in his hand. 

It wasn’t just the  size of a tick; it actually resembled one, with several legs and a hooked snout like a burr that had been inserted in Malory’s  skin.  The  legs  wiggled  slowly,  as  though  it  were  trying  to escape.  Jaden  took  the  tobacco  bowl  from  out  of  his  pouch  once again and dropped the creature inside before replacing the lid. 

“I’m  sorry,”  he  said  to  Malory.  “I  think  that  thing  is  what allowed the Noon Wraiths to control you.” 

Jaden  passed  the  sealed  bowl  to  Stefan.  “You  should  show this to the head of the city guard when you speak with them. If the Noon Wraiths used this to control Malory, there could be others who are  under  their  control.  Tell  them  they  should  look  for  this  behind their ears.” 

Stefan took the bowl and nodded. “I will definitely do so.” 

“That  was  maybe  the  most  painful  thing  I  have  ever  felt,” 

Malory  groaned.  “It  didn’t  just  hurt  physically;  it  was  like  a  mental pain. I can’t even describe it.” 

“It must somehow connect your mind to theirs,” Nathan said. 

“But  it  only  made  her  do  things  at  key  moments,”  Jaden noted. “Not all the time. They took control of her when we were on the  Plains,  and  they  wanted  her  to  hand  over  Larisa  to  them.  And then earlier when they wanted her help to fight us. That means that there could be dozens of people like Malory, walking around the city just waiting to be controlled at some key moment in the future.” 

“I’ll tell the city guard that they need to inspect everyone who was in the area where the Noon Wraiths attacked,” Stefan said. 

“How is Loren?” Jaden asked, suddenly remembering him. 

“He  still  sleeps,”  Marie  said.  “The  healer  gave  him  a  rather strong  potion  so  that  the  healing  unguent  could  work  more effectively.” 

“He  will  be  confused  in  the  morning,  that’s  for  sure.”  Stefan laughed. 

“And  probably  happy  to  have  avoided  fighting  those  things,” 

Jaden joked. 

“And to have avoided fighting Malory,” Nathan added. 

Marie clapped her hands, and a pair of servants entered into the patio. There was a look of surprise on their faces when they saw the  destruction  that  Jaden  had  wrought  to  the  stones,  but  they quickly  regained  their  composure,  their  faces  returned  to  placidity. 

They bowed in front of Marie. 

“Bring  the  healer,  quick,”  Marie  instructed  them.  “She  is sleeping  in  the  guest  quarters  next  to  the  salon.”  They  promptly rushed off. 

“I’m  so  sorry,”  Marie  then  said  to  Nathan.  “In  all  the excitement we ignored you, standing their covered in blood.” 

Nathan chuckled. “It is quite alright, ma’am. My Seeker mana allows  me  to  shut  off  the  sensation  of  pain  for  a  period.  I  am  not suffering.” 

“Suffering or not,” Jaden said, “we need to get rested for the journey tomorrow. I’m anxious that more of those things—or worse—

are  going  to  come  pouring  out  of  God’s  Bowl.  To  keep  their  power

secure,  Devourer  and  the  Malabaris  could  destroy  our  world  and everyone in it.” 

“Agreed,” Captain Lucas piped in and turned toward the door. 

“We will return at sunrise and ride out to the city gates. I will inform my teams to prepare.” 

Without  so  much  as  a  goodbye,  he  left  with  his  two associates. 

“I don’t trust him,” Nathan said. 

“He is rough around the edges, but he’s a good man,” Marie replied. 

“He’s been like my uncle since I was a baby,” Larisa added. “I would trust him with my life.” 

Jaden wasn’t sure how he felt—but he knew that they didn’t have  a  choice.  They  would  need  all  the  help  they  could  get,  and even so they still might not succeed, or survive. 

This  wasn’t  just  a  raid  on  a  caravan  of  Seeker  initiates,  like the kind he, Malory, and Lily had been liberated from. No, they were going  out  to  threaten  the  very  survival  of  the  Malabar  Empire’s eternal reign. 

Chapter 24







Jaden  watched  the  rising  sun  from  the  colonnaded  front porch of Larisa’s house. Everyone else was still inside sleeping, but Jaden  had  woken  early  and  couldn’t  get  back  to  sleep.  He  was nervous. 

They  would  be  departing  shortly  after  the  sun  rose  with  the caravan  organized  by  Captain  Lucas,  to  make  their  way  to  God’s Bowl. Jaden had been through a lot with Nathan, Larisa, Loren, and Malory, so it wasn’t so much that he was afraid of what lay ahead. Or he  wouldn’t  have  been  so  afraid,  if  it  wasn’t  for  the  lack  of  dragon mana, which left him feeling powerless and confused. 

He  had  believed  that  Dracoseth  would  come  to  him  in  his dreams  that  night,  but  he  hadn’t.  He  couldn’t  help  but  feel abandoned.  It  shouldn’t  have  been  a  surprise,  though;  Dracoseth wasn’t  exactly  at  his  beck  and  call  and  seemed  to  make  a  point  of never  arriving  when  he  was  needed.  Jaden  faced  the  possibility  of going  into  what  might  be  a  key  battle  against  the  Malabar  Empire, and maybe against Devourer himself, unable to so much as light up a dark room or boil a pot of water. 

“’We  have  a  full  two  days’  journey  ahead  of  us,”  came Rachel’s  voice  in  his  head.  “There  is  still  plenty  of  time  for  your Dragon to come to you.” 

Jaden turned to look at Rachel, who sat near him on the long porch, legs tucked up underneath her. Her placid eyes looked deep and calm as always; she was a rock for Jaden. 

He nodded but said nothing and turned back to watch the sun climbing  above  the  horizon,  over  the  cliffs  on  the  other  side  of  the Bay of Marleborn. He couldn’t imagine ever growing tired of seeing the  sunrise  or  sunset  across  the  ocean’s  waters.  He  might  not  be

able to sleep but this at least gave him a small sense of peace in his heart. 

“Good morning, Jaden,” came a voice from behind him. 

It was Stefan, Larisa’s father. And he was with another man, much  larger  than  Stefan  himself.  The  large  man  wore  a  military uniform and cap. He had a scar on his neck and a large hoop in his ear.  He  was  obviously  a  lifelong  soldier,  but  nonetheless  he  had  a kind face and smiled at Jaden as they nodded in greeting. 

“This is Valor, the captain of the city guard,” Stefan explained. 

“I’ve told him about you and your counsel for handling the plague of Noon Wraiths and treating their victims.” 

Valor  stepped  forward  and  bowed  toward  Jaden,  tipping  his hat. “You’ve done Marleborn a great service. We’re in your debt, lad.” 

Jaden  stood  and  returned  the  bow.  “We  did  what  we  could, sir.” 

“Valor,”  he  replied.  “Call  me  by  my  name.  None  of  this  ‘sir’

stuff.” 

“Yes, Valor.” Jaden smiled. 

“We’ve placed a ship in the harbor, a safe distance from the Noon Wraiths. And we’re inspecting everyone in the plebian quarters for signs of that tick behind the ear you discovered on one of yours. 

I’m told we’ve found a few already.” 

“I’m  glad  to  hear  that.  When  Malory  was  infected,  she  very nearly killed us,” Jaden said. 

“We’re  also  treating  the  injured  in  the  way  you  directed. 

Saved a few but many died in the night before we could act.” 

“I’m  sorry  to  hear  that,”  Jaden  said.  “I  recommend  that  you scorch  the  ground  through  the  whole  city  if  possible.  As  we  saw here, the Noon Wraiths can grow out of the earth very quickly under certain circumstances. We’d only been here a few hours when three of them appeared. It may have been because there was a weakened victim here, but we cannot be entirely sure that was it. They might be able to manifest like that anywhere.” 

Valor  nodded  toward  Stefan.  “I’m  told  that  you’re  a  Seeker, Jaden. Of a special kind…” 

Jaden  looked  from  Valor  to  Stefan.  He  felt  trapped.  Valor wore the uniform of Malabar and was a senior officer in the city for the  Empire.  He  had  a  friendly  demeanor,  but  that  scar  on  his  neck suggested  that  he  had  been  in  more  than  a  few  fights  of  his  own. 

Without  his  powers,  without  even  his  sword,  Jaden  was  very vulnerable. Luckily, they were very far from the capital city, otherwise Valor would have checked the Seeker Institute registers, and known that Jaden had fled from service. But, still, Jaden thought it best to keep  his  mouth  shut  and  avoid  saying  anything  that  might  get  him into trouble. 

“Aye, I know what you’re thinking. We’re enemies in a war to the death, yeah?” Valor chuckled. 

“Not in so many words,” Jaden replied cautiously. 

Behind  him,  Jaden  felt  the  presence  of  Rachel,  who positioned  herself  at  his  side.  She’d  obviously  sensed  his  anxiety and  had  followed  the  conversation.  She  brushed  up  against  him, letting  him  know  that  she  was  there  and  had  his  back.  Valor’s experienced eyes also flicked to Rachel and then back to Jaden. 

He smiled and raised his hands. “Easy, I’m not looking for no fight with a magrot. Even in my younger years, I was never so foolish to take on a warrior bird like that. You only get to make that mistake once.” 

“Jaden, we on the Red Coast live within the Empire, but you’ll find very few who are  of the Empire,” Stefan said, intervening. “What I’m trying to say is that every city needs a guard, and inside of the Empire  that  guard  must  wear  Malabar’s  colors,  regardless  of  their personal feelings.” 

“We  have  a  saying,”  Valor  added.  “The  Empire  stops  at  the buttons.  You  needn’t  fear  me  or  my  men  inside  this  city.  Though there is always a garrison of troops from the capital. You’d be wise to stay  away  from  them.  You’ll  know  them  by  the  red  bands  on  their arms.” 

Jaden  relaxed  at  the  words  and  nodded.  He  felt  Rachel’s powerful  muscles  also  relax  next  to  him.  “I  appreciate  the clarification.” 

“Stefan told me because he thought you might be able to help us. I know that you’re going to God’s Bowl with Captain Lucas on an important  mission.  I  don’t  want  to  interfere  in  that,  but  if  you  could help  with  searing  the  ground  or  eliminating  those  things  on  the ship…” 

“I  wish  I  could,  I  really  do.  But  I’m  afraid  I’m  not  able  to manifest the power of my Legendary Beast at the moment. I wouldn’t be much help.” 

“Can  a  Seeker  lose  their  power?”  Valor  asked,  looking  from Jaden to Stefan. “I didn’t know such a thing was possible.” 

“Our power comes from the mana energy that is gifted to us by our Legendary Beast. They can be stingy with it. In any case, it will  be  short-lived,  I’m  sure.  But  I  can’t  wait  around  until  my  Beast replenishes my power. Those Noon Wraiths are coming from God’s Bowl,  we  believe.  We  need  to  close  whatever  gate  that  they’ve opened.” 

“Of course,” Valor replied. “I understand. We will make do.” 

“If  I  may  suggest,”  Jaden  added,  “and  perhaps  Stefan  has already  informed  you  of  this.  But  you  have  the  venomous  quills  of the Noon Wraiths that were in the house and with them you can slay the wraiths. I’m sure you have many guards who are more effective than me in hand-to-hand combat. If you secure a quill to a pole and strike the right spot, near where their shins are located…” 

“Shins?” Valor asked. 

“It  only  appears  to  be  shins,”  Jaden  explained.  “They  are disguised  by  an  enchantment.  In  reality,  that  is  the  location  of  their mouth. If you get too close, they will strike and kill you with a quill. 

But if you work fast and your aim is true, you should be able to finish them off.” 

“I will find our best spearmen,” Valor replied. 

At that moment Captain Lucas arrived in a large coach, larger than the one that Jaden and Nathan had ridden to Larisa’s house the night before. It pulled up, and one of Captain Lucas’ associates, now dressed in full coachmen clothing, opened the door and unfolded the stairs. 

Captain Lucas stepped down to the ground, smiling. He wore a rather formal suit that seemed a little much for travel through the wilderness. 

“Gentlemen,  so  kind  of  you  to  greet  me  upon  my  arrival,” 

Captain Lucas joked, in a jovial mood. 

“You’re in fine form, Captain,” Valor said. “Are you going to a ball at God’s Bowl?” 

“I’m accompanying my merchandise as the representative of my shipping firm. I must look the part. Clothes make the man, they say,” Captain Lucas replied. 

Jaden rolled his eyes. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go get some breakfast and rouse my team.” 

Inside,  the  household  staff  had  prepared  a  buffet  of  fruit, meat,  and  eggs,  as  well  as  a  strong,  bright  red  drink  made  from  a flower native to the Red Coast that was supposed to energize them. 

The  others  were  already  there  and  filling  their  plates—including Loren, who looked pale but better than the last time that Jaden had seen him. 

“How are you?” Jaden asked. 

“I’ve  felt  better,”  Loren  replied  and  then  smiled.  “But  I’ve  felt worse. They have good healers here. Not like the leeches from my hometown who aren’t happy until you’re drained dry.” 

“You don’t have to come on this mission, if you aren’t up for it. 

You should heal.” 

“Headmaster  trained  me  to  work  the  machinery  to  measure the energy flows. I need to be there,” Loren reminded Jaden. But he leaned heavily on the table and was winded from the mere effort of speaking. 

“I  think  we  know  that  they’re  messing  around  with  the Columns,” Malory said as she walked up to join them. “And you look like death warmed over.” 

“I  agree  with  Malory,”  Jaden  said.  “Leeches  or  not,  you’ve been  drained  dry  by  that  wound  in  your  shoulder  and  need  to recuperate some blood. I think that you should stay here.” 

Loren opened his mouth to argue further, but seemed to think better of it, and closed his mouth again without speaking. It was clear that  he  hadn’t  the  strength  for  a  difficult  journey  and  would  be  little more than a burden on the rest of the team. Though it clearly pained Loren to admit it. Finally, Loren nodded, his eyes growing glassy as he fought back tears. 

“I’ll  go  get  you  the  detection  equipment  Headmaster  gave me,” Loren said. 

Jaden put a hand on his shoulder. “Eat your breakfast. I’ll go.” 

Jaden left Loren with the others and retrieved the satchel with the equipment. Headmaster had showed them all how to use it, but he had given Loren and Hyacinth more in-depth explanations—and now neither of them would be joining. 

But it didn’t matter, Jaden thought. They knew that Devourer and the Malabaris were altering the Column somehow and that was what  was  behind  the  Noon  Wraiths.  It  might  be  useful  to  measure the  power  of  their  machinery  with  Headmaster’s  equipment,  but whether they measured it or not, Jaden intended to destroy it. 

Immediately after breakfast, they left Larisa’s parents’ palatial home and descended toward the main thoroughfare out of Marleborn City.  As  they  passed  near  the  docklands,  Jaden  could  see  the  city guard at work, along with a large supply of volunteers cleansing the earth  of  the  fungus-like  threads  that  were  the  origin  of  the  Noon Wraiths. There were temporary forges made from earthen bricks set up on every corner. Long bars of metal, with ends pounded flat and wide  like  enormous  oars,  were  inserted  into  the  forges  until  they glowed a bright red. 

Then, men and women with heavy rags wrapped around their hands  would  carry  the  red-hot  oars  to  a  designated  spot  where mobile sets of stairs on wheels had been positioned. On top of the stairs  were  muscular  soldiers  and  stevedores  with  enormous hammers,  which  they  would  use  to  drive  the  glowing  oars  into  the ground, between the cobbles. 

They  would  leave  the  oar  to  cool  and  move  to  the  next location with another heated oar. Meanwhile, others would rock the cooled oars back and forth until they could pull them from between the cobblestones. Then they would carry them back to a forge and start the whole process over again. 

Jaden  was  impressed  with  how  rapidly  they  had  pulled together  the  equipment  and  coordinated  teams  to  carry  out  this entirely  new  kind  of  task.  From  his  position,  on  the  back  of  his magrot,  Jaden  saw  Valor  directing  the  efforts.  He  hadn’t  stayed  to eat breakfast with them, and Jaden now realized why. They waved at each  other,  and  then  Valor  returned  to  shouting  directions  and coordinating the efforts. 

Soon,  they  passed  out  of  this  work  zone  and  arrived  at  an area  where  hundreds  of  locals  were  lined  up,  being  inspected  by teams of healers, who searched for the tick-like attachments behind their ears, the same as Malory had suffered. 

Looking up, out toward the harbor, Jaden could see the ship that they had left there with the Noon Wraiths aboard. Another ship, belonging to the marine detachment of the city guard, was anchored nearby, keeping watch and ensuring that no ships passed too close. 

Jaden still wasn’t sure that the Noon Wraiths wouldn’t be able to  find  their  way  to  shore.  He  felt  a  strong  urge  to  take  a  detour  in order  to  go  and  eliminate  them  on  the  ship,  the  same  as  he  had done  at  Larisa’s  parents’  house.  But  without  any  of  Dracoseth’s powers flowing through him at the moment, that would have almost certainly  been  suicide,  and  they  couldn’t  afford  to  wait  until  his powers returned. 

They  needed  to  deal  with  Malabar’s  dangerous  experiments with the Column of the Polyverse. 

Jaden  turned  back  toward  their  caravan—half  a  dozen transport  coaches,  twelve  guards  on  horseback,  two  passenger coaches  besides  the  one  that  Captain  Lucas  rode  in,  plus  eight magrots  and  riders,  including  Jaden,  Malory,  Larisa,  and  Nathan. 

The  remaining  four  were  ridden  by  nomadic  traders  from  further south, under contract with Captain Lucas. Their faces were covered from the eyes down by heavy blue fabric, and they wore a total of six rapiers,  three  on  each  side.  On  their  back  and  front,  they  carried curved shields that looked like tortoise shells. 

Nathan, who rode just slightly ahead of Jaden, caught his eye and  nodded  toward  the  harbor,  letting  Jaden  know  that  he  felt  the same way about the Noon Wraiths on the boat. As he did so, Larisa came up beside Jaden. She looked better than the night before, and even  than  she  had  at  breakfast  only  a  short  while  earlier. 

Nonetheless, she was still a little pale. 

“We didn’t get a chance to speak alone last night,” she said to Jaden. “I wanted to thank you for saving my life. If you hadn’t shown up…” 

“… we wouldn’t have brought those spores in the house, and you wouldn’t have come so close to death,” Jaden finished. He still felt guilty about how near she had come to dying before they realized what was happening. 

She  reached  out  and  put  a  hand  on  his  upper  arm,  which sent  a  small  shiver  through  his  body.  Her  hands  were  large  and strong,  but  with  the  soft  skin  of  a  high-born.  He  smiled  and  placed his hand over hers. 

“The  spores  would  have  made  their  way  to  the  high-born districts  sooner  or  later,  whether  you  brought  them  or  not.  The difference is that you also brought a solution, and you fought those creatures before they could take my soul. What you and Nathan did also  means  that  the  city  is  safe  again  from  the  Noon  Wraiths.  So, stop being modest, and just accept the gratitude.” 

Jaden laughed. “Alright, it was my pleasure. I’m just relieved that you’re better. Though I feel bad for Loren. I know he feels like he’s letting us down.” 

“Yes,” she agreed. “But the healer said that the knife that he was stabbed with must have been dirty, because he has an infection. 

They can cure him, but if he had traveled with us… who knows what would have happened.” 

“He never told me about the infection,” Jaden said in surprise. 

“Because  he  knew  you  would  tell  him  to  stay  behind  if  he did.” 

“Well, he’s more in charge than I am; he’s the senior student. 

He could have insisted, and I couldn’t have stopped him.” 

Larisa  rolled  her  eyes.  “Jaden,  have  you  not  noticed  who people follow? It’s you. Not only are you the Dragon Seeker, which is a big enough deal, you’re also a natural born leader. You have good judgment, you’re brave and you’re kind.” 

Jaden  felt  the  blood  rising  to  his  face  and  turned  away  in embarrassment. 

“I’m not,” he said. “I’m just a sewer urchin who got chosen at random. It had nothing to do with me or anything I did.” 

“Do you really think that a Dragon—a  dragon, Jaden—would have  just  thrown  the  dice  on  some  random  kid  after  a  thousand years of not having a Seeker to champion him? You were picked for a reason, even if you can’t see it and your Dragon hasn’t told you. 

It’s  cute  how  modest  you  are  and  maybe  even  part  of  why  you’re effective as a leader. But at some point, you’re going to have to get over  the  modesty.  It   will  start  holding  you  back  and  cause  you  to make errors of judgment.” 

Larisa let her hand slide down Jaden’s arm to his hand. She lifted it to her face and kissed his palm then set it back down before riding off to the front of the caravan, leaving him staring after her, jaw hanging  open.  He  didn’t  even  notice  when  Malory  rode  up  beside him and stared at him for a long time. 

“She’s  got  you  in  her  sights,  bub,”  Malory  said,  and  Jaden turned toward her. 

“Huh?” was all that managed to bring out. 

“You’re  a  good  catch.  Not  my  type,  to  be  honest,  but  I  get what she sees in you,” Malory continued, teasing him. 

“Get  lost.”  He  laughed.  “She’s  just  delirious  after  almost having her soul ripped out.” 

“Well, that  would  be  disorienting,”  Malory  agreed.  “I  mean,  I was  only  enchanted  by  the  Noon  Wraiths;  they  didn’t  try  to  eat  my soul. But still. It’s more than that with her. “

Jaden  shrugged.  “Maybe.  Doesn’t  matter.  I’m  a  bit preoccupied  with  saving  the  world  and  stopping  Devourer.  So  is she.” 

“Unless you’re a monk like Headmaster, there’s always time for love, Jaden,” Malory said as she rolled her eyes. “I know you and Lily had a kind of unspoken thing for a while. I mean, at least in terms of energy. But, whatever happened up in that Elven monastery when things went crazy and your powers kind of came into their own, well, it changed how she saw you. I don’t know why, Lily never said anything to me, but I feel it and I’m sure you do too.” 

“Yeah,”  Jaden  agreed.  “I  just  sort  of  assumed  that  I  scared her. Hell, I scared myself. That was the first time I’d ever just kind of sent energy out from me. It was almost like an explosion.” 

“It   was  an  explosion,”  Malory  corrected  him.  “Anyway,  it doesn’t matter. The point is, you shouldn’t feel like you need to wait for  Lily  or  something.  I  mean,  I  know  you’re  loyal  and  all,  but  it’s okay. You can get on with your life.” 

Jaden gave Malory the side-eye. Today seemed to be one of those days when everyone seemed to have agreed to give him life advice. He wasn’t sure if that was what annoyed him, or if maybe he just felt defensive, especially about Lily. 

What was most difficult with her was that she hadn’t spoken to him about her feelings, she had just pulled back and gone silent. 

Anything  was  possible  and  everything  was  just  speculation.  It  hurt. 

He resisted the urge to take out his frustration about the situation on Malory. Instead, he took a moment to breathe and even worked up a smile. 

“Thanks.  I’ll  keep  that  in  mind,  if  we  survive  and  I’m  looking for a date for the end-of-year ball.” 

Malory  punched  him  in  the  arm  and  laughed.  “Don’t  be  a smartass. I’m just trying to help out a big, dumb friend.” 

Malory  rode  off  and  joined  with  Nathan  up  ahead.  Jaden watched  as  the  two  of  them  started  chatting.  Or,  rather,  as  Malory chatted   at  Nathan,  who  stared  straight  ahead  and  occasionally nodded.  It  occurred  to  Jaden  that  Malory  wanted  to  push  Jaden toward romance with Larisa—as she had done previously with Jaden and  Lily—so  that  maybe  Nathan  would  feel  like  he  could  pursue  a romantic interest in Malory. 

Jaden chuckled to himself and shook his head at the thought of Malory using Jaden as a way to get to Nathan. But he was equally amused by the very idea that someone like him could pursue a highborn girl like Larisa. Back in Lessertown, the most that someone like Jaden could hope for was sweeping up after the horse of a girl like Larisa. How far he had come. 



Chapter 25







They continued riding all day long, not even stopping to eat. 

The caravan cooks—there were two of them—delivered lunch along the line of horses, magrots, and coaches. Each of them received a large  terracotta  cup  of  fish  soup  adorned  with  one  enormous shellfish  that  looked  like  a  giant  underwater  grasshopper  hooked onto the side of the cup, as though it had just landed there. 

Larisa  explained  to  him  that  it  was  a  traditional  traveler’s lunch on the Red Coast called Sea Road Soup. Jaden was at least grateful that the cooks had removed the head and legs, knowing that they might be squeamish to eat enormous insects. Nearby, however, he saw the Red Coast people biting off the creatures’ heads with a loud squishy crunch, and he gagged a little. 

“Come  on,”  Larisa  joked,  “you  must  have  eaten  worse  than these Sea Flyers in the sewers of Lessertown.” 

“We  ate  cooked  rat  sometimes,  but  that  was  like  small chickens. And working in the City Market had its privileges. I knew all the vendors, and they gave me their cast-offs at the end of the day. It didn’t include any giant bugs.” 

“Just try it,” she urged him. 

Jaden  inhaled  a  deep  breath,  closed  his  eyes,  and  took  a timid bite of the fleshy thing. To his surprise, it actually wasn’t so bad. 

Its  flesh  had  the  consistency  of  a  firm  fish.  It  was  also  well-spiced, which  diminished  the  sea  flavor,  which  was  what  he  disliked  about meat from the water. It was quite good, really, he thought as he took another bite and grinned up at Larisa. 

“See,” Larisa said, laughing at his expression. 

She  reached  over  and  used  a  napkin  to  wipe  his  mouth. 

“You’ll learn how to eat it without getting it on your shirt with time.” 

As they continued, the land descended toward a flat plain that was a miniature version of the Southern Plains they had crossed on their way to Marleborn City. Being close to both the city and the port, these  “Plains  of  Marleborn”  were  completely  cultivated  by  farmers and large landholders, so that the land resembled an enormous quilt of different colors, depending on the various crops grown. 

Larisa  told  Jaden  that  some  of  the  larger  landowners  used slave labor, though slavery was considered abhorrent by the people of  the  Red  Coast.  According  to  their  mythological  history,  in  the distant past, it was said that the Red Coast people were themselves once  slaves  who  had  escaped  across  the  Great  Sea  before establishing  Marleborn  as  an  outpost  and  refuge  for  other  escaped slaves. 

The introduction of slavery to the Red Coast was a relatively recent innovation of Devourer and the Malabaris, after the defeat of the  dockyard  insurgency  a  generation  earlier.  Slavery  had  such  a deep animus in the local culture, that to maintain slaves on the large plots of land, all owned by Malabar loyalists, they required a heavy troop  presence  to  discourage  raids  by  Red  Coast  rebels  to  free them. 

“There  are  fifteen  great  estates  with  over  two  thousand slaves in total,” Larisa explained to Jaden. 

She  pointed  to  the  massive,  palatial  estates,  built  in  the northern  style  using  roughhewn  stone,  instead  of  the  sophisticated and  curving  earthen  constructions  was  favored  locally.  These mansions  were  placed  some  distance  from  the  roads,  so  that  they could  be  more  easily  defended  from  any  raids,  but  were  clearly visible, with their ostentatious towers and balconies. 

The roads across the Marleborn Plains were well-maintained and  paved  with  stone  slabs.  They  were  heavily  used  to  transport food  to  market  in  the  city,  and  other  goods  to  the  docklands  for shipment around the Empire, and even to trade overseas. 

“My  father  says  that  none  of  the  slave  estates  turns  a  profit because of the security costs,” Larisa explained. “According to him, 

they exist for political, rather than economic, reasons.” 

“How could that help anyone politically?” Jaden asked. 

“The existence of slavery on the Red Coast is meant to be an insult to our history and culture, as well as a constant reminder of our defeat. They’re also a way to catch rebels, who can’t resist targeting the estates to try and liberate the slaves.” 

Jaden  squinted  so  that  he  could  see  a  bit  in  the  bright afternoon  sun.  Out  in  the  fields  of  one  of  the  northern  estates  he could  indeed  see  the  wretched  souls  forced  to  cultivate  the  land. 

They wore gray rags, in contrast to the brightly colored, loose-fitting robes of the Red Coast farmers, and they seemed to be bent almost double under the weight of their burdens. 

Over at the massive palace beside the expansive fields, there was  a  large  stone  terrace,  under  an  equally  imposing  stone  and wood  pergola  with  a  canopy  of  white  fabric.  In  the  center  of  the terrace was a simple but wide fountain, almost a pond. Seated under the  pergola  were  a  family  dressed  in  white,  being  served  by  their rag-wearing slaves. One of the children waved at their caravan, and Jaden instinctively waved back before he could stop himself. Larisa grabbed his arm and pulled it down. 

“We don’t salute the Malabari slave masters,” she explained. 

“I’m sorry. It was just a kid and…” 

“I know. It’s not the kids’ fault. But if you wave at them, their parents will know that you’re not from the Red Coast. They will report an outsider to the Malabari soldiers, who will intercept us.” 

“Sorry, I didn’t realize,” Jaden replied. 

He  glanced  furtively  out  of  the  corner  of  his  eye  toward  the kid,  who  was  still  looking  toward  them  but  had  dropped  his  hand. 

Jaden felt a little regret that the kid probably was disappointed and sad.  Jaden  had  no  doubt,  in  the  polarized  atmosphere  of  the  Red Coast, that as a child of high-born, northern slaveholders, he would soon stop being an innocent kid who wanted to wave at a passerby, and rather be trained to be a hardhearted slaveholder and agent for the Empire. 

He had seen something like it happen with some of the kids in the City Market in Lessertown. 

When  he  was  young,  and  a  new  orphan,  just  growing accustomed  to  life  in  the  sewers  and  to  hiring  himself  out  in  the market,  Jaden  had  occasion  to  play  games  with  some  of  the  highborn kids. Their parents would bring them to market, or they would come with their nanny or other household servant and would slip off when they could, always to the chagrin of their caregiver. 

All the kids would play together, hide and seek or ball games, or games to taunt the stuffy market guards. They would even share food, though the high-born kids would never eat the food that Jaden had in his bag, which at the time he didn’t understand. He realized afterwards  that  they  had  probably  been  told  that  people  like  Jaden ate rats and gods knew what else. 

However,  within  a  year  or  two,  his  high-born  friends  had learned their place in the hierarchy, as well as Jaden’s; they wouldn’t deign to even look at him. If they wanted his attention, it was to have him  provide  some  menial  service,  and  they  would  contract  him through their servant. Above a certain age, a high-born would never speak to a commoner, let alone a sewer urchin. 

The child on the slaveholding lands would soon enough stop waving  at  the  locals,  knowing  that  they  hated  them  for  who  they were. And they would come to accept and believe in their right to be slaveholders and colonizers. It made Jaden shake his head to think about it; one more minor tragedy piled on top of the many others that the Empire brought to their lands. 

By  evening  they  had  reached  the  edge  of  the  Marleborn Plains,  which  ended  in  the  foothills  of  the  mountain  range  that housed  God’s  Bowl.  It  was  still  almost  a  full  day’s  ride,  and  so  it made sense to camp before entering into the mountain passes that would take them to their destination. It was also the end of the well-maintained road that cut across the Plains, which just sort of petered out into overgrown and rocky ruts in the soil. 

As  the  caravan  moved  into  a  defensive  circle,  in  case  of bandits or animals, both equally possible, Jaden climbed off Rachel’s back to have a look around. He had quickly gotten used to the city stench  of  Marleborn,  which  wasn’t  as  strong  as  that  of  Lessertown but was strong enough. Now that they were away from the city and even the farms of the Plains, the air smelled clean again, and Jaden took a big gulp of air with his eyes closed. 

Opening his eyes and looking around, he could see that they were near a river, which formed at the foot of the last hill before the Plains. There was also a forest of leaf trees, in contrast to the needle trees  that  grew  further  north,  and  which  covered  the  entry  to  the mountain range that led to the Hidden City. 

Jaden walked down to the river, which was wide but shallow, with  a  strong  current.  It  looked  to  be  perhaps  waist-deep  in  the middle, though he wouldn’t want to have to fight the current in order to  cross.  Thankfully,  there  was  a  well-maintained,  new-looking wooden bridge upstream and half-hidden by trees. 

Jaden bent down to the water and reached in for a drink. The water was so cold that it made his fingers throb. He yanked them out in surprise. Then he eased his hands in, forming a cup to bring some of the icy water to his lips. 

A hand slapped Jaden’s, knocking the water out of them, and he  leapt  to  his  feet,  spinning  on  whomever  had  struck  him.  It  was Captain Lucas, who was smiling and shaking his head. 

“Why did you do that?” Jaden asked. 

“You  are  from  Lessertown,  are  you  not?”  Captain  Lucas asked. 

“What’s that got to do with anything?” 

“Do  you  drink  the  water  from  the  river  that  runs  through  the middle of town?” 

Jaden  shook  his  head.  “No.  It’s  fouled  with  all  the  cast-offs from  the  docklands  and  whatever  people  throw  from  their  houses and shops along its banks.” 

Captain  Lucas  pointed  upward  toward  the  mountain  range. 

“This  river  is  fed  by  the  melting  snow  of  the  mountain  peaks.  The Malabaris use the water from the melting snow to carry away all the foulness of their operations in God’s Bowl—their own organic waste, and whatever waste their machinations produces. At best, this water will  require  three  days  of  confinement  at  a  toilet  hole  in  the  forest from  you.  More  likely  you  will  be  vomiting  blood  and  die  of dehydration within a week.” 

“Kalamin’s bones,” Jaden whispered. “Don’t the farmers use it for their crops?” 

“They did. For millennia. You can see the irrigation channels that siphon off some of the flow, if you jog up or downstream a few hundred steps. You will also see that they are now blocked off with stones. After the death of countless animals, the farmers constructed wells  and  mule-powered  pumps  to  draw  water  up  from  deep  in  the ground,  where  the  soil  has  filtered  out  the  contaminants.  The problem is less easily solved in the city, which relied upon another, man-made river that snakes to the sea and became undrinkable and unusable even for washing clothes. Water-sellers with donkeys have appeared  on  our  city  streets  again  for  the  first  time  since  the  river was diverted through Marleborn some 500 years ago. They go to the mountains and cut blocks of ice from the glaciers, hauling them back to sell by weight.” 

