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      When he finally cornered the monster, it was smaller than Kado expected.

      He lowered his stick, his brow crumpling confusedly. The creature was shrinking away along the moonlit alley, dragging itself across the cobblestones with its stubby little claws. Its round yellow eyes were stretched wide with fear.

      With a twinge of pity, Kado saw that its wing was broken. Deca or one of the others must have hit it with an arrow.

      “Kado! What in the Mother’s name is going on in there?”

      Kado gave a start and spun back to the alley mouth. He had almost forgotten Grag and the rest of the crew were still out there, waiting in the street beyond.

      Kado couldn’t see his companions on account of the tower of crates that currently blocked the head of the alley. They were stacked too high and precariously for the others to climb over safely. When the creature squeezed between them, Kado had been the only one small enough to follow. Although he’d jagged a rogue nail crawling through, tearing another hole in his trousers.

      Crates arranged in such a haphazard, gravity-defying manner could never have been stacked that way by a person. More than likely, they had simply floated into that position all by themselves. That sort of thing was common in Darkfae City. Sometimes stuff just floated around, or sank into the earth as if the ground had swallowed them. Folk whispered that it was the work of malevolent spirits. But Umah said it was just a side effect of the wild magic that riddled the city.

      “Stop messing about!” came Grag’s angry shout from the other side of the crates. “Lord Darganon said to kill the devilkin on sight!”

      “I know, just give me a minute,” Kado called. “I’m still looking.”

      Kado’s mouth tightened. Slowly, he turned back to the alley, his stick dangling in his grasp, forgotten. He could only imagine how Grag would react if he knew Kado had already cornered the creature. But what if they were wrong? Could this little creature really be the monster Lord Darganon had every man in the city hunting?

      A few moments ago, Kado had been excited. It was a thrilling chase, dashing through the twisting lanes of Darkfae, the creature scampering just ahead of them, flitting between the shadows. For a second, it looked like Kado was going to be the hero. He might be the smallest in the gang, but he was also the fastest.

      He would have been the one who caught the dangerous monster. He even dared to dream he might earn himself a bed. During the chase, they had only snatched fleeting glimpses of the creature. But now …

      The creature had stopped shrinking away and was looking up at Kado with wide eyes. It was small, even smaller than he first guessed. Kado had seen larger rabbits. Its squat body was shivering violently, its stumpy arms and legs tucked to its sides.

      Still, Kado could agree with Lord Darganon about one thing—the creature did appear to be a devilkin.

      Short fangs stuck up from its lower lip. Webbed wings sprouted from its shoulders, although Kado doubted they were big enough to lift its tubby body. Its skin was rough and leathery, and mottled like a reptile’s. In the gloom of the alleyway, it looked almost black. And it had two stumpy ears, right at the back of its round skull, which were currently twitching like a frightened puppy’s.

      If this was some kind of devil, then Kado bet it was only an infant. He doubted it could hurt anyone, even if it wanted to. And he was pretty sure it wasn’t doing that either.

      “It’s awfully quiet in there, Kado. What are you doing?”

      The older boy’s voice sent a spike of alarm through Kado. Grag was getting angry. Kado could hear it. Things never went well for Kado after Grag got angry.

      He looked around to find one furious eye, hooded by an equally furious eyebrow, glaring at him through a gap in the crates. Grag must have had his face squished hard up against them. But from the way he was squinting, he was having difficulty seeing anything in the alley.

      “Move it along, half-breed! We saw the devilkin go in there.”

      This came from another voice, an icy female voice. Deca …

      Kado was scared of Grag, but he was terrified of Deca. Kado had never done anything to offend her, but she seemed to take offense to him anyway, and loved nothing more than pointing Grag’s rage in Kado’s direction.

      “I know, I’m sorry. I’m still looking,” Kado called back, hoping the others wouldn’t hear the quiver in his voice. His gaze never left the little creature, his mind racing to find a way to help it without Grag discovering his treason. “It’s just really dark in here.”

      That last part was true enough. The alley was a muddle of shadows. Grim buildings, two or three stories tall, surrounded the lane on both sides. The moonlight that sliced across the rough bricks was barely a glimmer. Most of the light came from the mysterious purple glow that haunted Darkfae’s skies—the light that had appeared in the heavens two weeks ago. The same night Lord Darganon had ordered every gang in the city to start looking for the devilkin.

      That eerie purple glow made the alley seem even more sinister. As Kado’s eyes met the creature’s frightened round gaze, he suddenly wasn’t sure which one of them was the real monster.

      The stick dropped from Kado’s grasp and clattered to the cobblestones, his shoulders slumping. He could never let the others hurt this little creature. Kado didn’t know how he would stop them, but he couldn’t let it happen. Not again …

      His mind flashed back to that other alley, all those years ago. He could still hear Abrel’s screams. Kado, please! Don’t let them take me!

      “That’s it!” snarled Grag, startling Kado from his thoughts. “Look out, half-breed! We’re coming through!”

      Kado leaped backward as the tower of crates began to creak and wobble. From the perilous manner in which they were stacked, it wouldn’t take much for them to collapse, burying Kado underneath. Not that Grag would have cared.

      Kado’s heart was beating faster. The others would break through at any moment. He looked around, his stomach knotting. The creature was scampering toward another tumble of boxes at the rear of the alley. Kado just hoped it could hide before the others broke through. Grag might have been happy to let Kado go on alone and slay the dangerous monster, but his apprehension would soon vanish when he saw how small the creature was.

      Kado scooted back another step as the crates teetered dangerously. Then, with a great screeching of timber, they toppled, collapsing into the alley in an explosion of dust and planking.

      Grag burst into the alleyway before the clouds had even settled. His scowl flashed around the gloomy lane before pouncing on Kado.

      Grag’s meaty fingers curled into fists. He puffed out his chest and stepped up to Kado, even as his two cronies stepped up behind him.

      “What happened to the monster, whelp?” the older boy demanded.

      Kado’s hands began to tremble. He shoved them into his pockets and lifted his chin, flinching as he met Grag’s gaze. It took every ounce of his willpower not to look in the creature’s direction. Grag only had to glance toward the rear of the lane, and he would surely spot the creature.

      “I don’t … I don’t know, Grag,” Kado said, his voice cracking. “I didn’t see.”

      Grag’s rough features twisted with fury. Kado bit down on his lip to keep it from quivering. Grag was only a couple of years older, but he was a lot bigger. His neck was so thick it lined up with his ears. His hair was shaved almost to the scalp. Grag told anyone who would listen that he cropped it with a knife. He liked the others to call him Grag the Fists, but people usually only did that after he glared at them.

      And Grag was just a few months away from coming of age, which would mean his promotion into one of the real crews—a fact that he never stopped mentioning. If he could make their life a misery now, Kado dreaded to think how it would be once Grag was an actual senior.

      “So, you lost it?” Grag hissed between clenched teeth.

      When Kado nodded, Grag shoved him hard in the shoulder, making him stagger backward, but he took the opportunity to shoot a glance at the rear of the alley. Kado eased out a breath. The creature was out of sight.

      Grag stepped up to Kado again, almost treading on his toes, trapping him against the alley wall.

      “You messed up big this time, half-breed! That devilkin was important. Lord Darganon has every crew in the city looking for it, and we could have been the ones who killed it. Mister Harlington would have promoted me for sure!”

      “Grag, we should get going,” said another voice nervously. “The Molok Tai …”

      Kado’s eyes moved to the enormous boy with a shaggy mop of blond hair standing behind Grag. Though it wasn’t his real name, everyone called him Slogger, on account of the difficulty he had with the most simple of tasks, coupled with his stubborn determination to finish them anyway.

      Slogger was even bigger than Grag, but that didn’t stop Grag from picking on him too. Grag picked on Slogger almost as much as he picked on Kado.

      “We’re not going anywhere until we catch that monster,” Grag said, his eyes never leaving Kado. “The Moloks will be alright, as long as they don’t find us empty-handed. The half-breed must have seen where the devilkin went. I’ve heard that salkai can see in the dark.”

      “That’s not true,” Kado said quietly, his gaze dropping. “Besides, I’m only half salkai.”

      Without thinking, he smoothed his long hair down over his pointed ears, proof of his mixed heritage. Not that his stark silver hair—unheard of on any human his age—didn’t reveal him anyway.

      “This alley is a dead end,” said a cold voice as Deca stepped up on Grag’s other side. Deca had a mean, pinched face, and did not have a nickname. Grag never picked on Deca.

      Her eyes floated around the alley before landing on Kado, looking him up and down. “This bedraggled little whelp must have seen something.”

      Grag scowled at Deca. Then he swung that scowl on Kado. “Good point, Deca.”

      “The creature had wings, Grag. I saw them,” Slogger said. “Maybe it flew away or something.”

      “Then Kado should have seen where it flew to.” Deca’s lips curled into a cruel smile. “Isn’t that right, Grag? The half-breed is lying.”

      A low growl was his only warning.

      Grag slammed his fist into Kado’s gut, a slug of pain exploding in his stomach. He dropped to the cobblestones, gasping for air, but all that his lungs seemed able to deliver was a breathless moan. The alley grew even darker.

      Deca was prodding his shoulder with her booted toe. But, at that moment, Kado barely noticed. He had just looked toward the boxes at the rear of the alley.

      Round yellow eyes were staring back at him, wide and unblinking.

      “Perhaps that tickled your memory,” Grag said, snatching Kado by his scruff and dragging him to his feet. “Do I need to remind you that I am the head of this crew—by Lord Darganon’s command. You have to obey me. Or have you forgotten who owns you, half-breed? I will ask you one more time. Which. Way. Did the monster. Go?”

      Kado drew in a shuddering breath. Then he squared his shoulders. He kept his eyes forward, not daring to so much as glance at the creature lest he give it away.

      “I … I don’t know, Grag.”

      Grag snarled and pulled back his fist to strike again, but Slogger caught his arm.

      “Grag, we need to leave. Now. It’s more than just the Molok Tai coming.” Slogger wasn’t even looking at Grag. He was staring past the alley mouth and down the fog-smothered street, his eyes growing wider and wider. The panic in the giant boy’s voice made even Deca’s facade falter. “I think it’s the dread hounds.”

      The dread hounds. A bright bolt of fear shot through Kado.

      Grag snarled a curse. He glanced down the street, and then swung back to Kado. His fist was still raised and trembling with anger.

      “Slogger’s right, Grag,” said Deca, sounding disappointed. Although Kado was certain it wasn’t because they had lost the creature. “I feel them too. Someone must have seen us chasing the devilkin and realized we’d caught the trail.”

      “That was me,” Grag said distractedly. His gaze was still fixed on Kado. “I sent Harel to tip off the Moloks.”

      “You tipped them off?”

      “I thought we’d as good as caught the monster, didn’t I?” Grag snapped back. “They were supposed to arrive at our moment of triumph.”

      “Well it’s too late now,” Deca said. “The Molok Tai must have sent the hounds instead. If we are still around when they get here, they’ll rip us apart.”

      Kado gulped and swallowed, his eyes moving beyond the alley. In his anxiety over the creature, he hadn’t even noticed. But now that the others mentioned it, he could sense it too. An aura of terror was growing around his heart like a shadow.

      The Dread Hounds of the Crae. There had been rumors for months that Lord Darganon had snared the legendary beasts, although few people believed it. But if someone had told Kado two weeks ago that the ancient magic that riddled Darkfae City could get even more wild and frightening, he would have said they were crazy too.

      Until the night the mysterious purple glow had appeared in the heavens.

      The same night the dread hounds were first sighted. They had been released from Darganon’s dungeons to prowl the streets in the darkest hours, hunting for the devilkin, devouring any unfortunate passerby who happened to stumble onto their way.

      Kado had only sensed them once, and the experience still gave him nightmares. The hounds had passed three streets away, but the aura of dread they exuded had woken him from his sleep.

      Now, Kado’s heart clenched as he remembered the little creature. When the hounds arrived, they would catch the creature’s scent. Then their hunt would be over.