“Do the Malabaris not know what they’re doing?” 

“They know but deny it. They say that it is the fault of the city authorities  for  their  lack  of  water-care,”  Captain  Lucas  said  with  a shrug.  “Ironically,  we  used  to  expend  a  lot  of  manpower  to  dredge the river of silt, so that it flowed quickly, but now we have begun to cultivate a variety of water plants in that silt. They clean the water of even the foulest material. It slows the waterflow, which means more mosquitos in the city, which causes its own health problems, but at least  there  is  water  clean  enough  for  washing  clothes  without developing lesions and rashes.” 

“The Malabaris turn everything dark and foul with their touch, don’t they?” Jaden mused. 

“They  do.  But,  until  we  overthrow  them  or  drive  them  out  of God’s Bowl, I suggest you only drink the water that we carry with us, and that you wash those hands that you dipped in the water before the skin starts peeling off.” 

Captain Lucas tossed a waterskin to Jaden, and he used it to quickly  rinse  off  his  hands,  before  taking  a  deep  drink  and  then passing it back with a nod of thanks. 

The  two  men  then  made  their  way  back  to  the  camp,  which was  largely  set  up  by  the  time  they  arrived.  The  incredible,  tireless cooks  were  still  hard  at  work  and  had  prepared  a  large  meal  of roasted  fish  and  sea  vegetables,  along  with  some  kind  of  boiled grain  that  Larisa  told  Jaden  was  grown  in  the  swamps  along  the south end of the Marleborn Plains. 

Once dinner was concluded, the entire caravan was anxious to sleep, after a long day of travel. Eight people needed to keep the watch at the corners of the camp, in three shifts over the course of the night. Jaden volunteered for the first shift, though he desperately wanted to sleep. He had been up late the night before, with the battle against the Noon Wraiths and the excitement that followed. And then he had been up early in the morning to prepare and then leave for their journey. He could barely keep his eyes open. 

Rachel,  his  magrot,  joined  Jaden  on  watch  duty  and  was counted  as  another  guard.  Jaden  was  relieved  that  he  would  be alone with Rachel. She was a fierce warrior, with night vision better than a cat’s and, most importantly, she didn’t try to make small talk. 

As the darkness of the night deepened, before the new moon had risen in the sky, the two of them lay up against each other and just stared at the stars above. Jaden was always impressed with the number of stars that became visible in the wilderness. The sky was filled with their twinkling light, and they were so dense at one point in the  night  sky,  it  was  like  a  smear  of  white  from  one  horizon  to  the other. 

“The  magrot  believe  that  each  of  those  stars  is  another world,”  Rachel  finally  said  to  Jaden,  her  words  resonating  in  his head. 

“What  beliefs  do  they  have  where  you  come  from?”  she added after a pause. 

Jaden shrugged. He hadn’t really thought about it before. In Lessertown,  he  was  usually  in  the  sewers  by  nightfall,  for  safety’s sake,  which  was  why  he  rarely  saw  the  stars.  He  knew  that  the various  cults  in  the  city  had  their  own  beliefs  about  what  the  stars were  or  what  they  meant.  But  since  Jaden  had  never  been  in  a temple,  not  till  the  Empire  tried  to  recruit  him  to  the  Seekers’

Institute, he didn’t really know what those ideas were. And, frankly, he had never really been interested. 

“People  think  different  things,  I  suppose,”  was  all  he  could say. “I guess I just figured they were fires that were really far away. 

You know, they’re like the lights in the city. You see a street lantern up  close  and  it’s  just  one  light,  but  the  further  you  look  into  the distance,  the  more  lights  you  see.  So,  maybe  there’s  all  these people,  going  on  forever,  who  have  lit  fires  to  keep  away  the darkness, and we can see them all, if we look far enough away.” 

Rachel  made  one  of  her  strange  gobbling  sounds  and bobbed her head. “That seems to me to be a wise and practical view. 

Poetic, even.” 

They were quiet again for some time, and then Jaden spoke up. “Rachel, do you think that Devourer and the Malabar Empire will ever be beaten? I mean, they’re everywhere, with troops and officials and collaborators. And then Devourer channels so much magic…” 

“I  cannot  see  the  future.  But  I  do  know  that  all  things  that begin also end. It is a law of the universe that none escape. Whether that will be in our lifetime, who knows? But I am optimistic, and you are the Dragon Seeker that was prophesied, so that also gives me hope.” 

“Don’t you think that’s weird? That there’s a prophecy about me?” Jaden asked. 

“No,” she said simply, and added nothing further. 





Chapter 26







Jaden  wasn’t  sure  how  much  time  had  passed  or  when  he had  fallen  asleep,  but  he  was  jolted  awake  by  a  firm  push  of Rachel’s  beak  against  his  shoulder.  He  sat  up  straight  and  blinked his eyes, confused as to where he was and what was happening. 

“Shhh…”  Rachel  told  him.  “There’s  something  out  there,  in the night.” 

“Define  ‘something’,”  Jaden  said  to  her  in  his  mind  as  he looked around, trying to pierce the darkness. 

“It is larger than a man and yet it sounds like an insect,” she replied. “That is all I can tell.” 

Jaden stood up and pulled his sword out of its scabbard. As he stared into the blackness in vain, he also heard a noise. It was a quiet  but  heavy  scrabbling  sound.  Right  away,  Jaden  knew  what Rachel had meant. 

“Can you see it?” he asked the magrot. 

“Not yet. You should get behind me.” 

“We need to warn the others.” 

“Agreed. But as soon as we do, whatever is watching us will attack.” 

“Better to have a chance and do it before they’re fully ready,” 

Jaden said. 

Without  another  word,  Rachel  pulled  her  head  back  toward her body and made a strange barking sound three times. From the middle of the camp, the other magrots answered in kind, and Jaden could hear them scrambling to their feet. He looked back toward the middle of the camp, where a large fire still burned, and could see the

magrots  rushing  from  tent  to  tent  and  coach  to  coach,  waking whoever was within. 

Jaden  was  still  watching  them  rouse  the  caravan  when  the creature  struck.  It  pounded  him  broadside  in  the  ribs  and  sent  him flying,  until  he  hit  the  ground  and  rolled,  his  mouth  filling  with  dust. 

Jaden felt like he had cracked a rib and winced in pain as he rose back to his feet… and saw what had struck him. 

His eyes went wide. 

At first, he thought it was a large man, a soldier with a shield and  short  sword.  He  and  Rachel  circled  one  another,  the  man hissing strangely and Rachel clucking and growling, her deadly beak swaying back and forth as she sought an opening. 

But as the man came around, Jaden could see that its lower body was not that of a man at all. It had numerous crab-like legs and a body that stretched out behind it to a long tail that rose high in the air—twice  the  height  of  Jaden  himself—and  ended  with  a  sharp, hooked point. This creature was some horrifying combination of man and insect. 

The  pointed  tail  swung  down  toward  Rachel,  the  tip  of  the hook,  glistening  with  a  liquid  that  Jaden  could  only  assume  was venom. Rachel dodged the tail at the last second and grasped it in her beak, preventing the creature from lifting it in the air for another strike. However, the human part of the creature was moving closer to Rachel  with  its  sword  in  the  air.  If  she  released  the  tail,  it  would surely  sting  her.  But,  if  she  didn’t,  Rachel  would  be  defenseless against the creature’s sword. 

Jaden  ran  across  the  distance  between  him  and  the  battle and leapt at the insect man. It didn’t seem to see Jaden at first and only turned to face him at the last moment. Jaden could then see its full  face,  front  on.  Though  it  did,  indeed,  resemble  a  bearded  man from  a  distance,  closer  up,  the  thing’s  monstrous  nature  was apparent. 

It  had  eight  eyes  of  various  sizes,  and  its  chin  was  actually two  nearly  aligned  pincers  that  opened  to  reveal  its  hideous  maw. 

The sword was actually an extension of its long claw. Nonetheless, the flesh on its upper body seemed to be that of a human, unlike its armored lower body. 

Which  meant  that  Jaden  might  be  able  to  pierce  the creature’s flesh. 

Jaden swung his sword at the belly of the insect man, but the creature parried with its claw-sword. The power of its counter-thrust sent  Jaden  stumbling  backward.  From  behind  him,  in  the  camp, Jaden  could  hear  shouts,  and  what  sounded  like  a  man  screaming non-stop.  But  he  had  enough  of  his  own  problems  in  that  moment, and he remained focused on the creature in front of him. 

Rachel,  like  all  magrots,  was  much  stronger  than  she appeared,  though  she  appeared  strong  enough.  Jaden  had  seen  a magrot push over a tree—but the insect man pushed her backward as though it was nothing, as though she were a piece of paper. 

Rachel  maintained  her  firm  grip  on  the  tail  of  the  thing  but that was all that she could do. In seconds, the creature was almost on  top  of  Jaden,  and  he  was  forced  to  dive  and  roll  before  the monster would have speared him with its claw. 

“Help me with its tail,” Jaden heard Rachel say in his head. 

She  was  right,  he  realized.  The  creature  was  very  good  at protecting  its  vulnerable  mid-section.  Not  only  had  its  made  some kind  of  armor  for  its  body  out  of  what  looked  like  a  thick  layer  of reeds  and  mud  on  its  chest,  it  also  rotated  constantly.  Its  soft  side was  never  exposed  to  Jaden.  In  order  to  get  a  clean  blow  at  the creature,  it  would  require  at  least  two  attackers.  With  a  partner, Jaden might be able to get the insect man to expose itself to one of them, while it protected itself from the other. 

As  the  insect  monster  now  reoriented  itself  toward  Jaden’s new position, he broke into a sprint toward Rachel. 

“Drop to the ground!” Jaden said to her in his mind. 

Rachel  obeyed  and  struggled  against  the  power  of  the creature’s muscular tail to lower herself onto the ground. She didn’t

make  it  all  the  way,  such  was  the  strength  of  the  creature’s resistance. 

But it was enough. Jaden reached a point just to the side of her and leapt into the air, landing on her back. He swung his sword with both hands, pouring all his strength into it. The blade struck the tail and made it halfway through, where it became wedged. 

The creature let out a horrifying shriek and thrashed against the  injury,  pounding  its  claw-sword  on  the  ground  in  a  rage,  its mandibles  snapping.  Jaden  used  all  his  strength  to  wrench  the sword free and then began hacking at the enormous, curved stinger on the end of the tail, careful to avoid Rachel’s head. 

Finally, the deadly head of the giant tail was severed and fell with a thud to the ground. The insect man shrieked even louder and pulled desperately backward as his tail spewed a yellow-green fluid on the ground. 

Rachel released the now hopefully harmless tail and rushed at  the  beast  fearlessly,  snatching  its  razor-sharp  claw  in  her  mouth somehow and snapping it in half. The creature’s arm was then free, and it hit Rachel hard in the side, sending her flying to the ground. 

But  in  the  moment  of  its  blow  against  Rachel,  the  momentum  had carried the monster’s body around into a twist. Along the side of its body  a  wide,  semi-transparent  strip  of  flesh  appeared  that  looked thinner than on any other part of its body. 

Jaden rushed forward and thrust his sword into this soft spot, causing  the  insect  man  to  squeal.  The  blade  entered  easily— like cutting a persimmon, Jaden thought. He yanked it upward, and the blade moved easily through the flesh, splitting it open in a long line. 

The guts of the monster spilled out onto the ground as it spun back around, striking Jaden and sending him flying. 

Rachel was already back on her feet. She threw herself at the insect man, using her beak to open a wide gouge in his side. More of the  creature  spilled  onto  the  ground.  It  stumbled  backward,  flailing blindly. 

Jaden leapt again to his feet and rushed toward Rachel, who crouched for him. As he climbed on her back, she moved quickly at the disoriented and badly wounded beast. It snapped at the air with its  mandibles  but  seemed  to  have  mostly  lost  control.  It  swatted ineffectually at Jaden as he thrust his sword into the creature’s maw, right up to the hilt. 

The  insect  man  gagged  horribly,  stumbled  backward,  and finally collapsed to the ground in a heap. It lay there twitching out its final  moments  as  both  Jaden  and  Rachel  struggled  to  catch  their breath. 

They  were  soon  aroused,  however,  by  the  sounds  of  battle coming  from  within  the  camp.  Jaden  leapt  down  and  retrieved  his sword  from  the  creature’s  head,  before  climbing  back  onto  Rachel. 

The magrot rushed into intense chaos of the camp. 

There were three more insect men there, identical to the one that  Jaden  and  Rachel  had  just  killed.  Everyone  was  up  and  doing battle with the monstrosities, whose thrashings had crushed at least two of the coaches. Another was on fire as a result of burning coals having been scattered in the melee. Jaden saw Nathan leap onto the back  of  one  of  the  insect  creatures  and  grab  the  stinger  with  his hands,  tearing  it  off  the  tail.  The  insect  screeched  in  protest  and flung Nathan off, though he managed to land on his feet. 

Larisa  conjured  up  a  whirlwind  of  dust  that  surrounded  the wounded monster. This blinded it as Malory descended from above and thrust her rapier down into its head. The creature let out a sound like  a  groan  and  fell  sideways  against  another  of  the  beasts, immobilizing it for a moment. 

That was long enough for Captain Lucas, who stood on one of the coaches with a heavy crossbow, to fire a bolt directly into one of the large eyes of the creature. It threw its head back and emitted a piercing shrill. 

The  third  insect,  the  largest,  stood  on  the  dead  bodies  of several  of  the  caravan’s  troop.  It  was  managing  to  hold  off  several

nomadic fighters, though they skillfully handled two rapiers at a time while riding their own magrots. 

Rachel didn’t wait for Jaden’s instructions but rushed toward the  insect  with  the  bolt  in  its  eye.  As  it  moved  past  the  creature, Jaden plunged his sword into the soft flesh of its side, using Rachel’s momentum  to  carve  the  creature  wide  open.  Its  legs  collapsed beneath it, and it settled onto the ground with a wheeze and a thud. 

They  were  now  free  to  focus  on  the  final,  enormous  insect man,  which  still  had  its  stinger-tail  intact.  Nathan  again  leapt  in  the air, this time grabbing hold of the tail itself, which was poised high in the air, seeking targets. The tail of this giant was too thick for Nathan to tear out its stinger by hand, so he began hacking at it with his own sword. The insect flung its tail side to side, trying to throw off Nathan even as it continued its battle with the nomads. 

“Go for the soft side!” Jaden roared at them. 

One of the men responded to Jaden’s call and rushed at the creature,  dodging  its  deadly  claw,  until  he  had  almost  reached  the creature’s vulnerable side flesh. He drew back his arm to thrust his blade  into  it,  but  the  creature  responded  by  striking  with  its  tail, though Nathan still clung to it. 

The stinger punctured the fighter’s chest, killing him instantly, and  he  slumped  against  it  with  the  stinger  still  embedded  in  his armor.  The  combined  weight  of  Nathan  and  the  dead  fighter encumbered the creature’s tail, making it more difficult for it to thrash about. 

Nathan once again had the ability to control his blade, which he used to hack at the stinger. It soon separated from the tail, and the dead fighter dropped to the ground, allowing the insect to snap its  fail  and  fling  Nathan  through  the  air.  He  disappeared  with  a muffled thud into the darkness. 

With  the  stinger  gone,  the  magrots  grew  more  confident. 

Rachel  barked  and  gobbled  directions  at  the  lot  of  them,  and  they rushed in as a group, snapping at the creature’s claws, holding them in their beaks to paralyze the creature for the moment. However, the

monster bent forward and sunk its mandibles into the neck of one of the  magrots,  which  shrieked  in  pain  though  refused  to  release  the claw it held. 

Rachel  leapt  forward  and  gouged  out  an  eye  of  the  insect with a sharp jab of its beak. But the insect also had no intention of releasing  its  prey,  not  until  it  was  dead.  Rachel  stabbed  at  another eye of the monster. 

Jaden  managed  to  climb  to  his  feet  on  Rachel’s  back  and leapt onto the back of the insect, which now released the wounded magrot.  Too  close  to  wield  his  sword  effectively,  Jaden  dropped  it and yanked a long dagger from his belt, thrusting it into the neck of the monster over and over. 

The  massive  creature  swooned  and  thrashed  as  it  tried  to reach  behind  itself  to  dislodge  Jaden,  who  was  by  now  covered  in the blood and offal of the beasts, so much so that he had to struggle to avoid slipping off to the ground. 

Finally, the monster succumbed to its wounds and fell forward into  the  dirt,  flinging  Jaden  onto  his  back  beside  it  where  he  lay, staring up at the stars. 

 So  many  fires,  was  the  last  thing  Jaden  thought  before  he lost consciousness. 

Chapter 27







Jaden sat on the shore and watched the vibrant green waves lap at his feet. He touched the water and put it to his lips. It tasted salty. 

It was sea water. 

Not  that  it  mattered,  but  he  was  alone,  and  needed  to  pass the time until Dracoseth deigned to show up; he might as well get to know  his  surroundings  a  little.  He  picked  up  one  of  the  polished smooth  stones  underneath  him  and  tossed  it  into  the  water  with  a plonk. Finally, he stood up and began walking along the stony beach. 

To Jaden’s right were the trees of a dense forest that rose up a  steep  hillside  that  had  been  rounded  at  the  top  by  millennia  of erosion  and  weather.  It  looked  strangely  like  it  had  been  roughly shaped by a person’s hand. For all Jaden knew about this world, that was  entirely  possible.  From  within  the  forest  there  was  a  racket  of birds and other animals calling out to each other. The two suns were visible, low on the horizon. 

To  the  left  was  a  bay  of  water,  and  in  the  distance  were numerous islands shaped with the same kind of rounded peak as the hill  beside  him.  Perhaps  this  was  once  a  mountain  range,  and  at some  point,  the  valleys  between  the  peaks  had  filled  with  the strangely  luminescent  water.  Birds  dove  into  the  water  in  search  of food or paddled placidly across its surface. 

A  near  infinite  number  of  insects  flew  in  clouds  less  than  a hand width’s height above the water. Every so often, a barely visible flurry of fish broke the surface to snatch the careless insects out of the air for lunch. The froth that they created then soon turned back into a calm deep-green mirror. 

The  beach  of  the  bay  Jaden  was  walking  across  curved sharply outward after a short distance, hiding whatever was behind the edge of the sheltered bay. With little else to do and no idea how long he would be in Dracoseth’s world, Jaden decided to follow the line of the shore and see where it might take him. He soon reached the  point  and,  after  clambering  over  some  moss-covered  boulders, arrived at the other side of the island. 

As he scanned the landscape, his jaw dropped open. Ahead, the shoreline stretched into the distance, before tracing a wide curve around another, much larger bay. 

There,  nestled  on  a  hillside  just  inland  from  the  bay,  was  a massive and ancient ruin of some kind of fort or palatine city. It was built with enormous gray stones that sparkled in the sun. The walls of the keep curved in the same form as the shore of the bay itself, forming  a  pair  of  parallel  lines.  Many  parts  of  these  walls  had collapsed,  but  where  they  still  stood,  it  seemed  from  this  distance that they were at least twenty times the height of Jaden. He doubted that even Nathan could have leapt up to the top of one of them. 

Where  the  walls  had  collapsed,  Jaden  could  see  buildings within,  which  looked  equally  monumental,  with  plentiful  domes  and enormous columns. The forest was pushing into this hillside city, and enormous  tree  roots  had  grown  to  the  tops  of  some  walls,  while others were covered in thick vines. Something about the proportions of  the  buildings  and  the  shapes  of  the  structures  seemed  very  un-human. 

Jaden  started  off  toward  the  structure  on  foot  then remembered  that  he  could  fly  in  this  world  and  closed  his  eyes, conjuring up his wings of lightning. He was glad that, here at least, he could access Dracoseth’s mana and thus his own powers. 

In  moments  he  heard  the  distinctive  crackling  noise  as  the wings  emerged  from  his  back  and  he  smelled  the  lightning  smell. 

With a breath, Jaden spread his arms and lifted into the air, rising up to the level of the monument across from him. 

He flew rapidly toward the ruin, the beach and water’s edge rushing  past  beneath  him.  The  breeze  on  his  face  felt  cool  and humid, as though a rain were coming, though two suns were visible in the azure sky. To his right side, Jaden could see the ancient trees of  the  forest,  with  the  occasional  bird  or  creature  flying,  leaping,  or running. Wherever he was, it was a place that teemed with life. 

Soon,  Jaden  arrived  at  the  exterior  wall  of  the  ancient fortification.  It  was  even  more  overwhelming  up  close  as  the proportions were so monumental as to be incomprehensible to him. 

There were walls higher and thicker than any he had ever seen. The ancient  stone  gates,  which  provided  entry  to  the  ruins,  were  larger even than those of the Hidden City. 

Jaden  passed  through  a  gaping  hole  in  the  wall  of  the fortress.  Inside,  he  was  surrounded  on  all  sides  by  the  incredible scale  and  ancient  craftsmanship  of  the  ruins.  There  were  several palaces  and  temples  here  with  doors  and  steps  that  suggested creatures much larger than Jaden. 

Alongside the massive stairwells that climbed to the top of the stepped  pyramid  in  the  middle  of  the  ruins,  however,  there  were stairs  of  a  human  scale.  It  was  as  though  the  place  had  been  built mainly for creatures who weren’t human, but that humans would also visit this place, so that it could accommodate all their needs. 

Jaden  landed  in  the  vast  plaza  at  the  base  of  the  pyramid. 

The massive flat stones of the plaza were pocked and cracked with age.  In  some  places,  trees  had  found  footholds  and  had  forced  up the  paving  stones  over  time  with  the  relentless  pressure  of  their growth.  In  other  places,  the  vines  oozed  out  of  the  eroded  gaps between stones and then spread out as though the woody vines had spilled like water on the stones. 

Upon  reaching  the  pyramid,  the  vines  climbed  upward,  their trunks  as  thick  as  Jaden’s  waist,  and  sent  out  branches  with explosions of green leaves and orange flowers. 

The abandoned ruins were as loud as the City Market back in Lessertown—but  with  the  racket  of  birds’  and  animals’  shouts, 

complaints,  mating  calls,  or  territorial  songs.  Despite  all  this  noise, there were no sounds whatsoever of any civilized life—of voices or industry  or  the  movement  of  wagons  pulled  by  draught  animals—

which made the raucous plaza feels silent, somehow. 

“Impressive, is it not?” a voice said from behind Jaden, which he immediately recognized as Dracoseth’s. 

Jaden  turned  to  face  Dracoseth,  who  sat,  glimmering, beneath  a  monumental  arch.  He  had  somehow  arrived  without Jaden  noticing.  Jaden  didn’t  mention  it,  though,  as  he  knew  that would  only  lead  to  Dracoseth  gloating  about  his  own  abilities  and mocking Jaden’s shortcomings and limitations. 

“You wanted me to see this,” Jaden said. It wasn’t a question, as he was sure Dracoseth would have preferred. 

“Yes, you are correct. Do you know why?” 

Jaden  pointed  to  the  dragon  patterns  carved  into  the  steps that led up the pyramid. 

“To show me how important you were, probably.” 

Dracoseth laughed. “Do you really think that I am that shallow and egotistical?” 

Jaden  opened  his  mouth  to  reply,  then  closed  it  again.  Of course, that was exactly what he thought, but he suddenly wondered whether he hadn’t jumped to conclusions. 

So Jaden just shrugged, which led to another booming laugh from Dracoseth. 

“I  have  failed  you  badly,  apprentice,”  the  dragon  chortled.  “I won’t deny that I am imperious and impatient. But you obviously lack the vision to understand the meaning behind my actions. By all the worlds, I wonder if you will ever be able to understand the fate that binds  us  both  together.  Though,  perhaps  your  understanding  is  no more  necessary  than  it  is  necessary  for  the  cat  to  know  that  has been brought into the house to catch the rat.” 

“Dammit,  Dracoseth!”  Jaden  shouted.  “If  you  want  me  to understand, then teach me! You’ve had more than a thousand years. 

You’ve seen the other worlds. You want me to stop Devourer and the Malabaris,  then  you  should  be  helping  me,  not  mocking  me  like  a child or leaving me to flounder without powers.” 

“You  are  a  child,  boy.  And  you  will  show  me  the  respect  I deserve,  or  I  will  crush  you  like  the  insect  that  you  are!”  Dracoseth boomed. 

Now  Jaden  laughed.  He  had  realized  something  in  that moment that he had previously suspected but now grasped the full meaning of. 

“No,” he said softly. “You won’t harm me. You need me.” 

“And  you  think  that  you  don’t  need  me?”  Dracoseth demanded. 

“Oh,  I  know  that  we  definitely  need  you  if  we’re  going  to defeat  Devourer.  But  things  are  moving  fast.  Whatever  Malabar  is doing  at  God’s  Bowl  and  at  other  Columns  of  the  Polyverse  in  the north,  it  is  happening  rapidly.  They  are  already  opening  portals  to other worlds and allowing beings into my world. You don’t have time to  find  another  Dragon  Seeker  before  things  escalate  into  a  full crisis.” 

“Bah!”  Dracoseth  boomed.  “I  have  hundreds  of  Seekers across dozens of worlds of the Polyverse. Your world is only barely interesting  to  me—but  if  I  so  desired,  I  could  have  dozens  more  in your world as well.” 

“Not  without  more  dragons.  That’s  what  changed,  isn’t  it?  A dragon  was  brought  into  our  world  through  the  Column  at  God’s Bowl, as a result of whatever magical machinery the Malabaris have. 

You  can’t  manifest  through  a  Seeker  unless  there  is  a  dragon  in  a world.  Every  Legendary  Beast  needs  the  normal,  run-of-the-mill versions of themselves in a world, in order to create Seekers.” 

“There is no such thing as a ‘run-of-the-mill’ dragon.” 

Dracoseth  took  off  into  the  air  and  flew  to  the  top  of  the pyramid, perching comfortably up there and staring out over the sea. 

Jaden willed his wings into being once again to join the dragon and enjoy the same view. 

There  was  a  sizeable  platform  at  the  top  of  the  pyramid, shaped like an eight-pointed star. Around one section of the elevated plaza was a wide stone table at twice Jaden’s height, suited for the giant creatures that once inhabited this place. Jaden landed on the table and sat himself down. From there, the view toward the sea and the  many  green  conical  islands  was  astonishing.  Jaden  and Dracoseth sat in silence for a while. 

“This  place  was  once  a  city,  the  religious  capital  of  a civilization  of  titans.  They  came  from  another  world.  None,  myself included, know from which world they came. They had the ability to travel  through  the  Polyverse  without  effort,  something  that  even  I cannot  do.  So  sometimes  they  were  here  and  sometimes  there. 

Even  at  the  same  time.  And  they  worshipped  the  Legendary Dragons, for whom they built this city and one on every world where there are Legendary Dragons.” 

“Are all their cities gone to ruin?” Jaden asked. 

“Yes.  The  titans  have  been  gone  from  the  Polyverse  for  a long  time  now.  Shortly  after  I  manifested  into  existence.  I  barely remember them, so if you’re going to ask me why they disappeared, save your breath.” 

“If  they  were  more  powerful  than  you,  why  did  they  build shrines to you?” Jaden asked instead. 

“I  didn’t  say  that  they  were  more  powerful  than  Dragons.  I said  that  they  could  travel  more  easily  between  the  worlds,  but  in other ways they lacked powers that would measure up to those of a Dragon.  They  worshipped  us  because  they  believed  that  we  were the creative force of the universe.” 

“Is it true? Are you?” 

“If  it  is  true,  I  am  not  aware.  It  may  be.  Humans  are  the creative  force  in  your  world,  and  you  are  utter  fools  who  barely understand your own reproduction. Sometimes our role is larger than our comprehension.” 

“Yeah,” Jaden said, “I definitely understand that.” 

“What I do know is, as I have already told you, that the flame of a dragon is not fire but the energy of the stars channeled through them. That is to say, we are conduits, concentration points of energy made  conscious  and  given  form.  Perhaps  that  was  what  the  titans meant.” 

“Now I’m confused again,” Jaden said. 

Dracoseth  seemed  to  be  speaking  of  things  that  were  so large and so ancient that they couldn’t fit inside Jaden’s head. It was like  staring  at  a  sheet  of  orchestral  music  without  any  training  and trying to understand what the entire orchestra would sound like. He lacked the language, the skills, and perhaps even the innate ability to grasp the complexities that Dracoseth was trying to convey. 

“The specifics are irrelevant for the moment,” Dracoseth said quietly.  “What  matters  is  that  it  is  dragons  that  are  the  Columns  of the Polyverse. Malabar will use the dragon that they control to attract other  dragons.  By  drawing  regular  dragons,  they  will  then  begin  to attract Legendary Dragons as well.” 

“Why?” Jaden asked. 

“To destroy us. Because that will sever magic from your world and all others. It will allow Malabar to rule eternal.” 

“If  you  know  that,  then  why  don’t  the  Legendary  Dragons simply stay away, avoid the trap?” Jaden asked. 

“It does seem simple, doesn’t it? But we cannot. You might as well tell us to not eat or drink water. If there is a dragon of my kind, then I  must protect it from harm.” 

“That’s why a Dragon Seeker has returned,” Jaden said. 

“Yes.  You  are  how  I  will  protect  the  return  of  the  dragons  to your world.” 

“And  in  doing  so,  protect  my  world  from  Malabar’s  plans,” 

Jaden finished. 

Dracoseth nodded. “Yes. Saving your world isn’t my concern. 

Not  directly.  But  saving  the  dragons  from  Malabar  is  my  concern—

and so our fates are bound together.” 

“Why me?” 

It  was  the  question  that  had  come  to  him  again  and  again, that remained stubbornly unanswered, that troubled him every night and  day  at  least  once.  The  other  Seekers  seemed  to  be  chosen randomly from amongst the population. 

From  all  the  Seekers  he  had  met  at  the  Free  Academy,  he had been unable to discern any pattern. Headmaster had even told him  that,  in  his  estimation,  the  process  was  so  complex  and unknowable that it might as well be random; that even the Legendary Beasts didn’t know why certain people became their Seekers. 

So  perhaps  the   why  me?  question  was  pointless  and counterproductive to ponder over, a waste of time, an inanity to even consider speaking it aloud—and yet Jaden couldn’t help himself. 

He had to know. 

“Because  you  ask  annoying  questions,”  Dracoseth  finally replied with a chuckle. “In truth, I do not know. I became aware that there was once again a dragon in your world. A short time later, you appeared to me in my cave. I knew that one would come to me, that they would receive the Call. But the Polyverse works in very complex ways,  beyond  even  my  comprehension.  I  have  often  asked  myself why a great warrior with courage and ferocity didn’t receive the Call. 

There must be a reason why a puny, petty criminal orphan would be chosen. Ah, perhaps it was just bad luck.” 

Jaden was beyond being insulted by Dracoseth’s arrogance, but  he  nonetheless  found  the  answer  unsatisfying.  He  wanted something that he could comprehend, that would make his place in the unfolding story make sense. But he believed Dracoseth when he said that he had no idea, and that meant that Jaden himself would almost  certainly  never  know.  He  had  to  accept  that,  and  focus instead on his role. 

“Fine,” Jaden said. “Then tell me what I need to do at God’s Bowl to destroy their machinery and save the Column.” 

“The great bowl of the gods acts as a focal point because of its shape,” Dracoseth explained. 

“I don’t understand.” 

“You  will  understand  when  you  are  there  and  see  it.  It  was created by a boulder from heaven. Some believe that it came from this world and passed through the veil between worlds, colliding with your own in ancient times, before the Elves even existed.” 

“So,  I  go  to  God’s  Bowl,  see  their  machinery…  and  then what? Do I burn it? Smash it?” 

“There  is  a  tower  in  the  center.  In  the  tower  are  two  dragon eggs —” 

“Wait,”  Jaden  interrupted.  “There  are  dragons’  eggs  in  our world? How is that possible?” 

“They were hidden away by the Elves before they departed, deep in their crypts and monasteries. Malabar discovered them quite by  accident,  but  Devourer  is  a  man  of  great  intelligence  and  knew how to use the energy within them.” 

“Okay,  so  they  used  the  eggs  to  open  a  portal  through  the Column and then drew a living dragon into our world. What do I do with the eggs to make them stop working?” 

“You must touch the eggs,” Dracoseth said. 

“That’s it? Touch the eggs?” Jaden asked. 

“And then it will begin. Without the eggs you will not have the power  to  destroy  the  Bowl.  And  as  long  as  Malabar  has  the  eggs, they can power the machinery to shatter the Column.” 

“And what of the dragon that is already in our world?” 

“You  must  kill  it,”  Dracoseth  said  with  a  note  of  sorrow  and resignation. 

“I  thought  I  became  a  Seeker  in  order  to  save  dragons,” 

Jaden said in surprise. 

“Dragon  Seekers  are  returning  to  your  world  because dragons  are  returning  to  your  world.  Your  role  is  to  protect  dragon kind. To protect dragon kind, you must kill the first dragon because it is  corrupted  by  the  one  you  call  Devourer.  It  is  the  only  way.  It

understands  its  fate.  And  if  it  can,  you  must  see  that  you  have  the duty to stop resisting yours.” 

With that, Dracoseth spread his wings and lifted even higher into the air. The blast of wind those massive wings created caused Jaden to stagger backward, to the edge of the terrace on top of the pyramid.  As  he  watched  Dracoseth  rapidly  growing  smaller  with distance, a thought occurred to him. 

“I need more mana!” he shouted after the Dragon. 

But he was already gone. 



Chapter 28







Jaden woke inside of a small tent lit by filtered sunlight from outside. The stifling heat told him that it was considerably later than sunrise, which meant that he had been unconscious for many hours. 

Rachel  sat  nearby,  dozing,  her  heavy-lidded  eyes  mostly  closed. 

Pushing  himself  up,  Jaden  groaned  at  the  pain  in  his  ribs,  which reminded  him  of  the  details  of  the  previous  night’s  battle  with  the insect men. 

“How  was  your  visit  with  your  Legendary  Beast?”  Rachel asked. 

Jaden looked over. Her eyes were still mostly closed, and she hadn’t moved. 

“More useful than usual,” Jaden replied in his head. “Except for the mana. He didn’t tell me how to replenish.” 

“And  did  he  tell  you  anything  about  the  Column  at  God’s Bowl?” 

“He  said  that  to  destroy  the  bowl  I  need  to  find  the  two dragons’ eggs in the tower and touch them.” 

“That is both useful and cryptic.” 

“He’s  never  not  cryptic.  I  think  he  likes  being  mysterious,” 

Jaden relied. “He also believes in me figuring things out on my own.” 

“Perhaps,  then,  you  have  the  power  to  restore  the  flow  of mana, and he expects you to figure that out as well.” 

“Yeah… maybe. How is the rest of the camp?” 

“Six died: two magrots and four humans. A few injuries, some worse  than  others.  Two  of  the  supply  coaches  were  destroyed  as well.  I  believe  that  the  survivors  are  focused  on  transferring  the materials from the destroyed coaches into those that survived. Later

there will be a funeral and fire ceremony before we continue on our way.” 

Jaden nodded and sighed, then crawled on hands and knees toward  the  door  through  the  tent,  which  was  so  low  that  Rachel couldn’t  even  lift  her  head  into  a  normal  position,  even  though  she was  lying  on  the  floor.  Jaden  pushed  open  the  flap  of  the  tent  and crawled outside, where he rose to his feet. 

The camp looked as though it had suffered a massive storm that had tossed things hither and thither. There were broken pieces of the destroyed coaches, including the crates that had been carried within. Some were lying on their sides, while others were shattered, and their goods were strewn about on the ground. There was food, spare machine parts, weapons, even bottles of Teethwater, the local liquor that Captain Lucas had offered Jaden. In the dirt were gouges from the battle and dark patches that Jaden could only assume were from all the spilled blood. 

He  looked  up,  squinting  at  the  sun  in  the  bright,  blue  sky. 

Here  on  the  plains  outside  of  Marleborn,  there  was  no  evidence  of the  cool  sea  breeze  that  blew  into  the  city.  The  air  was  still  and stagnant  out  here.  The  only  movement  was  that  of  the  gathering insects  buzzing  about  in  small  swarms.  Jaden  quickly  realized  that the  flies  were  drawn  to  the  corpses  that  had  been  laid  out  nearby. 

There  was  a  bed  of  wood  and  dried  grasses,  and  the  bodies  had been  placed  on  top,  with  rough  blankets  of  hemp  fabric  laid  over them.  There  were  dark  stains  from  the  blood  of  the  dead  here  as well, which was soaking into the fabric. 

“You’re alive,” Larisa said from behind Jaden. 

As he turned, she grabbed him into an embrace. Her hug was painful against his sore bones and muscles, but he didn’t want it to stop and closed his eyes to smell her hair and skin. She held him for a long time, long enough to surprise him, before finally releasing him and stepping back to look at him. 

“I think I must have cracked some ribs,” Jaden said. “Glad I heal quickly. How’re you?” 

“Good.  I’ll  never  sleep  again,  though.  Those  things  were…

horrific. I thought the Noon Wraiths were scary.” 

“Weirdly,”  Jaden  said,  “I  think  those  things  were  less dangerous than the Noon Wraiths. The wraiths get into the dirt and spread  underground.  With  those  things,  what  you  see  is  what  you get. No surprises.” 

“Well,  besides  the  fact  that  they  are  giant  men  with  giant insect  bodies  and  giant  poison  stingers,”  Malory  intervened  as  she walked up to them. “But I take your point.” 

“What  happened  to  their  bodies?”  Jaden  asked,  and  Malory pointed to a nearby pit. 

“They’re  going  to  burn  them  later,  before  we  burn  our  own dead,” Larisa said. 

“Did we find anything on them that might indicate where they came from?” Jaden asked. 

“Nathan and Captain Lucas are over there now seeing what they can find,” Malory said, and then shivered. “Gross for my taste, but be my guest.” 

Jaden  and  Larisa  left  Malory  and  walked  over  toward  the deep  pit  that  had  been  dug  and  into  which  the  hideous  insect  men had been tossed. They lay in a heap, tangled together. Nathan and Captain Lucas were visible in the bottom of the pit, picking amongst the dead creatures for clues. They both wore cloths tied around their faces,  and  Jaden  quickly  realized  why,  as  a  horrible,  sickly-sweet smell was carried to their location on the breeze. 

“Kalamin’s bones,” Larisa gagged. “What is that smell?” 

“Some kind of gland that bursts upon death,” Captain Lucas replied.  “It  causes  them  to  dissolve  more  rapidly.  Probably poisonous, I imagine. Makes them less attractive to predators.” 

“Those things have predators?” Larisa asked. 

“Perhaps  in  whatever  world  they  come  from,  there  are creatures even larger and more hideous than these,” Nathan replied. 

Jaden  stepped  forward  and  slid  down  the  side  of  the  pit  on his heels, arriving at the bottom. The first thing that he noticed was a pile of yellowish orbs nearby. He went over and picked one up. It felt leathery but soft, as though filled with liquid. 

“I’d  not  play  too  roughly  with  that,”  Captain  Lucas  said, nodding toward the orb in Jaden’s hand. 

“What is it?” Jaden asked. 

“It is an egg. It seems that at least one of these insect men was, in fact, an insect woman,” Captain Lucas replied. 

“We  broke  one  open  earlier,  and  the  thing  inside  was  still alive. It tried to skitter away, and we barely managed to kill it before it was able to hide,” Nathan explained. 

Jaden  set  the  egg  down  very  carefully.  “By  all  that  is  holy, why haven’t you destroyed the rest of them?” 

“Soon enough,” Captain Lucas assured him. “One of my men is bringing a large sack to enclose them, just in case any break open before we light these monstrosities on fire.” 

At  that  moment,  Lucas’s  man  returned  and  tossed  down  a pair of large bags made from tough fiber. Nathan snatched them up and began carefully placing the eggs inside the bag. He then tied it shut tightly and put the full bag inside of the other, empty one. Jaden, meanwhile, continued to wander around the bottom of the pit. 

“What  are  you  looking  for?”  Larisa  asked  from  up  top,  her hand clamped over her nose and mouth. 

“I  don’t  know,”  Jaden  said.  “But  I  can’t  help  but  feel  like Malabar isn’t letting these creatures into our world by accident.” 

“Why do you say that?” Captain Lucas asked. 

“Well, why not Elves or friendly creatures? Why only hideous monsters?” 

“Perhaps  it  was  just  bad  luck,  or  maybe  they  haven’t  a  clue what they’re doing,” Nathan suggested. 

“That’s  possible,”  Jaden  said.  “But  with  Devourer,  I  feel  like it’s always safest to assume something horrible isn’t a mistake. We

should at least try and find out if we can see signs of any purpose they might serve.” 

“It could be many things,” Captain Lucas noted. “They could be a weapon for a demonic cavalry. There could be some use in the horrible glands that burst upon death or the poison in their tails. Who knows? We don’t have time to undertake a full study.” 

“I  agree,”  Jaden  said.  “But  we  can  take  a  moment  to  get  to know  these  things  a  little  better,  now  that  they  can’t  eviscerate  us. 

Something might present itself.” 

“Well, don’t cut yourself on one of their stingers,” Nathan said. 

“Their poison kills fast, and we have no antidote as of yet.” 

Jaden  nodded  and  climbed  amongst  the  creatures  trying  to see if anything sparked an idea, an inspiration, anything. But it was just  like  crawling  amongst  dead  crabs  on  a  beach,  disgusting  and useless. It was obvious that Captain Lucas and Nathan had already reached that conclusion, because they climbed back up the side of the pit and left Jaden to explore on his own. 

Finally,  just  when  he  was  about  to  leave—if  for  no  other reason  than  to  get  away  from  the  strong  smell  that  threatened  to overwhelm  him—something  sparkled  and  caught  his  eye.  It  came from the creature itself. 

Jaden shoved the creature’s torso with his foot. Whatever the thing that had sparkled was, it was gold and shiny, and it was inside the open wound in the insect man’s side. 

“Have you seen this?” he asked, and Captain Lucas slid back down to the bottom. 

Lucas  peered  closely  and  then  shoved  his  hand  inside  the guts  of  the  creature.  Jaden  gagged  a  little  at  the  squishy,  liquid sound that Lucas’s hand made inside the creature, especially as he yanked on whatever it was that glistened. As he pulled his hand out, Jaden saw that he held what appeared to be a gold ring, the size of a large bracelet. It was covered with the creature’s fluids, and Lucas wiped it off in the dirt, before brushing the dirt off with his hand. 

“What is it?” Jaden asked. 

Lucas shook his head. “No idea, to be frank. But it is made of solid gold, I’d say, by the weight and feel of it.” 

“Are you certain?” Nathan asked. 

“Would  you  care  to  bite  it  to  check?”  Captain  Lucas responded, holding it out to Nathan, who remained at the top of the pit with Larisa. 

“I  will  take  your  word  for  it,”  Nathan  replied  with  a  look  of disgust that made Jaden laugh. 

“I  think  we  should  collect  these  from  all  of  the  creatures,” 

Jaden  suggested.  “I  don’t  know  if  they’ll  serve  any  purpose.  But when  a  magical  creature  gives  up  a  gold  ring,  something  tells  me that it has more than just monetary value.” 

“Agreed,” Captain Lucas said, and moved off to rip the other gold rings out of the dead beasts in the pit. 

Jaden was glad that Lucas did it with no complaint, because he was certainly loathe to jam his hand inside the cold, slimy innards of  the  dead  creatures  himself.  When  Lucas  had  gathered  them  all, the two of them scrabbled back up the side of the pit. Lucas hid the gold rings in his jacket, intending to take them to his private coach, where he kept a strongbox, and lock them away. 

It was better that no one else saw what they had discovered. 

He was worried that they would insist that the rings be sold and the money  divided  as  a  spoil  of  war.  Normally,  that  wouldn’t  be objectionable, certainly not to an old mercenary like Captain Lucas. 

In  this  case,  however,  their  value  was  far  greater  than  their market price. It would be easier if no one else saw them. The other three  agreed  with  his  view  and  swore  to  tell  no  one  else,  except Malory, until they understood better what rings were. 

But as Lucas was leaving, Jaden stopped him. 

“Can you leave me with two of the six rings?” Jaden asked. 

“I’ll keep them hidden, of course.” 

Captain Lucas looked at him in surprise. “Why?” 

“I don’t know, to be totally honest. But something tells me that I’ll find a use for them in the not-too-distant future.” 

Captain Lucas looked at Jaden for a moment, assessing him and  his  request.  Then  he  nodded  and  pulled  out  two  of  the  rings, handing them to Jaden, who put them inside his shirt pocket. 

“I appreciate your faith in me,” Jaden said. 

“This  whole  thing  is  a  crazy  gamble.  What’s  one  more?” 

Lucas laughed. Then he clapped Jaden hard on the shoulder before walking off. 



Chapter 29







By the early afternoon, they had cleaned up the campsite and the  caravan  was  ready  to  depart.  All  that  was  left  was  to  burn  the dead in farewell and continue on their way toward God’s Bowl. 

They  began  with  the  bodies  of  the  insect  men.  Following nomad  tradition,  the  defeated  were  put  to  the  torch  first,  in  case there  were  any  demons  nearby.  According  to  their  customs,  it  was the  prerogative  of  the  victorious  dead  to  travel  unmolested  to  the afterlife.  The  defeated  owed  a  debt  and  therefore  had  to  blaze  the trail, eliminating all obstacles ahead of the victors. 

Normally,  they  would  have  waited  until  nightfall,  but  none  of the  caravan,  including  the  surviving  nomads,  wanted  to  waste another  night  before  moving  toward  the  hills.  Everyone  felt  keenly that whatever it was that the Malabaris and Devourer were doing in God’s Bowl, it was getting worse. Who knew what horrible creature would come next through the Column of the Polyverse? 

With  the  sun  beating  down  on  Jaden,  and  the  heat  of  the flames licking upward from the pit with the insect men, Jaden’s face burned  and  he  poured  sweat.  The  smoke  that  rose  off  their  bodies was  oily  and  black,  and  it  smelled  sickly  sweet,  to  the  point  that Jaden and the others had to step back to reduce its power. As the fire consumed them, causing the fluids in their bodies to boil off, the sound  of  it  escaping  from  beneath  their  hard-shell  bodies  made  a horrible noise like a chorus of screams. 

Finally,  the  fire  burned  down  to  cinders  and  ash.  There  was nothing  left  in  the  pit  except  for  sections  of  shell  of  the  creatures, which  seemed  impervious  to  flame.  The  nomads,  moved  on immediately  to  the  bier  that  had  been  set  up  for  their  comrades.  It was important to them that their souls were sent right behind those of the enemy, to ensure their safe passage. 

“After we send our fallen off to the other world,” Jaden said to Nathan,  who  had  been  standing  next  to  him  the  whole  time,  “we should come back for those.” 

He  nodded  toward  the  insect  shells,  which  glowed  with  a pulsing light in the remnants of the flame and the heat of the cinders. 

“I  won’t  say  that  I  was  thinking  the  same  thing  exactly,” 

Nathan  replied,  “but  I  had  most  definitely  taken  note  of  their hardness. During the battle last night, I was not able to crack a single shell  with  my  fists,  and  I  saw  none  who  were  able  to  even  pierce them with swords.” 

“It  seems  strange  that  they  would  have  those  soft  spots  on either side,” Jaden agreed. “Not that I’m complaining. We’d probably all be dead if it weren’t for that weakness in their armor.” 

From  behind  them,  they  could  hear  the  nomads  begin  their death chant for their fallen comrades. Jaden and Nathan turned and walked over to where the flames were already licking at the bodies that were laid out, one beside the other. 

They had been treated with some sort of sweet oil, which not only  filled  the  air  with  a  strangely  pleasant  smell,  but  also accelerated  the  burning  of  the  dead.  The  heat  coming  off  the  blue and purple flames that the oil produced was intense, and in less than half an hour, everything was reduced to a powdery ash. The nomads gathered the ashes into a series of brightly embroidered pouches. 

“They  will  bake  those  ashes  into  bread  that  they  eat  for breakfast  every  day.  Their  dead  become  one  with  them,”  Captain Lucas said from behind Jaden and Nathan. “I thought you might also want to know before you have toast with jam in the morning just who it is that you will be eating.” 

Jaden turned to Captain Lucas and saw a wry smile on this face. 

“Your  joke  seems  rather  disrespectful  of  the  dead,”  Nathan replied. 

“You only say that because you have lived a sheltered life, far from death, and think it is a precious thing that demands silence and

solemnity,”  Captain  Lucas  replied.  “I  have  lived  on  the  seas  for twenty-five  years.  For  sailors  and  nomad  warriors,  death  is  as normal as lunch. Don’t be so precious.” 

Jaden stepped between the two men. Their bickering was a recurring problem. As far as Jaden could tell, they argued with each other  so  much  precisely  because  they  were  so  similar.  They  were both  externalizing  the  fight  with  the  parts  of  themselves  they  didn’t like. 

Knowing  that  didn’t  make  it  any  less  annoying,  though.  Nor did that make it any less of a time-wasting indulgence. 

“We want to recover the insect shells for shields and armor,” 

Jaden told Captain Lucas, hoping to shift the conversation. 

Lucas  broke  his  stare  away  from  Nathan  and  looked  to Jaden. “What’s that you say?” 

“They seem impenetrable to swords and even fire. We could really  use  them.  You  have  an  armorer  amongst  the  caravan,  don’t you? Perhaps he can grind and shape them.” 

“The  nomads  won’t  like  you  taking  the  bones  of  their  dead enemies.  They’re  supposed  to  be  escorting  our  fallen  comrades  to the next world,” Lucas replied. “But I see your logic. I will speak with them to make sure that they won’t stop you. However, I am certain that they will have no interest in using the material.” 

“Of  course,”  Jaden  replied.  “I  respect  their  traditions,  but  if  I can avoid a Malabari sword in my gut, that would be my preference.” 

“Yes,  yes,”  Lucas  agreed  and  waved  over  one  of  his  aides. 

“Have the armorers come and remove the insect shells.” 

The  man  nodded  and  rushed  off.  Then  Captain  Lucas  left without  another  word  to  go  and  speak  with  the  remaining  nomad warriors,  to  ensure  that  they  understood  and  there  would  be  no conflict  over  the  insect  armor.  As  he  walked  away,  Jaden  turned  to Nathan. 

“You need to end the pointless conflicts with Captain Lucas,” 

he told him. “It’s not helpful.” 

Nathan  bristled.  “He  is  an  arrogant  and  pompous  windbag, and I find him unbearable. I can’t help it.” 

“He’s  also  our  way  into  God’s  Bowl.  You  need  to  set  your personal feelings about him aside. Our mission is more important.” 

Nathan  took  a  deep  breath  and  held  it  in,  then  nodded. 

“You’re right,” he finally said. “I apologize for my behavior.” 

Jaden smiled. “It’s okay. I find him annoying too.” 

An hour later they were once again making their way toward God’s  Bowl,  through  the  mountains  that  rose  up  and  provided  the backdrop  to  the  city  of  Marleborn.  At  the  front  of  the  caravan,  the nomadic guards led the way, riding high up on their magrots. Captain Lucas’s private coach was situated in the middle of the caravan with supply and transport caravans both in front and behind. Jaden and the other Seekers brought up the rear. 

Nathan felt like it was a deliberate slight that they were put in the back. Jaden, on the other hand, wasn’t bothered. If the nomads needed this petty affirmation of their superiority in order to accept the blasphemy of taking the shells of the insects, he was fine with that. 

He was also happy enough to be able to relax and not have to worry about  what  lay  ahead.  The  nomads  knew  the  route  well  anyway, having traveled it many times with Captain Lucas. 

At  Jaden’s  request,  the  armorer’s  coach  was  situated  near the  back,  right  in  front  of  the  Seekers.  It  was  a  sort  of  mobile blacksmith  foundry  with  a  high  chimney  that  could  be  folded  in inclement weather and with side doors that folded, to open the extra-long  coach  wide.  This  allowed  air  to  pass  through  so  that  the  two armorers and two journeymen apprentices could go about their work with  the  light  of  the  sun  and  without  cooking  in  the  heat  of  an enclosed box. 

In addition to the foundry, they had grinding wheels that were powered by the journeymen standing on platforms that rocked back and  forth,  like  small  seesaws.  As  Jaden  watched,  the  master armorer held a large piece of shell from the breastplate of one of the insect men. 

A stream of sparks came off the wheel in a fountain of light. 

The  armorer  was  sweating  heavily  as  he  put  all  his  weight  against the shell to try and grind it into a useful shape. 

Jaden’s  father  had  been  a  blacksmith,  and  watching  this man’s  work  reminded  him  of  his  parents.  He  remembered  sitting  in his father’s shop and watching him hammer at horseshoes one day and shields for the City Guard the next. 

The  armorer  stopped  and  leaned  back  on  his  stool.  He snatched  a  ladle  from  a  nearby  bucket  of  water  and  dumped  its contents  over  his  head,  his  eyes  closed.  When  he  reopened  his eyes, he fixed them on Jaden and shook his head. 

“Lad, is hardest stuff ’ave ever ground,” he told Jaden in his thick Red Coast accent. 

“Can you do it?” Jaden asked. “Can you make it into shields and armor?” 

“Aye,  and  fine  armor  it’ll  be  but  us  might  not  survive  the doing.” He laughed, and the other armorers joined in. 

For most of the day they rode through the wide passes and valleys,  slowly  rising  up  the  mountain  sides,  until  finally  the  valleys were  far  beneath  them.  Jaden  peered  over  the  edge  from  atop Rachel  and  could  see  the  occasional  villages  clustered  on  valley floors.  The  sun  was  high  in  the  sky,  and  when  they  were  forced  to ride  beneath  it,  it  was  intensely  hot.  Luckily,  this  side  of  the mountains was heavily forested, there was lots of shade, and the dry mountain air was cool. 

Finally, as the sun was setting behind them and the mountain cast long shadows on the valleys and other mountains, the nomads ordered a halt to their journey. They immediately began to dismount and set up camp, puzzling Jaden. He was under the impression that they  were  going  to  arrive  that  same  day  in  God’s  Bowl,  not  spend another night in the wilderness. The thought of sleeping so close to the  place  from  which  monsters  were  being  unleashed  on  the  world also didn’t make Jaden comfortable. 

He rode ahead to Captain Lucas’ coach, where he was in the process of climbing down to the ground. 

“Why are we setting up camp?” Jaden asked. 

“Because soon we will lose all light, and it will be unsafe for the caravan in the darkness, especially with the new moon,” Captain Lucas replied. 

“But  I  thought  we  were  going  to  arrive  at  night  so  that  we would have the cover of darkness for myself and the other Seekers.” 

Lucas nodded. “Indeed, you are and you will.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“My  associates  will  accompany  you.  They  know  a  way  in, beneath the fort and through the ancient sewer system. Don’t worry, it is no longer in use.” Lucas laughed. 

“I  lived  in  the  sewers  of  Lessertown.  It  doesn’t  worry  me,” 

Jaden replied. “I’ll tell the others to prepare to leave.” 

“Then it will be like a return home. We’ll meet outside of the complex  tomorrow  after  lunch—or  sooner,  if  you’re  actually  able  to carry this off.” 

Jaden  snorted  and  rode  back  to  the  rear  of  the  caravan.  It annoyed  him  that  Lucas  had  implied  that  they  were  too  delicate  to endure a sewer. It was his arrogance and presumption of superiority that grated Jaden. It was as though Lucas, riding around in a gilded carriage,  needed  to  prove  that  he  was  the  toughest  man  amongst them because he had sailed the seas. No doubt he also had a fancy cabin on his ship, while his men slept on insect-infested straw below deck. 

Jaden  pushed  the  angry  thoughts  out  of  his  head  as  he arrived  at  the  coach  of  the  armorers,  who  were  still  at  work  and covered in the filth of sweat, road dust, and the grinding dust of the insect  shells.  Jaden  noted  that  where  the  grinding  dust  had  struck them most, on their chest and forearms, they were red and swollen. 

He wondered if the insects’ poison was embedded within the shells that protected them. 

Before  Jaden  could  speak,  the  master  armorer  tossed  the completed  shields  and  breastplates  off  the  coach  and  onto  the ground. 

“Fit or no, we’ll see no more of ’em,” he grumbled, obviously exhausted and sore. “Breathing that dust a full day… made us sick to the death.” 

The  armorers  then  yanked  the  hinged  doors  of  the  armory shut with a clang, making it clear that they wanted no more of Jaden. 

“You  have  obviously  made  a  strong  impression  upon  him,” 

Nathan said from behind Jaden with laughter in his voice. 

“So  it  seems,”  Jaden  replied,  then  promptly  nodded  toward the heap on the ground. “Can you give me a hand with these?” 

Jaden  and  Nathan  dismounted  from  their  magrots  and  went to  gather  the  armor  and  shields.  They  had  been  expertly  shaped through the difficult process of grinding and had then been polished and  oiled.  With  their  yellow-orange  color,  they  looked  almost  like clay. 

The  armorers  had  somehow  managed  to  cut  holes  in  the breastplates, after which they had strung them with leather bands, to allow the plates to be fixed on the body of the wearers. The armor was  of  various  sizes,  based  on  the  measurements  that  they  had taken of Jaden, Nathan, Malory, and Larisa. 

The armor and shields were remarkably light, given their size and  hardness.  They  hardly  weighed  anything  at  all,  which  would make them a boon in battle, where speed could be paramount. And, of course, their hardness also made them an extremely useful item, and  Jaden  was  glad  that  the  idea  had  occurred  to  him.  They returned to the others to prepare for departure. 

A  short  while  later,  the  Seekers  had  managed  to  strap  on their  armor  and  had,  with  the  help  of  Lucas’s  staff,  packed  up everything that they needed for their journey. Jaden couldn’t believe how well the shells fit on their bodies and moved with them. The rear plate locked into the front plate with a kind of hinge that allowed it to move freely, without opening a gap between front and rear. It did the

same  on  his  legs  and  arms,  providing  them  with  an  incredible amount of nearly impervious protection. 

“If  I’d  known  about  using  shells  for  armor,  I’d  have  eaten more crab as a child,” Malory joked as she tried out her own armor and found that it didn’t even interfere with her flying. 

“You would have had to eat very large crabs,” Nathan said. 

He was also pleased with his armor. It had been a challenge for Nathan, given his enormous size and the change in the shape of his head as he came to resemble his Legendary Beast, a Kangaroo. 

“Enough  of  admiring  how  beautiful  we  are,”  Jaden  said, interrupting their fun. “Captain Lucas’s associates are waiting to take us to the entry.” 

They mounted their magrots and made their way to the front of  the  caravan  where  the  two  burly  and  sullen  bodyguards,  who rarely left Captain Lucas’s side, were waiting. 

The female of the two had lost a hand during the battle with the insect men on the Marleborn Plains. The stump was wrapped in a clean gauze, and a blade was bound to the stump as well, making her  look  even  more  dangerous.  Her  hand  loss  had  certainly  made her more sullen, and she glared at their armor and the shields strung on their backs with open disgust. 

Without  a  word,  the  two  associates  led  them  away  from  the camp and up the hills, along a treacherous path barely large enough for the Seekers’ magrots or the associates’ horses. They continued in silence for a long while, Jaden and Larisa occasionally sharing a glance and wondering where they could be taking them, but saying nothing. 

After  almost  an  hour,  with  the  sun  well  and  truly  below  the horizon and the first stars appearing in the night sky, they emerged from  the  forest  onto  the  loose  rocks  above  the  treeline.  They continued this way for another hour, climbing higher and higher until they reached a shoulder beneath the summit of the mountain, which spread out into a wide plateau. From there they began the descent down  the  other  side,  returning  again  to  the  forests  of  the  mountain

before finally emerging in the full darkness of night, upon a shelf that looked upon a valley. 

God’s Bowl. 

None  said  anything,  though  the  sight  before  them  was  truly astounding. It was huge, first of all. And it was indeed shaped like a bowl, carved out of both the valley and the sides of the mountains. 

The  story  went  that,  embedded  in  the  ground,  in  the  middle  of  the deepest part of the bowl, was a fragment of the vast boulder that had come from the stars above and slammed into the earth here. 

Whether  that  was  true  or  not,  there  was  now  in  the  very middle an enormous tower that rose to a height above the edge of the bowl. At the pinnacle of the tower was a white orb that seemed to be made of some kind of polished stone, perhaps marble. It glowed as though hot and gave off as much light as a full moon on a clear night, allowing them to see all the details. 

In the bowl itself all trees or structures of any kind had been removed.  There  were  instead  thousands  upon  thousands  of  black mirrors, arranged in a spiral pattern, descending toward the tower in the center. 

“Kalamin’s  damned  bones,”  Malory  cursed,  “what  is  that thing?” 

The  male  associate  now  turned  to  them  and  spoke  for  the first time. He had a surprisingly soft and smooth voice for a man of his size and demeanor, and he spoke as though well-educated. 

“The energy of the Column travels through the tower, down to the earth, passes along to those mirrors and is reflected back to the top of the tower. It focuses and amplifies the energy, allowing portals to  open  to  other  worlds  and,  Devourer  believes,  to  destroy  the Column by sending too much energy through the circular flow.” 

“And  we  have  to  smash  each  and  every  one  of  those mirrors?” Malory asked. “We’re going to need a lot more than just us, if we’re going to do that.” 

“That’s  not  what  we  have  to  do,”  Jaden  said,  before  the associate could respond. “They have dragons’ eggs in the top of that

tower. I need to get to them.” 

He turned to the associate. “Is that possible from here?” 

“The Malabaris tore it down to build this infernal machine. But before they did so, this was the site of a massive Elven monastery and  holy  place,”  the  associate  said.  “It  covered  every  inch  of  the bowl but now all that remains are the hollow walls at the lip, around the entire bowl. And the underground tunnel system.” 

“The sewers…” Larisa said. 

“Yes,” he responded, and pointed to another plateau a short distance  below  them.  “That  is  the  water  supply.  It  travels  by  the ancient  aqueduct  into  the  tunnels,  dividing  between  the  sewage system  on  the  right  and  to  the  left  it  still  provides  drinking  water  to the Malabaris who mostly live in barracks beneath the mirrors. The officers and Imperial Seekers live in the buildings around the rim of the great bowl.” 

“Will you be coming with us?” Jaden asked

The  female  associate  snorted.  “No.  We  must  accompany Captain  Lucas.  It  is  expected.  We  were  told  you  ‘warriors’  didn’t need our help and could be left to carry out your tasks. Was that a lie?” 

“We are able to perform our job just fine,” Nathan shot back. 

“However,  you  are  familiar  with  the  terrain  and  even  the  tunnels themselves, it seems. It would be rather helpful to make good use of that knowledge when it matters, don’t you think?” 

The  female  associate  smirked  as  she  reached  into  her saddlebag, pulling out a scroll, which she tossed to Nathan. 

“There is your knowledge. Now you make sure  you  make use of all your skills  when it matters.” 

She  turned  and  rode  away  up  the  hill.  The  male  bowed toward them. 

“Good  luck.  May  the  goddess  of  the  sea  guide  your  hand. 

Though I doubt she has power here.” 

Without waiting for a reply, he too spurred his horse back up the hillside, disappearing into the night. 

Jaden  turned  to  Nathan,  who  had  unrolled  the  scroll.  “Can you read it?” 

Nathan shook his head. “I think that the lines on the map are tunnels,  but  they  seem  to  cross  over  each  other  several  times  and go in a circle. I can’t understand it.” 

Jaden  held  out  his  hand  and  took  the  map  from  him.  He looked  it  over  and  immediately  understood  it.  Lessertown,  it  was said,  was  originally  built  by  Elves  as  a  trading  port,  before  they disappeared  from  the  world.  The  original  site  lay  in  ruins  for centuries  before  human  settlements  took  hold  there,  using  the remains  of  what  the  Elves  had  left  behind,  including  their  intricate sewer systems. In the lines on this map, Jaden could see the same kinds of patterns that he knew so well from his life in Lessertown. 

“It seems to make no sense, but it’s because the map is flat—

but  the  tunnels  will  move  up  and  down,  too,  to  better  transport  the water,”  he  explained.  “I  won’t  claim  to  understand  how  Elf  water systems  work,  but  I  do  understand  their  layout.  I  think  that  I  can follow this map to get us to a position underneath the tower.” 

Larisa smiled and placed a hand on his arm. “See! And there you  were,  wondering  why  Dracoseth  chose  you  to  be  the  Dragon Seeker.” 

Malory  looked  at  Jaden  and  widened  her  eyes,  as  if  to  say

“See, she likes you!” but Jaden tried to ignore her. He couldn’t ignore the  way  his  stomach  did  a  somersault  when  Larisa  touched  him, though.  But  he  needed  to  focus  on  the  task  at  hand,  so  he  started down the hillside toward the water channel below. 

“Let’s get inside the sewers before someone spots us,” Jaden said over his shoulder. “Then my ability to navigate Elf sewers will be completely irrelevant.” 

Arriving  at  the  plateau  beneath  them,  he  immediately  saw and heard the burbling channel of water, which had been carved into

the ground and lined with bricks of baked mud, which had somehow withstood the centuries. 

The channel itself was almost as wide as Jaden was tall and must have been fed by the melting snow on the top of the mountains that surrounded God’s Bowl. The water moved quickly, following the slight  downward  angle  of  the  plateau,  which  Jaden  realized  was man-made—or,  well,  Elf-made.  It  hugged  the  wall  above  the  Bowl, curving around it for some distance. 

The  four  Seekers  walked  for  a  long  period  of  time  as  the glowing  orb  at  the  top  of  the  tower  slowly  turned  from  white,  to yellow, and then to a deep orange. It was barely visible at all, along with their surroundings, by the time that they reached the entryway to the Bowl’s sewer systems. 

Jaden stopped and held out his arms to stop the others from continuing  forward.  While  he  had  not  yet  been  able  to  access  his conscious  powers,  he  could  nonetheless  see  well  enough  in  the near-total  darkness.  Ahead  of  them  was  a  square,  colonnaded entryway into which the channel passed and disappeared. 

The echoing sound and cool breeze that blew their way told him that it was passing deep into the earth, heading toward the base of  the  Bowl.  More  concerning  were  the  two  Malabari  guards  who stood in the entryway to the underworld, guarding it. 

“I think we might get the chance to test out this armor sooner than we expected,” he whispered as he eased his sword out of the scabbard at his side. 





Chapter 30







They  decided  to  flank  the  guards  who  stood  in  front  of  the entrance to the ancient sewer system at God’s Bowl. Nathan, whose hand-to-hand  fighting  abilities  encouraged  his  desire  to  engage  in close  combat,  had  wanted  to  leap  in  front  of  them  and  knock  their heads  together,  but  Jaden  vetoed  it  as  too  risky.  They  needed  to attack with overwhelming force as a unit, so that the guards couldn’t isolate  them  or  call  for  help.  After  all,  they  had  no  idea  what  their abilities were or whether there were other soldiers nearby. 

For  all  they  knew,  one  of  them  might  even  be  an  Imperial Seeker. There was no point in taking unnecessary risks. 

To that end, Malory had retreated some distance and around a  corner,  from  where  she  took  off  into  the  air  and  circled  unseen overhead  in  the  darkness  until  they  were  ready  to  launch  their assault.  Nathan’s  idea  of  leaping  from  his  position  and  landing amongst the guards was still the primary plan, but first Larisa would create  a  diversion.  Jaden,  meanwhile,  had  climbed  up  the  hill  and away from the path so that he would be above and to the side of the guards. 