      “We can’t just run, Deca,” Grag said, breaking into a gap-toothed grin. “The Moloks know that it was our crew who made the tip off. Someone is going to have to wait behind and make a report.” The grin drained from his face. “I guess that means you, half-breed.”

      He shoved Kado so hard that he stumbled. He would have fallen again if his back hadn’t slammed into the alley wall, the rough bricks digging into him.

      “Hurry up, let’s go,” Slogger said, skipping from foot to foot in his anxiety to leave. The giant boy was halfway out of the alley already.

      “Come on, Grag,” Deca said, taking off after Slogger.

      Grag lingered a moment longer, his eyes boring into Kado’s. “I won’t forget this, half-breed. I will spend a good deal of time between now and the morning thinking up a suitable punishment. That’s if the dread hounds don’t devour you first.” He chuckled at his own joke as he turned and headed after the others.

      “And be sure to wait for the Moloks so you can make your report,” he called back. “Don’t even think about running!”

      Kado’s eyes followed the others as they fled down the street in a panicked jog. Slogger turned back when Grag wasn’t looking and gave Kado a sympathetic smile. Kado offered a wave in return. Slogger knew as well as Kado did what it was like to be on the end of Grag’s ire.

      In a few moments, the group had vanished into the fog-smothered night. Kado massaged his bruised gut and waited a moment longer, just to be sure.

      In all his years running with the crew, he had rarely seen Grag this angry. Normally, the threat of an impending punishment would have flooded Kado with fear. But compared to the sheer horror of the dread hounds, that fate seemed almost inviting.

      Kado’s trembling mind held only one thought: He needed to get away from here before the dread hounds arrived. And he needed to take that little creature with him.

      He had no sooner made certain that the others were out of sight than he rushed back into the alley. Kado dropped to his haunches beside the pile of boxes where he had last seen the creature, and peered into the shadows. His throat tightened. There was no sign of it.

      The little creature was gone.
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      Kado squinted into the gloom behind the boxes, his panic rising. The shadows were empty. There was no sign of the creature.

      He shot a panicked glance over his shoulder. Beyond the alley mouth, the street lamps glowed like blurry ghosts through the night’s fog, the entire scene brushed with an eerie purple from the light in the heavens. A tingle ran up Kado’s spine. The streets were too quiet, even for Darkfae City.

      An aura of fear was growing, thick and palpable, floating through the night. The hairs on his neck and arms were standing on end.

      The dread hounds were coming.

      Every tale whispered on every street corner suddenly came back to haunt him. Stories of giant black hounds. Beasts with fangs like blades, and eyes that blazed with red fire. Deadly hunters, able to smell their prey from miles away.

      Suddenly, a man broke through the fog, his arms flailing as he ran. He stumbled from side to side, as if his legs couldn’t decide on a safe direction. Then he rounded a corner and was gone.

      Kado’s head snapped back to the alley. “Are you in there, little guy?” he whispered, peering into the shadows behind the boxes.

      The walls of the alleyway were too high for the creature to have escaped; Grag or one of the others would have noticed. It had to be in there somewhere, probably cowering. But, if the stories were true, there was no hiding from the senses of the dread hounds.

      Every part of Kado screamed at him to run. Yet his legs did not move. He couldn’t just leave the creature to be devoured.

      Kado flashed a glance toward the street, his brow crumpling. Was it his imagination, or were there shadows growing within the fog? Now his heart was really thumping.

      “Little guy,” he whispered, more urgently. “We need to go. The hounds—”

      Kado cut his words short as a pair of round yellow eyes appeared in the gloom behind the boxes.

      “That’s it,” he said, doing his best to keep the terror from his voice and sound nonthreatening. He threw another panicked look toward the street. They needed to get out of here. He turned back to the creature. It was still staring at him, unmoving.

      Kado held out a hand, cupping his palm the way he did when he shared his dinner with a jittery stray. “Come on out, little guy. Don’t worry, I won’t hurt you. I know your wing is—”

      The creature burst from the shadows and flung itself at Kado, wrapping its stubby arms around his neck.

      “Easy there,” Kado said, extracting a claw that was digging into his back. “It’s alright, I will …”

      His voice faded. Slowly, Kado rose, his eyes locked on the street beyond the alley. It suddenly felt like his knees had turned to water. They wobbled under his weight, threatening to give way. There could be no doubt now. Kado could see them.

      The Dread Hounds of the Crae.

      Two hulking shadows were moving through the fog. Hazy, beastly figures that loomed as large as horses. All Kado could make out were their fiery red eyes.

      Then, the shadows stopped. The murky silhouette of one hound lifted its head, sniffing at the dark. Its cold howl echoed through the city. In the weeks they had prowled the streets of Darkfae, Kado had never heard that cry before.

      A cat shot past his ankles, darting out from the back of the alley and around the corner, its ears pressed flat in its panicked dash for safety. Kado didn’t need any further encouragement.

      He turned and bolted, hugging the creature to his breast. The hounds were too close for him to escape onto the street. His only chance was to scale the alley’s wall.

      “It’s alright, little guy,” he whispered as he ran. The creature was making a thin whining sound and shivering. “I need my hands to climb, so you’ll have to hang on tight. Don’t worry, I won’t let them catch—”

      The roar of the hounds drowned out Kado’s words. An abhorrent chorus of snarls and savage barks. Beneath it, he could hear their claws clacking on the cobblestones as the beasts bounded down the street. Straight toward the alley.

      Cold dread gripped Kado’s soul. His limbs scrambled, carrying him up the rough brick wall as if of their own accord. A few feet away, a family of rats was scampering up the wall beside him. Whether it was the aura of fear the hounds emitted or their otherworldly howls, its seemed they struck terror into the hearts of every living thing.

      Kado looked skyward, his stomach turning. The building they were climbing was at least three stories tall. The gutter, and the relative safety of the rooftop, loomed far above. It seemed like a mile away.

      The roars of the hounds were getting closer. The aura of dread that accompanied the beasts had thickened into a hot cloud. The air was suddenly too thick to breathe. Kado feared he might pass out.

      The little creature was shaking and whimpering in his arms. Kado scrambled up the wall with renewed vigor. In his panic to flee, his toe slipped, grazing his shin painfully on the stone. He lost precious moments recovering his grip. Then he was climbing once more.

      His fingers burned as he clutched the rough bricks, dragging them higher. The creature was shivering uncontrollably. Kado didn’t know how far they had climbed, but he guessed he was somewhere near the second story.

      There came a tremendous snarling as the hounds bounded across the street. Kado felt more than saw the beasts burst into the alley.

      Every coherent thought fled from Kado’s brain. All he knew were the snarls and barks of their hunters. It sounded like the hounds were right beneath him. He could feel the searing heat of their breath. The stench was overwhelming. Earth and wet fur, tinged with blood. Kado’s heart was thundering in his chest. He felt a rush of wind and looked down.

      Just in time to see the monstrous jaws snap closed an inch below his feet.

      The hound landed heavily. Instantly, its head snapped skyward. Its brother prowled the alley restlessly around it.

      Two gigantic hounds of darkness, the size of large horses. Their eyes were blazing red suns. Kado could see their fur bristling like spines. The low growl they emitted seemed to shake the very building he clung to.

      The first hound coiled, ready to leap again. Hatred blazed in its fiery gaze. Kado’s hands clawed at the wall, dragging them upward, even though he knew it was hopeless. This time, the hound would leap higher and swallow them whole.

      A tremendous howl bellowed through the alley. The beast sprang. Kado felt something cold beneath his fingers. His hands had reached the gutter. With a cry of elation and terror, he hauled himself over and dived onto the rooftop.

      A second later, the beast’s slathering jaws snapped closed in the space Kado had just occupied. Its leap had carried its head well above the height of the roof.

      For a moment one red eye was fixed on Kado with smoldering hatred. Then the beast dropped back down, leaving him staring into the purple-tinged night.

      A din of barking and snarling came from the alley below. Kado could hear their giant claws scraping at the sides of the building—the hounds’ frustration at finding their prey escaping.

      Kado hugged the whimpering creature to his breast and took off. He scrambled up the tiled roof all the way to the ridge, putting as much distance between himself and the gutter as possible.

      He sat there, chest heaving, the little creature shivering in his arms. They looked out over a sea of dark roofs, curved and steeply pitched, sprawling away on every side under the eerie night.

      In the alley below, the hounds’ snarls had quietened to a menacing growl. Then their claws clacked the cobblestones once more. The beasts were on the move, seeking another path to their prey.

      “Are you alright, little guy?” Kado asked as soon as he had gained some control over his ragged breaths. “We need to get out of here.”

      He tried to lift the creature away from his breast, but it only hugged him tighter. Its stubby arms were wrapped around Kado’s neck.

      Kado let out a sigh. At least the little guy was alright. After some coaxing, he managed to shuffle the creature around so it clung to his back instead of his chest.

      Then he started moving across the rooftop, flitting along the top ridge. He was careful only to tread where the tiles joined so as not to stir the inhabitants below. His steps fell quicker as he found his balance and his momentum built. Right now, his only thought was to get as far away from the dread hounds as possible.

      Kado willed his legs to move faster. “Nothing moves as fast as a salkai thief,” he panted, recounting the old saying. He just hoped that, this time, the expression held true.

      The hounds would have caught the creature’s scent, and probably Kado’s as well. Their pursuit would surely continue, but they would have to take the long way around, using Darkfae’s labyrinth of lanes and winding avenues. For those who knew the secrets, the rooftops offered alternative pathways.

      And the roofs of Darkfae City were Kado’s playground.

      He bounded across the city under the purple night, leaping from roof to balcony, from balcony to roof. Sticking to the shadows. He knew which lanes were narrow enough to jump and where the wider streets brought any rooftop route to an abrupt end.

      Coming upon a familiar path, Kado’s feet fell into a rhythm. This was one of the routes his crew used to traverse the city.

      The trouble with Darkfae, was those paths could change without notice, and of their own accord. Sometimes buildings vanished entirely. It wasn’t uncommon for structures to burst into spontaneous flames. Although Kado suspected most of those fires had more to do with rival factions than wild magic.

      As he hurdled a low parapet onto a narrow balcony, Kado’s eyes tightened. Time to switch paths.

      Climbing over the balustrade, he leaped onto the neighboring balcony and scrambled up to its roof. Then he vaulted over a short chimney, jumping to the next building, and took off in the other direction, hoping to confuse his pursuers.

      Kado kept one ear out for the dread hounds as he ran. The howls were getting fainter, yet growing in ferocity, their hunt becoming more desperate as their prey slipped away. The whole time, the creature clung to Kado, making little whimpers, burying its head into his shoulder.

      He knew their safest bet was to flee to the Black Bazaar. It was the only spot in the city that was sure to be crowded at this hour. So far, the dread hounds had avoided populated areas. Kado could figure out his next step from there.

      He kept his gaze forward as he ran. Around them, the rooftops were a cluster of sharp and crooked shadows. Darkfae was a sprawling city. Steeply curled roofs and narrow spired towers. Every twisted building was made of dark stone.

      At three stories high, Kado was offered a good view of their surroundings. A ghostly fog blanketed the city, as it did every night in Darkfae. It rolled across the crooked rooftops, turning the streets into a blur of mist and shadow. The only splash of color were the amber torchlights that spilled from the occasional arched window.

      The only color, that was, besides the mysterious glow that haunted the heavens, casting its purple hue over the entire city. The strange glow that had appeared in the night two weeks ago, apparently bringing this little creature with it.

      “I hope you haven’t gotten me into too much trouble,” he said as the creature nuzzled into his shoulder.

      Kado slid to a halt and cocked his head. The hounds’ cold howls were even fainter now, drifting on a far wind. If he had been fully human, Kado doubted he would have heard them at all. The aura of dread the hounds radiated seemed to have lessened as well.

      Kado threw a glance over his shoulder. He had a sudden eerie feeling, like eyes were crawling over him. But all he saw was the silhouette of a bird, perched on a nearby gambrel. Still, it would not be wise to linger. He cupped a hand over the creature’s round head and took off once more.