He made his way carefully in the darkness. Although he had night  vision,  it  was  still  very  possible  for  him  to  trip  on  something unseen, or step on a dried twig and alert the guards to his position. 

Jaden  cursed  himself  that  he’d  used  up  all  of  his  mana  and  hadn’t managed  to  get  Dracoseth  to  agree  to  give  him  more—or  tell  him how  he  could  access  it  himself.  It  would  be  much  easier  if  Jaden could hit them with a fireball or blind them with a flash. 

Once  Jaden  got  into  position  he  waved  to  Malory,  who  also had  excellent  eyesight,  even  in  the  near-total  darkness  of  the  new moon night. He counted to three and then, sword in hand, slid on his hip and leg down the steep hillside toward the path and the guards. 

Just  as  Jaden  launched  into  the  air,  the  final  length  before landing  on  the  plateau,  a  strong  wind  with  grit  and  stones  hit  the entryway:  it  was  Larisa,  spinning  up  a  localized  whirlwind  to  blind and distract the guards. 

Jaden landed on one bent knee, insect shield in his left hand pressed to the ground while he held his sword parallel to the earth, in front  of  his  face,  with  his  right.  A  second  later  and  Nathan  landed with a thud next to Jaden—and immediately launched at the guards. 

Jaden saw him grab the two of them by the back of the neck and pull their heads together with force. 

But  instead  of  making  the  expected  knocking  sound  of  two normal  heads  colliding,  there  was  instead  a  sickening   splat,  like  a mud ball thrown onto wet earth. 

For a moment, Nathan stood frozen in surprise, his arms still raised  and  holding  the  back  of  the  guards’  necks.  It  seemed  an eternity  to  Jaden  until  the  guards  responded  with  simultaneous blows to Nathan’s mid-section that sent him flying backward. He fell into Larisa, and the two of them landed in a heap on the ground. 

Jaden leapt backward, to put himself outside of the reach of the  two  guards.  Then  he  raised  his  shield  in  front  of  him  and  drew back his sword, prepared to attack. 

With  Larisa’s  whirlwind  halted  for  the  moment,  Jaden  could better  see  the  two  guards,  and  now  understood  the  reason  for  the strange sound. 

The  reason  why  their  heads  hadn’t  sounded  like  human heads was straightforward, really: they were simply not human. 

They  appeared  to  be  made  out  of  mud,  stones,  and  even sticks  that  had  been  crudely  sculpted  into  the  shape  of  two  burly, identical,  human  males.  They  had  small,  sharp  rocks  of  different sizes and colors for teeth, and their lidless eyes were small embers of coal. They also gave off a smell like death, which wafted over to Jaden, making him gag and wince. 

The  two  creatures  moved  closer  to  Jaden,  who  prepared himself  to  receive  their  blows  and  intended  to  get  in  at  least  one

swing with his sword before they sent him flying like Nathan. But as the  two  monstrosities  raised  their  fists  into  the  air,  there  was suddenly  a  sharp  blast  of  air  that  pushed  Jaden  forward,  onto  a knee, and almost onto his face. 

At  the  same  time,  the  two  creatures  staggered  backward toward the entrance to the sewer tunnels. 

Jaden  realized  that  the  cause  of  the  wind  was  Malory,  who was just above and to the side of him. She used her massive wings, fully  extended,  to  create  powerful  gusts  that  kept  the  creatures struggling to find their balance. 

Rising to his feet, Jaden exchanged a look with Malory, and the two of them moved forward, toward the creatures. She continued to push them back, into the tunnel entrance, and Jaden stayed at her side  so  that  the  powerful  wings  wouldn’t  send  him  toppling  forward once more. 

The  monsters,  after  being  initially  disoriented,  regained  their initiative  and  moved  forward  slowly  but  surely  toward  Jaden  and Malory. As they approached, Jaden raised his sword and swung at the  closest  creature.  The  second  monster  flung  a  piece  of  itself  at Malory,  a  stinking  and  heavy  ball  of  mud  and  stone,  striking  her  in the  head  and  knocking  her  onto  her  back.  The  monster  then immediately moved in toward her. 

Jaden wanted to help, but his sword had become stuck deep in the shoulder of the first creature. He was practically face to face with the monster and could see it in better detail now. 

It was indeed made of mud and detritus. But it was mud that had been pressed and formed over the top of the rotting corpse and skeleton of some  other  creature,  which  may  or  may  not  have  been human—or  may  even  have  been  an  improvised  mix  of  body  parts from different animals. 

As  Jaden  struggled  to  dislodge  his  blade  from  the  muddy flesh of the creature, it growled and took clumsy but deadly swipes at his head. 

“We could use some help here!” Jaden shouted, hoping that Nathan  or  Larisa  was  conscious  and  able  to  come  to  their  aid. 

Especially  for  the  sake  of  Malory,  who  still  lay  defenseless  on  the ground. 

In response, Nathan immediately landed close by again with a resolute  thud. He hit the monster that loomed over Malory with a powerful haymaker in the side of its head. 

His  fist  sunk  into  the  creature’s  flesh  up  to  his  forearm, trapping  Nathan,  but  at  least  stopping  it  from  attacking  Malory  any further. Now Nathan and the creature began a dance not dissimilar to that of Jaden and his monster that had trapped his sword. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Jaden saw Larisa fly up next to him, her long rapier in hand. The creature also saw her and growled malevolently  at  her.  Larisa  replied  with  a  curse  word  in  the  ancient tongue of the Red Coast as she thrust her rapier into the eye of the creature, so that it came out the back of its head. 

The  creature  staggered  backward  and  let  out  a  howl  of protest, yanking the rapier out of Larisa’s hand. With its other hand, it gave  Larisa  a  backhand  and  sent  her  flying  over  the  edge  of  the pathway toward the steep curve of the bowl. It scrabbled to get hold of her blade and remove it from the smoldering orb of its eye. 

In  the  melee,  Jaden’s  sword  had  finally  come  free  of  the creature’s  shoulder.  He  moved  forward  with  his  arm  drawn  back, hoping  to  get  in  a  killing  blow  with  his  blade.  The  creature  saw Jaden’s approach, and with its free hand, it windmilled at Jaden, who was only able to block its blow at the last second by crouching and raising his shield. 

The  shield  absorbed  the  blow,  but  the  force  pushed  Jaden with  immense  power  toward  the  ground,  almost  flattening  him. 

Nonetheless, he was able to use his legs to thrust upward and throw the  wounded  beast  off-balance.  As  it  staggered  backward,  Jaden rushed  it  and  thrust  his  sword  into  its  other  eye,  extinguishing  that ember as well. Immediately, the creature froze to the spot and then

crumbled to the ground, like a mud sculpture that had been pushed over. 

Jaden spun around and saw Nathan gripping the throat of the second  creature  with  his  free  hand  and  struggling  to  pull  his  other hand  from  the  creature’s  head,  into  which  it  had  plunged.  With  a great  roar  of  effort,  his  arm  finally  came  free  with  a  disgusting sucking noise and both Nathan and the creature staggered apart. 

“Its life is in its eyes!” Jaden shouted. “You have to extinguish the fire in them.” 

Nathan snapped a short dagger from his belt and threw it with skill at the monster, hitting it directly on the mark. One of the eyes of the creature was extinguished, and it howled just like its companion had. 

The  creature  didn’t  bother  to  try  and  remove  the  blade.  It simply  roared  with  fury  and  moved  at  speed  toward  Nathan,  who was struggling with his other dagger. 

The  monster  threw  a  punch  that  hit  Nathan  directly  in  the chest, full-force. But instead of throwing Nathan back to the ground once  again,  the  creature’s  hand  and  arm  seemed  to  melt  around Nathan’s body until it formed a ring around his chest and pinned his arms at his side. 

“It’s trying to crush me!” Nathan shouted. 

Luckily the shell armor seemed to be holding, but who knew how  long  that  would  last?  Jaden  launched  himself  toward  the creature,  which  swung  its  other  arm  and  struck  Jaden  in  the  face, engulfing his head in the same way Nathan had been caught. 

Jaden  was  suddenly  covered  in  wet  darkness  and  felt  an unbearable  pressure  growing  on  his  skull.  He’d  never  experienced something  like  this  before.  It  made  maddening  panic  rise immediately from the core of his being. 

Jaden  couldn’t  breathe,  and  his  senses  spun.  But  as  his consciousness began to slip away, he felt the heat rising in his head and becoming concentrated in his eyes. 

He struggled to open his eyelids against the pressure of the mud flesh of the monster. When he finally succeeded, Jaden saw a bright red that grew in intensity, until it became blindingly white. The mud fist that was wrapped around Jaden’s head exploded, sending flaming  chunks  in  every  direction.  Jaden  gasped  and  staggered backward, toward the nearby wall. 

From  out  of  nowhere,  Malory  flew  at  the  creature.  With  her hands  in  the  form  of  eagles’  claws,  she  gouged  at  the  creature’s face, yanking out its remaining, glowing orb, which she flung it into the  valley  below.  As  with  the  first  creature,  the  second  came  apart and  crumbled  into  a  hideously  smelly  heap  of  mud,  bone,  and decaying flesh upon the ground. 

Malory  spun  in  the  air  and  snatched  Larisa’s  hand  beneath her, just as she was losing her grip. This gave Nathan enough time to reach her, grab her other arm, and pull her up onto the path. The four Seekers then collapsed into a heap, panting with exhaustion. 

“What  in  the  name  of  all  that  isn’t  Malabar  were  those things?” Malory asked. 

“Golems,  I  think,”  Jaden  replied.  “We  used  to  talk  about golems in the sewers to scare the new kids. There’s a lot of smelly mud, and we would say that on a full moon the golems rise up out of the mud and eat small children.” 

“Sounds like you had lovely neighbors,” Nathan replied. 

“I thought it was kind of cruel at the time, but it probably kept new kids from wandering off and drowning,” Jaden said. 

“Those things weren’t just monsters,” Larisa piped up. “They were  guarding  the  entrance.  Malabar  isn’t  just  accidentally  bringing monsters into our world—they’re using them for their own ends.” 

“This  just  got  a  whole  lot  scarier,”  Malory  agreed.  “What’s next, mountain trolls? Giant demons?” 

“I was wondering to myself before,” Jaden said. “Why haven’t any good magical beings come into the world? Like, where are the Elves or unicorns or talking bunnies or other such sweet creatures of legend? I don’t think that it’s an accident.” 

“What  do  you  mean?”  Larisa  asked.  “Why  would  Malabar deliberately bring only monsters into the world?” 

“I don’t know,” Jaden replied. “I mean, I can see why golems could  be  useful  as  dumb  muscle.  But  what  use  are  the  Noon Wraiths? If you try to use them as a weapon, they could be just as dangerous to Malabar as to their enemies or rebels.” 

“Perhaps  that  is  exactly  the  point,”  Nathan  said.  “They  can release  them  and  then  defeat  them.  Create  fear  in  the  population, and then Devourer could become the savior of the people.” 

“It  becomes  one  more  way  for  them  to  cement  their  rule,” 

Larisa  added.  “Extremely  dangerous,  not  to  mention  just diabolical…” 

“Well,  no  one’s  ever  said  that  Devourer  was  anything  but those two things,” Malory said. 

Jaden  pulled  himself  to  his  feet  and  shook  the  last  of  the golem’s mud out of his hair. “I think the only way we could know for sure is if we asked Devourer. Which is not something I intend to do. I guess it’ll have to remain a mystery.” 

“Speaking  of  mysteries,”  Malory  said.  “You  seem  to  have gotten your powers back. That was some explosion.” 

“I guess Dracoseth wasn’t ready to let me die,” Jaden replied, 

“despite his huffing and puffing.” 

“Or maybe you just found it within yourself,” Larisa said. “Like it was there all along, only you didn’t believe in yourself. But when it was life or death, there was no room for doubt, and you did it.” 

“Guess  that’ll  have  to  be  the  second  mystery  of  the  night.” 

Jaden laughed. 

He  went  over  to  the  water  channel  and  washed  off  his  face and  hands,  desperate  to  get  the  golem  stench  off  him.  It  was  the reek of death and decay, and he couldn’t stand the thought of it in his nose all night. 

The others did the same. Then they stepped over the ruined piles of mud flesh on the path and entered the tunnels. 

 

Chapter 31







Inside the tunnels, it quickly became too dark to see a thing. 

Jaden focused his mind, and after a longer time than usual, conjured up a ball of cool light. 

No one said anything, but Jaden felt very aware that he had almost  failed.  He  felt  Larisa  squeeze  his  hand  in  support,  saying nothing—and that was exactly what he needed in that moment. 

“Can I have the map?” he asked Nathan, who unrolled it and passed it to Jaden. 

Jaden examined the map again, its complex and convoluted lines  turned,  in  his  mind,  into  actual  tunnels  and  chambers  and reservoirs. He saw and felt them in three dimensions and how they related to one another. He knew that even without looking at the map again,  he  could  lead  them  for  at  least  a  half  an  hour  toward  their destination—which,  he  estimated,  it  would  take  them  several  hours to reach. 

They  followed  the  gently  sloping  hallway  ahead  of  them  for several  minutes  until,  looking  back,  the  world  outside  had disappeared  beyond  the  light  cast  by  the  conjured  sphere.  There was  just  blackness  in  front  of  them  and  behind.  But  finally,  they reached a set of winding stairs that wound downward. 

Cocking  his  head,  Jaden  could  hear  the  sound  of  splashing water  somewhere  below.  He  knew  that  meant  that  the  channel, which still ran next to them, must continue alongside the stairs, but that somewhere it ended either in a natural cliff, collapsed ruins, or an intentional precipice. 

Whatever it was, there was definitely a drop ahead. He made a note to stay alert to any precipitous surprises. 

Jaden led them downward, the stairs moving in a box-shaped spiral, level after level. Along the walls were the decayed remains of metal fasteners, presumably for torches in the distant past, when this system would have been maintained. 

The dust, cobwebs, and loose stones on the stairs told Jaden that  it  had  been  a  very  long  time  since  anyone  had  entered.  Why, then, had the Malabaris bothered to place guards of such power at the  entry?  They  must  have  been  very  concerned  to  keep  anyone from entering, whether by intention or accident. 

The  sound  of  the  falling  water  became  louder  and  louder until,  finally,  Jaden  came  to  a  stop  and  thrust  out  an  arm  to  stop Larisa,  who  had  not  been  paying  attention  and  almost  continued over the ledge. He indicated downward with his chin, and they both looked as Jaden’s ball of light floated out over the abyss. 

Beneath their feet, the stairs came to a ragged end. Beyond was a sheer drop into blackness. Only the sound of the water striking the rocks somewhere below gave any indication of the distance. 

“Fly down?” Larisa asked. 

Jaden shook his head. “I’m still kind of shaky. I don’t know if my wings will work, and that’s a long fall to practice on.” 

“I’m not a strong enough flyer to carry you,” Larisa replied. 

“I can do it,” Malory interjected. “No problem.” 

She looked toward Nathan, who stood next to her. “Now this big  boy  is  another  story  entirely,”  she  added.  “Maybe  we  can  carry him together.” 

“Take Jaden down with the light,” Nathan replied. “Come back for us after.” 

“Alright, Jaden, hold out your arms,” Malory said. 

Jaden  lifted  his  arms,  and  Malory  took  hold  of  him.  She wrapped  her  arms  around  his  chest  and  her  legs  around  his  waist. 

Then she used her wings to lift them both off the platform and into open space. 

With  the  glowing  orb  floating  beside  them,  they  descended slowly toward the crashing water beneath them. With the light of the orb, Jaden could see that the opposite wall was the length of fifteen or twenty men distant from their side. 

He could also see that, at some point in the distant past, this shaft had been traversed by several bridges at different levels. From each of the entry points into the shaft, water now fountained into the air  and  then  joined  the  general  stream,  falling  to  the  floor  below.  It was like a three-dimensional maze with aqueducts. 

Soon, the floor beneath them became visible—or, rather, the pool  into  which  the  water  crashed.  It  was  a  large  reservoir  with several tunnels branching off it in the shape of an eight-pointed star. 

Around the outside of the massive, star-shaped cistern was a wide walkway.  Each  of  the  branching  tunnels  also  seemed  to  have  a walkway that continued further into the ancient sewer system. 

Malory set down Jaden on the path and then landed beside him to catch her breath. 

“You’re  heavier  than  you  look,”  she  complained  as  she panted. “It’s like you’ve got metal in your bones or something.” 

Jaden  looked  at  his  arm  and  saw  the  scales  that  had developed over the last year, covering his forearm up to the elbow. 

To him it felt the same, though he had definitely put on more muscle as a result of all the training that they did at the Academy. 

“Maybe  it’s  like  the  scales,  my  bones  are  changing  and becoming more dragon-like.” 

“Well,  in  compensation,  ease  up  on  the  second  helpings  at dinner time, would you?” she told him, and then took off again to go and get Nathan and Larisa. 

Jaden sent the glowing orb with her to light up her flight path. 

He didn’t need it for the moment, and the total darkness didn’t bother him when he didn’t need to navigate. 

There  had  been  plenty  of  times  in  the  sewer  system  of Lessertown  when  Jaden  had  been  in  complete  darkness.  Then,  he had used his knowledge of the sewer systems tunnels to find his way

to  where  he  needed  to  go.  It  was  an  important  skill,  given  the likelihood  that  the  city  guard  would  try  to  chase  you  in  the  sewers, and  you  were  far  from  guaranteed  from  always  having  a  source  of light with you. 

Now,  sitting  on  the  side  of  the  ledge  and  dangling  his  feet over the water, in the blackness, he felt a little bit of home. He was happy that this sewer system, long unused, didn’t smell like the one in  Lessertown.  But  he  was  even  happier  that  it  sounded  the  same; even the cool, humid air felt the same. 

With Malory gone and the light from the orb just a pinprick far above,  Jaden’s  eyes  adjusted.  Very  quickly,  he  could  see  the glowing water creatures in the reservoir beneath his feet. They clung to  the  walls  and  glowed  in  different  colors—green,  blue,  pink.  He also  saw  fish  in  the  water  with  glowing  stripes  on  their  sides  or peculiar  head  lamps  that  hung  in  front  of  their  faces,  like  fishing lures. Nearby was a small school of luminescent jellyfish, moving at their own slow, languorous pace. 

On the other side of the reservoir, the many waters from the channels  above  crashed  and  sent  mist  into  the  air.  The  rocks  on which they landed also gave off a faint glow from the moss that grew on  them.  As  he  was  looking  at  it  and  marveling  at  the  beauty—

certainly there was nothing like this in his fetid, hometown sewers—

something large stirred the surface of the reservoir. 

On instinct, Jaden leapt to his feet, both to get a better look, and to move his legs out of harm’s way. Whatever the creature was, it  could  very  well  think  that  Jaden’s  feet  were  tasty  rats  trying  to reach their snouts into the water for a drink. 

He  stood  there,  staring  into  the  dark  waters,  trying  to  spot whatever it was that he had just seen. Other than the regular crash of water on the rocks, however, he didn’t notice any movement. 

The  water  in  front  of  Jaden  exploded  upward  like  a  geyser, and  an  enormous  serpent  reared  up  in  front  of  him.  Its  massive toothy jaws were right at the level of his face, and its eyes bulged out from the side of its head, glowing like lanterns. On its body were two

shriveled  arms  with  strange  hands  that  looked  like  those  of  an  old man,  and  they  kept  opening  and  closing,  first  one,  and  then  the other. 

Jaden  raised  his  hands  in  front  of  him,  to  protect  himself  at the first shock of the creature’s arrival. Without thinking and without any  premeditated  intention,  his  hands  glowed  white,  and  he  could feel the heat radiating from them. It was perhaps only this that kept the  creature  from  lunging  at  Jaden.  It  seemed  to  be  hypnotized  by the dual light from his hands. 

“Smell human,” the creature said in a strange, gurgling voice. 

“But  hands  not  like  human  hands.  What  are  you,  human–not-human?” 

After  the  initial  shock  that  the  thing  was  speaking  to  him, Jaden  opened  his  mouth  to  reply,  only  to  realize  that  the  creature was actually speaking in his head, in the same way that Rachel did. 

“I am human. I am a Seeker and have the powers granted me by my Legendary Beast,” Jaden replied to the creature in his mind. 

“What are you?” 

“A Seeker. Such rose in the final days of Elves,” the creature said.  “I  am  a  servant  of  those  who  built  these  tunnels.  I  protect them.” 

“Do you have a name?” Jaden asked. 

“I  am  the  Sewer  Keeper,  there  is  no  need  for  any  other name,” it replied. 

“And you were put here by the Elves? You’ve been here that long? Or were you put here by Malabar?” 

“It has been long. Elves, yes. But they are gone. They used to bring me tools to fix the tunnels and supplies but not even those. I do what I can with what I have.” 

“Have other humans been down here?” 

“Down here, no. But they made much noise above me. I think there  was  much  destruction,”  the  creature  said  with  a  note  of

sadness in its voice. “I saw the Elf city above once, when I was little and being prepared for my role as Sewer Keeper.” 

“Prepared  for  your  role…”  Jaden  repeated  the  words, confused. 

“I was an Elf, yes I was. I volunteered and was transformed for my role. A great honor.” 

“Then you are the last Elf in the whole world, for more than a thousand  years;  some  say  as  many  as  five  thousand.  No  living human has ever seen an Elf.” 

“Nor  is  this  living  human  seeing  an  Elf.  For  I  am  not  Elf.  I have not been Elf since those times, and my memory of it fades with each passing day. Now I am keeper and destroyer, that is all.” 

“I  want  you  to  know  that  I  and  my  comrades  mean  neither you nor the sewers any harm,” Jaden told the Sewer Keeper. 

“But,  still,  you  might.  And  because  of  that  I  must  tear  you apart and devour you. It is my sworn task.” 

It  threatened  Jaden  in  such  a  strangely  matter-of-fact  way that he almost laughed. But one look at the row upon row of jagged teeth in the enormous mouth of the strange monstrosity was enough to keep the laugh lodged firmly in the back of Jaden’s throat. 

It was obvious this creature was dangerous. Jaden looked up and  saw  that  the  orb  was  descending  slowly  toward  him,  which meant that the other three would be with him in minutes. 

“You’re obviously a very powerful creature,” Jaden said. “But my friends and I also have powers, as you can see from my hands.” 

“Do  you  have  skin  of  iron,  human-not  human?”  the  beast asked. 

“I am just flesh, mostly,” Jaden replied. 

“Do  you  have  blood  and  offal  inside  of  that  puny  chest  of yours?” 

“I do,” Jaden replied. 


“Then I will eat you—whether your hands can glow or not, it matters not to me.” 

Jaden  focused  a  moment  on  his  hands,  feeling  the temperature rising as the light from them grew brighter. The creature moved back a short distance, obviously feeling the increase in heat. 

“You are doing the honorable thing, to fulfill your duty,” Jaden said. “But I don’t want to hurt or kill you, nor do I want to die down here. As I told you, we are not here to do any damage to the sewers or the creatures that live inside of it.” 

“And yet you are human, like the ones who destroyed the Elf city above,” the creature said. 

“We are here to destroy what the humans are doing in God’s Bowl; to take vengeance on them for defiling the city of the Elves,” 

Jaden continued. 

“That is precisely the kind of thing that a dishonorable human would say to avoid being eaten by Sewer Keeper,” it replied. 

Jaden looked up again; his friends were getting closer by the second. He couldn’t decide whether he should stall longer, continue trying  to  convince  the  Sewer  Keeper  to  let  them  pass,  or  attack  it before his friends arrived and were put in unnecessary danger. 

The  Sewer  Keeper  remained  in  front  of  him,  still  swaying slowly back and forth as though coiling for attack. He decided to give it one more try and then to launch an attack if he failed to get it to back off. 

“I  am  a  Seeker  of  the  Dragon,  Sewer  Keeper,”  Jaden explained. “I am here because dragons have returned to our world, along with other magical creatures that disappeared as long ago as the Elves, maybe longer. Some, I think, have never even been part of this world before.” 

“Why?  Why  do  these  creatures  return?  And  why  should  I care?” it asked. 

“They  return  because  the  humans  above  us  are  trying  to destroy  the  Column  of  the  Polyverse  so  that  they  can  eliminate  all

magic  from  this  world  and  dominate  humans  for  all  eternity.  To  do that  they  are  using  dragons’  eggs  in  the  machinery  they’ve  built  to destroy the Column. If they destroy that Column, surely you will die and this entire sewer system will be destroyed as well. Then they will move  on  to  the  next  and  do  the  same.  But  if  you  let  us  pass  to destroy their machinery, I will save the dragons’ eggs and stop their plans.” 

“That is all very interesting,” the Sewer Keeper gurgled, “but you still haven’t explained why I ought to care.” 

“Because  by  stopping  them  and  restoring  dragons  to  the world, it will open a portal that may allow the Elves to finally return. If the Column is destroyed, there is no hope for their return.” 

“The  Elves?  Return?”  the  creature  said,  and  Jaden  could hear the longing in its voice. 

“I don’t know for sure,” Jaden admitted. “But it is possible. If the Elves do return, maybe they could turn you back into an Elf. You have clearly carried out your duty with honor all this time.” 

“To  be  an  Elf  again…”  the  Sewer  Keeper  mused.  “To  have skin  and  not  this  slimy  ectoplasm  that  covers  my  bones.  To  live under the sun…” 

The creature reached out toward Jaden’s glowing hands with its  weird,  shriveled  arms.  Jaden  felt  repulsed  and  feared  that  the creature  might  seize  his  hand  and  pull  him  to  a  watery  grave.  On instinct, his hands glowed brighter before he willed the heat of them to decrease, so as not to harm the Sewer Keeper. 

“No,  no,  the  warmth,”  the  creature  said,  feeling  the  obvious drop in temperature from Jaden’s glowing hands. 

Jaden increased the temperature again, and steam began to rise  from  the  hands  of  the  creature.  It  made  strange  noises  that sounded like blowing bubbles as it bobbed back and forth, waving its hands  around  Jaden’s,  like  someone  warming  themselves  by  the fire. 

By  now  Jaden  could  make  out  Nathan  being  carried downward by Malory and Larisa. He didn’t think that they had seen

the creature yet, and Jaden worried that Nathan would over-react at the sight of it, dropping in and launching into an attack. 

“Does human–not-human promise truly?” the creature asked. 

“I  do.  I  will  ensure  that  no  harm  comes  to  the  sewers  and that,  if  the  Elves  return,  they  release  you  from  your  duties,”  Jaden replied. 

Without another word, the creature disappeared beneath the water, with hardly a splash, and the ripples quickly dissipating. Jaden stared at the spot where it had been for a long time, expecting it to return. 

But it didn’t. He was still staring when Nathan was set down on the ledge near Jaden, followed immediately afterwards by Malory and Larisa. The two women landed and sat down, breathing heavily with sweat on their brows. 

“Forget  that  I  complained  about  you,”  Malory  said  to  Jaden. 

“This guy must weigh as much as a golem.” 

“Sorry we took so long,” Larisa added. “It really was difficult to lower Nathan all the way from up there. We had to stop twice on the way down to catch our breath.” 

“Did you miss us?” Malory teased him. 

“I can honestly say that I didn’t even notice the time it took,” 

Jaden replied. 

“What have you been doing down here?” Nathan asked. 

Although the waters were still, other than the crashing of the waterfalls on the other side of the star-shaped reservoir, Jaden didn’t feel  entirely  secure  that  the  Sewer  Keeper  wouldn’t  return.  After thousands of years of living in the dark in skin that wasn’t its own, it had to be more than a little deranged. Jaden didn’t want to risk the possibility of it changing its broken mind and coming back, deciding that  perhaps  it  didn’t  need  to  fulfil  its  duty  but  that  it  did  feel  like  a snack of human Seekers. 

“I’ll  explain  while  we  walk.  Let’s  get  out  of  here,”  Jaden replied to Nathan and helped Larisa to her feet, while Nathan did the

same for Malory. 



Chapter 32







Soon, the constant twisting and turning of the sewer system meant that the reservoir room was left behind them and the noise of the crashing waters were barely audible. As they walked, Jaden told them about his encounter with the Sewer Keeper. 

“And so there really were Elves,” Nathan said in amazement. 

“They weren’t just a children’s story?” 

“Did you ever doubt that?” Larisa said in surprise. 

“I  know  we  were  told  that  the  ancient  monastery  in  the mountains  near  the  Hidden  City  were  Elven  in  origin,  but…  yeah,  I guess I didn’t believe it. I just thought they were old. There are also no Elven ruins near the Capital City,” Nathan explained with a shrug. 

“And  it  isn’t  as  though  Devourer  and  the  Immortal  Council  actively encourage scholarship in our world’s ancient history, before the time of humans. They are happy for us to be ignorant of each other and of our world.” 

“True,” Larisa said. “However, before the Malabaris destroyed it, God’s Bowl was a place of pilgrimage for many people of the Red Coast every year. Families came on vacations here, sleeping at one of  the  many  inns  nearby  or  even  within  the  ruins  themselves.  I always  thought  it  was  creepy  to  sleep  in  the  ruins,  but  my  family would bring us every couple of years.” 

“Don’t Red Coast people claim to be descendants of Elves?” 

Malory asked. 

“It’s  nonsense  and  we  all  know  it,  but  we  like  to  say  it because it makes us feel different to the Malabaris—it’s more about hating  Malabaris  than  about  bring  proud  about  some  invented ancestry.” Larisa laughed. “Anyway, the point is that the Elves really did exist, and nobody knows what happened to them after they built

their great cities. Which leaves a lot of room for legends. That there might be an actual descendent of the Elves in the tunnels here would be, to someone from the Red Coast, incredible. No one will believe me, I can promise you that.” 

“Well,” Jaden said, “maybe we shouldn’t tell anyone until the Elves  return.  I  got  lucky,  but  if  vacationers  from  Marleborn  start  to show up here, looking for the Sewer Keeper, there’s a good chance that he’ll eat more than a few of them.” 

Larisa laughed. “Good point.” 

Against  the  stone  walls  of  the  sewer  tunnels,  Jaden  noted that Larisa’s laughter echoed, sounding like bells. The thought made him smile. And then something else occurred to him. 

“It  seems  strange  that  the  Elves  would  just  leave  him  down there  forever,”  Jaden  said.  “Not  only  was  he  one  of  their  own,  he viewed his role as an honor that was granted to him.” 

“Now that you put it that way, it does seem strange that they should leave him in such a way,” Nathan said, agreeing with Jaden. 

“Why do you suppose that is?” 

“Well, it could be one of two reasons, I suppose. It could be that the Elves had to leave in a big hurry from our world,” Jaden said. 

“That would explain the petrified Elves in the field within the Hidden City, in the central park,” Malory said. 

“Yes.  But  it  also  suggests  that  the  Elves  thought  that  they’d be back soon, or they would have taken him,” Jaden added. 

“Ah, I see. It made no sense for them to take him out of the sewers  as  they  would  need  him  to  maintain  them  for  when  they returned,” Larisa said. 

“Exactly.  What  if  something  cataclysmic  happened,  perhaps in  another  of  the  worlds  of  the  Polyverse,  and  the  Elves  were compelled  to  leave  because  of  it.  They  believed  that  it  was  just  a short-term thing, and then, a couple of thousand years later…” 

“It  wasn’t,”  Malory  said,  finishing  Jaden’s  thought.  “But  what could it be?” 

Jaden  shrugged.  “Who  knows.  Maybe  it  doesn’t  matter, except as an interesting story. Then again, maybe it’s related to the disappearance of all magic, except for the Legendary Beasts.” 

“Headmaster  has  also  said  that  he  believes  the  rise  of Devourer  and  the  Malabaris  was  related  to  the  disappearance  of magic,” Nathan said. 

“Yes.  The  disappearance  of  Elves  left  space  for  human society to flourish but also for it to develop unchecked toward evil,” 

Jaden said. “I don’t know where all these thoughts and theories are going,  but  I  feel  like  we  should  keep  them  in  mind  to  discuss  with Headmaster. And for ourselves, too. It could lead us to some useful ideas.” 

They  continued  walking  for  at  least  another  hour,  though  it was hard to tell the passage of time underground, with no measure other  than  the  tiredness  that  progressively  crept  into  their  bones. 

Jaden kept referring to the map, but it became clearer every moment that they were lost. He couldn’t understand how it had happened. 

“I’m  sorry,”  Jaden  finally  said  as  they  entered  another reservoir room for the second time. “According to the map, this room shouldn’t  be  here,  and  that  tunnel  shouldn’t  have  brought  us  back here. Neither of them is supposed to be connected to the other.” 

“Did  Lucas’s  associate  give  us  a  bad  map?”  Nathan grumbled. “It certainly would not surprise me.” 

“He did say something about it being a replica of the original map,”  Malory  noted.  “Maybe  they  made  a  few  mistakes  when  they transcribed it.” 

“The  map  is  complicated,  but  you’d  think  that  the  lines wouldn’t all match up if they’d made a mistake in copying it,” Jaden suggested. “No? Then they would have caught it and fixed it.” 

Malory  sighed  and  sat  down.  “Can  we  just  sleep  for  a  bit here? There’s actually room to lie down.” 

“And  if  there’s  another  one  of  those  Sewer  Keeper creatures?”  Larisa  asked.  “I’d  be  vaguely  interested  in  meeting  an

Elf,  but  not  to  the  point  that  I’d  be  willing  to  be  eaten  by  a  mutant one.” 

Malory jumped back to her feet. “Good point,” she said, and then pointed across the room. “I can see the faint outlines of a door over on the other side of the reservoir. Maybe that can get us out of this loop. Is there anything on the map?” 

Jaden looked at the map and shook his head. “Nope, there’s no  rooms  on  this  map,  other  than  reservoir  chambers  like  the  one we’re in, which also isn’t on the map. Let’s go take a look.” 

They made their way over to the other side of the reservoir, to where Malory had seen the outline of a door. Even up close, Jaden couldn’t see what had caught her eye. 

Malory’s  Legendary  Eagle  truly  did  give  her  tremendous eyesight—this  was  another  reminder  of  how  incomparably  useful that  could  be.  But  while  her  eyesight  had  found  the  door  itself, neither Malory nor any of them could find a latch to open it. Nathan suggested  smashing  it  with  his  fists,  which  he  may  well  have  been able to achieve, but Jaden thought it a bad idea. 

“I  promised  the  Sewer  Keeper  that  we  wouldn’t  break anything down here,” Jaden said. “If you start pounding on the wall, breaking stone into dust, I’m pretty sure he’s going to hear it.” 

“And eat us,” Malory added. 

Nathan stepped out of the way, and Jaden moved to the door. 

He placed his hands against the stone and closed his eyes, feeling the  energy  and  heat  rise  within.  He  stayed  this  way  for  several seconds,  until  the  burning  in  his  hands  had  become  almost unbearable. 

“I see it,” Malory finally said. 

Jaden  opened  his  eyes.  He  saw  it  too,  in  the  lower  corner. 

The rest of the door glowed as a result of the heat in Jaden’s hands. 

But  in  the  lower  corner  there  was  a  small  square  that  glowed  a different brightness, making itself visible to them. 

Jaden removed his hands from the door and crouched down to  get  a  closer  look.  It  was,  indeed,  a  square  of  the  same  type  of rock,  almost  completely  imperceptible,  but  there  was  a  slight variation in the texture of the stone when examined up close. 

Jaden  pressed  on  it  and  found  that,  with  some  force,  it depressed into the door itself, until a click was heard. A smattering of dust  fell  from  the  door,  especially  in  the  hairline  crack  around  the door that Malory had first spotted. The door itself was now ever so slightly indented from the wall. 

Nathan  put  his  shoulder  against  it  and  pushed  with  all  his might. The large stone door swung open with such ease that Nathan stumbled inside, struggling not to fall forward on his face. 

As  he  brushed  himself  off,  slightly  embarrassed  that  he’d been caught off-balance, Jaden examined the door. It was definitely thick, solid rock. But however the Elves had made the hinges, they held the door in perfect balance, even after so many centuries. 

Nathan stayed with his shoulder pressed against the door, to hold  it  open  in  case  it  was  a  trap  and  would  try  to  shut  on  them. 

Meanwhile,  Jaden  and  the  others  entered  the  room,  with  Jaden’s glowing orb lighting it. At first it seemed to be a small chapel of some kind, with an altar, candles, and other strange equipment. 

“It’s  a  maintenance  room,”  Larisa  realized.  “In  my  parents’

house,  as  you  know,  there  are  a  number  of  fountains.  These  work with  some  complicated  mechanisms  that,  frankly,  I  cannot comprehend.  But  this  is  a  bigger  version  of  what  we  call  a waterworks maintenance closet.” 

“Looks  like  this  hasn’t  been  opened  since  the  Elves  left,” 

Malory  said  as  she  wandered  to  each  of  the  corners  of  the  room, brushing away settled dust. 

“I  think  it  was  probably  longer  than  that,”  Jaden  said.  “The Sewer Keeper said that he was responsible for maintenance of the sewers  but  had  long  ago  run  out  of  materials  and  tools.  He  didn’t seem to have any idea about this place.” 

“Maybe he forgot that it existed?” Larisa suggested. “I mean, it has been a couple of thousand years, you know.” 

“That’s  possible,”  Jaden  said.  “Or  maybe  the  Elves  started creating Sewer Keepers because  they had forgotten places like this existed.” 

“I have read about ancient civilizations that had technologies that  made  them  into  great  empires,”  Nathan  said.  “But  then  they forgot  how  to  maintain  the  technology,  believing  that  it  was  just magic, and they slowly fell apart. Do you think that’s what happened to the Elves?” 

Jaden  shook  his  head.  “Again,  I  have  no  idea.  I’m  just speculating.” 

“I think this little trip through ancient Elven toilets has already been a great learning experience,” Malory joked. “But how is it going to get us out of here?” 

Jaden stood near a bench that was pushed up against a wall. 

Over  the  bench,  there  were  lines  carved  into  the  wall  in  a  strange abstract pattern. Some of the carved lines looked different than the others:  they  were  slightly  deeper,  cleaner,  and  narrower,  as  though they had been made with a different instrument. Looking closer, he thought that the wider, shallower lines that made up most of the wall markings might just be identical to the ones on their map. 

Opening  the  map,  Jaden  held  it  up  in  front  of  him,  his  eyes moving from the map to the wall and back to the map again. It was just as he’d thought, those grooves were identical to the map! 

But,  then,  what  were  the  others,  the  deeper-cut,  narrower lines? 

Jaden  began  to  laugh,  and  the  others  looked  at  him  like  he was insane. 

“What are you laughing at?” Larisa asked him. 

Jaden pointed. “We have an old map, that’s why we’re lost.” 

“What do you mean, old?” Malory asked. 

Jaden traced some of the lines that were cleaner and deeper than the others. “The worn lines are laid out the same as our map. 

But these other lines, I think, must have been added much later, and that’s why they’re deeper and fresher looking.” 

“So…?” Malory said. 

“So,  the  map  that  we  have  wasn’t  drawn  wrong—it  was based on a map from before the Elves made significant changes to the sewers. Look, here is a new channel. And here this reservoir is no longer connected to this one but has been connected to another one entirely.” 

“The Elves must have been constantly updating, repairing, or redirecting their sewer system,” Nathan said in realization. 

“Exactly, and they added any changes to the map on the wall of  their  maintenance  rooms.  I  should  be  able  to  mark  on  our  map these newer parts and then we can find our way.” Jaden removed a charcoal pencil from his bag and began to mark on the map. 

“What if they made even more changes and stopped adding them to the wall of just  this maintenance room?” Larisa asked. 

“Sure as the sun never sets on Malabar, if they weren’t using the maintenance room, they definitely weren’t building new tunnels,” 

Malory replied. 

Jaden  was  working  fast  and  had  almost  finished  adding  the changes to the map. 

“Even  if  there  were  some  changes  after  this  maintenance room  stopped  being  used,  our  map  will  still  be  closer  to  the  final state of the sewers than it was before. That might at least get us to another  maintenance  room  with  an  even  more  recent  map. 

Otherwise, we’re just going to stay lost and wandering in circles, like we’ve been doing for the last hour or more.” 

Nobody could argue with Jaden’s logic, especially since they were all becoming tired as the night passed and they moved closer to  the  morning.  They  knew  that  when  the  sun  came  up,  its  rays would focus on Malabar’s black mirrors, which lined God’s Bowl, and

would  reflect  that  light  on  the  top  of  the  tower,  where  the  dragons’

eggs were held. 

The heat that generated apparently didn’t damage the eggs, and even allowed them to work in some way on the Column that they didn’t  understand.  For  humans,  that  level  of  heat  would  cook  them as surely a grill cooked meat. 

Following  the  map,  they  took  a  different  tunnel  and  moved deeper  into  the  Elven  sewer  system.  They  passed  more  reservoirs as  they  descended,  into  ever  more  ancient  regions  of  the  sewer system. 

The  intricate  architecture  of  the  upper  levels  looked  almost like a building meant for regular use, and not the means to transport waste out of the ancient city. But the deeper they went, the more the sewers seemed to be strictly functional in nature. 

The  tightly  fitted  and  expertly  carved  stone  blocks  of  the upper  levels  became  more  like  caves  carved  into  a  granite foundation,  almost  natural  in  form.  While  less  pleasing  to  the  eye, this  gave  them  the  feeling  of  steady  progress  toward  their  goal,  a sense  that  they  were  heading  somewhere  and  not  simply  going  in circles. They were moving forward by going back in time. 

But as they ventured deeper, the air pressure also increased. 

Malory  noticed  it  first,  complaining  that  she  was  finding  it  more difficult  to  breathe  and  that  her  ears  ached.  Jaden  too  noticed  the pressure, as he developed a headache behind his eyes. At first, he had  written  it  off  as  effects  of  his  fatigue.  When  Malory  voiced  her complaints,  however,  he  realized  that  they  were  all  suffering  the same effects. 

“We  must  be  approaching  the  very  bottom,”  Jaden  said. 

“Given  how  long  we’ve  been  walking,  I  can’t  imagine  that  we  have much further to go.” 

“The  pressure  in  here  is  oppressive,”  Nathan  complained. 

“When I was a boy, we went to the sea every summer, and I dove for clams near the reefs, offshore from our vacation home. We had to go

deep, and it would feel like this; like my ears were going to collapse into my head.” 

“Your  summer  home,  eh?”  Jaden  laughed.  “That  must  have been very difficult for you to bear.” 

“I  was  not  trying  to…”  Nathan  sputtered,  and  everyone laughed. 

“It’s okay, Nathan,” Larisa said, and patted the big man on the back. “I too had a summer home as a child.” 

“Thank you,” he said. “See, it’s not just me.” 

“But  I  generally  don’t  drop  complaints  about  my  summer home’s  discomforts  into  conversations,  because…  it’s  a  little obnoxious,” Larisa finished, to more laughter. 

Nathan shook his head and wandered ahead, through a low entryway carved in the stone. Suddenly, he disappeared downward with a shout of surprise. 

Everyone  ran  toward  the  entrance  and  peered  over  the threshold. The floor dropped into a set of massive stairs that led into an even more massive room. 

Seeing  the  stairs  immediately  reminded  Jaden  of  the  ruined city  that  he  had  seen  in  Dracoseth’s  world.  Each  of  the  steps seemed to be of approximately the same size as those in the ruined city,  only  there  were  no  stairs  of  human  dimension  running  beside these, as there had been there. The only way down was to leap or, like Nathan, to fall. 

“Are you alright?” Jaden asked. 

Nathan  was  on  all  fours  on  the  ground  and  nodded  without looking up. “Nothing damaged but my pride.” 

“Good. Anyway, I’ve seen this before,” Jaden then said. 

“This reservoir, you mean? Is there one like it in Lessertown?” 

Larisa asked him. 

Jaden  shook  his  head  and  explained  what  he  had  seen  in Dracoseth’s world last time he was called by his Legendary Beast. 

“Dracoseth  said  that  the  ones  who  built  it  were  Titans,  who worshipped  dragons,  but  that  they’d  disappeared  when  he  was  still young,” he said. 

“Do you think that they might have been the first to build the sewer system?” Nathan asked. 

“I  don’t  know,”  Jaden  replied.  “But  it  seems  unlikely  that Dracoseth had me go there for no good reason other than the view.” 

“Then what was the relationship between the Titans and the Elves?”  Larisa  asked.  “And  what  has  it  to  do  with  all  of  this,  our mission and the war against Malabar?” 

“Those  are  a  lot  of  questions,”  Jaden  replied.  “And  I  don’t have answers to any of them. But I imagine that we might solve at least a mystery or two while we’re here.” 



Chapter 33







The  three  of  them  made  their  way  down  the  step  to  where Nathan was crouched. Then all four flew or leapt their way down the Titan  stairs  into  a  massive  artificial  cavern.  While  the  walls  were irregular  and  undulating  in  a  loose  circle,  there  were  regularly positioned  stone  columns  that  rose  from  within  the  water  to  the ceiling, and the walls were polished smooth. 

Most of the space, an area that size of the leatherball stadium in Lessertown, was filled with water, so that the bases of the columns were completely submerged. It was monumental in scope. 

Around  one  section  of  the  room,  from  where  the  group  was standing, was a curved stone platform with short piers that jutted out into the water. There were metal posts, regularly spaced, along each of the short piers, which Jaden took to be for boats or some kind of water vessels, though none were visible. 

“I  don’t  get  it,”  Malory  said  as  they  gazed  around  the impressive space. “It’s like it was a water park for families to come for boat rides. But it’s half a league under the earth. Why?” 

Jaden  turned  to  Larisa,  since  she  was  from  the  Red  Coast and  nearby  Marleborn.  “Could  this  have  been  open  to  the  sky  at some point? Are there any legends?” 

Larisa  shrugged.  “I’ve  never  heard  any  stories  about  buried civilizations of Titans. I mean, this is… incredible.” 

“As unbelievable as it is, now what do we do?” Nathan asked. 

“We’re in a cavern with an underground lake blocking our path and not a boat to be found.” 

“We can fly, and carry the two of you,” Malory said. “We did it once.” 

“You  were  basically  floating  us  down,  not  flying  us  straight ahead,” Nathan said. “And it was a shorter distance. I can’t even see the end of the lake—it disappears into the darkness.” 

Jaden  looked  around  and  saw  a  ladder  of  sorts  carved  into the wall behind them. He walked over to it and could see that it was a  series  of  well-worn  hand-  and  footholds  gouged  right  into  the stone. Their distance of separation was proportional, more or less, to his  own.  They  weren’t  made  for  Titans,  like  the  stairs  and  other elements of the room. 

In their day, these would have been comfortable and stable to use as a ladder. But with time, use, and the humidity of the space, they  had  become  smooth  and  slick.  Looking  up,  Jaden  could  see that they rose to near the ceiling of the cavern, where there was an almost invisible landing. 

He pointed it out to the others. 

“I’ll go first,” he told them and approached the wall, removing his shoes. 

Before  he  started  climbing,  Jaden  turned  back  to  them  one last time. “Count to a hundred or so before you follow me. Or you’ll burn your hands.” 

As  Jaden  concentrated,  he  felt  his  fingers  curve  into  claws and harden, as though made of iron. They also heated up. 

He then reached out one hand, and then the other, and thrust them into the stone handholds, so that his clawed fingers melted the stone itself. He did the same with his shoeless feet. Steam rose with each grasp and each step upward. 

He  left  behind  sturdy,  well-formed  grips  for  Nathan  and Larisa. Malory was a strong enough flyer that she could make it up to the platform without difficulty. But Larisa was less certain, and it was safer for her to climb as well. 

It  took  longer  than  he  expected  to  climb,  especially  as  the melting  of  stone  was  not  instantaneous  and  required  several seconds each time. But, finally, they reached the upper platform that looked out over the underground lake. 

The ceiling was surprisingly high. They had a view, at least as far as his globe of fire illuminated, over the entirety of the water and the platform below. It was incredibly big. It had the dimensions of a lake that seemed to stretch out to a horizon lost in darkness. Looking down, they could also see the ruins of sunken boats at the bottom of the clear water, at regular distances, always next to the metal posts on the piers. 

“I wonder if there are fish under there?” Nathan asked. 

“I wonder if there are full-sized ships?” Larisa added. 

Malory  snorted.  “After  that  Sewer  Keeper  creature  thing,  I wonder if there are kraken or mermaids.” 

Jaden turned away from the view and toward the wall behind them. An entry portal was carved into it, with a column on either side and lintel over top. 

As  Jaden  walked  toward  the  entryway,  the  others  follow behind him. Everyone was as curious as him as to what was hidden at the top of this cavern. 

As  he  approached  it,  he  could  hear  strange  noises  from within, like a series of pings and clatters at regular intervals. 

Entering  the  room,  his  globe  of  fire  illuminating  it,  Jaden found himself surrounded by an incredible array of pipes, some with diameters  larger  than  Nathan’s  shoulders  were  wide.  There  were also a series of a dozen enormous wheels, larger than Nathan was tall. 

Although  they  hadn’t  been  touched  in  millennia,  and  though they  were  of  metal,  they  still  shone  as  though  they  had  just  been installed  in  this  place  and  recently  polished.  They  had  no  rust,  no pitting or discoloration, not so much as a fingerprint. 

Jaden  walked  over  to  one  of  the  large  pipes  and  placed  his hand on it. He realized right away that the pinging came from within the pipe. 

He smiled. “It’s transporting water.” 

“Okay, Mr. Weird Smile,” Malory said. “What does that mean and why are you making that face?” 

Larisa must have suddenly understood, because she clapped her hands and laughed. 

“This wasn’t a sewer system at all, was it?” she asked. 

“Not like the sewer system in Lessertown,” Jaden replied with a  nod.  “It  wasn’t  built  to  remove  sewer  and  filth  from  the  city  that used to stand here.” 

“Then why on earth did they build it?” Nathan asked. 

“It’s  to  drain  the  water  out  of  God’s  Bowl,”  Larisa  said.  “We have to do something similar in Marleborn; the land is slowly sinking into  the  sea.  Or  it  would  be,  if  we  did  nothing.  Instead,  we  remove the  water  under  the  city,  using  a  system  of  tunnels  to  take  it  away from the city to lower ground.” 

“And so did they,” Jaden said. “God’s Bowl is an indentation that  marks  the  lowest  point  between  a  series  of  mountains.  The meltwater from the mountaintops would all naturally settle here. So, they devised a way to get rid of it.” 

“Of  course,”  Malory  said.  “It’s  a  pumping  station.  But  I  still don’t get the weird smile.” 

“Because,”  Nathan  said,  with  a  smile  on  his  face  as  well, 

“Jaden  wants  to  close  these  valves  and  flood  God’s  Bowl  so  that Devourer  and  the  Malabar  Empire  won’t  be  able  to  access  the Column of the Polyverse here.” 

“Exactly!” Jaden said. “But we still have to get those dragon eggs. If they have the eggs, that means that they can move them to the next Column. And we might not be so lucky next time to have a way to destroy their machinery.” 

They moved through the enormous pumping room, following the direction of the pipes. Jaden kept referring to the map to keep his bearings. 

At  a  certain  point,  they  veered  off  up  a  side  tunnel  that climbed in a spiral along a wide flat path with a low ceiling. Although

they had traveled a long way downward, God’s Bowl had also sloped downward with them, so that they were not much farther below the surface after hours of descending through the tunnels than they had been  when  they  first  descended  to  the  reservoir  with  the  Sewer Keeper. 

After climbing upward for the better part of an hour, the ramp leveled  off  into  a  wide  room,  almost  the  size  of  the  City  Market  in Lessertown.  The  ceiling  here  was  low  as  well,  or  seemed  to  be  in relation to the width and length of the room. 

Along the walls of the room were dozens of columns that had been carved in the shapes of what appeared to be humans but upon closer look had the faces of wolves and panthers. Their eyes were closed in repose that conveyed tranquility. In front of them, however, were massive stone swords with ornately carved hilts. They leaned upon them with their human-like hands. 

“Do  you  think  this  is  what  the  Elves  looked  like?”  Malory asked. “I always thought that they looked basically like humans. But with, you know, pointy ears.” 

“I think that’s what parents tell their children,” Larisa replied. 

“To  make  them  less  scary.  On  the  Red  Coast  we  always  said  that they looked like animals but walked upright like humans and were a head or more taller than us.” 

“Well, if we’re lucky, maybe we shall find out,” Nathan said. 

“I’m not sure that I’d wish that just yet,” Jaden interjected. “I know  that  they  were  supposedly  the  teachers  of  humans  and  that they gave us culture and writing. But I also get the feeling that they were like jealous gods and maybe used us as food.” 

“Ah,  good  point,”  Nathan  agreed.  “Perhaps  we  will  have  to have a chat with Headmaster before we decide to open any portals that let them back into our world.” 

“Yeah, let’s do that,” Malory agreed. 

As they were speaking, Larisa had walked around behind the columns. There was a space between them and the wall that easily

fit a person. She now came out from behind a large feline statue and waved them over. 

“I think I’ve found the way out,” she said to the others. 

They rushed over, and Larisa pointed them to the column. It not only supported the ceiling, but also provided an exit route: there was a ladder affixed to its back that led all the way up to the ceiling. 

There,  behind  the  creature’s  head,  was  a  sewer  cover,  like those  in  Lessertown.  Only  this  one  was  larger  and  more  ornate  in design.  Looking  around,  Jaden  noted  that  these  ladders  were attached to every carved column in the space. 

“That’s great, but which one do we climb up?” Malory asked. 

“I  don’t  want  my  head  popping  out  of  the  floor  in  the  middle  of Devourer’s dining room.” 

“Agreed. Let’s explore a little more first and see if there’s an obvious choice,” Jaden suggested. 

They  wandered  the  expansive  room,  looking  for  an  exit  that seemed  better  than  the  others.  Jaden  wasn’t  certain  what  they should be even looking for. How would they know that one exit was better  than  another?  It  wasn’t  as  though  they  could  see  what  was above any given sewer cover, and they didn’t have the time to check them all up close. 

Jaden reached a corner of the room and saw a door that led into another room. He followed it and found himself in what appeared to  be  a  throne  room.  Or  some  kind  of  central  hub  for  the  entire facility.  It  was  much  smaller  than  the  room  he  had  left  behind, perhaps ten men across, if they lay on the floor head-to-feet. 

The  room  was  also  circular,  with  a  wide  arced  ceiling  that went from wall to wall. At the highest point of the arc a large portal with  a  wheel  could  be  seen.  There  were  also  columns  around  the room, though these were simple in form. Between each column was an  exit  that  was  identical  to  the  one  through  which  Jaden  had entered, suggesting that there were at least a dozen other rooms of the  same  enormous  magnitude  as  that  from  which  he  had  just arrived. 

Jaden  returned  to  the  original  room  and  called  over  the others, leading them into the circular room and pointing at the portal in the ceiling. 

“I think this is the one,” Jaden said. 

“What  is this place?” Malory asked. 

“It’s  a  cistern  for  an  entire  city,”  Larisa  replied.  “That’s  why there’s wheels downstairs to let out or block the water. I bet during dry  seasons  they  blocked  the  release  of  water  and  filled  these rooms.  People  could  use  buckets  through  the  holes  in  the  ceiling behind the columns in the other room.” 

“But  they  can’t  just  have  had  water  control  in  the  chambers below us,” Jaden said. “Otherwise, how would they be able to drain the water away when the drought ended and there was a danger that the entire city would flood?” 

“Maybe  that’s  what  the  Sewer  Keeper’s  role  was,  at  least originally,” suggested Nathan. 

“It  won’t  matter  to  us  because  we  don’t  intend  to  lower  the water.  We’re  going  to  flood  the  entire  area  of  the  old  city,”  Jaden reminded them. 

“So, then, what’s the plan?” Malory asked. 

“I  think  that  you  and  Nathan  should  return  to  the  pipe  room and turn those wheels to close the valves,” Jaden said. “Larisa and I will make our way up the tower to where the dragons’ eggs are.” 

“And once you get the eggs?” Nathan asked. 

“We’ll return here to meet up with you,” Jaden replied. 

Nathan raised an eyebrow. “Will we have time to retrace our path before the water levels rise?” 

“I’m not an engineer,” Larisa said, “but helping my parents out with the spice business, I learned how to judge volumes. I counted 64 pipes in total in the wheel room, no more. Those pipes can move a lot of water, but that underground lake is massive, not to mention all  of  the  tunnels  and  reservoirs…  I  think  we  face  the  opposite

problem: it will fill up too slow and Malabar will simply open the pipes that we close and drain the water again.” 

“If  they  even  know  about  them,”  Jaden  said.  “The  Sewer Keeper said that humans had never come down here.” 

“He is a long way away from this section,” Nathan reminded him. 

“All this is true, and I guess it doesn’t matter, as we have no other  choice  that  I’m  aware  of,”  Jaden  said  in  an  outburst  of frustration. “So, we’ll just have to try it. Unless someone else has a better idea.” 

He  looked  around  at  the  silent  faces  of  his  companions. 

When nobody piped up after a few moments, he turned to Larisa. 

“I’ll try to fly up first and remove the lid, you follow after,” he said. “Do you think you can fly that high?” 

“I  can,”  she  replied.  “And  I’ll  join  you  right  away  to  help  you remove  that  lid.  If  I  can’t  even  do  that,  I’m  no  use  to  you  in  the dragon egg tower.” 

Jaden  smiled  and  nodded.  “I  wouldn’t  choose  to  risk  death stealing an egg with anyone but you, Larisa.” 

She wagged a finger at him. “Not even Lily?” 

“Ouch,” Malory muttered, and Nathan elbowed her. 

“Hey, watch it, kangaroo boy,” Malory snapped. 

Jaden shook his head. “You’re here and you’re going to be an awesome partner. Is everyone ready?” 

Everyone nodded. 

“This is our first real battle with the enemy as rebels,” Jaden continued. “This is the first time we take the fight to them and try to set back their plans and win some ground for our side. Let’s do this!” 

Chapter 34







Jaden was halfway up to the ceiling and not going any higher. 

He cursed to himself, and his cheeks burned with the shame of this failure.  His  powers  were  still  not  working  all  the  time,  not  when  he needed them, and not how he needed them. Now, he was going to fall to his death and his last thought would be how stupid he looked. 

He  stared  up  at  the  large  sewer  cover  in  the  middle  of  the domed ceiling of the ancient cistern, willing himself to go higher. But while  his  wings  pumped  the  air,  they  were  too  weak  to  carry  him upward  and  he  was,  in  fact,  beginning  to  descend.  It  wouldn’t  be long before they simply stopped working and disappeared. 

Then  all  that  would  be  left  for  him  would  be  to  fall  to  his death. 

Nathan  and  Malory  had  already  left,  moving  at  speed  back into  the  Elven  sewer  system,  to  close  the  valves  and  start  the flooding.  Jaden  and  Larisa  had  launched  themselves  toward  the rooftop exit into God’s Bowl, where the central tower was located, in which the dragons’ eggs were powering Malabar’s engine, created to destroy the Columns of the Polyverse. 

Larisa  had  obviously  seen  the  difficulties  that  Jaden  was having  because  he  felt  her  arm  slip  around  his  waist.  He  turned  to her as she tugged him higher with difficulty—at least he was going in the right direction again. 

“No,” Jaden insisted. “You can’t support my weight and then we’ll both end up splattered on the floor.” 

“I’m  stronger  than  you  think,  Mr.  Dragon  Seeker,”  Larisa responded smartly. “And we either go up together or we don’t go up at all. There’s no third way.” 

She  was  right,  of  course.  Jaden  was  needed  to  gather  the dragons’ eggs. None of them had seen dragons’ eggs before; in fact, almost no one in the world had. No one in the group knew if dragons’

eggs required special handling or were dangerous to the touch. 

But  Jaden  was  a  Dragon  Seeker,  and  Dracoseth  had specifically charged him with rescuing them. He wouldn’t have done so if Jaden didn’t have the ability to carry out his wishes. 

That didn’t mean that there wouldn’t be surprises; Dracoseth seemed  to  leave  out  key  pieces  of  information  on  principle.  But whatever  lay  ahead,  getting  those  eggs  was  necessary.  Doing  so was  both  to  restore  dragonkind  in  their  world  but  also  to  foil Devourer’s plans, which hinged on using the eggs’ powers to destroy this—and probably other—Columns of the Polyverse. 

With Larisa’s help, Jaden found that he had enough power in his  wings  to  be  able  to  at  least  be  of  assistance  in  a  joint  effort  to climb toward the ceiling. Inch by painful inch, they flew up, until the iron  sewer  cover  was  directly  above  them  and  they  could  go  no further. They were both covered in sweat from the effort. 

But they had made it. 

“If you can get me up there, I can use my hands to melt the iron and open the way,” Jaden said, panting with the effort. 

Larisa shook her head. “Too dangerous. You might be okay if molten  iron  drips  on  you,  but  I  won’t.  And  that  sewer  cover  is massive. If it clips one of us coming down, it will take us with it to the floor.” 

“Good  point,”  Jaden  agreed,  though  he  felt  foolish  that  they hadn’t  worked  out  their  strategy  for  opening  the  sewer  while  they were still on the ground. If they returned to the floor now, to work out a plan, they would never find the strength to fly all the way back up to the ceiling again. 

“Have any other ideas?” Jaden asked. 

“I  do.  But  I’ll  need  both  my  hands.  Do  you  think  you  can support your own weight for a minute or two?” 

“I’ll do what I can,” he replied and pushed himself away from her. 

Immediately, Jaden began to descend but very gradually, like a slow-motion soap bubble. He would be able to hold on for a little while and hopefully it would be long enough. 

Larisa, now liberated of the need to support Jaden, crossed her  arms  in  front  of  her,  holding  her  hands  in  strangely  contorted shapes. She slowly opened her arms away from her and, as she did so, a localized cyclonic wind formed. Jaden could barely see it, only when  the  light  that  fell  through  the  holes  in  the  sewer  plate  caught the swirling dust specks. But he could feel it on his face. 

Larisa  lifted  her  hands  upward,  pressing  the  swirling miniature cyclone against the bottom of the sewer cover. The effort was  visible  on  her  face,  and  her  hair  was  now  also  soaked  with sweat. 

At  first,  the  wind  seemed  to  have  no  effect,  but  then,  after several  seconds,  it  started  to  turn  the  metal  cover  with  a  grating noise.  It  went  slowly  at  first,  but  then  it  gathered  speed  until  it  was revolving at least once a second. 

Larisa  lowered  her  arms  until  her  elbows  were  at  her  sides, and then thrust them upward with a roar that came from deep within her belly. 

The sewer plate exploded into the air, flipping end over end, while  still  spinning  rapidly.  It  struck  a  wall  somewhere  in  the  space above, and with the momentum of its spin, ricocheted off it with an enormous clatter. There were a few shouts of surprise and pain, and then the iron plate hit the floor and rattled to stillness. 

Larisa swooped down to Jaden and grabbed him around the waist again. 

“Let’s go!” she cried. 

The two of them shot upward through the open hole and out of the ancient cistern—and into a dining hall above them. 

A dining hall—what were the odds? 

They landed in a crouch, shields raised, and looked around, assessing  the  situation.  There  were  a  half  dozen  Malabari  soldiers sprawled  out  on  the  floor,  having  been  struck  by  the  weighty  iron disc. From somewhere outside there were shouts and people were banging on the entry door into the canteen, but the heavy sewer lid had settled in front of it, blocking it from being opened. 

“Where are we in relation to the tower?” Larisa asked. 

Jaden had the map of the facility unrolled. “It’s not clear. The buildings aren’t all labeled.” 

Panic  was  starting  to  take  root  in  him.  They  couldn’t  just  go running around, seeking out the location of the tower. Their presence wasn’t  yet  known,  only  that  there  had  been  some  sort  of  accident inside the canteen. 

Luckily,  they  hadn’t  been  seen.  But  it  wouldn’t  take  long before they were. 

Jaden  looked  around  the  room  to  find  an  alternate  escape route  to  the  front  door.  There  were  no  windows  anywhere  in  the canteen,  which  seemed  strange.  Or,  rather,  windows  had  been  put into the building but had later been bricked up. 

It occurred to him that this was because of the mirrors in the depression  of  God’s  Bowl.  They  were  aimed  to  focus  on  the  top  of the tower, but the intensity likely heated up the entire area. 

Jaden  spotted,  on  the  far  side  of  the  room,  a  doorless entryway,  presumably  into  the  kitchen.  He  took  Larisa’s  hand,  and the two of them ran across the room and through the door. 

It was, indeed, a kitchen, and there was food cooking on the stove. By the looks of it, breakfast was being prepared, which meant that either they had reached sunrise, or it would soon be upon them. 

They didn’t have much time. 

“Hold up,” Jaden said, and closed his eyes, putting his fingers to his temple. 

“What is it? What’s wrong?” Larisa asked. 

“I…  feel  something.  It’s  like  an  odor,  but  in  my  mind,”  he explained. “Sorry, that probably doesn’t make any sense… but I can’t think of any other way to describe it. I think it’s the dragons’ eggs. I must have some connection to them.” 

“Is the… odor telling you where they are?” 

“Not precisely. That’s what makes it kind of like an odor. You know how if someone is baking a pie and opens the window, you can sometimes tell the direction it’s coming from, but can’t tell the exact house until you’re right there next to it? It feels kind of like that.” 

“Okay, that’s better than what we had a moment ago,” Larisa said. “Now we just have to get out of here.” 

They  moved  deeper  in  the  kitchen,  then  stopped  when  they heard a sound. A whimpering. 

Jaden crouched down and looked under a prep table, next to the  massive  iron  stove  used  to  cook  meals  for  the  entire  garrison. 

There were a half dozen cooks in white jackets hiding in terror. They obviously knew Jaden was there, made clear from the fact that they looked very pointedly in any direction except at his face. 

Jaden  stood  up  and  pointed  toward  the  back  of  the  kitchen. 

They continued there and found it bolted shut, undoubtedly, to stop soldiers  from  coming  in  to  sneak  or  steal  food.  Jaden  slid  the  bolt and  opened  the  door.  He  was  somewhat  surprised  to  find  that  the door led outside. 

Pulling  the  door  closed,  Jaden  held  the  handle  and  focused on  his  hand.  He  felt  its  temperature  rise  and  saw  it  begin  to  glow. 

Beneath his grip the doorknob mechanism melted, sealing the door shut. Satisfied, he turned back to the street. 

Although  they  were  in  a  semi-hidden  back  alley,  seemingly only used for staff entry and the arrival of supplies, they had a good view  of  the  entire  facility,  thanks  to  the  way  it  sloped  upward  in  a bowl shape in every direction. 

The sun was still not visible, but the sky was starting to grow pink  in  what  must  be  the  east.  It  was  now  bright  enough  out  that

Jaden,  with  his  extra-sensitive  vision,  could  scope  their surroundings. 

The  row  upon  row  of  thousands  of  strange,  black  mirrors gave  him  a  sense  of  what  it  must  been  like  for  someone  facing  a massive wave rising from the ocean. It felt like the slope of mirrors would come crashing down upon the two of them at any moment. 

They  were  obviously  in  the  very  base  of  the  bowl,  the  only place where there were actual human buildings. Although the Sewer Keeper  had  said  that  the  Malabaris  had  destroyed  the  ancient  city above,  there  remained  in  this  section  a  large  number  of  original structures, which gave Jaden a sense of just how big the Elven city had once been. As he marveled at what he saw, he caught a “whiff” 

of the same sensation that he’d had before. 

“This way,” he said softly to Larisa. 

She nodded, and they moved off, in a direction away from the crowd that had gathered at the front of the canteen. Some of them pounded on the door and were trying to get it open. 

Jaden  and  Larisa  moved  deeper  into  the  remains  of  the ancient city, now put to use as part of Devourer’s plan to dominate their world for all eternity. They stayed in the still significant shadows and close to the walls of the buildings. Jaden led the way, guided by the “sense of smell” in his head, that drew him toward the dragons’

eggs. 