      His mouth grew dry as he moved through the night, flitting from shadow to shadow. The repercussions of what he had done were starting to gather shape in his mind. There would be all sorts of hell to pay next time he saw Grag. Kado wouldn’t be able to go back to the den for a week. Not with the mood Grag was in. Now that Kado thought about it, as long as he had the creature with him, he wouldn’t be able to go back to the den at all.

      But what choice had there been? Kado never could have abandoned a creature too small to defend itself, even if it was some kind of devilkin. Not after what happened to Abrel. Kado needed to get this little creature to safety. Then he could sort out his own troubles. After all, that was what he did best. He’d been doing it his whole life.

      The bustling din of the Black Bazaar reached his ears long before its lights rolled into view. From the rooftops, the market looked like a patchwork of glowing lanes. The colorful lanterns of the stalls chased away the night’s fog, beaming in bright contrast to the shadowed city around it.

      But the color and light belied the Black Bazaar’s true nature. If you listened closely, you would notice that the buzz of voices carried an undertone of threat. The sweet aromas that drifted on the air mingled with the smoky scent of criminality. And beneath it all, rumbled the violent promise of drunken bravado.

      The Black Bazaar.

      The only place in Darkfae more dangerous than the wild magic that infested the city. Most folk spent the quiet hours cowering behind their curtains, waiting for the dawn. The Black Bazaar was busiest at that hour for just that very reason. If you had the nerve or muscle to brave it. Come morning, the more timid citizens of Darkfae would pay double for the same shady wares.

      But right now, the bazaar was the safest place for Kado and his little passenger. If the dread hounds headed this way, there would be a thousand eyes to spot the beasts, no matter which direction they approached from.

      Kado slowed his pace, bringing their flight to a halt. He chose a rooftop across the street, where he would have a clear view of the market.

      The building was an old two-story warehouse used by the Seven Knives Clan. For what shady purpose, Kado could only guess. A high parapet surrounded the roof, providing a visual shield from the streets below. He knew that no one ever came up here. The Seven Knives Clan was too vicious for anybody to think about robbing them.

      Kado had spent many nights shivering on top of this very building after Grag kicked him out of the den. Sleeping on the rooftops was something Kado was used to.

      He dropped into a crouch, letting the wall mute the buzz of the market below. Then he closed his eyes, straining his ears for any hint of the hounds, and breathed out a sigh.

      Beyond the babble of the market, the city was quiet. The only sound was the Shrieking Soulless in their nightly lament, a faint and haunted wail that drifted on the winds. A perfectly normal night in Darkfae … He realized that the aura of dread the hounds emitted had vanished entirely.

      Kado lifted the creature over his shoulders and sat, cross-legged, putting his back against the parapet, and placing the creature on the rooftop.

      His little passenger seemed to sense their relative safety as well. It plopped down in front of Kado, where it sat contentedly, looking up at him with wide yellow eyes, its clawed feet sticking straight out.

      Kado raked his fingers through his hair and stared up into the purple sky. The other moons had set, leaving the white moon to ride the heavens alone. A thick and curling crescent, it lent the city an even spookier feel than usual.

      Kado let out another sigh. He had no idea what he was going to do, but they were safe for the moment. As safe as anyone could be in Darkfae City. He just needed to gather his thoughts and figure out his next move.

      “You sure have gotten me into a load of trouble, little guy,” he said with a smile, shaking his head at the creature. Kado was no stranger to trouble, but he had never been in a fix quite like this one.

      The creature tilted its round skull, its stumpy ears twitching. Kado got the distinct impression it was trying to decipher his words.

      “Can you understand me?” Kado asked, leaning forward.

      The creature blinked its enormous yellow eyes and tilted its head the other way.

      “Well, I’m Kado,” he said, pointing to his own chest. Then he pointed at the creature and asked, “Do you have a name, little guy?”

      The creature lifted a stubby claw and pointed it at Kado.

      “That’s right, I am Kado. Kay-Doe,” Kado said, chuckling.

      The creature studied him curiously for a moment and then opened its broad mouth, displaying rows of tiny sharp teeth, along with two longer fangs that poked up from its bottom jaw. Kado assumed it was the creature’s imitation of a smile.

      “It’s alright, you don’t need to do that,” he said when the creature’s jaw continued to hinge open. He reached out and gently lifted its chin, closing it.

      The creature placed a claw on Kado’s knee, then it crawled over and climbed into his lap.

      “I guess you don’t have a name,” Kado said as he wrapped his arms around the creature.

      A shout broke the night, making Kado jump, and startling his little passenger. But it was only a couple of vendors below, haggling over territory, their voices rising above the drone of the Black Bazaar.

      Kado’s eyes suddenly narrowed. The creature’s movement had given him a better view of its wings. He peered down past his chin, inspecting its left wing, and then the other. Both were perfectly fine. Kado was sure one had been broken.

      He was beginning to think the creature wasn’t a devilkin after all. As far as Kado knew, all devilkin were supposed to be cruel and vicious from the moment they hatched. This little guy didn’t have a cruel bone in its body.

      But then, what was it? Kado had never even heard of anything like it. And why would Lord Darganon, the most powerful man in the Lawless Outlands, be hunting it?

      “Not for any kindness. You can bet on that,” Kado said, more to himself than the creature. He knew firsthand the sting of Lord Darganon’s wickedness. If it wasn’t for Darganon, Abrel never would have been taken.

      And for the first time that night, the enormity of what Kado had done sank home. He was in custody of the most sought-after prize in Darkfae City. He was doing more than just protecting a helpless creature. Kado was denying Lord Darganon his prey. That thought made Kado’s insides churn.

      “We need to get you somewhere safe,” he said, stroking the creature’s leathery head. “Come on, Kado. Think. The first step when you’re trying to escape is finding a place to lie low. Someplace—”

      He stopped as an idea occurred to him. It was simultaneously the perfect hideaway, and the last place in the city he wanted to go.

      Kado groaned. The creature twisted its head, flattening one stumpy ear against his chest, and looked up at him curiously.

      “Umah is going to kill me,” Kado explained, although he was quite sure the creature couldn’t understand. “If anyone knows how to escape from Lord Darganon, it’s Umah. You can bet on that too.”

      The old thief had been hiding right under Darganon’s nose for decades. But Kado and his little passenger would need to move carefully. Umah lived on the far side of the city. They would have to cut a wide berth around the Sky Stone, making the journey even longer. Kado couldn’t imagine a more dangerous path. After all, he thought, looking down at the creature, Lord Darganon has …

      “… every man in the city looking for you,” Kado breathed, paling as a new fear crept over him like a rising tide.

      It had suddenly dawned on him.

      There wasn’t a soul in Darkfae who didn’t know about the reward Darganon was offering. It wasn’t just the dread hounds Kado had to worry about. Their cold howls would have echoed across the city. Anyone who’d heard them would realize the hounds had caught the creature’s scent, including Lord Darganon.

      Every crew, agent, and gang would be scouring the streets, hunting for the creature with renewed vigor. And then there was Darganon’s personal strike force, the deadly assassins, the Molok Tai. Kado had been a fool to think he and his little passenger were safe, even for a minute.

      Slowly, he rose and placed the creature down on the roof, his senses coming back to his surroundings. He had only just realized … The night had fallen silent.

      Moving carefully, Kado poked his head above the bricked parapet. The sight that greeted him froze him to the spot.

      The Black Bazaar was crawling with Molok Tai.

      Kado could see the black-veiled assassins swarming between the awnings and the lines of hanging lamps. Vendors stood stiffly as the dark warriors marched along the lanes, shining their strange lanterns in people’s faces—blazing orbs of aqua-blue light that wavered and flickered like fire.

      Distance made the Molok Tai little more than silhouettes, but their menacing vision had been burned into Kado’s mind long ago. Shadowy figures, garbed in swirling material of black and gray. The same flowing cloth wrapped entirely around their skulls, leaving only their eyes bare. Leather armor covered their chests, shoulders, and forearms.

      Even from the rooftop, Kado could hear the deliberate clack of their steps and their threatening, hissed inquiries. They were looking for something, and he didn’t need to guess what that was.

      Kado had moved far and swiftly from the alley where he had first found the creature. They were halfway across the city, and he was confident they hadn’t been followed. Not by any conventional means. But did Darganon have some other way of tracking them? Something magical?

      His sharp eyes swept the rooftops around him, inspecting every shadow. He suddenly became aware of a tightness that gripped his chest and stomach. It wasn’t just the threat of being discovered by the Molok Tai. This feeling was thicker, more palpable.

      “The dread hounds,” he whispered, a shiver running through him. “They’re headed this way.”

      With the arrival of the Molok Tai, none of the folk at the Black Bazaar had even noticed. If the legends were true, the hounds could follow the scent of their prey for miles. Kado was out in the open air.

      He needed to move quickly. If the hounds got too close, Kado and his passenger would be trapped between the beasts and the Molok Tai. They had enemies on every side. The only hope was to slip out between those pincers before they snapped shut.

      The little creature was standing now, looking up at Kado expectantly.

      “We need to get off the streets,” Kado whispered. “Somewhere the hounds can’t smell us.”

      As much as the thought terrified him, they would have a better chance of escaping at ground level among the fog and stench of the city. But first, they had to get away from the Black Bazaar and the Molok Tai.

      “Come on,” he said, picking the creature up and placing it on his back. Immediately a pair of stumpy arms wrapped around Kado’s neck.

      His steps fell quicker as he moved across the rooftop. The air was growing thick, the aura of despair deepening once more. Kado couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching them. As if conjured by his fear, a cold howl echoed through the city.

      Kado broke into a run. This time, he knew where he was going. He leaped from building to building, bounding across the rooftops. When he was far enough from the Black Bazaar for its lights to fade, Kado shimmied down a drainpipe, and dropped to the lane below.

      His feet had no sooner touched the cobblestones than he realized something was wrong. The night was too quiet. Even the lamenting wails of the Shrieking Soulless were silent.

      Kado crept over to the alley mouth and peered into the street beyond. He looked one way, and then the other. His breaths began to quicken.

      The street was completely deserted. Despite the late hour, there should have been someone about in Darkfae City. Even if it was just some fiend lurking on a gloomy corner.

      Kado’s heart was starting to pound. He hadn’t been entirely honest with Grag earlier. Salkai could see well in the darkness. At least that had been Kado’s experience. Perhaps not as well as the rumors went, but a lot better than humans, that was for sure. Salkai could hear better, too.

      Kado was only half salkai, but his senses had always been keener than the others’. He had never admitted that to anybody besides his mother and Abrel. Umah always said that revealing a talent no one else possessed had a habit of inviting trouble, and it was never a good idea for Kado to remind anyone of his heritage.

      Now, those salkai senses told Kado the street was empty. Even the nightly mist had cleared, leaving the narrow street barren, as if the fog itself had fled in terror. The eerie sheen of the heavens dusted the crooked buildings in a purple glow. Around him, the sense of dread was growing thicker.

      Kado eyed the shadowy alley on the other side of the street. That was his destination. The lane led straight to the Shackles, the poorest borough in the city. The streets where Kado had been raised.

      Nowhere in Darkfae were the alleys more winding and narrow. Some were little more than the gaps between buildings. And Kado knew every single one of them. If there was anywhere he would have a chance to lose their pursuers …

      “Alright, here we go,” he whispered, drawing a shuddering breath.

      He darted across the street and burst into the alley beyond. A quick survey showed him the lane was bare.

      Kado put his head down and sprinted. The creature had begun to shiver once more. Its little claws dug into Kado’s shoulders, but he barely felt them. The hounds’ aura of dread was swelling with every step. They were getting closer.

      Then Kado’s heart froze. He skidded to a halt. Darkfae’s wild magic had worked its weirdness again. The streets had shifted. Where this alley should have led to the familiar lanes of the Shackles, now Kado stared at a blank wall.

      The lane was a dead end.