At least he hoped that was what was drawing him to it. 

Finally,  they  reached  a  corner  that  looked  out  onto  a  plaza bordered by a string of connected two-story buildings. In the center of the plaza stood the tower. It was the tallest structure in the entire city,  or  what  was  left  of  it,  and  looked  as  ancient  as  the  rest  of  the buildings.  It  was  what  they  had  seen  on  their  way  in  from  the  hills above,  only  then  the  globe  on  top  had  been  glowing  with  the remaining energy of the daytime sun. 

Jaden turned to Larisa. “Was this tower here when you were young? It looks ancient.” 

Larisa peered around the corner to get a better look and then nodded. 

“Yes,”  she  said.  “I  remember  it.  Some  people  even  gave guided  tours  of  it.  It  was  said  that  it  was  an  Elven  astrolabe,  for viewing the stars. They believed that it originally had a machine with hundreds of wheeled teeth that rotated a massive tube. The globe on top  is  different  now,  though.  The  original  was  made  of  the  same stone as the tower and metal that somehow had never rusted. Like the wheels below in the pipe room.” 

“Maybe it wasn’t just for viewing the stars,” Jaden suggested. 

“Maybe  it  had  something  to  do  with  the  Column,  and  maybe  that’s why Devourer is using it. Maybe the Elves knew its power and how to focus it with whatever machinery they had in there.” 

“That  is  a  lot  of  maybes.  In  any  case,  that  machinery  was long gone by the time humans started visiting it,” Larisa said. “How would the Malabaris have known how to rebuild it?” 

“Maybe  there  are  plans?  Just  like  we  had  a  map  for  the sewers.” 

“A map that was wrong,” Larisa corrected him. 

“Outdated,” Jaden corrected her back. 

“Well, I have heard that Devourer is obsessed with collecting all  artifacts  from  the  world  before  humans,  especially  things connected  to  the  Elves,”  Larisa  said.  “They  say  that  Malabar  even maintains  a  reliquary  to  catalogue  and  keep  safe  everything  Elven that has ever been found.” 

“He  could  have  an  entire  astrolabe  for  all  we  know,”  Jaden said.  “He  obviously  has  something  that’s  opening  doors  to  different worlds.” 

“Hopefully, not for long,” Larisa said. “The question remains: how do we get in?” 

Jaden looked back around the corner at the tower. That was indeed the question, as two dozen soldiers had been placed around the tower. They stood at attention, spears at their side, as six other

units  of  soldiers,  each  with  four  men  carrying  shields  and  swords, marched around the tower, evenly spread. 

No one was getting in through that front door, not without a lot more fighters. 

Scanning upward, Jaden saw that the tower had windows on both  sides  that  were  visible  from  where  they  stood.  These  were spaced apart on every floor, but it looked as though they had been bricked up. All of them were, it seemed, all the way to the top of the tower where the giant white orb sat. 

As he surveyed the tower, it seemed to shift ever so slightly to one side. Jaden was sure he was just tired and rubbed his eyes. 

But  then,  in  seconds,  it  happened  again:  a  perceptible  shift like  it  was  winking  out  of  existence  and  then  reappearing  a  half-second  later,  but  in  a  slightly  different  place.  As  Jaden  watched  it happened three more times at regular intervals of a five count. Each time,  it  shifted  one  way  and  then  back  the  other.  This  was  too systematic to be an effect of his tiredness; it was actually happening somehow, and it gave Jaden an idea. 

“We have to go through one of those windows,” he said. 

“Moving  along  the  ground  is  definitely  not  a  good  idea,” 

Larisa agreed. “But we can’t stop to struggle with those bricks, or we will be spotted within moments.” 

“Agreed. But I think I know how to get around that.” 

Jaden stepped toward Larisa. He was still anxious about his ability  to  fly—and  if  he  got  this  wrong,  they’d  both  be  dead.  Or, possibly  worse,  they  would  be  made  prisoners  of  Devourer,  who would torture them for information about the Hidden City. 

“To  do  this,  we  need  to  face  each  other  with  our  arms wrapped  around  each  other,”  Jaden  said.  “And  you’ll  need  to  wrap your legs around my waist.” 

As  he  said  this,  Larisa  blushed  deeply,  which  made  Jaden realize how what he had just said might be taken. 

“What I mean is that so that we can both use our wings, but you can help me, it’s the best way that we can… uh. I’m trying to say that to fly up at just the right…” 

Larisa placed a hand on his arm. “It’s okay, I understand your point.  Though  you  can  try  to  explain  it  again  later,  if  we  survive.  It was cute.” 

“Uh, thanks,” Jaden replied, feeling the heat in his cheeks. 

Larisa  stepped  forward,  wrapped  her  arms  around  Jaden’s neck and then leapt slightly in the air and wrapped her legs around him, almost pulling him over. 

“Like this?” she asked. 

“Uh,  yeah,  exactly,”  he  replied.  “We  need  to  arrive  at  the tower  at  exactly  the  right  moment.  We  have  a  half  a  second  if  we want to get in unnoticed. Just follow what I do.” 

“Okay, can you just explain a little more of what we’re doing?” 

“I’m not doing so good with explanations, especially with you wrapped around me the way you are, so I think it’s just best that we start flying,” he replied, and without further ado, leapt off the ground. 



Chapter 35







Jaden’s wings appeared out of his back, the sizzling lightning searing  the  air.  Larisa’s  also  appeared,  delicate  and  lightly  curved. 

He realized that he’d never noticed what they looked like before, as they  were  almost  invisible  and  seemed  to  be  made  from  a concentration of air. He was impressed that they had been able to lift both  of  them,  the  wings  seemed  so  fragile;  he  was  certain  that  he could pass a hand right through them. 

They  moved  away  from  the  tower  and  around  another building in order to build up speed and height. By the time they came back  around  and  into  the  tower  plaza,  they  were  already  three stories up and out of the line of sight of the guards. 

As they approached the tower, it flicker out of existence, and then, a half-second later, reappeared. 

“Did you see that?” he asked. 

“What happened?” Larisa responded. 

“We  need  to  count  down  from  five  every  time  the  tower reappears  to  get  the  rhythm.  We  have  to  arrive  at  the  tower  when our count reaches exactly zero. We can’t be off by even a second.” 

He struggled to maintain focus and keep his wings working. 

They  constantly  felt  like  they  were  going  to  blink  out  of  existence, and then they’d only have Larisa’s. 

They  were  high  enough  that  they’d  be  able  to  reach  the building  now,  but  Larisa  might  not  have  the  control  required  to  get them  to  arrive  at  exactly  the  right  moment.  Jaden  focused  as intensely  as  possible  in  order  to  keep  his  own  wings  working  until they got there. 

The  tower  blinked  and  then  reappeared.  They  were  very close  now—this  would  be  their  chance.  Larisa  counted  down  out

loud.  Jaden  felt  that  they  were  coming  in  too  fast  and  pushed  his wings against their forward motion, slowing them down. 

But then the tower blinked into invisibility, and they were too far away. There was no way that they’d get there in time. 

At  the  last  second,  Larisa  turned  hard,  barely  skimming  the corner, cutting it so close that Jaden felt the wind of it at his back as they passed it by. He had started to try and fight her maneuver, but her wings, though small, were stronger than his at that moment. And her maneuver almost got them killed against the side of the building. 

“Jaden,  don’t  do  that  again!”  Larisa  scolded  him  as  they banked slowly to come around. 

“We were going too fast,” he protested. 

“I  know  exactly  how  fast  we  were  going.  My  wings  are working properly and yours aren’t. I can control when we arrive and at what angle but only if you don’t screw it up!” 

“I’m sorry. You’re right. Just tell me what to do.” 

“Don’t  do  anything.  I  mean,  just  keep  the  regular  beating  of your  wings,  make  it  predictable  so  that  I  can  count  on  it.  Then  I’ll make the adjustments, alright?” 

Jaden  agreed  with  her  plan  as  they  came  around  for  a second  attempt.  The  building  flickered  out  of  existence  and  then reappeared. Larisa began counting down out loud. Jaden focused on keeping his wings beating regularly and tried to block everything else out of his mind. 

But just as they were approaching the tower in a steep dive, to pick up speed and get there in time, Jaden saw a guard look up. 

The  guard  pointed  at  them  and  shouted.  The  tower  blinked  into invisibility. 

They arrived at its position and didn’t collide with anything. In that  moment,  in  which  time  seemed  to  slow  to  a  crawl,  it  was  as though they were flying over an empty square. And they were, there was  nothing  there;  no  building  at  all,  just  empty  space.  And  there

was  a  strange  rush  of  wind,  as  the  air  moved  to  fill  the  space vacated by the disappearance of the large tower. 

And then, just as suddenly, they were inside a building. There was a wall in front of them. The two of them had to beat their wings as hard as they could to stop their forward momentum. The sudden displacement of air by the reappearance of the building also caused a series of localized gusts that sent them into a spin. 

They flailed into the wall, hard enough to knock the wind out of them, before they sank to the floor. 

Jaden  could  feel  his  heart  pounding  wildly  and  struggled  to get  his  breath  after  the  impact.  Beside  him,  Larisa  seemed  less affected. 

“How  did  you  know?”  Larisa  asked  him,  panting  in exhaustion, but with the energy of excitement, fear, and relief. 

Jaden  croaked  out  a  laugh.  “I  didn’t  for  certain.  But  it  made sense:  this  is  a  Column.  As  Headmaster  describes  it,  this  tower exists in this world but also in other worlds at the same time; holding them up, keeping them connected, but at the same time… apart. The tower must move between the worlds, and while it’s in another world, it’s  not  here.  So,  we  just  needed  to  be  in  the  place  where  it reappeared and we’d be inside.” 

“That’s very smart, but… what would have happened if we’d been in the middle of a wall when it reappeared?” Larisa asked. 

“Wouldn’t  bear  thinking  about.  In  fact,  thinking  about  it  too much  beforehand  would  have  thrown  us  off.  I’m  just  glad  it  didn’t happen.” 

“Me too.” 

From downstairs, Jaden heard a clatter at the door. 

“One of the guards saw us,” he said. 

“We better get climbing then,” Larisa said, leaping to her feet and taking his hand. 

Jaden pulled himself up, and they ran up the stairs toward the top  of  the  tower,  with  Larisa  in  front.  They  ran  as  quickly  as  they

could,  neither  of  them  wasting  their  breath  on  talking,  knowing  that the guards were rushing to catch up to them. 

Jaden did, however, note that the tower wasn’t blinking in and out of existence anymore, now that they were inside it. For them, at least,  it  seemed  to  have  stabilized.  Likely,  they  were  being transported along with the tower. 

As they continued upward, the stairwell narrowed, and Larisa took the lead. Jaden followed behind her but twisted his ankle on a partially  broken  stair.  A  distance  soon  grew  between  them.  Larisa disappeared around a corner above him. 

Beneath him, he could hear the clatter of the guards as they rushed upward carrying their spears and shields. He had noticed that they  wore  only  light  armor,  compared  to  the  more  restrictive  armor that he and Larisa had from the insect men. 

Jaden  was  certain  that  the  guards’  light  armor  would  give them something of a speed advantage, but he hoped that it wouldn’t be enough for them to catch up before Jaden and Larisa reached the globe  at  the  top  of  the  tower.  He  also  hoped  that  the  globe  had  a door  with  a  lock  on  it,  or  at  least  metal  hardware  that  Jaden  could melt to seal themselves safely inside. 

The  bigger  problem  at  the  moment  was  that  Jaden  was unable to make up the lost ground because of the pain in his ankle. 

Instead, he was limping, and it was getting worse. He needed a way to catch her, and the obvious came to mind. He leapt into the air and focused  on  his  wings,  which  appeared  behind  his  back.  Their  size made them difficult to maneuver inside of the cramped space of the tower’s stairwell, forcing him to roll sideways to be able to fly, though this made steering more of a challenge. 

Jaden quickly closed the gap between himself and Larisa as he zoomed up the stairs and then…

He found himself in open air, no tower to be seen. He felt the rush  of  air  filling  the  tower’s  gap  and  struggled  against  intense disorientation and air turbulence. 

What was going on? 

The tower then reappeared around Jaden, catching the tip of his right wing inside of the stone wall of the staircase. It yanked him to a stop so that he swung around and smashed his face against the wall. He heard the crack in his nose and felt the blood begin pouring down  his  face.  For  a  moment  he  was  stunned  and  confused, struggling to shake off the blow. 

Of  course,  he  thought,  why  hadn’t  he  taken  this  into consideration?  While  they  were  running  up  the  stairs,  they  stayed with  the  tower  as  it  shifted  from  one  world  to  the  next  and  back again. But once he was flying, he was no longer in contact with the material  of  the  tower,  and  it  shifted  without  him,  transporting  to another, connected world in the Polyverse before returning. And now Jaden’s wing was trapped in the wall. 

The  footsteps  of  the  guards  were  once  again  closing  in  as Jaden  leaned  against  the  stairwell’s  curved  wall,  focusing  on  his dragon wing. After a moment, with a roar of effort, it came free. 

In the process, Jaden tore out chunks of stone from the tall, which  tumbled  down  toward  the  guards.  Freed,  he  rushed  upward once again. He used his wings as a way to speed up his running but kept his feet on the ground now as he climbed higher. 

Finally, several stories up, he caught up with Larisa, who had stopped, realizing that Jaden was no longer behind her. They took a moment  to  catch  their  breath  and  to  listen  to  the  progress  of  the guards pursuing them from below. 

“What  happened  to  you?”  Larisa  asked  as  she  wiped  at Jaden’s  bloodied  face  and  then  gave  him  a  piece  of  cloth  that  she tore from her tunic to staunch the flow. 

“Whatever you do, don’t try to fly,” he explained. “If you lose your  direct  connection  to  the  building,  it  transports  without  you  and you can end up half-stuck in a wall.” 

“I hope you didn’t get hurt too bad,” she said with sympathy as she stroked his cheek. 

“It was a dumb mistake that I won’t make again. But it’s also useful to know because it can be used as a weapon—for or against

us.” 

“Got it. Now, how much further?” 

“It should be just three more flights to the top.” 

They continued running, and though Jaden pressed the cloth Larisa had given him to his face, the blood kept flowing, smearing his face  and  soaking  his  tunic,  until  he  looked  like  a  madman.  The swelling in his nose also made it difficult for him to breathe so that by the time they finished the last flight, he was panting heavily through his mouth. 

At  the  last  step  of  the  tower  was  a  large  round  door  with  a wheel  in  the  center  of  it.  The  door  itself  was  a  metal  polished  to  a mirror-like shine, similar to the large wheels in the pipe room, in the cisterns below the ground. The wall into which the door was set, on the other hand, was a white, translucent stone with veins of pink and gold, like some kind of quartz. Through the wall a pulsing light was visible, slowly growing in power. 

“The sun must be coming up,” Jaden said. 

Larisa nodded. “The mirrors will be reflecting it all at the globe thing and causing it to light up. It’s going to get very hot in there.” 

“We better move fast, then.” Jaden grabbed the large wheel. 

It was already hot and burned his hands, but it moved freely. 

As  it  spun,  the  door  sank  into  the  wall,  creating  a  space  before sliding  off  to  the  left.  Immediately,  a  blast  of  hot  air  exhaled  from inside  the  globe,  as  though  they  had  opened  a  blacksmith’s  forge burning a full load of coal. 

Jaden  could  feel  the  power  of  the  dragons’  eggs  inside  the room,  pulling  on  his  mind,  like  an  intense  itch.  It  was  as  though someone had opened a closed window and let the full power of their psychic “scent” waft out into the hall. 

Once the door had slid aside, they could see inside the room. 

The  entire  globe  was  made  of  the  same  veined,  translucent  quartz as was visible from outside. The light from the sunrise, reflected off

the  thousands  of  mirrors  set  up  around  God’s  Bowl,  caused  the quartz to glow, the light rising in intensity as it moved up the globe. 

At the top of the globe there was a circle of light, perhaps the size of Jaden’s outstretched arms, that was already too bright to look at directly. 

This circle of intense light was also expanding at a slow but steady rate and would, no doubt soon, encompass the entire sphere. 

Even with the relatively small circle lit so brightly, the heat that came out of the room was almost unbearable. 

It  reminded  Jaden  of  helping  his  father  in  the  blacksmith shop. When his father would open the forge to throw in a shovelful of coal, the heat from within would rush out at them like a desert wind. 

It  would  cause  Jaden’s  face  to  burst  into  a  sweat,  and  he  would wince against it, which of course made his father laugh. 

Inside,  Jaden  and  Larisa  could  also  see  the  dragons’  eggs. 

They  were  on  an  apparatus,  attached  to  a  column  of  stone  in  the middle  of  the  floor.  There  were  two  eggs,  and  each  one  was  in  a special  cage  at  the  end  of  an  arm.  Each  arm  was  directly  across from the other, like a strange baton. 

The eggs themselves were twice the size of a person’s head

—certainly larger than any egg Jaden had ever seen. He wondered if he would be able to fit them into the large backpack that he had worn since they’d left the camp. 

At  the  center  of  the  baton  was  a  fulcrum  with  a  series  of gears  that  was  positioned  at  the  exact  center  of  the  baton.  Rising above the fulcrum was a sort of cup made of a series of gold rings stitched  into  a  platinum,  chainmail  mesh  that  acted  like  a  pouch. 

Inside  this  cup  lay  a  large,  polished  stone  that  was  black  with  red flecks. 

The  bright  light  of  the  disc,  directly  above,  fell  in  a  braided spiral of light toward the cup and the stone. As a result of the energy from  this  light,  which  seemed  to  be  sucked  into  the  rock,  the armature  with  the  eggs  was  slowly  rotating  in  an  orbit  about  the stone.  As  it  did  so,  each  side  rose  and  fell.  The  movement  of  the

armature  was  speeding  up  at  the  same  rate  that  the  disc  of  light expanded.  The  eggs  also  were  beginning  to  glow  with  increasing intensity. 

At the base of the entire apparatus was a kind of funnel made out  of  a  polished  material  the  color  of  sand.  Jaden  immediately recognized it, and the pieces began to fit together. 

“That funnel thing is made from the shell of the insect men,” 

he said. “And those rings that hold the black stone, are the gold rings from inside their chest.” 

“That  explains  why  the  Malabaris  summoned  them  into  our world,”  Larisa  replied.  “I  wonder  if  we’ll  find  something  similar  with the Noon Wraiths or the Golems.” 

Before  Jaden  could  answer,  a  pair  of  guards  arrived  behind them  with  a  clatter.  Acting  on  instinct,  Larisa  spun  on  them  and  hit them  with  a  whirlwind  that  tossed  them  into  the  air.  For  half  a second,  the  two  soldiers  winked  out  of  existence.  When  they reappeared, they were both embedded inside the walls of the tower. 

Only parts of their bodies and limbs stuck out into the passageway of the stairwell. 

“Kalamin’s bones,” Larisa whispered. “I didn’t mean to…” 

“That could have been us,” Jaden whistled. “If they’d grabbed us and thrown us down the stairs…” 

“You should go into the room with the eggs,” Larisa told him. 

“It’s too hot for me. You’re the Dragon Seeker and those are dragon eggs. I’ll deal with the guards as they arrive.” 

Jaden opened his mouth to disagree, but knew that she was right. He nodded and held out a hand to shake hers for good luck. 

Larisa rolled her eyes, stepped forward, and kissed him lightly on the lips,  then  shoved  him  through  the  door  into  the  great  orb  of  the tower. 

Stunned  by  the  kiss,  Jaden  turned  around  to  look  at  Larisa, but she’d already descended the stairs. Both to meet the guards that would soon arrive, and to get away from the heat of the orb, which was  already  becoming  too  much  even  from  the  outside.  Jaden

touched  his  lips  absentmindedly,  then  turned  around  to  face  the apparatus. 

The disc of light had expanded to nearly a third of the globe, and the heat was truly like an oven. On the one hand, Jaden felt like he  might  me  suffer  terrible  burns  from  the  heat,  to  his  skin,  to  his hair,  and  to  his  lungs  with  every  breath  that  he  took.  On  the  other hand, he felt like he was somehow adjusting to it. 

His  arm  itched,  making  him  look  down.  The  dragon  scales that  had  covered  one  arm  to  the  elbow  and  the  other  up  to  his shoulder blade were shimmering, in the way that a metal mesh does when a flame is blown against it. 

The  eggs  were  by  then  picking  up  speed.  They  would  be moving  at  a  dangerously  fast  pace  by  the  time  the  entire  orb  was illuminated to its brightest. He had to make a move now. 

But how? 

He reached out to the armature, thinking that he could stop it while  its  rotation  was  relatively  slow.  The  apparatus  was  made  of finely crafted metal that didn’t look heavy. 

However, as Jaden touched the end of the armature, a surge of energy passed through it into his hands and sent him flying across the room, until he flew head-first into the wall of the orb and sank to the floor. 

“Okay,  that  didn’t  work,”  he  muttered  as  he  shook  off  the blow. 

It  was  obvious  that  there  was  no  way  that  Jaden  could physically  stop  the  momentum  of  the  spinning  armature,  not  by grabbing it. But perhaps he could ruin the entire apparatus so that it halted itself. The heat inside of the orb was already intense, and the searing white light of the reflected sunlight was covering over half of the orb. If the apparatus could withstand that, would Jaden be able to affect it? 

He  moved  forward  until  he  was  next  to  the  funnel  made  of insect armor. They acted as a kind of barrier around the entire thing, but it was now becoming clear what their purpose was. With the rise

in heat in the orb and the growing speed of the machinery, the eggs were shedding sparks and streams of colored light that sank toward the funnel of insect shell, inside of which a vortex of air was created by the spinning machine. The vortex took hold of the sparks, and the heated, colored air, and pulled it downward into a channel in the floor that led to a pair of holes on either side. From there it disappeared into the depths of the tower. 

As  Jaden  pondered  the  purpose  of  the  sparks  and  the colored  air,  the  room  changed  around  him.  The  light  disc  was  now covering  most  of  the  orb,  and  the  intensity  of  the  light  was  beyond description, so that details of objects in the room became indistinct. 

Even Jaden’s hand held in front of his face was little more than an outline. 

He leaned his upper body against the funnel, which was tilted inward at the top. From this position, he could just reach the spindle on the bottom of the apparatus. It was covered with a metal sheath so that the actual spinning axle wasn’t exposed. He reached out and placed his hands on either side of the sheath, gripping it tightly. 

The  light  in  the  room  suddenly  shifted,  and  Jaden  released his  grip  on  the  axle,  thinking  that  he  had  done  something.  But  the light continued to pulse and shift, despite him releasing his hold on the axle. 

Jaden  looked  around  the  room.  It  now  appeared  as  though he were underwater, the air itself undulated slowly. At regular points on  the  floor  of  the  orb,  bubbles  began  rising  upward,  like  boiling water. 

The bubbles were slow at first but then the number and size of  them  increased,  along  with  the  heat  and  intensity  of  light.  They reached about halfway up the height of the orb and then gathered, as  though  blocked  by  an  invisible  ceiling.  The  gathering  bubbles merged  together  and  slowly  started  to  form  what  seemed  to  be portals. 

Behind  these  agglomerations  of  bubbles  were  other  places, definitely not in God’s Bowl. In one he could see what appeared to

be the inside of a dark cave. Another seemed to provide a window into a forest in a rainfall. A third led into a hellish landscape of liquid fire. 

The  machine  must  be  opening  up  portals  to  other  worlds  in the  Polyverse.  The  existence  of  the  Column  was  what  caused  the tower  to  flicker  and  shift  from  world  to  the  next.  But  the  machinery did  something  that  twisted  the  Column,  forcing  it  to  hold  open  all portals simultaneously. These portals were undoubtedly from where the  monsters  came.  And  this  was  somehow  the  means  by  which Devourer intended to destroy this Column—that must be what it was. 

Jaden knew what he had to do. 

He reached out again and took hold of the axle. He focused all his emotional energy on the machine in front of him and what it would  mean  for  their  world.  He  allowed  the  anger  and  fear  that  it generated in him to manifest through his hands as a growing heat. 

He  watched  as  his  hands  glowed  orange,  then  red,  and  finally  a white brighter than the light around him. 

Still, the sheath around the spindle didn’t melt. 

Jaden  shouted  in  frustration  and  sent  more  energy  to  his eyes. He felt them begin to glow, and the world turned red. Then his eyes  itched  as  though  they  were  being  tickled,  while  a  great pressure  built  from  within.  Light  exploded  from  his  eyes  in  twin beams that also struck the sheath. 

The combined energy of Jaden’s super-heated hands and the beams from his eyes overwhelmed the heat-resistant qualities of the sheath—until,  finally,  it  shattered.  The  fast-spinning  axle  within wobbled  without  the  support  of  the  sheath  and  with  the  intensity  of the  heat  being  applied.  It  finally  snapped,  wrapping  and  bending around  itself,  locking  up  the  rotation  mechanism  of  the  entire apparatus.  With  a  jarring  screech  of  metal  on  metal,  the  machine came to a stop. 

Sparks  and  colors  continued  to  fall  away  from  the  eggs  but soon  diminished  to  nothing.  Jaden  leapt  to  his  feet  and  freed  first one and then the other egg from their cages. As he stuffed them in

his bag, he noted that the color and character of the air in the room hadn’t returned. Nor had the portals closed. 

They  were,  in  fact,  continuing  to  widen.  The  machinery seemed  to  have  generated  a  momentum  that  continued  even  after the machine itself had stopped. 

No  matter—Jaden  had  the  eggs,  and  the  machine  was destroyed. Once this moment passed, whether in an hour or a day, it would never return, and the tower would go back to doing what it had always  done.  He  moved  toward  the  door,  turning  his  back  on  the machine. 

But  before  he  could  reach  it,  he  was  flung  against  the  wall with a crunch. 

With a groan, Jaden rolled over and looked up. There was a smallish dragon, the size of a large horse, looming over him. 

“The  lost  dragon…”  Jaden  muttered,  remembering  what Dracoseth had told him. 

Riding  on  a  saddle  on  top  of  the  dragon  was  a  man.  Jaden immediately recognized the baboon snout and bristly hyena fur that covered  his  body.  The  man  wore  a  long  robe  embroidered  with arcane symbols of ancient languages unknown to any living soul. His eyes glowed like a cat’s. 

Devourer. 



Chapter 36







“However  you  got  in  here,  boy,”  Devourer  hissed,  “you  shall regret it almost as much as my incompetent guards.” 

 The  third  portal  to  your  right,  a  voice  said  inside  of  Jaden’s head as he stared up at Devourer.  Run, you little fool. 

It was Dracoseth, communicating with him. 

Jaden considered responding to Devourer for a moment. He might  remind  him  that  they  had  met  once  before,  though  Devourer had  been  asleep  at  the  time,  and  under  an  Elven  spell  that emanated from the Hermitage outside of the Hidden City. 

But Jaden decided that this was not the moment to engage in a debate. 

“Give me those eggs!” Devourer roared at Jaden. 

Perhaps  acting  on  the  mental  command  of  Devourer,  the dragon  exhaled  a  cone  of  flame  at  Jaden.  Jaden  lifted  his  arms  to protect himself—but he needn’t have bothered, as the flame had no effect.  It  swirled  around  him  and  might  as  well  have  been  a  light summer breeze. Jaden lowered his arms and smiled up at Devourer. 

Devourer’s eyes widened in surprised, then narrowed. Jaden could  tell  from  his  look  that  he  had  understood  what  Jaden  was—

who Jaden was. He wasn’t some ordinary thief who’d come to steal a valuable artifact from Malabar and gotten in over his head. 

Jaden was here with a clear purpose. 

“Give  them  to  me,  Dragon  Seeker,”  Devourer  hissed.  “You may yet live and even find a place in my empire, by my side, if you don’t do something foolish and regrettable.” 

Jaden rolled to the right and jumped to his feet, then dove in the  air  just  as  Devourer’s  dragon  swiped  at  him  with  its  enormous

dagger-like  claws.  On  instinct,  Jaden  manifested  his  dragon  wings and rolled out of the way. In half a second, he hit the portal toward which Dracoseth had directed him. 

And then he was in Dracoseth’s world and riding on the back of his Legendary Beast. The great creature swooped downward until he was barely above the water, the reflection of the two moons just ahead of them and to their left side, like flying companions. 

“You did well, apprentice,” Dracoseth told him. 

From above came the screech of Devourer’s dragon as they too  entered  the  world.  As  loud  as  it  was,  it  couldn’t  drown  out  the laughter of Devourer, which resonated now inside of Jaden’s head. 

“So kind of you to bring me right to your Legendary Beast, so that  I  might  consume  his  soul  and  take  on  his  powers,”  Devourer hissed. 

“Impudent  human,”  Dracoseth  roared  and  angled  sharply upward,  almost  throwing  off  Jaden.  It  was  obvious  that  Dracoseth also could hear the words of Devourer. And he didn’t like them. 

“No!” Jaden shouted at his Legendary Beast. “He’s luring you into a battle that he believes he can win.” 

“He  shall  lose  and  become  just  another  gold  coin  in  my hoard.” Dracoseth chuckled as he angled directly for Devourer. 

“Yes, come to me, ancient Dragon,” Devourer said. 

Dracoseth  belched  a  massive  column  of  flame,  the  heat  of which was so intense that Jaden felt like the skin would peel from his face. It approached Devourer, who made a series of strange motions with  his  hands.  The  fire  forked  in  multiple  directions  and  passed around Devourer, leaving him and his dragon unharmed. 

They passed so close to Devourer that Jaden could see the evil  man’s  eyes  had  become  slitted  like  those  of  a  serpent.  He hissed, his neck widening and flattening in a horrifying way, and then he spit a stream of liquid that struck Dracoseth in the eye. 

The Dragon shrieked in pain and rolled away from Devourer, tumbling toward the ocean and chain of islands below them. Jaden

struggled to hang on as they fell toward the sea. At the last moment, Dracoseth  angled  upward  so  that  he  didn’t  dive  fully  beneath  the waters. 

But,  instead,  his  head  and  belly  became  submerged  as  he tried to wash off the toxin that Devourer had spit at him. 

“Are you okay?” Jaden asked. 

“I am blinded,” Dracoseth growled. “As we approached him, I could  sense  that  he  has  the  souls  of  dozens  of  Legendary  Beasts within him. They give him great power, enough to damage even me.” 

“You  should  focus  on  flying,”  Jaden  suggested.  “Keep  us  a safe  distance  but  also  keep  them  on  the  defensive  so  that  I  can attack.” 

“So  that   you  can  attack?  How  can   you  hope  to  fight  a  man who can threaten a Legendary Beast? You are but a boy.” 

“Because  I  have  direct  access  to  your  mana.  I  have  your speed and agility. And,” Jaden said, “I have the two dragon eggs that he wants back and won’t risk endangering.” 

“You  do have the eggs—then you must crack them open and release the dragons within! That will grant you their powers as well as mine.” 

“What do you mean?” Jaden asked. 

“There are many kinds of dragons. I am a Fire Dragon. I have sensed  those  eggs.  They  are  an  Ice  Dragon  and  an  Air  Dragon,” 

Dracoseth  explained.  “All  dragons  breathe  fire,  but  my  flame  is  the hottest; hot enough to melt stone and to burn the air itself. The other dragons have less intense fire, but they can have other abilities, as you will soon find out.” 

Jaden  looked  behind  them.  Devourer  and  his  mount  had descended in pursuit and were now flying just above the water and gaining on them. Soon, they would be close enough for Devourer to use his abilities, perhaps even blinding Dracoseth in his other eye. 

Jaden  took  the  heavy  bag  off  his  back  and  put  it  in  front  of him, opening the top and folding it back. Inside he could see the two

eggs  that  he  had  stolen  from  Malabar’s  Tower  in  the  Column.  He could  see  now  that  the  eggs  were  slightly  different  shapes  and colors. 

“Don’t  they  just  hatch  on  their  own  when  they’re  ready?” 

Jaden asked. 

“The shell of a dragon egg is unbreakable. To hatch requires that  the  shell  be  broken  by  another,  as  a  baby  dragon  lacks  the power,” Dracoseth replied. 

“If  a  dragon  lacks  the  power,  then  how  am  I  supposed  to break it open?” 

“I  could  do  it,  but  we  can’t  stop  at  the  moment  so  that  I  am able. It requires magic,” Dracoseth explained. “By your armor, I see that you have battled an Arachnoptera.” 

“The insect men?” 

“Yes.” 

“We fought them on our way to God’s Bowl.” 

“Did you find the gold rings in their bellies?” 

“We did, six in total. I kept two of them!” 

He knew they’d come in handy! 

“Tell me, how can we use them?” Jaden quickly asked. 

“Your connection to me has given you some dragon instincts. 

Those rings can cut through the shell of a dragon egg. You need to place it over top and then use your power to heat it up.” 

“Why couldn’t the Malabaris have done this?” 

“Because the catalyst. They lack your power. The power of a Legendary Dragon. Now, use it!” 

At  that  moment,  a  cloud  of  acrid,  green  smoke  rolled  over them like a thick fog. The pain was immediate and intense. It felt like Jaden’s  skin  was  being  scrubbed  off,  and  his  lungs  were  being turned inside out. 

He  squeezed  shut  his  eyes,  forcing  tears  out  of  them.  The intensity, inside and out, was so great that Jaden struggled to remain

upright on Dracoseth’s back, fighting the urge to curl up into a tight ball  to  protect  himself  from  whatever  was  in  the  smoke  that Devourer’s dragon spewed at them. 

He roared in agony and fury. 

Dracoseth banked to the right, dragging the tip of his wing in the water so that it created an arc that soaked Jaden. The power and surprise  of  the  water  almost  knocked  Jaden  off  Dracoseth’s  back. 

But  the  water  did  its  job,  washing  off  whatever  had  been  in  the smoke.  Jaden’s  skin  still  hurt  and  his  lungs  burned,  but  it  was  the hurt after the damage of a burn had ended, not the agony of the burn itself. 

“It  is  an  Acid  Dragon,”  Dracoseth  muttered.  “The  most dishonorable of all types of dragons.” 

Jaden forced his burning eyes open, so that he could dig the gold ring out of his bag. He slipped it over the top of one of the eggs, which he’d kept in the bag so as not to drop it. The ring slid easily over the egg’s top and down almost to the middle. 

Touching the ring, Jaden noted that it vibrated, and lowering his head next to it, he could hear a resonant hum coming from it. It was obvious that there was some sort of synergy between ring and egg. 

Jaden placed his hands on either side of the ring and focused his  intentions  on  it.  His  hands  heated  quickly  and  they,  in  turn, heated the ring. The humming became louder, and the ring began to glow  and  then  soften,  forming  a  flattened  belt  around  the  egg.  The shell of the egg started to smoke, with tendrils rising out of Jaden’s bag and then being whipped away by the speed of Dracoseth’s flight. 

The ring was melting through the shell. 

Dracoseth banked hard again, almost tossing off Jaden, who grabbed  at  the  Dragon’s  backridge,  cutting  his  hand  badly  in  the process. 

“Warn me before you do that,” Jaden grunted. 

“Avoiding  death  is  my  first  priority.  Your  comfort  is  not  even closed to the second.” 

Dracoseth took them through a natural rock arch, the bases of which disappeared beneath the waves. As he passed through it, his  wings  clipped  either  side  and  brought  it  crashing  down,  which forced Devourer and his dragon to veer away. 

“You will tire eventually,” Devourer said in Jaden’s head. “I will not.” 

Dracoseth  stayed  close  to  the  water  and  slalomed  between the conical islands that rose out of the ocean close together into the far distance, like a natural labyrinth. There seemed to be thousands of them, and Jaden quickly became disoriented. He glanced behind them and saw no evidence of Devourer following them. 

“I think you lost him,” Jaden said. 

“He is not lost. Not for long, in any case,” Dracoseth replied, and  then  cruised  into  the  bay  that  hosted  the  ancient  ruins  that  he and Jaden had visited previously. 

Dracoseth  passed  through  the  wall,  navigating  the  tottering but  still  monumental  buildings  of  the  ruined  city.  Until  he  reached close  to  the  center  of  the  ruins,  where  a  large  plaza  opened.  Here the Dragon set down and extended a wing for Jaden to slide down to the ground. 

“You look even uglier than usual,” Dracoseth said. “Your nose is  broken,  and  your  eyes  are  bleeding.  You  are  not  cut  out  for  this life.” 

“Next  time  make  sure  you  choose  someone  with  a  harder face and acid-proof eyes,” Jaden replied, then looked up. “Your eye is also bleeding, by the way.” 

Dracoseth didn’t reply, turning to face toward the ocean and the skies, to keep an eye out for Devourer. Jaden, meanwhile, found a  quiet  place  at  the  edge  of  the  giant,  ancient  plaza,  near  a crumbling temple, or perhaps government building. 

One  of  the  columns  had  toppled  against  the  wall  behind  it, but  the  other  seven  continued  to  hold  up  a  stone  roof  that  curved around the entryway. Jaden noticed once again the carved friezes of dragons  in  battle  against  enormous  warriors  and  other  mythical creatures. 

He  opened  his  bag  and  took  out  first  the  egg  that  was dissolving  under  the  heat  of  the  golden  ring  from  the  belly  of  the insect man. Smoke continued to rise in a series of tendrils, swirling up  toward  the  ceiling  above  him.  By  the  looks  of  it,  the  egg  would require some time to be opened. 

Setting it aside, Jaden pulled out the other, smaller egg from his  bag  and  placed  it  between  his  thighs.  Then  he  dug  out  the remaining golden ring from the bag and placed it on top, the same as he had done with the first. 

Once  again,  he  caused  his  hands  to  glow  with  intense  heat and then placed them on the gold ring until it melted into a flat belt around the egg. This egg also began to smoke, but whereas the first egg gave off a white smoke, the smaller one gave off a blue smoke that sparkled as it caught the light. 

Jaden  set  the  second  egg  with  the  first  and  stood  while  the gold rings did their work. It seemed clear that this would take some time.  Dracoseth  remained  nearby,  being  vigilant  and  watching  the skies, uninterested in what Jaden was up to for the moment. Jaden walked  into  the  building  behind  him  to  get  a  better  sense  of  what kind of creatures had once been the masters of this city. 

The  door  was  enormous,  stretching  to  at  least  four  times Jaden’s height. He stepped through it and into the ruined building’s lobby. Above him was a massive domed ceiling that had a hole open to the sky above. 

A vine with a trunk as thick as Jaden’s outstretched arms had burst through the floor in times long past. It climbed up a distant wall and wound around several of the many columns that lined the edges of  the  room.  Finally,  it  reached  the  hole  in  the  ceiling  and disappeared through it. 

In the center of the room was a large stone table, higher than Jaden was tall. It was obviously used, for whatever purpose, by the Titans who had built the city, and not the Elves whose smaller size the  Titans  had  appeared  to  accommodate  in  different  parts  of  the city.  Against  the  wall  behind  the  stone  table,  farthest  from  Jaden, were  a  series  of  columns  carved  into  the  form  of  the  Titans themselves, or so it appeared. 

The carvings showed the Titans rising more than half of the distance to the high ceiling. On their backs, bent under the weight of the roof, they carried smaller beings, the Elves perhaps, who held up the roof with upstretched arms. Their hands reached the underside of  the  domed  roof,  palms  up.  They  also  showed  evidence  of  the effort of carrying the roof, though not as much as that of the Titans. It seemed  to  suggest  that  the  Elves,  despite  what  their  smaller  size might suggest, were more powerful than the larger Titans. 

Jaden  moved  across  the  room,  passing  the  ancient  table, whose purpose was unclear. He reached the columns of Titans and looked  upward.  From  this  closer  position  he  could  see  that  the Titans, who had looked like enormous humans from a distance, were actually  quite  a  bit  different.  For  a  start,  their  faces  were  a combination of insect and human. 

They  had  eight  eyes,  like  a  spider,  with  some  larger  and some smaller. And although they seemed to have a human mouth, a closer  look  showed  that  at  their  chin,  there  were  two  sets  of mandibles that joined together. They had both the mouth of an insect and  that  of  a  human.  And  while  they  had  two  legs  and  two  major arms, they also had another four minor arms. These grew from the sides of the abdomen of the musclebound Titans and curved around their  ribcage.  The  weathering  of  time  had  caused  them  to  almost disappear, at least from a distance. 

Jaden  closed  his  eyes  and  manifested  his  wings,  which  he expanded, lifting himself into the air. He flew slowly upward, past the strange  details  of  the  Titans  and  toward  the  Elven  creatures  that stood on the Titans’ shoulders to hold up the ceiling. 

As  Jaden  passed  the  back  and  shoulders  of  the  Titans,  he noticed  that,  besides  the  extra  limbs,  the  Titans  also  had  wings. 

These  were  also  of  a  stunted  character,  like  the  arms,  and  were folded against the Titans’ backs. 

The Elven character stood on the ridge of the Titan’s wings, using  it  as  support  for  one  foot,  while  the  other  was  placed  on  the Titan’s shoulder. The clear impression was that the Titan was serving the Elf, who was in charge and dominating the Titan. 

As  Jaden  rose  parallel  with  the  Elf  one  thing  became shockingly clear: the Elf was actually human. 

There were some differences—the Elf had a kind of exploding star  pattern  around  its  eyes,  and  its  fingernails  seemed  strangely long, though a human could certainly grow long nails. And although this  particular  Elf  statue  depicted  a  male,  it  wore  its  hair  very  long and braided. 

From  fairy  tales,  Jaden  had  gathered  that  Elves  had  pointy ears  and  narrow,  fine  features.  But  the  person  depicted  in  this sculpture  did  not.  The  ears  weren’t  visible  at  all  beneath  the  long hair, so it was possible that they were indeed pointy. But the features were no more fine or narrow than those of an average man, though this  figure  was  heavily  muscled.  Not  precisely  the  picture  of  the stereotypical Elf from that perspective. 

“Jaden!” Dracoseth’s voice boomed from outside. 

Jaden turned and dove toward the door, leaving the mystery of  the  human-like  Elf  statue  behind  in  the  equally  mysterious building.  He  assumed  that  Devourer  had  found  them,  and  they needed  to  enter  into  battle  or  flight  to  escape.  Jaden  swooped through  the  entryway  and  out  in  front  of  the  ruins,  in  the  central plaza. 

But  there  was  no  attack  taking  place  and  Dracoseth  didn’t look angry, as he had sounded in Jaden’s head when he was inside the  building.  If  Dracoseth  could  be  said  to  smile,  that  would  have described  his  expression  in  that  moment.  Jaden  looked  at  the enormous Dragon, puzzled, and Dracoseth nodded behind Jaden. 

The  first  egg  had  hatched,  and  the  baby  dragon  within  was scrabbling to pull itself out of the shell and from the thick, gloppy fluid inside.  The  top  of  the  egg  lay  on  the  ground  next  to  the  shell,  still smoking.  The  gold  ring,  which  had  flattened  itself  into  a  kind  of bracelet  around  the  egg,  while  it  was  dissolving  the  shell,  had returned to its original form, and lay there as well. 

Jaden  moved  tentatively  toward  the  tiny  creature,  which squawked  and  scrabbled.  It  looked  like  a  miniature  version  of Dracoseth,  though  the  great  Dragon  had  scales  of  gold  that shimmered  with  shifting  colors.  This  baby  dragon  had  a  distinctive blue tone to its scales. 

“Help it out, boy,” Dracoseth said. “Before it drowns in there.” 

Jaden  nodded  and  reached  out  to  the  creature,  offering  it both  of  his  hands.  Although  its  eyes  were  closed,  it  sensed  the warmth  and  movement  of  Jaden’s  hands.  It  squawked  one  more time as it reached out with it foreclaws, which connected to its wings like  those  of  a  bat.  As  soon  as  the  creature  touched  Jaden,  the intensity of its coldness shocked him, and he almost dropped it to the ground. 

The  icy  sensation  of  the  dragon  affected  not  only  the  points on Jaden’s hands that touched the dragon. The coldness spread up his arms and through his entire body, until his teeth were chattering and he was covered in goosebumps. 

“Let  its  energy  wash  over  you,  then  it  won’t  affect  you  so,” 

Dracoseth explained. 

Jaden  closed  his  eyes  and  focused  himself  on  relaxing  his muscles, not reacting to the ice he felt in his veins. It was a struggle to not shiver or chatter his teeth, but Jaden was finally able to gain control over himself, as the dragon crawled up his arms, sat on his shoulder,  and  nuzzled  Jaden’s  neck.  The  icy  sensation  that  had gripped him dissipated, and he felt himself returning to normal. 

Then the dragon bit his neck. 

Jaden’s  eyes  popped  open,  and  he  reached  up  to  grab  the dragon and toss it off him, only to realize that he couldn’t move his

arms. Its venom had paralyzed his entire body. 

He  wasn’t  even  sure  if  his  eyes  were  open  or  he  was hallucinating as the world spun around him, losing focus, then colors, then depth. It became just a series of abstract shapes, each layered on the other, all of them moving. He threw up on himself. 

“It  bonds  with  you,  so  that  you  become  one,”  Dracoseth explained  calmly  in  Jaden’s  mind.  It  was,  in  fact,  the  most  calming tone that the Dragon had ever adopted. 

“The  moment  will  pass  shortly  and  then  you  will  be  fine again,”  Dracoseth  continued.  “And  you  will  have  the  Ice  Dragon’s power, as long as you both live. Do not panic.” 

It  was  true.  Jaden’s  vision  was  already  beginning  to  clear, and there was the sensation of pins and needles in his extremities as the feeling returned to his hands. He also felt the throbbing pain in his neck at the point where the baby dragon had bitten him. 

Jaden looked around, his eyes still swimming, and managed to  focus  on  Dracoseth.  He  tried  to  speak,  but  this  he  couldn’t manage to do yet. 

“It  is  important  that  you  do  not  panic,  as  it  may  harm  the dragons,” Dracoseth said. 

“Dragons?” Jaden slurred. 

“Yes,  the  second  is  now  on  your  other  shoulder.  It  will  bond with you in the same—” 

Blackness  closed  in  rapidly,  and  Jaden  felt  himself  being pulled  into  a  deep  hole.  There  was  the  loud  whoosh  of  air  moving around  him,  non-stop.  The  air  seemed  to  take  the  form  of  objects, people,  animals.  Jaden  felt  them  press  against  him  and  then dissolve before reappearing as a physical sensation at another place on his body. 

“A dragon of the air,” Dracoseth’s voice said from somewhere in the darkness. 

“Where am I?” Jaden asked. 

“You are in the spatial relationship between yourself and each of the dragons that have bonded with you. With the passing of their venom out of you, you shall be released from the darkness.” 

Dracoseth  continued  to  talk,  but  for  Jaden,  the  Dragon’s words  became  no  more  than  a  rhythmic  pulse  that  kept  him grounded,  that  allowed  his  mind  to  be  in  the  moment,  avoiding  it getting distracted by a thousand details of minor events in the world. 

And the Great Dragon was right. It seemed that in no time at all, light began to appear once again at the edges of Jaden’s vision, slowly  ebbing  inward,  until  the  world  once  again  existed  for  Jaden. 

He shook his head to clear his mind, certain that he must have fallen and  cracked  his  skull,  that  none  of  what  he  remembered  had transpired. 

He looked to each of his shoulders and saw curled up there the two dragons that he had helped to hatch. And he felt the pain in his neck from their bites. It hadn’t been a dream or an injury. It really had happened. 

Jaden  looked  down  at  his  hands.  One  had  become transparent  like  glass,  or…  Jaden  lifted  his  hand  and  touched  his face. It was icy cold. 

Then  he  looked  at  his  other  hand.  It  looked  like  a  living sculpture of a hand, made out of dust devils and sunlight. He held it up  to  his  face  for  a  closer  look.  It  appeared  to  be  made  up  of swirling,  sand-filled  winds,  trapped  inside  of  an  invisible  glove.  But, although it seemed to be mostly air, it was as solid as his ice hand or anything else. 

“You  are  now  a  Third  Order  Dragon  Seeker,  Jaden  of  the sewers  of  Lessertown,”  Dracoseth.  “It  means  nothing  to  you—but only  twice  before  has  there  been  a  Dragon  Seeker  of  the  Third Order,  and  only  one  of  the  Fourth.  Those  were  more  than  10,000

years before your birth.” 

Jaden  couldn’t  stop  staring  at  his  hands.  “What  does  this mean?” 

“It means, boy, that you now have the power to challenge a Seeker who devours the souls of Legendary Beasts to absorb their energy. Quite the timing, eh?” 

Jaden  looked  up  at  Dracoseth.  The  Dragon  had  lowered  its wing for Jaden to climb onto his back once again. 

“Where are we going now?” Jaden asked, still disoriented by the events or the dragon venom, or both. 

Dracoseth laughed. “Why, to kill Devourer, of course.” 



Chapter 37







Jaden  and  Dracoseth  rose  above  the  ruins  of  the  city  of mysteries,  whose  name  Jaden  still  didn’t  know.  For  a  confused moment, Jaden wondered if it even had a name. Certainly Dracoseth hadn’t deigned to share it with him. 

He  looked  back  down  toward  the  central  plaza  and  the strange  building  with  the  Titan  statues,  topped  with  human-like Elves. He hoped that they would come back to this city in the future; he had so many questions, and felt certain that the ruins held many answers that could help their struggle against Malabar and Devourer. 

A sharp pain shot through Jaden’s shoulder, reminding him of the  baby  dragons  that  were  perched  there.  He  looked  from  one  to the  other  and  they,  in  turn,  looked  back  at  him,  their  heads  cocked like  dogs.  They  each  made  the  same  short  chirp  as  they  did  so, which made Jaden laugh. 

It was hard to imagine them growing from such funny little—if perhaps already somewhat deadly—creatures into a Dracoseth or an Acid  Dragon  like  the  one  Devourer  rode.  They  reminded  Jaden  of the  colorful  parrots  he  would  sometimes  see  in  the  City  Market  of Lessertown. 

Without  warning,  Dracoseth  descended  sharply,  and  Jaden had to grab his spine ridge again to keep from losing his position. He cursed  at  the  pain  in  his  hand  from  the  wound  he  suffered  the  last time  he’d  grabbed  Dracoseth  here.  Everything  about  Jaden’s Legendary Beast was sharp and unruly, it seemed. 

Down below, Jaden saw why it was that Dracoseth had gone into  a  dive.  Standing  on  the  beach,  beneath  the  ruined  city,  was Devourer. His legs were apart and his hands crossed in front of him

in a relaxed pose. Nearby, the Acid Dragon lay on the sand, rising to its feet when it saw them approaching. 

It was only now that Jaden had a good opportunity to look at the  Acid  Dragon.  Dracoseth  had  said  that  they  were  the  most dishonorable  of  all  the  dragons.  Jaden  couldn’t  speak  to  their character,  but  he  could  now  see  that  they  were  certainly  the  most hideous. Perhaps it was that their acid breath that also corroded their own flesh; the Acid Dragon’s face looked half melted and portions of its jaw and skull were visible. It hissed at them as they approached, a horrible sound that reminded Jaden of a sick cat. 

Dracoseth  landed  gently  on  the  sand,  growling  toward  the Acid  Dragon,  which  sunk  into  itself.  Dracoseth  was  three  times  the size  of  the  other  dragon,  and  if  he  were  to  get  hold  of  it  with  his claws, he could likely have crushed its skull without batting an eye. 

Devourer  was  unmoved  by  Dracoseth’s  dominant  display,  his  face unchanged. 

“I  have  read  of  this  city  in  the  ancient  texts,”  Devourer  said, gazing  thoughtfully  toward  the  ruins.  “But  I  thought  it  merely  a legend. Thank you for leading me to it, I’ll have my arcanologists and historians commence some proper research. Now that we can come and go to this world when we please, it will be much easier.” 

“Explain to me why I should not turn you to ash, filthy mage?” 

Dracoseth snarled. 

“Because you are not able, that is why,” Devourer said with a slight smile. “But you  are welcome to try. In fact, I encourage it.” 

“You’re  too  late  for  the  eggs!”  Jaden  shouted  from Dracoseth’s back. 

“Yes,  I  can  see  that,”  Devourer  replied.  “Congratulations  on becoming a Dragon Seeker of the Third Order. It is a rare honor and will make my victory sweeter.” 

“My  mother  used  to  say  that  it  was  a  fool  who  counted  his victories  in  the  morning  before  his  battles,”  Jaden  said.  “Especially since the tower in God’s Bowl is ruined.” 

Devourer nodded. “Your mother is a wise woman.” 

“Was,”  Jaden  corrected  him.  “Your  soldiers  took  my  parents from me when I was a child.” 

Devourer furrowed his brow, then the light of recognition went on behind his eyes and he smiled. 

“You  know,  when  I  first  saw  you  in  the  orb  of  the  Ancient Tower in God’s Bowl, you were a stranger to me, Jaden,” Devourer began.  “It  took  me  a  moment  to  place  why  you  looked  so  familiar. 

Now, I remember; you came to me in a dream once. But it wasn’t a dream at all, was it? It was one of those Elven enchantments where you meet your greatest enemy, or greatest mentor, or whatever. The Elves had so much foolishness of that sort.” 

“Get to the point,” Jaden bit. 

He could tell that Devourer wasn’t just speaking because he wanted to chat or to get to know Jaden. Headmaster had told Jaden enough times how sly and smart Devourer was. He hadn’t survived a thousand years by luck. Devourer had to be trying to get something out of this conversation. Even if Jaden didn’t know what that was, he wasn’t going to play Devourer’s game. 

“Of course,” Devourer said, bowing his head. “The first thing I should tell you is that your parents are alive, and I could find them and reunite you. The second thing you already know.” 

“You  want  me  to  give  you  the  dragons  in  return  for  my parents,” Jaden said. 

Devourer  smiled.  “You  are  a  smart  lad  for  a  sewer  urchin. 

Obviously the city’s offal hasn’t addled your brain.” 

Dracoseth  erupted  in  a  geyser  of  angry  fire  that  melted  the sand in front of him to glass. “You are not at liberty to give away the dragons!” 

Jaden turned to Dracoseth. “I am at liberty to do what I want,” 

he said, then turned back to Devourer. “But I won’t.” 

“You would be willing to let your parents die for a pair of baby dragons when refusing will also lead to your own death?” Devourer shook his head. “It has been so long since I have been human that I

find our species to be confusing now. I wonder if the one you know as Headmaster, who was once my leader, feels the same as I do. He has also devoured more than a few Legendary Beasts in his day.” 

“Shut your mouth!” Jaden shouted. 

He knew that Devourer was trying to get him angry, make him doubt  himself  and  cause  Jaden  to  cloud  his  own  judgment. 

Headmaster  and  Dracoseth  both  had  emphasized  over  and  over again the importance of emotional self-control, especially in the face of  a  more  powerful  enemy.  Jaden  tried  to  push  the  idea  out  of  his mind that Headmaster had once been a leader of Malabar’s army. 

Of  course,  Jaden  had  heard  the  stories  about  Headmaster, that  he  had  been  part  of  what  was  then  known  as  the  Malabar rebellion,  which  fought  against  a  cruel  king  named  Tegnor. 

Headmaster didn’t hide it and spoke often of how the original aims of their movement were twisted by the violence of that revolt and that Devourer,  then  known  as  Layron,  had  won  the  movement  to  a strategy of “good through evil” in order to defeat King Tegnor. It had basically  consisted  in  a  willingness  to  use  greater  violence  and cruelty. 

Malabar won, and Layron took the name of Emperor Kalamin, the name of a legendary Elven warrior. By then, Headmaster, whose real name remained unknown, was disillusioned and went off into the wilderness, only forming the rebellion and building the Hidden City a century  after  Malabar’s  victory.  This  all  was  basic  knowledge,  but there  had  never  been  discussion  of  Headmaster’s  role  in  the movement  or  any  suggestion  that  he  himself  might  have  been  a Malabari leader. 

Jaden’s  head  was  spinning  at  the  implications  of  this revelation for him, for the Hidden City and for Headmaster. Had he lied  to  them  and  kept  his  true  identity  secret?  Was  he  only  fighting Devourer  because  of  ambition,  after  Devourer  displaced  him  as leader of a cruel and terrible movement? 

Jaden  shook  his  head  to  force  aside  all  the  thoughts  that Devourer’s “casual mention” of Headmaster had raised. He needed

to turn the tables on Devourer psychologically and do to him what he was doing to Jaden. 

However,  in  this  Devourer  had  the  advantage  because  he had  intuited  all  of  Jaden’s  weak  points.  Jaden,  meanwhile,  had  no idea if Devourer even had emotional weak points that would blunt his judgment and abilities. He had been a monster for so many centuries that all human weaknesses might be gone. Though, perhaps he had said  as  much  to  Jaden  precisely  because  that  wasn’t  the  case. 

Otherwise, why mention it at all? 

Jaden slid off Dracoseth’s back and onto the sand. He walked toward  Devourer,  avoiding  the  still  glowing  and  smoking  patch  of melted sand in front of him. 

“You feel fear,” Jaden said with a smile. “That’s what all this is about.  You’re  desperate  to  stop  the  prophecy  about  the  end  of  the war  coming  true  in  a  way  that  destroys  everything  that  you’ve created  before  it  destroys  you  as  well.  Then  you  will  be  dead  and forgotten,  all  your  work  and  memory  erased  from  the  world,  along with Malabar.” 

“A  puny  human  like  you  could  not  possibly  comprehend  my plans,” Devourer scoffed, “let alone defeat them.” 

“You’re right that I was a sewer urchin,” Jaden said. “Living in the sewers, being invisible to everyone around me, I observed a lot of  people  in  the  City  Market  and  on  the  city  docks,  from  the  most powerful to the humblest. They had different goals—from just gaining a scrap of bread to dominating the entire trade in fish or metals—but they had the same motivations. 

“I  have  to  admit,  Kalamin,  that  I’m  a  bit  disappointed.  You were  always  so  much  bigger  than  life,  with  your  statues,  and temples,  and  holidays  to  celebrate  your  supposed  exploits.  I assumed that you  did have complex plans that a mere sewer urchin like  me  couldn’t  understand.  But  you’re  just  a  man  scared  of  dying and being forgotten, same as a common fishmonger.” 

Devourer,  his  face  contorted  in  rage,  opened  his  enormous mouth  wide,  showing  his  baboon  fangs,  and  released  a  horrific

screech. The sound hit Jaden’s hears and caused him to fall to his knees, arms raised to block out the sound. 

Jaden turned his hand—the one that looked like swirling sand

—and thrust it out at Devourer. 

His intention was nothing more than to block the sound—but a  column  of  air  emanated  from  his  hand  without  any  effort  on Jaden’s part, as an instinctual defense mechanism. The burst of air first blocked the screech, deflecting it back toward Devourer and his Acid Dragon. 

Devourer’s screech caused the dragon to howl in pain, and it shook its head from side to side. Then the force of the column of air struck Devourer and sent him flying backward into the sand. 

Devourer spread his arms and floated effortlessly back up to his feet. He smiled and brushed the sand off his robe. Then, without changing expression, he divided into half a dozen exact replicas of himself.  They  moved  without  any  sense  of  haste  in  a  semi-circle around Jaden. All had the same half-mad smile on their faces. 

“A hyena always travels in packs,” Devourer said simply. 

As  he  finished  speaking,  the  many  Devourers  on  the  sand transformed  themselves  into  enormous  hyenas.  Their  robes  fell  to the sand as their bodies twisted and fangs grew. Hair covered their bodies, and they made a horrible sound like a madman laughing at the  moon.  They  encircled  Jaden,  blocking  any  escape  toward Dracoseth. 

Dracoseth  stepped  forward,  toward  Jaden,  and  Devourer’s Acid Dragon moved to block his path. 

“You  dare  challenge  me?”  Dracoseth  rumbled  at  the  smaller dragon. “I am your god, and you will bow before me!” 

The  Acid  Dragon  hesitated  but  held  its  ground.  The  original Devourer, who had sprung the others, now began shifting again, this time becoming more serpentine. His body extended out behind him as  his  neck  flattened.  His  tongue  became  forked  and  flicked  at  the air  in  front  of  him.  In  seconds,  Devourer  had  transformed  into  a

snake  almost  twice  the  size  of  the  Acid  Dragon,  though  still  much smaller than Dracoseth. 

“I  still  have  plenty  more  venom  for  you,”  Devourer  hissed. 

“Come closer, yes?” 

Dracoseth  didn’t  move  closer  to  Devourer  but  lifted  one mighty paw and brought it down on top of the Acid Dragon, pinning it to  the  sand.  He  never  let  his  eyes  leave  those  of  Devourer  the snake. 

Jaden knew this meant he was on his own to fight the pack of monstrous  hyenas  surrounding  him.  He  also  suspected  that Devourer would be unable to fight both Jaden and Dracoseth at the same time. 

Jaden  reached  up  and  let  the  baby  dragons  climb  onto  his hands and then tossed them into the air. Instinctively, they began to fly  under  their  own  power  and  went  to  Dracoseth,  landing  on  his back and watching events unfold. 

With the dragons safe, Jaden reached to his side and found the  strap  that  fastened  the  insect  armor  to  his  upper  body.  He unhooked  it,  releasing  the  armor  and  letting  it  fall  to  the  ground. 

Keeping his eyes on the movement of the hyenas, he did the same with his leg armor and then slipped his arms out of the gauntlets he wore of the same material. 

Jaden now wore only his clothing and had no protection other than  the  intermittent  dragon  scales  on  his  arms  and  legs.  The advantage he got was that he could be much more agile without the armor—which  would  be  unlikely  to  help  him  against  Devourer’s magic, in any case. 

Jaden eyed the hyenas, who were all closing in and looking for an opening to draw first blood. They growled and snapped at the air. And, all the time, that horrible mad laughter. Jaden slowly turned around,  hands  raised  to  chest  height  with  palms  flat,  and  in  a  half crouch, ready to spring at the first attack. 

“I can hear what you’re thinking,” Dracoseth growled inside of Jaden’s head. “Stop. The time for thinking has passed.” 

Jaden closed his eyes and found that he could sense around himself  in  every  direction.  And  he  could  sense  the  position  of  the hyenas by the temperature of their bodies and by their movements, which caused the slightest movements of air that he could hear and feel. 

His sense of both sound and smell was heightened, allowing him  to  locate  the  creatures  precisely.  At  the  same  time,  he  could block out their distracting non-stop laughter and growling. 

Jaden was ready. 

Chapter 38







One  of  the  hyenas  rushed  Jaden,  leaping  through  the  air  at his back. Jaden dropped onto one knee and snapped his sword from its scabbard. As the hyena reached Jaden, he dropped onto his back so  that  it  passed  overhead,  and  thrust  upward  with  his  blade.  The sword  skittered  across  the  hyena’s  ribs  and  then  penetrated  its abdomen. 

As  the  hyena  continued  over  top  of  Jaden,  its  momentum yanked the blade out of his hand. The hyena hit the ground, and its back  legs  gave  out.  It  struggled  forward  a  few  steps,  its  front  legs dragging  its  tail,  then  collapsed  dead  onto  the  sand.  Black  blood oozed from its wound. 

The other hyenas laughed louder, so that now Jaden couldn’t block it out anymore. He could only imagine that they were laughing at  the  fact  that  his  sword  was  now  pinned  under  the  body  of  the beast,  and  Jaden  couldn’t  recover  it  without  making  himself  very vulnerable.  The  four  remaining  hyenas  spaced  themselves  out  to once again converge on Jaden from every angle. 

“What idiot uses a sword to fight a mage?” Dracoseth said in Jaden’s head. “My power is wasted on you.” 

“Quiet,”  Jaden  snapped  back.  “You’re  distracting  me  even more than they already are.” 

The  hyenas  must  have  sensed  the  distraction  too;  one  of them  chose  that  moment  to  strike,  launching  itself  at  Jaden—who spun his body all the way around and leaned backward to avoid the creature.  His  wings  appeared  from  his  back,  allowing  him  to  keep himself  upright,  but  the  hyena’s  claws  raked  across  his  chest  as  it dove past him. 

Jaden was thrown forward into a spin. He landed on the sand and used his momentum to bring himself back up to his feet. But the other hyenas had sensed weakness and moved on him as a group, their jaws snapping at him. Without thought, Jaden dropped to one knee and swung his arms wide in two arcs. 

To his left the ice hand turned two of the hyenas to blocks of ice, which promptly collapsed to the ground. His right hand sent out a  blast  of  air  that  threw  the  third  hyena  tumbling  backward,  into Dracoseth’s waiting gaping maw. The Dragon crunched down on the hyena,  which  let  out  a  short  whimper  and  then  went  limp,  before Dracoseth swallowed it whole. 

The fourth hyena was close enough that it took Jaden’s wrist in its mouth and bit down hard, shaking it. Jaden felt his wrist snap, and a rush of rage and pain filled his chest. He opened his mouth to scream at the beast, and a column of flame emerged that engulfed the  hyena.  Its  heat  was  so  intense  that  the  hyena  was  turned instantly  into  crumbling  charcoal  and  embers.  By  the  time  Jaden stopped, the creature had collapsed to the sand in an unidentifiable lump that didn’t even produce smoke. 

Jaden  spun  on  Devourer  in  his  serpent  aspect.  Dracoseth belched  fire  at  the  massive  snake  as  Jaden  sent  a  cone  of  ice  at him. The snake hissed, releasing a cloud of venom that was able to stop the assault from both sides, but it was obvious that he couldn’t keep  it  up  for  long.  From  being  a  serpent,  Devourer  shrank  and transformed into a falcon, launching into the air away from Dracoseth and Jaden. 

Dracoseth turned his attention back toward the Acid Dragon on the ground, and with one chomp to its neck, finished off the beast. 

“A traitor’s death for a traitor,” Dracoseth muttered, and then:

“Get on. He will try to close the portal after he passes through it. We must not let him trap your corporeal form here in this world.” 

Jaden limped to Dracoseth, blood oozing into the fabric of his shirt, and his right hand hanging uselessly from his arm. He climbed on the back of Dracoseth, who immediately launched into the air, his

massive  wings  pushing  aside  the  sand  and  water  as  they  climbed rapidly into the sky. 

As  they  flew,  Jaden  looked  down  at  his  hand;  he  was bleeding badly and had no feeling in his fingers. With his ice hand, he took hold of the injured wrist and, closing his eyes, sent a surge of cold through his injury. It worked: the blood flow stopped. At least he wouldn’t bleed out, but Jaden wasn’t sure that he’d have any use for his right hand again. 

Dracoseth  had  caught  sight  of  Devourer  in  his  falcon  form, but they were already quite some distance behind him. The Dragon increased his speed but was still barely catching up to the Emperor. 

“Be  useful,  boy,”  Dracoseth  growled.  “Throw  a  fireball  and send him to the ground.” 

“I need both hands to create a fireball, and my right hand is ruined,” Jaden replied. 

Dracoseth  looked  over  his  shoulder  at  Jaden,  who  was nursing  his  injury,  as  though  cradling  a  baby.  He  scoffed.  “You humans are so fragile. I honestly do not know how you have been so successful in your world.” 

His  speaking  about  humans  as  a  race  reminded  Jaden  of what he’d seen in the building in the ruined city. 

“Why did the Elf statues in that building look like humans?” he asked. 

“It’s  not  really  the  moment  for  a  history  lesson,  is  it?” 

Dracoseth replied. 

“We  have  time.  You  seem  a  tad  fragile  to  be  catching  up quickly with a small bird,” Jaden said. “Are humans Elves?” 

“Yes.  And  no,”  Dracoseth  replied.  “And  no,  I  won’t  go  into more detail than that. You lack the ability to understand. And I need to concentrate. Since I am so fragile.” 