      He didn’t need to look back to feel the shadow creeping over him. A sense of evil was growing, a cloud of hatred he could almost see, suffocating his breaths. A rat darted past his foot, scurrying to the safety of a street drain. A line of cockroaches scuttled behind it.

      Slowly, Kado turned. His knees threatened to buckle. There, not fifty yards away at the mouth of the alley, two blazing red eyes stared back at him.

      The gigantic hound painted a nightmarish silhouette against the purple night. Within moments, its brother had joined it, prowling the street just beyond the alley. Their low growls rumbled along the lane.

      Kado knew they would not escape this time. The beasts were too close. Climbing the buildings wouldn’t save them. The hounds would snatch them off the wall before Kado reached the first story.

      The little creature was trembling against his back. It had started to make a thin whining sound. The hounds’ growls rumbled through the night.

      Carefully, Kado bent and scooped a chunk of brick from the alley floor. It was a pitifully inadequate weapon, but he had to do something. His fear-addled mind wouldn’t offer anything else.

      “You need to get out of here, little guy,” he whispered, trying to extract the creature’s claw from his shoulder with his free hand. “I will hold them off as long as I can.”

      He tried lifting the creature’s claw again, but it only gripped him harder. Its little body was shivering uncontrollably. At the head of the alley, the dread hound took a slow and prowling step toward them. Kado felt his bladder tighten.

      “Come on, little guy,” he whispered, still trying to lever the claw free. “You need to get out of here. Your wings are better now. Maybe you can—”

      Kado stopped as a tendril of shadow rippled past his eyes, floating like a ribbon on a breeze.

      Then, there came another, and another. Soon, ribbons of pure darkness were swirling all about them, twisting together, curling and billowing.

      Kado blinked in astonishment. He looked back at the dread hounds. The beasts had stopped their advance. One had its head lifted, its long snout sniffing the air.

      Around Kado and the creature, the smoky ribbons of darkness had gathered and thickened. A cloud of shadow surrounded them entirely.

      Kado could see quite clearly through the shadowy cloud. It was like he was peering through a fine mist. Yet he had an odd feeling of safety, as if nobody could see them within. He turned his head, eyeing his little passenger shrewdly. So the creature was magical after all …

      At the mouth of the alley, the dread hounds seemed confused. One even wandered across to the other side of the street and began sniffing at the cobblestones, as if trying to locate a trail. The other hound stood at the mouth of the alley, its head cocked, its tall ears swiveling and twitching.

      As Kado looked on, the hound on the far side of the street padded off, its snout pressed to the cobblestones. A moment later, its brother turned and trailed after it. Then they passed beyond the head of the alley and disappeared from view, vanishing into the city.

      Kado’s mouth fell open. Their hunters were gone. The chunk of brick tumbled from his grasp to clack onto the cobblestones. It made a lonely echo in the purple-tinged night.

      “I don’t know what kind of magic this is,” he breathed, eyeing the shadows that floated all around them. “But I think you just saved our skins, little guy.”

      Kado didn’t squander a moment pondering their good fortune. He scaled the nearest wall, scrambled onto the rooftop, and started running. He didn’t stop running until they were on the other side of the city.

      The cloud of magical shadows shielded them the entire way.
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      An hour later, Kado was tumbling headfirst through a doorway, plunging into the shadows beyond.

      He had been trying to shoulder open the stubbornly jammed door when it suddenly decided to prove less stubborn, sending Kado and his little passenger sprawling across the floor.

      Inside, the room was in utter darkness. Before he could even draw a breath, Kado felt the icy touch of steel pressed to his throat.

      “Wait, Umah! It’s me!”

      The steel withdrew. “Kado?”

      The rough voice was swiftly followed by a sharp and raking cough. That was followed by a series of thuds and shuffling. A lantern spluttered to life, revealing a scowling old face that a less familiar person might have mistaken for a corpse.

      “What in the Mother’s name are you doing, busting in here, scaring me half to death?”

      The lantern’s murky light made the old thief look even gaunter, the shadows deepening his sunken cheeks. His few wispy hairs seemed to have vanished entirely. He was squinting at Kado so fiercely that his eyes disappeared in a bed of wrinkles.

      “Sorry, Umah,” Kado said, wincing. “I turned the candle sconce three times clockwise, then two the other way, just like always. I think the mechanism is stuck.”

      “Not stuck. I changed it,” the old man grumbled as he stomped away, dumping the lantern and a long knife on a wooden table. “If you visited more often, you’d know.”

      “Sorry,” Kado said again, hoping it would cover any remaining offenses. “I heard snoring. So I thought you were asleep.”

      “Well, I’m not now. And I wasn’t anyway,” Umah added, jerking his bony chin. “Not with all that commotion outside.”

      For the first time, Kado’s gaze moved to the massive window that covered an entire wall of the single room hideout. It wasn’t exactly a window, but rather the face of an enormous clock.

      Umah had made his hideout at the top of an abandoned clock tower. No one remembered when the colossal, ornate hands had stopped moving, but they now permanently announced the time as a stroke past third hour. The giant cogs and cables of the turning mechanism had been scavenged for scrap metal long ago.

      The glass clock face provided an unrivaled view of the city. It was the main reason Umah had chosen this location. The old thief had been hiding out here as long as Kado remembered.

      “What’s going on?” Kado asked, crossing the cluttered room to stand before the clock face.

      “It’s been like that for the last couple of hours,” Umah said. He had shuffled over to the dirty bunk that was shoved against one wall and was climbing into it. “Something’s got the Molok Tai in a knot. You can bet your hat on that.”

      Kado stepped closer to the glass and peered out across the city. A shiver rippled through him. In his flight to escape the dread hounds, he’d barely taken notice of what was going on around him; his gaze had been fixed straight forward.

      Now, he could see the aqua-blue lanterns of the Molok Tai bobbing along streets all over the city. It reminded him of an agitated ants’ nest. Even from the top of the clock tower, their intent was unmistakable.

      “They’re looking for something,” he whispered. Unfortunately for Kado, he knew exactly what that was.

      At least the searchlights were scattered all across the city. They’re dredging, he realized with a breath of relief. That meant they didn’t know his location, but he kept an eye out to make sure no lanterns were approaching the tower. The last thing Kado wanted was to draw Umah into this mess as well. The old thief had enough trouble of his own.

      Currently, Umah was locked in a battle with his blanket, glowering as he tugged the tangled material over his chest, leaving his ankles bare.

      Kado’s mouth tightened as he looked around the hideout. The lantern’s fickle light splashed the room with shadows. It seemed every time he visited, Umah’s home was in worse condition. It had been years since the old thief had given up the struggle to keep it tidy. The rough face of the bricks—the smooth face had been used on the outside of the tower—looked more in harmony with the decor than ever, and you could hardly see the planked floor for all the dirt and clutter.

      “Um, Kado …”

      The note of fear in the old man’s voice made Kado look up in alarm. Umah’s scowl was even deeper than usual. He was pointing at Kado with a gnarled and trembling finger.

      “Don’t move,” Umah said, speaking slowly and quietly, like someone who was trying not to spook an animal. “Don’t look now, but I think you have a nyoki clinging to your neck.”

      “A nyoki?” Kado frowned, confused. “Oh, this little guy,” he said as he grasped Umah’s meaning.

      Kado had been so focused on the Molok Tai, he had forgotten to explain his passenger. He lifted the creature from his back and placed it on the floor.

      “It’s alright,” Kado said, smiling. “This little guy is the reason I’m here.” His smile faded as he glanced at the window. “He’s the reason the Molok Tai are in a knot too. He’s the one they’re looking for.”

      “How do you know it’s a he?” Umah asked, peering at the creature.

      Kado shrugged. “I didn’t. Not until I just said it, anyway. I guess it just feels like a he.”

      “It looks like a nyoki—one of those demons from the frozen swamps of Ko’Han. Nasty little buggers too.”

      “I don’t think that’s where he comes from.” Kado chewed his lip as he considered the creature. “And he’s not nasty at all. So he’s probably not a nyoki.”

      “What’s he doing now?” Umah asked. The creature’s wide mouth was hinging open, revealing two rows of tiny fangs.

      “That’s his idea of smiling,” Kado said, remembering their exchange on the rooftop. “Maybe he is a nyoki. He seemed to like it when you called him that.”

      Umah grunted. “As good a name as any.”

      “Name?” Kado dipped his head. He supposed he had to call the creature something. And ‘little guy’ felt a bit impersonal.

      “Nyoki,” he said, testing the name on his tongue. The creature appeared to like it. His webbed wings lifted perkily and his mouth hinged even wider. “I guess that’s what we’ll call you then. Nyoki.”

      Kado looked up to find Umah regarding him shrewdly. “Now that we’ve got all the heartwarming pet naming out of the way, do you want to explain your comment about the Molok Tai looking for this critter?”

      “He is the one Lord Darganon has been searching for,” Kado said, his expression darkening as he turned back to the clock-faced window. “Ever since that strange purple light appeared in the sky.”

      “That is the devilkin Darganon’s been looking for?”

      Umah threw aside his blanket and sprang out of bed with surprising agility. He stomped over to the window to stand beside Kado, and peered out into the night. His features had scrunched into a thousand wrinkles.

      “You shouldn’t be out of bed,” Kado said, looking up at his friend concernedly. Umah wasn’t a large man, but he was almost a head taller than Kado. But then, so were most people.

      “You need to keep yourself warm,” he added, carefully plucking Umah’s nightgown and pulling it back over his bony shoulder … and taking the opportunity to slip an object into the old man’s pocket.

      “Bah!” Umah shrugged Kado’s hand away. His eyes had grown dark and calculating. Kado suddenly had a vision of the man in his prime, the one they called Umah the Wile, the master rogue who had outwitted Lord Darganon.

      “This is a dangerous magic you’ve gotten yourself mixed up in, boy,” the old thief said quietly. “Now I fear it has touched me too. That purple light doesn’t come from the heavens—it comes from the Sky Stone.”

      Kado’s eyebrows lifted. “The Sky Stone?”

      He turned his gaze to the heart of the city, where for the breadth of three blocks, Darkfae was bare. No streets or buildings populated the area, only a sunken patch of gray dirt.

      In its center was a colossal, crystalline rock, some two hundred feet across and shaped like a pyramid. It was wedged into the earth at an awkward angle, as if it had been thrown there by some giant.

      The Sky Stone … The source of the wild magic that infested Darkfae City.

      Kado, like most folk, studiously avoided the site, so he had no idea that was where the strange purple light had been coming from. Now he saw that Umah was right.

      The Sky Stone was radiating an eerie purple glow that washed over the entire area. The light blushed skyward where it was reflected by the clouds.

      “Three thousand years ago, that rock crashed from the stars,” Umah said, his gravelly voice sounding more like a warning, “bringing its wild and wicked magic, the sorcerous poison from which Darkfae was spawned. For centuries, it has corrupted this city. But never has it glowed. Not once. Ever.”

      Kado drew in a breath and nodded. One time when they were small, he and Abrel had dared to venture close to the Sky Stone. Its surface had been lightless, opaque and shadowed. The boys had only lasted a few seconds before fleeing in terror.

      The wild magic of Darkfae always carried a faint ripple of nausea. Most of the time, it was hardly noticeable. But that close to the Sky Stone, the waves had been so strong the boys thought they would vomit. Or worse.

      “Why would it start glowing now, after all this time?” Kado asked, his eyes narrowing.

      “Darganon.” Umah spat the name like it was poison. “That fool was doing something down there, you can be sure. Messing around with powers he shouldn’t.”

      Kado cast a worried glance at his companion. He didn’t doubt the old thief’s words. Umah hadn’t left the clock tower in decades, but he managed to stay better informed about what was happening on the streets than Kado, who actually lived on them.

      Umah had other contacts who brought him food and information, although Kado had never met them. That network was how the old thief had remained hidden right under Lord Darganon’s nose for all these years.

      “And I would bet that’s why Darganon’s looking for your little critter,” Umah said, jerking a thumb at Nyoki. “Your new friend appeared the same night the Sky Stone started glowing. That’s probably where it came from.”

      Kado looked over to see that Nyoki had waddled off. He was currently amusing himself by tugging on one of Umah’s old socks.

      “The Sky Stone has plagued this city forever,” Umah continued, “shriveling its streets and swallowing its buildings, but never has anything been born from it. Whatever foul magic Darganon and that wizard of his were doing down there, I‘d wager he wasn’t expecting your Nyoki. My contacts tell me the site has been teeming with Molok Tai ever since. In all my years, I’ve never known Darganon to be so desperate.”

      Umah took Kado by the shoulder and turned him around. “You need to be careful,” he said, fixing Kado with a grave expression. “Wherever this little critter came from, sooner or later, Darganon will find it.”

      “You think Lord Darganon can find us here?” Kado asked, panic tightening his chest. Umah always boasted that his sanctuary was the perfect hideaway. That was the only reason Kado decided to head here in the first place. If he had brought any danger to Umah …

      “Don’t start trembling yet, boy,” the old thief said with a chuckle. “Darganon won’t find us here. You can trust me on that one. But for all we know, your little Nyoki is just as dangerous. Maybe even more so.”

      “He’s not dangerous,” Kado said, shaking his head. “He saved us. I think he has some kind of magical power.”

      The cloud of smoky shadows that Nyoki had conjured shielded them all the way across the city, fading only as they reached the clock tower. Now that Kado realized how many Molok Tai were about, it was a miracle they had made it at all.

      He looked over at Nyoki, sitting on the floor. The little creature had shoved one of his claws inside Umah’s sock and was grinning at it as if he had just discovered a new friend.

      “And he’s so small,” Kado said, turning back to Umah. “Lord Darganon must want Nyoki for a reason, and it won’t be for anything good. You said it yourself—he has never been so desperate. Every crew has orders to kill Nyoki on sight.”

      “And?”

      “This little creature save my life,” Kado said. “We can’t let Lord Darganon hurt him.”

      “Planning on standing up to Darganon, eh? Now that’s a rack I can throw my hat on!” The old man started laughing, which quickly dissolved into a coughing fit, raking his frail body.

      His face crumpling with concern, Kado cupped Umah’s elbow and helped him over to the wooden table and chair that stood in the corner. The old man’s coughs didn’t lessen. His thin shoulders shuddered the whole way. Nyoki followed them with wide eyes, his sock friend forgotten.

      Once Umah was seated, Kado rushed over to the small sink at the foot of the bed. He picked up a mug, wrinkling his nose at the state of it, and filled it. The water that came out of the tap was so brown he figured it was probably half the reason the mug was dirty. But there weren’t a lot of alternatives.

      Kado tipped it out, wiped the mug with the hem of his tunic, and filled it again.

      “Here you go,” he said, gently lifting the mug to the old man’s lips. He stood watching Umah carefully as his coughing fit gradually subsided.

      His friend was not long for this world. That much was clear. It broke Kado’s heart to think of Umah spending his final days like this, cooped up in a grimy clock tower without a whiff of fresh air.

      “Ah, don’t look at me that way,” Umah said, scowling. He spluttered another cough, but the fit didn’t return. “The Mother knows, I’ve lived a better life than most. I’m not some wretched invalid.”

      “I know, I’m sorry,” Kado said, his eyes dropping.

      Umah waved it off with a gnarled hand. “If you want to help this critter, you need to be certain. Going up against Darganon is a good way to lose your head, or worse. That clock face swings open, remember? You can put the critter out into the night—it looks like it has wings—and all this business will be behind you.”

      The hideout sank into silence. Kado felt his shoulders sagging. It was as if a great shadow had fallen over him. His eyes moved from Umah to the window, watching the aqua-blue lights crawling over the city … all looking for this one little creature.

      “I can’t just throw him out,” he said quietly, his gaze moving back to Nyoki. “I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. He has no one else to protect him.”

      Umah turned and looked up at Kado, eyeing him sternly. The old thief was silent for a long moment. At last, he drew a deep breath.

      “I’m going to tell it to you straight, boy,” he said, holding Kado’s gaze. “Because I’m too old and impatient to mince words. This little creature is not Abrel. Saving Nyoki won’t bring your brother back.”

      Kado staggered a step as if he had been stung. “That’s … that’s not what I’m trying to do, Umah.”

      “Isn’t it?” The old man coughed. “How many times have I told you, what happened to Abrel wasn’t your fault. You were only a boy, Kado.”

      Kado turned to face the window, hugging his arms to his chest. “But I should have done something. He called out to me, Umah, and I just stood there.” The vision burned in Kado’s mind as if it were yesterday …

      It had been a sunny morning, a rare delight in Darkfae City. He and Abrel had been crouched in a lane, racing burrow-grubs. They had collapsed in a fit of laughter when, instead of racing, Abrel’s grub had swallowed Kado’s whole.

      Kado could still remember the icy moment when the man’s shadow fell over them, silencing their joy. He could still see Abrel’s fingers reaching out, begging Kado to save him as the men dragged him away.

      At the time, Kado thought Abrel was being kidnapped. It was only later that he learned Lord Darganon had sold his little brother, along with another half-dozen boys and girls from the Shackles. Those men had simply been collecting their wares.

      Kado’s mother had never been the same after that day. The sparkle in her eyes faded. She trudged through the world, unseeing, uncaring. Less than a year later, she was ambushed one night on her way home from work, the robbers taking the few coins she had and leaving her for dead. Leaving Kado alone in the world. Except for Umah.

      “Darganon sold your brother,” Umah said, his tone grim. “Just because there was a coin to be made. What do you think he will do if he finds out you’re harboring that little Nyoki? You’re standing right in the path of Darganon’s foul ambition.”

      Kado’s eyes moved across the rooftops, watching the Molok Tai lanterns swarm over the city—the sprawling reach of Lord Darganon’s power. His throat tightened.

      “He’d probably kill me,” he said in a small voice.

      “Kill you?” The old man heaved a sigh. “No, Kado. He wouldn’t kill you.”

      Umah’s withered features softened as he patted the chair beside him.

      “I’m sorry,” he added, after Kado had slumped into the chair. “But if I don’t tell you these truths, no one else will. Sometimes I worry what will become of you when I’m gone. The Mother knows what would have happened already if I hadn’t been around. But listen to me now, and listen carefully.”

      The old thief fixed Kado with an uncompromising stare. “If Darganon finds out what you are doing, he’ll make sure that you suffer. But he’s too calculating to squander the coin you could bring. He won’t kill you. He will sell you, like your brother.”

      Kado sank forward, burying his head in his hands.

      A moment later he felt Umah’s hand rest gently on his back. “I’m sorry, Kado, but this is the hard truth of it. Abrel was fully human, so he and those other children fetched a pretty price. But you, a salkai half-breed? At best, you’d get sold to the Mines of Simarah, where you’d spend the rest of your days toiling in heat and misery. That’s the sort of man Darganon is.”

      “I don’t know what else I can do,” Kado said, his gaze moving to Nyoki. The little creature was watching him carefully, his wings drooping. “Nyoki is helpless. How can I abandon him?” He sat up straight and shook his head. “I can’t do it.”

      When he looked back at Umah, Kado was surprised to find the old thief was grinning. “Well then, my boy, we better nut out a plan,” he said, clapping his hands together and rubbing them. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “I thought about nothing else on my way over here, and I can see only one option,” Kado said. His words felt as thick and heavy as his dread. Thinking about it was one thing, but saying those words out loud made it all seem more real. “I have to help Nyoki escape from Lord Darganon. That means sneaking him out of the city.”

      Umah huffed something between a laugh and a cough. “And how do you intend to do that?”

      “I was kind of hoping that you would have some ideas,” Kado said with an apologetic wince. “I just need to get Nyoki past the walls. If I can do that, it’s not far to the Farawood Forest. He should be able to survive in there.”

      “The Farawood Forest?” Umah let out a low whistle. “You sure like to live dangerously, boy. Darkfae City isn’t the only place touched by the Sky Stone’s magic. A wild and mysterious world lies beyond those walls. There are lands out there just as weird and twisted as these streets. Perhaps even more so. But there are few places on Lor stranger than the Farawood Forest.”

      Kado’s brow deepened. There were rooftops in certain parts of the city that offered a glimpse over the towering walls. He remembered staring at the forest that hovered in the distance, amazed by the sheer amount of green. Nothing green grew inside Darkfae.

      The memory made him shiver. An entire forest that had been corrupted like Darkfae City? He could only imagine what kind of monsters lurked within. But at least those monsters wouldn’t be looking for Nyoki.

      “Anywhere has got to be safer than Darkfae City,” he said. “There isn’t a single street these days that Lord Darganon doesn’t own. There is nowhere Nyoki can hide.”

      “You’re right about that, boy. The Farawood Forest would be safe from Darganon’s men. They’re all too scared to go in there.” Umah clicked his tongue. “The trick will be getting past the city walls. Those things were built centuries ago by the best mages in the Five Realms. Darkfae City has been festering inside ever since. There are paths through, but not many. And the old trade lords made sure they had full control over those. Now there’s only one powerful trade lord who those paths belong to—Darganon.”

      “So no one gets in or out without Lord Darganon knowing,” Kado said. His hands had started to tremble. He crossed his arms, shoving his fingers into his armpits so Umah wouldn’t see.

      “That’s not strictly true,” the old thief said, inclining his head. “But if you want to get through those walls without Darganon discovering what you’re up to, you only have two choices—the harbor or the Fortress.”

      Umah’s words were flowing faster, carrying an excited click that Kado had never heard. He had a sudden vision of what it must have been like to plan a heist with the legendary Umah the Wile.

      The old thief sucked his lips, mulling it over. “The harbor …” He nodded. “The harbor will be a safer route.”

      “Not for me,” Kado said. “It’s too close to the Shackles. I won’t get within five streets without someone recognizing me and asking what I’m doing. Besides, what am I supposed to do? Steal a boat? You know I can’t swim. I think even the Fortress would be easier.”

      Umah shrugged. “The Fortress then.”

      “But the only way in or out of the Fortress is through the main gates,” Kado said. “How can I sneak Nyoki through with all the Molok Tai there?”

      “It’s a lot worse than that,” Umah said with a grin that revealed more gums than teeth. “The Fortress is the city’s main gate. And these days, Darganon treats the whole place like his own personal palace. I’ve heard he even lives there now. Which means it will be heavily guarded.”

      Kado stood and crossed over to the window. He could just make out the shadow of the Fortress at the head of the city, silhouetted against the Sky Stone’s purple glow.

      A towering block of stone, robust and commanding, it slanted outward on all sides, swallowing the city walls. Darkfae’s gate burrowed through the base of the Fortress. Three giant grills barred the massive tunnel, separating the city from the lands beyond.

      “Don’t worry too much,” Umah said, coming to stand next to Kado. “There are other ways through the Fortress besides the gates. Getting in from this side will be easy enough. I can give you plenty of options. But getting out? Well, that’s where my knowledge grows hazy.”

      He grinned and clapped a bony hand on Kado’s shoulder. “Lucky for you, I know enough to piece some things together. And it just so happens, infiltrating Darganon’s stronghold has occupied my mind on more than one occasion.”

      Kado turned and looked up at his old friend hopefully.

      “There are smaller passages,” Umah said, his voice deepening. “Paths that the messengers use to negotiate with convoys outside the gates. It prevents any holdups at the gates themselves. You could sneak in, pretending to be a servant. Then all you have to do is find one of the messengers.”

      “And they will lead me to an exit where I can let Nyoki out,” Kado said, nodding. “But where am I going to get a servant’s uniform?”

      “Uniform?” Umah barked a laugh. “Where do you think you are? The Hallowed Kingdoms? This is the Lawless Outlands. Servants aren’t freemen, they wear …” He flapped a gnarled hand in Kado’s direction. “Well, pretty much what you’ve got on. You are certainly bedraggled enough to pull it off.”