The finality in Dracoseth’s tone made it clear to Jaden that he would be getting no more out of the Dragon in that moment. There

was no point in pushing it and starting a fight since—Dracoseth had a point there—he needed to focus on catching up to Devourer. 

Up ahead, Jaden spotted the portal out of the world in the far distance. It was an empty space in the sky, the size of a large door. 

No details of the orb room beyond were visible, not only as a result of the distance, but also because of the brightness of the light on the other  side,  where  the  full  sunshine  was  reflecting  off  the  black mirrors and focused onto the quartz orb. 

Nowhere  was  Devourer  visible,  and  Jaden  worried  that  he’d already  passed  through  and  was  on  the  other  side,  shutting  the portals. 

“Come  on,  hurry  up!”  Jaden  urged.  “We  don’t  have  much time.” 

Dracoseth didn’t respond. Jaden called to the Dragon again, but still: silence. Then they began to fall toward the ocean below. 

Dracoseth’s body had gone limp, his wings flapped uselessly in  the  air  above  them.  As  they  fell,  Jaden  saw  a  large  snake separate itself from Dracoseth’s body, near his neck. It transformed into a falcon and flew off toward the distant portal. 

“Dracoseth!” Jaden roared, but to no avail. 

Focusing  his  energy,  Jaden  extended  his  wings  and  called the  baby  dragons  to  him.  They  leapt  onto  his  shoulders,  digging  in their claws to hold tight, as Jaden winced. 

He  was  torn.  He  wanted  to  help  Dracoseth  but  had  no  idea how  he  could;  the  Legendary  Beast  was  massive,  and  Jaden  was injured. But he hated the idea of abandoning him. 

What  was  more,  if  Dracoseth  died,  would  Jaden  lose  his Dragon Seeker abilities? Would they pass to Devourer himself? Was killing  a  Legendary  Beast  in  this  way  what  was  meant  by

“devouring”? 

As  he  struggled  with  conflicting  desires,  he  suddenly  knew what Dracoseth would expect of him. 

Jaden  leapt  from  the  Dragon’s  back  and  spread  his  wings, letting  the  wind  beneath  them  carry  them  up  and  away  from Dracoseth’s falling body. Once they had put a safe distance between them and him, Jaden took one last look at his Legendary Beast, as it plunged  downward,  hitting  the  sea  with  an  enormous  splash  that sent waves in every direction. 

As Dracoseth disappeared beneath the waters, Jaden turned toward the portal and flew with urgency. 

If  Jaden  was  going  to  lose  his  powers  with  the  death  of Dracoseth,  that  might  come  at  any  moment  as  the  Dragon  sank beneath the waves. He had no time to spare on that count, nor the possibility that Devourer could lock them in this world. Jaden had to bring the baby dragons back with him, to further the prophecy about the return of magic. 

And  he  had  to  continue  in  pursuit  of  Devourer.  If  he  could manage  to  destroy  the  Emperor,  it  could  end  the  war  against Malabar once and for all. 

There  had  been  a  moment  in  their  battle  on  the  sand  when Jaden  thought  that  they  could  get  the  upper  hand  against  the Malabari  Emperor.  They  were  clearly  overpowering  him  and  forced him  to  flee.  That  gave  Jaden  hope  in  the  possibility  of  defeating Devourer, who was clearly not invincible or even free of the fear of defeat.  But  Devourer  was  too  savvy  to  be  defeated  so  easily,  that much  was  clear,  especially  with  what  had  just  happened  to Dracoseth. That gave him much to think about. 

But first things first: the portal. 

Jaden  saw  the  falcon  pass  through  the  portal.  Devourer seemed to be already returning to his natural form as he passed into the bright light of the orb room. Jaden pushed his wings as hard as he could. The portal began to wobble at the edges, losing definition and fading. It was disappearing. 

With a roar of effort, Jaden pushed himself to the limit. He felt a  sharp  pain  in  his  shoulders  and,  glancing  sideways,  realized  that the baby dragons were also using their wings to help with his speed. 

They  were  clearly  already  in  tune  with  Jaden’s  sentiment;  a psychological bond was forming. 

They reached the portal and passed through it at a high and uncontrolled  speed.  Suddenly  they  were  back  in  the  orb  room  and tumbling  end  over  end,  skidding  across  the  floor.  Jaden  leapt  back up to his feet, ice hand raised in front of him while his air hand was protected against his chest. Devourer wasn’t there. 

Feeling  a  movement  of  air,  Jaden  looked  up  and  saw  a gaping hole in the orb above him. Devourer was already flying off, at full size, with the enormous wings of a dove sprouting from his back. 

In  seconds,  he  was  already  a  small  dot,  soon  to  disappear.  It  was clear  that  he  had,  in  fact,  devoured  a  score  or  more  of  Legendary Beasts over his long life and had access to all of those powers. 

Jaden  was  about  to  launch  himself  in  pursuit  of  Devourer when he felt the tower shake violently. He put his undamaged hand against the wall to steady himself as pieces of the broken orb fell to the floor from above. He remembered that Larisa might well still be outside battling with the guards. 

Jaden had been gone for the better part of a day in the world of  Dracoseth,  but  he  knew  from  past  experience  that  the  time  that passed in that world didn’t correspond to how much time had passed in  this  one.  He  hoped  that  she  was  still  okay  and  knew  that  he couldn’t abandon her. 

Jaden looked one last time and watched Devourer disappear from  view.  He  then  rushed  to  the  round  door  that  enclosed  the  orb room in the tower. It was a challenge to spin the wheel with only one usable hand, while pulling the door inward to create a space to get out. But he managed to do it enough to squeeze through and then rushed outside. 

The rattle of combat could be heard beneath Jaden, and he rushed  down  the  stairs,  with  the  baby  dragons  flying  around  his head,  making  squawking  noises.  He  took  the  steps  two  at  a  time while being careful to use his wings to help his balance, so that he

could  keep  his  ruined  hand  protected  against  his  chest,  instead  of using it for balance. 

Three  flights  down,  Jaden  rounded  a  corner  and  almost collided with Larisa, who was in the throes of battle with a half dozen guards. Luckily for her, they could only climb the stairs one at a time in this section of the tower, making it difficult to rush her or catch her off-guard. 

She used her rapier with great skill, which reminded Jaden of Lily’s  abilities  to  fight  with  a  sword,  which  had  so  impressed  him when they’d first met. But while Lily fought like a berserker warrior, Larisa  had  more  of  an  aristocratic  style  of  swordfighting.  It  didn’t matter;  the  soldiers  fell  just  the  same  beneath  her  thrusts  and parries. 

Larisa  was  also  using  her  abilities  as  a  Seeker  and,  just  as Jaden arrived, she sent several guards tumbling through the air with a  whirlwind.  As  had  happened  before,  they  disappeared  for  half  a second before reappearing embedded within the walls of the tower. 

As Jaden arrived, she glanced over her shoulder. “What are you doing here? I just left you!” 

Phew—so Jaden had won time. 

“Enough time to get the job done!” Jaden exclaimed. 

As  if  to  emphasize  the  point,  the  baby  dragons  flew  above Larisa’s  head  and  unleashed  ice  and  wind  upon  the  guards  who were rushing upward to fill the gap left by their comrades. 

“Are those…?” 

“From the eggs, yes,” Jaden said. “Lots to tell. If we get out of here.” 

The tower shook again, more severely than before, and a few stones tumbled to the stairs. The shaking was almost continuous by this point. 

“It’s  been  doing  that  since  a  couple  of  minutes  ago.  What’s going on up there?” Larisa asked. 

Jaden  shrugged.  “Maybe  it’s  because  I  destroyed  the machine  that  they  were  using  to  control  the  Column.  Maybe Devourer  did  something  when  he  came  back  through  one  of  the portals and then closed them, to try and trap me. I have no idea, but we really need to get out of here. I think the tower is being torn apart by the Column.” 

“Fine by me,” Larisa agreed and then noticed his hand. “Are you okay?” 

“Broken  nose,  bloody  chest,  ruined  hand…  I’ve  been  better. 

Let’s  lift  into  the  air,  and  when  the  tower  disappears,  we  fly  out  of here.” 

“It’s a risk if we get the timing wrong,” Larisa said. 

“Less  of  a  risk  than  trying  to  fight  our  way  through  a  whole company of soldiers. Especially once we’re outside on open ground.” 

“Good point,” she said, and wrapped her arms around Jaden. 
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Jaden did as best he could to allow his bad arm to rest, as it was beginning to throb with pain as the freezing that he had applied was  wearing  off.  He  whistled  to  the  baby  dragons,  who  were  still blasting  away  at  the  terrified  guards,  half  a  story  below.  They zoomed back up the stairs and landed on Jaden’s shoulders. 

“Now!” he said. 

Larisa  and  Jaden  leapt  into  the  air  and  spread  their  Seeker wings,  keeping  themselves  hovering  over  the  stairs.  From  behind Larisa,  Jaden  saw  the  first  soldiers  coming  up  the  stairs,  spears extended and ready to strike. Jaden raised his ice hand, preparing to respond. 

The tower was gone. 

There was that sharp breeze again as air filled the gap left by the  tower.  Without  waiting  an  instant,  Jaden  and  Larisa  beat  their wings and moved sideways, toward where the exterior wall had been in the stairwell. They had barely moved beyond their original position when the tower returned. 

And they were outside, while the soldiers remained inside. 

Chaos  was  unfolding  everywhere,  Jaden  now  noticed,  not just  in  the  tower.  The  tower  itself  was  wobbling  and  losing  large stones. Open cracks had formed in the giant quartz orb that topped the tower. 

The tower was collapsing. 

Beneath  them  there  was  total  panic.  Soldiers  ran  to  and  fro as water rose in the streets around the bottom of God’s Bowl. 

“They  made  it,”  Larisa  exclaimed,  in  reference  to  Malory’s and Nathan’s mission of flooding the sewers. 

“But  that  underground  lake  filled  up  a  lot  quicker  than  I thought,”  Jaden  said.  “I  figured  it  would  take  weeks,  not  hours.  We need to make sure that Nathan and Malory got out.” 

They  released  each  other  from  their  embrace,  which,  to Jaden’s surprise, filled him with instant regret. Then they descended to  the  ground,  at  the  edge  of  the  main  plaza.  As  Jaden’s  feet touched  the  water,  which  was  already  above  his  ankles,  the  quartz orb  crumbled  and  collapsed  on  top  of  the  tower.  Its  weight  and impact caused a whole section of the tower, near the top, to break off and  crash  to  the  ground  beneath.  It  did  so  with  a  large  rumble followed by shouts and then the splash of it hitting the rising waters. 

Although  Jaden  and  Larisa  were  clearly  visible,  the  soldiers were too busy fleeing from God’s Bowl to notice or care. Horses and carts  and  soldiers  on  foot,  all  ran  toward  the  roads  that  wound around the bowl in a spiral toward the top. Jaden took Larisa’s hand, and  they  ran  back  toward  the  dining  room  through  which  they  had entered the base of God’s Bowl and where the entry to the ancient cistern was located. 

Halfway to the dining room building, the sewer covers in the ground, from which water had been bubbling, exploded upward from the  pressure  of  the  water  underneath.  Jaden  and  Larisa  ducked behind  a  wall  to  avoid  being  struck  by  any  of  the  clattering  iron covers. Without the covers to hold back the rising waters, it now shot into the air in a series of geysers, rapidly increasing the rate at which God’s Bowl was filling. 

Entering  into  the  dining  hall,  the  front  door  had  been  pried open, and the large entry lid to the cistern lay at an angle against a nearby  table.  Here,  too,  the  water  sprayed  in  a  column  upward, striking  the  ceiling  and  spreading  from  wall  to  wall.  It  fell  into  the knee-deep waters around the room like a heavy rainfall. 

“Do you think that they got out of the cistern?” Larisa asked. 

Jaden  shook  his  head.  “I  don’t  know—but  I  think  that  we would have seen them, or they would have seen us. And this water came up so quickly…” 

“How  do  we  get  down  there  through  that  to  check?”  Larisa said, pointing at the loudly crashing geyser in the middle of the room. 

“I have an idea,” Jaden replied, and explained his plan. 

Larisa  shook  her  head.  “That  sounds  crazy,  but  okay,”  she said, and they set off right away. 

They made their way through the water, now up to their mid-thighs. 

Larisa  made  motions  with  her  hands  that  called  up  a whirlwind,  larger  than  Jaden  had  ever  seen  her  create  before.  The effort  of  it  showed  on  her  face,  but  sure  enough,  the  whirlwind formed in the air, drawing in water. 

As they moved closer to the large hole in the floor that led to the cistern, Larisa settled the whirlwind over top of them. The noise was intense as the whirlwind pushed the water aside and cleared a space in the hole, leading downward. 

Jaden  held  out  his  ice  hand  and  concentrated,  sending  a wave of impossibly cold air to the edges of the whirlwind. It froze the whirlwind’s walls solid, creating a wide tube, easily large enough for the  two  of  them.  As  Larisa  lowered  it  below  the  floor,  Jaden continued  to  freeze  the  edges,  creating  a  tunnel  of  ice  within  the flooded cistern. 

The  two  of  them  leapt  into  the  air  and  used  their  wings  to lower slowly below the floor. The ice was thick and transparent, like a curved window that gave them a view of the underwater world. Or it would have, except that it was so intensely dark. 

“Can you create a light orb?” Larisa asked. 

“I need both of my hands,” Jaden replied. “Let me try.” 

He took a deep breath and moved the ruined right hand away from  his  chest.  He  touched  his  hands  together  gently,  instead  of clapping as he had always done in the past. Even so, the pain was almost too much to bear. 

But  Jaden  was  able  to  create  a  small,  blue  orb  of  light  that emanated  no  heat.  With  his  functioning  hand,  he  directed  the  orb

through the ice wall of the tunnel that they had created. 

The  water-filled  room  was  now  visible  and  eerie  in  the  blue light.  Bubbles  rose  constantly  from  below  as  pockets  of  ancient  air made their way toward the surface. As Jaden moved the orb around the  room,  trying  to  see  if  Malory  or  Nathan  were  there—probably unconscious  but  hopefully  not  dead—there  was  a  sudden  thump against the tunnel wall. 

Jaden  and  Larisa  startled  and  spun  around—and  saw Nathan’s face staring back at them. 

He must have seen Jaden’s orb of light. And he was pointing upward,  toward  the  ceiling,  where  there  remained  a  pocket  of  air. 

Malory was up there, and Nathan must have been as well, surviving as  best  they  could  as  they  tried  to  figure  out  a  way  out  in  the absolute darkness of the water-filled cistern. 

Nathan swam back up to the ceiling to replenish his air, and Larisa and Jaden built more tunnel upward, using the same method as before; Larisa displaced the water with her whirlwind and Jaden froze the walls solid. Soon, they reached the air pocket, and Nathan and  Malory  fell  into  the  tunnel  of  ice,  sliding  toward  its  bottom. 

Jaden, Larisa, and the dragons followed them down. 

“Let’s go!” Jaden said. “I don’t know how long until the walls melt.” 

“Since when do you do ice?” Malory asked. “Did we die and wake up in an upside-down universe?” 

Jaden ignored her and grabbed Nathan’s shirt with his good hand.  Malory  and  Larisa  did  the  same.  The  three  of  them  rose through the tunnel. On the sides, the water was already beginning to leak through cracks and was quickly melting. 

It wouldn’t last much longer. 

As they reached the hole that led out of the cistern, there was a loud whoosh beneath their feet. Jaden looked down and saw that the  tunnel  had  collapsed.  The  water  was  gushing  in  and  filling  it.  It rose toward them rapidly. 

“Hold your breath!” Jaden shouted. 

The rising water engulfed them, sending them upward along with it. They reached the hole out of the cistern and passed through it into the dining hall. The water was by now almost near the ceiling, and  they  were  pushed  up  into  the  air  bubble  like  corks  released beneath  the  water.  The  top  of  the  door  was  just  visible,  and  Jaden emphatically  pointed  toward  it.  The  four  of  them  dove  under  water and swam toward it, with Jaden using his wings to compensate for his busted arm. 

They  made  it  outside  of  the  building  and  came  up  to  the surface. The water level was already almost twice as deep as Jaden was  tall  and  approaching  the  tops  of  the  buildings  at  the  bottom  of God’s Bowl. 

“How high do you think it will go?” Nathan asked. 

“Who knows?” Larisa replied. “But I’d be surprised if it didn’t go all the way up to at least the top of the sewers, which wasn’t far below the lip of the bowl. In fact, the last section of the bowl slants at a gentler angle, which suggests that it eroded and was a shoreline a long time ago.” 

“I’d  like  to  get  out  of  this  water  before  it  gets  there,”  Jaden said. 

His arm was now fully awake from the freezing, and the pain was  unbearable.  He  was  struggling  against  blacking  out  but  didn’t want to freeze his arm again for fear of leaving it in a state only fit for amputation. Blood oozed into the water in a cloud around him. 

At  that  moment,  the  baby  dragons,  whom  Jaden  had  lost track  of,  popped  up  from  under  the  water.  They  glided  in  the  air above  Jaden’s  head,  screeching  in  protest  that  there  were  no shoulders available for them to land on. 

“Whoa!” Malory exclaimed at the sight of them. 

“I guess, then, that we can say you succeeded in your part of the mission,” Nathan commented wryly. 

“More or less,” Jaden replied. 

“I guess we can say the same thing about you,” Larisa said. 

“More or less,” Malory said with a laugh. “It’s quite a story, but I’m betting that yours is better than ours somehow.” 

“We can share stories later and put it to a vote,” Jaden said. 

“But let’s get to the side of the bowl so that we can make our way up toward the top.” 

Everyone was in agreement and more than happy to get out of the filthy water, which was bringing to the surface everything that had  settled  in  the  sewers  over  centuries,  plus  the  sewage  of  the recently established Malabar base. Jaden wasn’t keen on getting the any of that in his wounds—he had seen the results of that more than once in the sewers of Lessertown. 

They made their way to the shore, where the rapid rise of the water was clearly visible against the row upon row of mirrors that the Malabaris had installed to power their Column-destroying apparatus. 

To stay ahead of it, the group had to keep up a quick pace of walking,  with  the  waters  constantly  nipping  at  their  heels.  The complex  of  injuries  was  catching  up  with  Jaden,  who  was  limping badly. Even the baby dragons seemed concerned, flying around his head and whimpering. 

Malory  suggested  that  they  fly  to  the  top,  but  Jaden  didn’t think that he had the strength. With his arm bleeding freely, he was becoming weaker by the minute. 

“We’ll leave Nathan for now and carry Jaden up to the top,” 

Larisa  said,  the  concern  in  her  voice  obvious.  “He’s  so  pale,  and those purple circles around his eyes… We’ll come back for you after we get him up there.” 

Nathan  waved  her  off.  “I  can  travel  by  foot  much  faster without you, if I leap. I’ll be there right behind you. Just get Jaden up to the top. Perhaps Captain Lucas is there already. He will be able to bind his wounds.” 

Malory and Larisa each put an arm around Jaden’s waist, and the three of them took off from the ground and began ascending the enormous crater of God’s Bowl. Jaden powered his wings as best he

could  and  the  baby  dragons  sat  on  his  shoulders,  even  using  their own wing power to help. But the bulk of the effort came from Malory and Larisa. 

Jaden’s  head  lolled  forward,  and  he  looked  down  at  the mirrors  as  they  passed  by  underneath  him,  like  an  endlessly repeating  hypnotic  pattern  of  black  squares.  Between  his  feet,  he could  see  the  waters  rising  ever  faster,  swallowing  the  mirrors. 

There,  also,  was  Nathan,  leaping  from  mirror  to  mirror,  sometimes smashing them, other times not. 

Jaden wanted to look back toward the ancient remains of the city  that  was  at  the  base  of  God’s  Bowl,  but  then  he  remembered that  it  was  already  likely  beneath  the  waters,  along  with  the  Sewer Keeper,  the  underground  lake,  and  the  incredible  labyrinth  of  the sewer system. Thinking about the Sewer Keeper reminded Jaden of his promise to it that when the Elves returned, he would have them release the Keeper from its duties and transform it back into an Elf. 

In his head, he renewed that oath. 

They  finally  reached  the  lip  of  the  Bowl,  which  was surrounded  by  heavy  forest,  and  which  was  only  broken  by  a  few roads  that  led  to  the  ancient  ruins.  Captain  Lucas  had  agreed  to meet them, along with his caravan and their magrots, near the ruined walls  of  an  ancient  building  that  may  have  been  a  hermitage  or  a library,  nobody  knew  for  sure.  And,  indeed,  there  he  was,  waiting, smoking a pipe as they set down on the ground. 

As  soon  as  he  saw  them,  Captain  Lucas  rose  from  his  seat on the stair of his coach and walked quickly over to Jaden and the others.  He  lifted  Jaden’s  chin  and  looked  into  his  eyes,  tutting  and shaking his head. 

“I’m not certain which suffered more destruction,” he said and waved over the camp healer. “God’s Bowl or this lad. How is he still alive, let alone standing on his feet?” 

Rachel, Jaden’s magrot, had obviously sensed both Jaden’s arrival  and  his  physical  state.  She  appeared  out  of  nowhere  at  a brisk run and shoved Captain Lucas aside and to the ground. 

“Lanool,  what  have  you  done  to  yourself?”  she  asked  in  his mind. 

Jaden  croaked  a  chuckle.  “To  myself?  I  had  plenty  of  help with each of these injuries. I’ll detail all the help I got for each wound later.” 

“You fool,” she scolded. “You are too important to die. You are the Dragon Seeker.” 

Jaden  smiled  and  looked  up,  toward  the  baby  dragons  that flew overhead. Rachel followed his gaze. 

“The arrival of a Dragon Seeker is supposed to be a sign of the  return  of  magic  and  the  end  of  the  wars,”  Jaden  said.  “If  we’re going to end the wars, we’re going to need more dragons, and I’ve brought us some. Wouldn’t you say that’s my role?” 

Rachel  rubbed  his  cheek  with  her  beak  and  cheek.  “Stupid boy. You are right. But still stupid.” 

“Ahem,  honorable  magrot,”  Captain  Lucas  said  from  behind Rachel. “The healer is here, and Jaden is more likely to survive if we can treat him.” 

Rachel  stepped  aside  but  stayed  close  and  made  a  sound that clearly communicated that, if anyone harmed Jaden, they would suffer  terribly.  The  healer  was  obviously  unsettled  a  bit  by  Rachel, but  she  nonetheless  set  to  work,  laying  Jaden  on  the  ground  and assessing all of his various wounds. As she did so, she directed her assistants  as  to  which  tinctures,  herbs,  and  poultices  would  be needed. 

As  she  spoke,  pronouncing  the  obscure,  ancient  names  of plants and salves, the healer sounded like Jaden’s alchemist mother. 

She  had  taught  him  about  so  many  of  these  things  that  the  healer now  spoke  of.  He  could  remember  her  voice  so  clearly,  how  she quizzed him on the names of things. As the healer spoke now, Jaden muttered the same words, repeating them under his breath. 

It  comforted  him.  And  reminded  him  of  what  Devourer  had said. 

That his parents were still alive. 

It wasn’t the first time. Devourer had done the same months earlier  when  they’d  first  met  him  in  the  enchantment  in  the  Elven Retreat  of  Reckoning.  The  first  time,  Jaden  had  dismissed  it  as  a trick, but to have heard it a second time…

Well,  it  still  might  be  a  trick.  There  were  so  many  people  in the prisons of Malabar and so many who just disappeared. Perhaps Devourer  always  used  that  hope,  knowing  that  this  tended  to  be people’s  weak  spot:  their  desperation  to  find  a  lost  loved  one.  But something told Jaden that wasn’t what happened, and now he knew that he needed to find out where his parents were, and whether they were still alive. 

He closed his eyes and let himself fall asleep to the sound of the healer’s voice. 

Jaden didn’t dream. 

But  he  did  hear  and  feel  things.  Like  the  healer  putting  a pillow under his head and her assistant rubbing his limbs to increase blood flow. There was also the soft, enveloping darkness of sleep. At some point he’d also felt a kiss on his lips and then heard the sound of horse’s hooves, before the blackness returned. 

He welcomed the blackness. 

Chapter 40







Jaden woke up some time later, still lying in the same place underneath  the  light  of  the  moon  and  stars.  Beside  him,  Rachel slept,  her  body  pressed  against  his.  Jaden’s  wrist  still  throbbed intensely, and he lifted it to have a look, afraid that the healer might have amputated it to avoid the risk of anything spreading further up his arm and to his torso. 

But there it was. It was heavily bandaged and splinted, but it was there. 

“You  should  sleep,  Lanool,”  Rachel  said  quietly  in  Jaden’s mind. 

The magrot’s enormous eyes twinkled in the moonlight. 

“How long have I been asleep?” he asked. 

“Some  hours.  Not  enough,  though  I  can  feel  that  you  are healing  quickly.  You  are  lucky  to  have  a  Dragon  as  a  Legendary Beast and to be its Seeker.” 

Since  he  had  gotten  back  from  Dracoseth’s  world  he  hadn’t thought about the Dragon. It had been too crazy with the tower, the flooding, his wounds. He also realized that he hadn’t dreamt of the Dragon. 

That in itself wasn’t so strange, Dracoseth often went months between  his  contacts  with  Jaden.  But  after  such  a  harrowing experience  and  battle,  he  thought  that  Dracoseth  would  have contacted Jaden, at least to let him know he was alive and to make sure that the two baby dragons had made it back okay. 

The Dragon’s silence troubled Jaden. He worried that he was, indeed, dead. 

The worst part was that he had no idea how he could find out. 

All he could do was all he could ever do: wait for the Dragon to come

to him. Patience. 

“Yeah, I am lucky,” Jaden finally said. “Though it still hurts a lot.” 

“I am certain that is so,” Rachel replied. “Just looking at your broken nose. You look something like a street clown.” 

“Thanks.” 

He used his good arm to push himself up to sitting and then struggled up to his feet. He was wobbly but felt sure enough that at least he wouldn’t faint. 

They  were  in  the  middle  of  a  camp,  surrounded  by  the coaches and trailers of Captain Lucas’s caravan. A little ways off was a fire, the nomad escorts sitting around it, eating and drinking. 

“I  don’t  recommend  walking  around  in  the  dark  in  your condition,” Rachel said. 

She  was  also  on  her  feet  and  by  his  side,  protective  as always. 

“We are still quite close to the edge of God’s Bowl, and it has become a very deep lake,” Rachel added. “If you fell in, we might not be  able  to  find  you  in  its  depths  in  the  dark.  Some  of  the  nomads have also said that they saw strange creatures in the water, though their magrots tell me that they are a superstitious people. You never know what may be true and what is but a product of their overactive imaginations.” 

Captain  Lucas’  voice  came  from  somewhere  behind  them. 

“You  look  less  terrible  than  when  I  first  laid  eyes  on  you  earlier. 

Though only just.” 

Jaden  turned  and  saw  him  standing,  still  with  his  smoking pipe in his hand, and with a foot propped on a pile of firewood that had been gathered and stacked nearby. He had a smile on his face, which looked a little diabolical in the darkness. 

“What happened with Devourer?” Jaden asked. 

“If  you  were  hoping  that  he  dropped  dead  out  of  the  sky  or was  eaten  by  a  large  fish  from  the  Red  Coast’s  newest  lake,  I’m

afraid I’ll have to disappoint you,” Captain Lucas joked. “However, he did fly off in rather a hurry, not even bothering to give the command for  his  men  to  retreat.  It  was  left  to  lower-ranking  officers,  who  will probably  be  hung  for  not  dying  honorably  at  the  bottom  of  God’s Bowl. Devourer generally punishes sanity in decision-making, except where his own skin is concerned.” 

Jaden  nodded,  silent.  He  had  seen  Devourer  flying  off  and had  suspected  that  his  first  concern  would  have  been  to  save himself. 

Still, he was disappointed that he hadn’t managed to hurt the evil man more. 

“What you did down there,” Captain Lucas said. 

“What  we  did  down  there,”  Jaden  corrected.  “It  was  a  team effort.” 

“Of  course.  What  you  all  did  down  there  was  impressive.  It caught us by complete surprise to be quite honest. We barely got out and lost three wagons of supplies.” 

“Sorry  about  that,”  Jaden  said.  “We  only  realized  about  the water works in the sewer system once we were there.” 

Captain Lucas waved off Jaden’s apology. “This project took them  a  very  long  time  to  build.  Years,  in  fact.  And  you  destroyed  it completely  and you got their dragons’ eggs; those can’t be easy to come by.” 

“It won’t take them years to build the next one, I don’t think,” 

Jaden said. “They know how to do it now, and it wouldn’t surprise me if they had more eggs in the Imperial Reliquary.” 

“Aye, that may well be true. But there’s more.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Before  today,  they  didn’t  know  you  existed,”  Lucas continued.  “Oh,  they  knew  about  the  Hidden  City  Rebellion,  of course.  But  it’s  been  a  hundred  years  since  it  did  anything meaningful.  And  there  hasn’t  been  a  Dragon  Seeker  in  over  a thousand, maybe two. And not only did you reveal yourself, but you

also  drew  first  blood.  Devourer  is  going  to  want  vengeance—and he’s  a  man  who  has  always  gotten  what  he’s  wanted  since  the Hidden City was defeated.” 

Jaden  nodded.  “I’ve  got  some  vengeance  of  my  own  that  I want as well.” 

“Careful,  lad.  Devourer  can  spend  his  days  pondering vengeance because that is his weapon of rule. He has all the tools to achieve it: army, spies, prisons, and gallows. You have none of those things.” 

Jaden  nodded,  his  head  swimming  with  all  the  thoughts.  “I feel like the world changed here today, but it’s going to take time for all the pieces to fall into place.” 

“I could hardly disagree,” Lucas replied. “That’s why you need to get back to the Hidden City and I need to get back to Marleborn. 

We  need  to  prepare.  We  are  moving  from  skirmishes  on  the sidelines toward open war.” 

“The  four  of  us  will  go  to  Marleborn  tomorrow  morning,  get Loren,  and  then  make  our  way  back  to  the  Hidden  City.  Hopefully Headmaster has already returned as well.” 

Saying his name reminded Jaden of what Devourer had told him. So many questions…

“I’m afraid it will be just the three of you and you will have to head  directly  back  to  the  Hidden  City,”  Captain  Lucas  said.  “Larisa has  already  returned  to  Marleborn  along  with  my  associates.  Our people need to know what happened here. We’ve also gotten some strange news from the city about the Noon Wraiths. News that is…

concerning.” 

“What’s that?” Jaden asked. 

“Another outbreak,” was all Captain Lucas would say. 

“Maybe we should return with you. I could help.” 

Lucas shook his head. “No. The priority is getting you back to the Hidden City and getting ready for the next phase. When Larisa is done,  she  can  return  with  Loren,  when  things  are  resolved  in

Marleborn. As you said, the world changed here today, and I believe that things will begin to move quickly from now on.” 

Captain Lucas stepped forward and offered his hand. Jaden accepted, and they shook. 

“It  has  been  an  honor,  and  I  look  forward  to  our  future collaborations,” Lucas said with a wink. 

Nathan and Malory arrived at that moment with their magrots, loaded with supplies. Captain Lucas shook Malory’s hand and said a farewell, then he nodded at Nathan, and returned to the camp. 

“How’re  you  feeling?”  Malory  asked.  “Because  you  look  like horse manure on a hot day.” 

“I  feel  just  a  little  better  than  that,”  Jaden  said,  and  then nodded at their bags. “You’re intending to leave at night?” 

“We  are  going  to  leave  at  night,”  Nathan  corrected.  “You didn’t think that we’d leave you, did you?” 

“No,” Jaden said. “It’s just that it seems rushed. Why not wait until morning?” 

“Malory and myself discussed it. We are in agreement that we have no time to waste. The war is coming.” 

“And we started it,” Malory added. “We have a responsibility to let the Hidden City know what happened.” 

“We were sent, as you will recall, merely to observe what was happening with the Column,” Nathan reminded Jaden. 

“Yeah,  I  guess  we  overreached  a  tad.”  Jaden  chuckled.  “I’ll pack up and you can put those other bags with Rachel.” 

“Are you sure you’re up for the journey home?” Malory asked. 

Jaden  shrugged.  “It’s  like  you  said:  we  just  started  a  war. 

What choice do we have?” 

He felt tired, and his entire body hurt, not to mention that he only had one usable arm. 

But  he  would  survive.  He  was  sad  that  he  didn’t  get  to  say goodbye to Larisa. He felt like they would have a lot to talk about. A

lot had changed these past days. 

But that would have to wait. He was also anxious to get back to the Hidden City. He had thought, based on his learning over the last  year  and  on  everything  that  Headmaster  had  taught  him,  that they were at the beginning of a process that would take many years, maybe even an entire lifetime. 

But  Jaden  also  remembered  the  first  time  that  he  had  met Headmaster,  and  he  had  shown  Jaden  the  book  of  the  future. 

Headmaster had told him that a page in a book might signify one day or  an  entire  decade  because  the  speed  of  history  was  constantly changing. History had just sped up, and Jaden had a feeling that the equivalent  of  decades  would  pass  in  the  space  of  years  or  even months. 

And for the first time, he knew what he had to do. He was no longer just a student, following the path laid out for him. 

He  was  going  to  create  his  own  path.  He  would  find  his parents.  He  would  find  more  dragons’  eggs  to  keep  them  out  of Devourer’s hands and speed up the return of magic to the world. He would  find  out  what  exactly  Headmaster  was  and  what  his  plans were. And he would find a way to get back to Dracoseth’s world to find the Dragon, dead or alive, as well as figuring out the relationship between  humans  and  Elves  and  what  it  meant  for  the  war  against Malabar. 

He  had  a  lot  ahead  of  him—but  Jaden,  injuries  aside,  felt ready for it. He was a Dragon Seeker, Third Order, after all. 

He was ready for war. 

End of Book 2
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