      Kado looked down at himself and sighed. People had always told him he was scruffy. Or disheveled, or messy, or any one of the many other words that described a general state of untidiness. His mother had even called him her little scruffy-face, although Kado wasn’t sure how a face could be scruffy. She would frown at him as she licked her palm, ready to smooth his unruly hair.

      Kado didn’t see the point of it all. When your tunic had more patches than buttons, what did it matter if it was hanging unevenly? And to be honest, he kind of liked having messy hair. It made it less obvious that he’d patted it down over his ears.

      Still, he imagined being neat would be a lot easier if you had fine clothes. His tunic was a grimy brown color, although he had a vague memory of it once being yellow. He wore a rope around his waist instead of a belt. His trousers sported more holes than his tunic and didn’t reach all the way to his boots, leaving his ankles exposed. And if it wasn’t for an even tattier blue scarf, he would have shivered to death on many occasions.

      “I could wrap my scarf around my head. Then my silver hair wouldn’t give me away,” Kado said, smoothing out his tunic. It clung wetly to his side where he had used it to clean Umah’s mug. “I’ve seen some of the servants at the Broken Bristle do that. I could pass as fully human.”

      “Let me tell you something, Kado Tacana,” Umah said.

      Kado winced inwardly. Umah only ever used Kado’s full name when he was about to launch into a lecture.

      “When you get outside those walls, you run,” the old thief said firmly. “And then you run, and run some more. You don’t stop running until Darkfae City is a piece of dust in your memory. And never come back this way again.”

      Kado frowned. Then realization dawned on his features as the meaning of his friend’s words became clear.

      “Hang on, I’m not leaving the city,” he said. “I am just helping Nyoki escape.”

      Umah’s face wrinkled into a scowl. “Wait a minute. I was only encouraging this mad scheme because I thought you were going to escape Darganon too.” He threw a glance at Nyoki, who had curled up on the floor and was sleeping, Umah’s sock hugged to his chest. “Otherwise, it’s not worth the risk. To you or me.”

      “I can’t just leave, Umah,” Kado said, fixing his eyes on the city, and avoiding the old thief’s gaze. “How would I survive out there? I’ve never been beyond the walls.”

      Umah snorted, irritably. “Bah! You’d be just fine on your own. Probably even better. You’re a cut above this city. You always have been. Don’t let men like Darganon and Harlington scare you into thinking otherwise.”

      The old man heaved another sigh, although this one sounded more saddened than angry. When he continued, his tone had softened. “Your ma was a good woman, Kado. And you inherited her kind heart. She always did her best to shield you from the wickedness of this city, even after Abrel was taken. After she died, I made a pledge—to her—that I wouldn’t let you lose your way. I like to think I’ve done a decent job of it too.”

      “And I’ve done my best to listen,” Kado said, looking up at his friend. Umah was the closest thing to a father Kado had ever known. He couldn’t imagine what his life would have been like without the old thief’s guidance. “I have never swiped a coin from someone who couldn’t afford it—just like you taught me. Even when it earned me a whipping from Mister Harlington.”

      “A blackened behind is better than a blackened soul, let me tell you true,” Umah said, his scolding tone returning. “Especially when that pain comes from standing up for what you believe is right.”

      Kado smiled and nodded. He’d lost count of the times Umah had shared that particular slice of wisdom. Kado agreed with it, too. At least in principle. Although it had done little to stop his rump from stinging. Not that he ever let Umah know how much Mister Harlington’s whippings hurt.

      “Besides, it doesn’t really matter,” Kado added, turning back to the clock face. “The only time I see any real action is when there is a window that is too high up for the others to climb, or a space too narrow to crawl through. Mostly, Mister Harlington just has me running lookout or slip-away corner.”

      “It doesn’t change the fact that you’re too good for this city,” Umah said, folding his bony arms. ”I’ve lived many years in this world, and I like to think I’ve figured out a few things. I’ve never had much time for praying, or pondering the Cycles of Life. But as my years have dwindled … Well, let’s just say I believe the Mother does things for a reason—that things happen for a reason.”

      The old thief turned and glowered down at Kado. “This is your chance, boy. You can escape Darkfae City and Darganon forever. Build a better life for yourself.”

      Kado looked away, his gaze moving slowly across the purple night and the aqua-blue orbs of the Molok Tai. “I know Mister Harlington and Lord Darganon are wicked men, but they keep me and the crew in work. They give us food, and a place to sleep. As crooked as it is, Darkfae City is my home, Umah.”

      “And how welcoming do you think that home will be after Darganon discovers you helped his prey escape?”

      Kado shook his head. “I’ve figured that part out already. As long as no one sees me with Nyoki, no one will even know where I’ve been. I can tell the others that I was scared by how angry Grag was, so I wanted to give him some time to calm down. No one will doubt that.”

      No one except Deca, Kado thought uneasily. Grag would surely punish him, but Kado was used to that. Who knew, maybe in a couple of days, Grag’s anger would die down. Either way, it was better than being discovered by Lord Darganon.

      “Listen, I don’t—” Umah stopped suddenly as he slid a hand into his nightgown. His eyes narrowed. Apparently, he had just discovered the object Kado deposited earlier.

      “What’s this?” he demanded, pulling out a grubby copper coin and waggling it at Kado. “Slipping coins into my pocket again? And it’s probably your last one too.”

      Kado shrugged sheepishly. Actually, it was his last coin, but he figured Umah needed it more. Kado could always get another one, eventually.

      “I don’t need your charity.” Umah shook his head as he pressed the copper coin back into Kado’s hand. “You never could have pulled that one on me twenty years ago. I was the swiftest pickpocket in the Lawless Outlands.”

      “You’re not as quick as me, old timer,” Kado said with a grin. “Nothing moves as fast as a salkai thief.”

      Umah frowned. “You shouldn’t say that. Never be ashamed of where you came from, boy. And don’t think I’ve forgotten—I’m not letting you off the hook about escaping the city.”

      “And if I leave, who would look after you?” Kado said with a cheeky smile. “You’d waste away in a matter of days.”

      Umah sniffed, derisively. “I haven’t seen you in a green moon, and now suddenly you’re looking after me?” The old thief heaved a sigh and turned his gaze over the city, the Sky Stone’s purple glow and the Molok Tai’s lanterns sparkling in his eyes.

      “I should have run, myself, years ago,” he added quietly, “but I was too stubborn. Now it’s too late. Something greater than these walls and my aching knees confine me. This city knows its own. The longer you stay, the deeper its magic burrows into you. Darkfae owns me now, as surely as Darganon owns you. When I die, it will claim my bones, but my soul will be free. That’s why you need to leave, before this city devourers you as well.”

      Kado placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder. He could never leave Darkfae, but he didn’t want to argue. If the idea of him escaping gave Umah hope, Kado wasn’t going to take that from him. When he showed up at Umah’s door in a few days’ time, the old thief would grumble, but he would understand.

      “Maybe when the Cycle of Life turns again, the Mother will be kind to me,” Umah said. His voice had taken on a wistful quality that Kado had seldom heard. “Who knows? I might be born into a quiet life next time. Somewhere peaceful, away from any stinking city. Somewhere with trees and a river.”

      “That sounds nice,” Kado said. He pretended not to notice the old man wiping away a tear. “And thank you,” he added, glancing at Nyoki.

      The little creature was still curled on the floor, sleeping, peacefully unaware of the dark forces that hunted him. Or was he? Kado had no idea what sort of creature Nyoki even was. He had already saved them once with magic. What else could he do?

      Had Nyoki really come from beyond the stars, as Umah seemed to be suggesting? Why had he arrived now, just when the Sky Stone had started to glow for the first time in living memory? And why did Lord Darganon want him so badly?

      As he watched Nyoki sleep, his little wings rising and falling, Kado realized none of that mattered. Nyoki was here. If Kado didn’t protect him, no one else would. No one else cared. Every other soul in the city wanted to hand Nyoki over to Lord Darganon.

      “Thank you,” Kado said again, turning back to Umah. “Thank you for helping us.”

      “Thank you?” Umah chuckled and clapped Kado on the shoulder. “Oh, we’re only just getting started. Let’s see if we can figure out how you and your head can leave this city without them being in two separate pieces.”

      Kado gave a thin smile, but as he gazed out into the night, it quickly faded. The way the old thief phrased it, Kado didn’t like his chances.
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      The next morning, Kado crept from the clock tower just before dawn. He slipped down an alleyway and stepped out onto the street. Then he lifted his head, sucked in a breath, and started walking.

      March like a man with purpose, and no one will stop you, Umah had told him. The key to any good heist is confidence.

      Kado tried not to think about the fact that he was breaking into the most heavily guarded stronghold in Darkfae City. He tried to forget that it was also the heart of Lord Darganon’s operations, and more than likely where he would be right at this very moment.

      Kado tried to forget that, strapped to his back, concealed in a knapsack that Umah had given him, was the little creature every Molok Tai was currently hunting. Hundreds of the veiled warriors would be guarding his destination.

      As if sensing Kado’s anxiety, Nyoki wriggled about and let out an inquisitive mewl.

      “Shh,” Kado whispered, reaching over his shoulder and patting the knapsack reassuringly. “Try to stay still or you’ll give us away.”

      The last thing they needed was to draw the Molok Tai’s attention with a backpack that wriggled of its own accord.

      Kado’s eyes darted from side to side as he walked, checking every shadow. He was taking a quiet path to the Fortress, well away from the Shackles. A part of the city he rarely ventured into. With any luck, he wouldn’t run into anyone he knew. For the moment that luck appeared to be holding. The road was virtually deserted. But if he wanted to reach his destination without being spotted, Kado needed to move quickly.

      Above, the sky was starting to lighten to a dreary gray, lengthening the shadows. A thin fog shrouded the street. On either side, Darkfae’s tall and crooked buildings seemed to lean in threateningly. Soon, the city would begin to awaken.

      Kado shoved his hands into his pockets, hunching his shoulders against the cold. It would be another grim and chilly day, like every day in Darkfae. He’d heard people say that, in this part of Lor, it should have been warmer, although Kado wasn’t sure what they meant. Mister Harlington said the city had the chill of a graveyard.

      Suddenly, less than ten feet away, a window banged open, making Kado’s heart leap into his throat. A damp-haired woman poked her head out and glowered at him suspiciously.

      He offered the woman a smile, although it did nothing to change her expression. The mornings were a time for short tempers in Darkfae. Sleep was a fickle resource. In the dark hours, it was best to stay wary.

      Even in the light, there was an undercurrent of fear, a faint and nauseas ripple that drifted through the city. After a while, you just got used to it. Since the night the purple glow appeared in the heavens, people’s nerves had been stretched even thinner.

      Kado quickened his steps and crossed the street to escape the woman’s glare, amending his route. Be prepared to switch up your plan in an instant, Umah had cautioned. But when Kado rounded the corner, his stomach tightened.

      This street was wider. There were more people about. Further along, two men were arguing. The first man was obviously asking too high a price for the trinket he was peddling—something that looked like a clutter of bobbles dangling from a coat hanger.

      Kado had seen that sort of thing before, ornaments promising to chase away evil spirits. There were actual sorcerers in the Lawless Outlands, mystics who claimed their spells could suppress the city’s wild magic, but they only sold their wares at the Black Bazaar. From what Kado could tell, their magic didn’t perform any better than the charlatans’.

      Kado picked up his pace and crossed the street again. By the time he passed the men, their argument had ended. The charlatan had found a new target, and was striding toward her, but the woman hadn’t yet noticed. She was glaring at a spurt of water that had apparently burst from the ground overnight and was now climbing up the wall.

      Kado eased out a breath. None of them had even spared him a second glance. He reminded himself that Lord Darganon’s men were looking for Nyoki, a winged devilkin that came from the Sky Stone. Not some poor boy from the Shackles.

      And with his blue scarf wrapped around his head, Kado looked like any other human boy, a normal boy. As long as no one peered closer and realized he was half salkai … It didn’t seem to matter who noticed his pointed ears or stark silver hair, they always wanted to accuse Kado of something.

      Salkai were a rare sight in Darkfae, which made his heritage even more glaring. But Kado was only half salkai; he didn’t feel like he belonged with them either. And the handful of salkai he had met hadn’t been any kinder than the humans.

      “It’s alright, Nyoki,” he whispered when the knapsack wriggled again, waking him from his thoughts. “Soon, you’ll be in the Farawood Forest, and safe forever.”

      Kado’s gaze rose heavily. He could see it now. The towering silhouette of the Fortress framed at the end of the city, a mass of blocky darkness in the growing dawn.

      At least we haven’t run into any Molok Tai, he thought uneasily. Not yet, anyway … That would surely change as they got closer. But, for now, as long as Kado wasn’t recognized by somebody he knew, he shouldn’t need to worry about the ordinary citizens. Unless someone spotted the backpack moving.

      “That’s an unusual package you carry.”

      Kado almost leaped out of his skin at the sound of the voice right beside him. He looked down to find an old beggar lady sitting on the roadside. Lounging next to her, was the filthiest ginger cat Kado had ever seen. For some reason, he had failed to notice either until he was right on top of them.

      The woman was wriggling about uncomfortably and frowning, as if she was just settling back down. Kado had the oddest feeling that she’d been about to spring up and assault him, although he couldn’t have said why. This old lady didn’t look capable of springing at anything. She was tiny, and so hunched that she made Umah seem like a man in his prime.

      “I beg your pardon. What did you say?” Kado asked.

      “Your package,” the woman repeated in a flat voice. “Perhaps a better question would be, why do you carry it?”

      A sliver of panic shot through Kado. Had the woman seen his knapsack moving? Was she some kind of spy, one of Lord Darganon’s agents? He shook the thought from his mind. Since when did Lord Darganon start employing beggars?

      Then the woman cleared her throat, and Kado realized he had been standing there for too long without responding. The cat was watching him, its head tilted curiously. With a tinge of unease, Kado spotted a large white bird—a hawk, or maybe a falcon—perched on a roof across the road. It was watching him as well.

      The beggar lady, however, wasn’t looking at Kado at all. She was staring straight ahead, as if not seeing anything. That was when he noticed her clouded milky eyes. With a flush of shame, Kado realized the woman was blind.

      “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. He looked around, but couldn’t see a hat or any of the other containers that beggars usually carried. So he took the copper coin from his pocket and placed it on the roadside instead.

      Afterward, Kado wondered if he should have dropped it more noisily. The old woman might not even realize the coin was there.

      He was about to inform her of that fact when she reached out, picked up the coin, and flicked it back at him in one sharp motion. It would have hit Kado square in the face, had he not snatched it out of the air first.

      “I would like an answer to my question, boy,” the woman snapped. “Not a coin tossed at me by some ragged-looking street urchin.”

      Kado was still figuring out how to respond to that comment, when her mangy cat stretched itself tall, strolled over, and rubbed up against his bare ankle.

      The beggar woman grunted. “Perhaps that is enough of an answer. My friend here doesn’t usually take to anybody.”

      “It was nice to meet you,” Kado said, bobbing his head. He glanced down at the cat. “Both of you. But I really have to be going.”

      With every passing moment, the day was growing brighter. He needed to complete his journey before the streets got too busy.

      “Yes, I suppose you do,” the woman said in a tone that told Kado he wasn’t going anywhere.

      She was peering straight ahead, but he couldn’t shake the feeling she was scrutinizing him all the same. The cat had returned to her side and was looking up at Kado, casually licking its paw. When he glanced across the road, the white bird was gone.

      Kado turned back to the old lady, and frowned. He was beginning to wonder if she was a beggar after all—he couldn’t imagine this woman begging for anything.

      On closer inspection, she was a little younger than he’d first thought, only a few years older than what his mother would have been. Her frame, although tiny, had a wiry strength to it. Her head was completely shaven, like some swashbuckling sea dog. Her clothes were plain but clean. And Kado didn’t think he’d ever seen anyone sitting with such an erect spine.

      “I carry this package because it is precious,” he found himself saying. “I protect it because no one else will.”

      The blind woman nodded slowly, as if deciding whether to be pleased with the answer or not. Kado noticed her shoulders relaxing.

      “Then you’ll need this.” She handed him what looked like a short wooden rod.

      “What is it?” Kado asked, turning the stick over. It was surprisingly heavy, given its size. It was only about two feet long.

      “It’s a stick,” the woman said irritably. “To hit people with. You’ll need it where you are headed.”

      “Oh, I won’t need any weapons,” Kado said, handing the stick back to her.

      He had no intention of getting into a fight. Indeed, if everything went to plan, Kado would be in and out of the Fortress before he was even noticed. And if he was caught … Well, stick or no stick, he wouldn’t last a second against a Molok Tai warrior.

      The woman took the stick back and said nothing.

      “I really have to be going now,” Kado said. He went to step away, but the woman slapped the stick down, missing his foot by a whisker.

      “Not yet.”

      And with those two simple words, Kado found himself rooted to the spot. He had never heard a voice so stern and commanding.

      Keeping her blind gaze forward, the woman reached out and stroked her cat, who squeezed shut its green eyes and arched its back against her palm. The pair stayed that way for a long moment. Kado shifted uneasily, unsure what to do.

      “Now you can go,” she said suddenly, and Kado felt strangely lighter, as if some invisible force had been lifted from him.

      He bobbed his head again. “Goodbye,” he said, and quickly skipped away before the woman could think of a new command for him.

      When he was halfway down the block, Kado turned and looked back. The woman was just where he’d left her, her milky gaze fixed straight forward. But her cat was watching Kado, its eyes reflecting strangely in the growing dawn.

      Then the woman tensed, almost imperceptibly. The movement had a wary edge to it that reminded Kado of a brawler the moment before a fight broke. Frowning, he went to turn forward again, and froze.

      Two Molok Tai had stepped onto the street, not ten feet ahead.

      Kado’s hands began to tremble. He could only pray that Nyoki stayed quiet. If the Molok Tai looked this way and thought he seemed suspicious … But the warriors turned their backs and started off in the other direction.

      Kado let out a breath as the Molok Tai moved away. A few more steps, and he and Nyoki would have been discovered. If the woman hadn’t delayed him, Kado would have bumped right into them.

      His brow crinkled as he turned back around. The blind woman was still gazing straight ahead. Her cat was still staring at Kado. It was only then that it occurred to him. If the woman couldn’t see, then how did she know he was wearing a knapsack?

      With a shiver, Kado took off down the same side street that the Molok Tai had just emerged from.

      I’m sorry, Umah, Kado thought shakily. I’ve had enough of walking with purpose.

      From here on in, he was going to take a more secretive route. After a quick glance along the street, he scampered up a drainpipe and onto the roof of the nearest building.

      Then Kado really started moving, bounding across the rooftops, flitting through the early morn. He kept a careful eye out as he ran, his gaze flicking over every balcony and terrace. He glanced down, checking every lane he leaped.

      This time, Kado wasn’t taking any chances. As far as he knew, the dread hounds never prowled the streets in the daylight, but he tried not to imagine what other means Lord Darganon could have at his disposal.

      The sun was just breaking over the city when Kado reached the Fortress some twenty minutes later. He settled into position under a rooftop gable across the road from the complex, placing Nyoki and the knapsack beside him.

      The roof they were on was only two stories high, and blanketed in the shadow of the city’s towering walls. A wide avenue ran in front of them, following the curve of the walls.

      The road was swarming with Molok Tai.

      Kado bit down on his lip when it began to quiver. He eased himself back, sliding deeper into the gable’s shadows.

      “How are you going there, Nyoki?” he whispered, peeling open the flap of the backpack and peering inside. He just hoped the little creature couldn’t feel his trembling hands.

      Nyoki must have been sleeping, because he stirred dazedly and started clawing at the top of the knapsack, pulling himself out.

      “No, not yet,” Kado said, pushing him gently down. “You’ll need your strength when you escape to move as fast as possible.”

      Nyoki’s wings slumped disappointedly. He sank back into the knapsack and pulled the flap closed.

      Kado’s eyes rose to his destination, and he sucked in a shuddering breath. The Fortress loomed over him, a square and stony mountain, blanketing all in its icy shadow. He had forgotten how staggeringly large the Fortress was. Mister Harlington had once boasted that Darkfae’s walls were a hundred feet tall.

      The Fortress was twice that height. The walls ran right up to its sides. Up close, it looked more like some gigantic gatehouse with a stronghold on top of it. The only way through was the massive tunnel that bored through its base.

      Kado could just make out the first of the formidable grills that barred the passage, its bars glinting beneath the shadows that slanted across the tunnel mouth. As he watched, a Molok Tai patrol trooped past, their black-veiled heads swiveling. Curved blades swung from the hip of every warrior. Many had their gloved hands perched on their weapon’s hilt.

      Kado’s heart didn’t seem to want to stop racing. He could hear the Molok Tai’s leather armor creaking as they marched, their tall boots crunching the cobblestones.

      What am I doing? he thought desperately. I’ve got to be crazy.

      Last night, as he and Umah plotted, Kado had felt bold, almost daring. Now that he was actually here, he couldn’t imagine a more perilous plan. He was carrying poor Nyoki into the nest of their enemy.

      “Just stick to the plan, Kado,” he whispered, trying to calm his thumping heart. “The Molok Tai are making their rounds, that’s all. Nothing unexpected. Just stick to the plan.”

      Kado had worried that the plan was too simple, but Umah had assured him that those were the best kind.

      All Kado had to do was sneak into the Fortress and locate a messenger—they could be identified by the purple sashes they wore across their breast—and follow them to one of the alternative passages through the walls. Then, once the coast was clear, Kado would let Nyoki out the entrance, making sure he got away safely, and slip back through the Fortress, vanishing into the city.

      He told himself Nyoki would be alright. After all, the little creature had survived on his own for two weeks already, and that was inside the city. Nyoki would be saved, and Kado’s only concern would be Umah’s disappointment and Grag’s ire. As long as Kado hurried, no one would even notice he was missing. Life could return to normal.

      He pulled the scroll case from his knapsack and unrolled the map from within. Another of Umah’s treasures. As he and Kado had sat into the late hours, hammering out the details, it had become clear that Umah had done more than simply ponder escaping the city—he had planned every aspect like he was actually going through with it. If not for himself, then perhaps one of his associates.

      Umah’s map of the Fortress had been sketched by hand. The interior of the building revealed few details, but it was enough to give Kado a sense of direction. Most importantly, the map showed the way in.

      He looked up now, eyeing the window across from him. A rectangular opening in the wall with a ledge at its base, some five stories above the street.

      It would have been a difficult climb for most people, but Kado was light, and climbing was his specialty. The angle of the walls would shield him from view of the Molok Tai on the battlements above. All Kado needed to worry about were the warriors on the ground.

      His eyes drifted to the street as another troop marched by, numbering more than a dozen. He began tapping a finger against his palm, counting the seconds until the next patrol arrived. His foot was tapping more rapidly, and of its own accord.

      Thirteen seconds … Just as Umah had predicted. That was how long Kado had to slip down from the rooftop, dart across the street, scale the wall, and climb in through the window. Before the next patrol marched into view around the curve of the road and walls.

      “Alright, Nyoki. This is it,” he whispered as he lifted the knapsack and shrugged it over his shoulder. “Hold on tight. And stay quiet.”

      Kado fastened the buckles awkwardly. His fingers felt thick and knotted. If a single Molok Tai spotted him, it wouldn’t just mean the end of Nyoki. Kado would find himself in the Mines of Simarah before the new amber moon. That’s if they both weren’t slaughtered on the spot.

      His gaze moved back to the street. He licked his lips as the next patrol marched past. Suddenly his mouth was too dry. This was it. He started counting.

      Thirteen seconds.

      Kado burst out from under the gable and raced across the rooftop. Eleven … He swung over the gutter, scampering down a drainpipe, hit the street, and bolted. Nine …

      Hurling himself at the wall, Kado began to climb. His fingers clawed at the stone, finding any purchase to drag himself higher. He shot a glance down the street, where it curled out of view. The path was empty.

      Kado climbed. His heart was thundering. Nyoki was making a faint keening sound, but Kado didn’t have time to consider what it meant. He needed to climb. If he was still in sight when the next troop arrived …

      Six … Kado could see the ledge of the opening above. His muscles were burning, but he was more than halfway there. He grimaced and hauled himself higher. His arms were shaking by the time he reached the window ledge. Four … He threw an elbow over, ready to drag his body inside.

      Bright, sudden pain jarred up his elbow all the way to his shoulder. Kado bit down on his lip to keep from crying out, even as his heart jolted with fear.

      The opening was barred.

      He lifted his chin and peered over the ledge. Bars, an inch thick, ran from the window’s head to its sill. His arm must have smacked straight into them. He threw a panicked glance along the street.

      Just as the next troop of Molok Tai marched into view.

      Kado froze. He clung to the wall, pressing himself against the stone, trying to be as thin as possible. All he could do was hope.

      His clothes were faded, the knapsack as dark as the walls. The guards’ attention was usually focused on anyone who was approaching, rather than the Fortress itself. And at five stories high, Kado was above the Molok Tai’s sight line. Yet all it would take was for a single warrior to lift their gaze …

      Kado was too terrified to look down. Instead, he scrunched shut his eyes and listened, gauging the warriors’ distance by the crunch of their steps. He could feel Nyoki shivering within the knapsack. Maybe the little creature could sense their danger. Or maybe he could hear Kado’s pounding heart.

      The crunch of boots echoed right below them. Kado’s lungs burned, but he dared not even breathe. He peeled open one eye, glanced down, and eased out a sigh that quivered on his lips.

      The Molok Tai had moved past them. Now they would have to look back and up for Kado to be spotted.

      He waited for the patrol to march a little further. Then he pulled himself higher, getting one elbow up and resting it on the ledge, being careful not to smack the bars again. With the last troop, Kado had gotten lucky. There was no chance his luck could hold for another patrol.

      He had less than thirteen seconds. Kado either climbed back down and fled into the city, or he found a way past the grill. He didn’t even have time to make a decision.

      Kado thrust his arm between the bars. His hand flapped around, desperately searching. He almost laughed out loud when his fingers found the catch. There was a soft click as the grill opened, hinging up and inward. He didn’t waste another second.

      Kado shoved the grill open and scrambled over the ledge, dragging himself through the window. His stomach lurched when the knapsack snagged one of the bars, but he managed to wriggle the strap free.

      A moment later, he sprang through the opening and landed in a crouch, his boots clapping the dark timber floor.

      Slowly, Kado rose. His eyes roamed the corridor. The hall was empty. It seemed Umah was right, and the administration levels weren’t that heavily guarded. Kado had no idea how long he had until the next person came along, but by that time, he needed to look like he belonged here.

      And that starts with not looking like I just crawled through the window, Kado thought, turning to the grill and closing it gently. He was surprised to note that his hands had stopped shaking.

      Thankfully, the latch had been the only security. Needing to pick a padlock would have been the end of him. But then, Kado supposed no one had ever been crazy enough to break into the Fortress. Not from inside the city, anyway.

      “Are you alright, little guy?” he whispered, pulling the knapsack from over his shoulder. Nyoki let out a tiny yap in answer.

      Kado lifted the knapsack, clutching it with both hands like Umah had shown him. A servant never carries anything casually. But Kado also hoped it would provide some comfort to Nyoki.

      He took a moment to pat the bag reassuringly. Within, Nyoki grew calmer. After a while, he even stopped shivering.

      Kado felt a pang of guilt as he eyed the long corridor ahead. Nyoki trusted him completely, and he had just carried the creature right into Lord Darganon’s stronghold. If they were caught, Kado would have delivered Nyoki into the hands of his killers.

      Kado closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. Then, with a shaky step, he started out, into the den of his enemy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Kado walked the hushed corridors, trying to keep his steps steady. Although the more he concentrated, the more awkward his feet felt.

      They had been inside for several minutes already and hadn’t run into anybody. He held his breath as he turned another corner, but the new corridor was as long as the previous one, and just as empty.

      He had been right to trust Umah’s information. With a virtual army of guards protecting the entrances on the ground floor, the administration levels were deserted. But Kado could almost feel the masses of Molok Tai swarming the passages below—the very nest he was headed toward.

      Even up here, it only took a single official to raise the alarm and he and Nyoki would be done for. And a lone servant wondering about would surely draw attention. If someone decided to check the knapsack …

      Kado clutched the bag to his chest. Nyoki was still and silent within, hopefully sleeping. He would need his strength soon enough.

      Kado drew back his shoulders and kept walking. The halls were dark, lit with torches in ornate sconces. Elaborately woven carpets adorned every wall, the cornice flowing above in intricate swirls.

      He remembered what Umah had said about Darganon turning the Fortress into his own private palace. Everything Kado looked at dripped with garish luxury. It was like he had stepped into another world.

      He gave a start the first time he heard footsteps clacking on the timber floor. Before Kado even had a chance to think about changing course, a tall man rounded the corner and was striding toward them.

      The man carried a long scroll, which he held open as he marched, frowning and tapping the page with a quill. From the fine cut of his robes, it was clear he was not a messenger.

      Kado lifted his fingers to the scarf that was wrapped around his head, making sure no strand of silver hair had straggled free. He did his best to walk with a look of purpose, keeping his chin raised, and ignoring his thundering heart.

      The man with the scroll was getting closer. Kado could hear his robes swishing on the timber floor. At the last moment, Kado remembered to lower his gaze as was suitably servile. But the man never so much as glanced in his direction.

      No one looks at a servant twice, Umah had told him. And even if they do, they won’t remember your face.

      Still, Umah’s strategy only worked as long as Kado didn’t bump into anyone he knew. And a stranger or not, people would surely look twice if they saw his backpack wriggling. Thankfully, Nyoki remained quiet. Then Kado turned a corner, leaving the man with the scroll behind.

      He kept heading deeper into the Fortress, taking turns here and there, trying to gauge his position as best he could, while keeping an eye out for one of Lord Darganon’s messengers.

      He passed a couple more people—a woman that was armed like a mercenary, and a man that might have been a cook—but they never even acknowledged Kado’s existence. And neither appeared to be messengers.

      Kado was beginning to worry he wouldn’t be able to find a messenger at all. If he didn’t get Nyoki out of here soon, Kado wouldn’t make it back to the den in time to avoid suspicion.

      At the thought of saying goodbye, a twinge of sorrow pierced Kado’s heart. It seemed strange to think he had only found Nyoki the night before. But, as sad as it might be, it was the only way to save the little creature’s life. Then Kado’s life could get back to normal.

      He had taken two steps past the window before his mind registered what he had seen.

      Kado turned, the sunlight that slanted across the floor brushing his bare ankles. As he darted over to the window, his mouth fell open. There was no doubt he had reached the other side of the Fortress.

      His eyes widened at the view that greeted him. Sprawled below was an alien landscape of dry and rolling grass, yellow-brown stalks swaying in the wind. And dotting the grasslands were trees—actual trees with real leaves.

      Kado had never seen a living plant up close before. The only things that grew in Darkfae were beans and gray potatoes, the staple diet of folk in the Shackles. The city’s one plant, appropriately named the Ghoul Tree, had been dead for centuries.

      Beyond the window, the murky waters of the Grim River meandered down the countryside, slicing through the plains and the shadowy trunks of the Farawood Forest.

      The outside world … Kado had to make a conscious effort to close his mouth. A dry warmth was brushing his face that he had never felt in Darkfae. His whole life he had only ever snatched glimpses over the city walls. Now his mind was having trouble believing how huge the world really was.

      A gravel road slithered across the grasslands to the city, curving to avoid the forest. Lined upon it were some of the grandest wagons Kado had ever beheld. A long trail of carriages disappeared from sight beyond the curve of the walls, stretching—Kado presumed—all the way to the gates. He could just make out a pair of towering minotaurs, shouting about the delay in their beastly tongue, shaking their red-furred fists.

      As his eyes drank in the view, another fact slowly dawned on him. The ground outside the city was a lot higher than it was within the walls. It was as if Darkfae had been built in some kind of hollow. That meant the drop was lower on this side. Perhaps only three or four stories.

      Kado looked up and down the corridor. The passage was clear, and the window was positioned well away from the road, the curve of the wall shielding it from the gates. This could be their chance. Kado might not even need to locate a messenger.

      Bars covered this opening, like the window he had entered from. The locking mechanism was located lower than the last, maybe to prevent anyone from reaching through, but he found the grill opened just as easily.

      After another glance along the corridor, Kado placed the backpack on the window sill before him.

      “Nyoki?”

      Kado peeled open the flap and lifted the little creature from the knapsack, sitting him on the ledge. Nyoki blinked and looked up with bleary yellow eyes. A sudden lump rose in Kado’s throat.

      “This is it,” he whispered, his voice cracking. “It’s time for you to go.”

      With the higher ground on the outside of the Fortress, he was confident Nyoki could escape safely. Even if his wings were too weak for flight, it wasn’t a long drop, and with the angle of the walls, he would virtually be sliding.

      “Hurry, Nyoki,” Kado pleaded, pointing outside the window. “You need to go.”

      Nyoki didn’t move. He just looked up at Kado.

      Kado’s mouth tightened. “Do you see that forest?” he asked, picking Nyoki up and turning him around. “You’ll be safe in there—Darganon’s men are too scared to enter.” He shot a glance along the passageway. “Quickly, now. Please, before someone comes.”

      Nyoki peered briefly out the window. Then he shuffled his squat body around to face Kado again. Slowly, he lifted a tiny claw and pointed it at Kado’s chest.

      Kado’s brow crumpled. “I’m sorry, little guy. I can’t come with you.”

      He snatched another glance along the corridor. It had been quiet for too long.

      “This is my home. It’s all I know,” Kado whispered, turning back to Nyoki. “I have to stay, but you can have a new home. Somewhere Lord Darganon will never find you.” He nodded toward the Farawood Forest. “You can escape into the woods.”

      Nyoki’s little claw didn’t move. He remained pointing at Kado, his wings drooping miserably. Then he reached for the grill, as if trying to close it.

      Kado’s heart broke as he pulled Nyoki’s tiny arm back down. His gaze drifted beyond the window. Could he flee with Nyoki? Just carry him into the Farawood and run until Darkfae City was a memory like Umah had told him?

      Kado shook his head, pushing the thought away. “I’m sorry, Nyoki. Darkfae is where I belong. I wouldn’t know how to live in the woods.” With every word, his throat grew tighter. “Please, Nyoki. You have to go.”

      “Hey, you! What are you doing?”

      The voice fired through Kado like an arrow. He quickly stepped up to the window, placing his body between the newcomer and Nyoki, and shuffled the little creature into the knapsack. Then he yanked the straps closed and turned slowly around, trying to appear casual.

      A skinny young man was striding toward them, his white robes billowing.

      “Yes, I mean you,” he snapped, interpreting Kado’s silence as confusion, or perhaps stupidity. “You’re not supposed to be in this area. What were you doing?”

      “Nothing,” Kado said, subtly lowering the knapsack to the floor. “Just admiring the view.”

      The young man’s eyes narrowed shrewdly. He had a gaunt, miserable look, as if someone had sucked all his joy away at birth. His gaze moved from Kado to the open window before settling on the knapsack.

      “What’s in the bag?” he asked, as he reached over and deliberately closed the grilled opening.

      “Bandages,” Kado said quickly, remembering the lie that he and Umah concocted. He picked up the knapsack and offered it with a smile.

      “One of the Molok Tai had an infection. He said it was some kind of magical curse? Since the bandages went in, my bag has been wriggling.” Kado shrugged, apologetically. “Truth be told, I planned to toss the vile things out of the window and be done with them.”

      “In the name of the Mother!” The young man took a step backward and clasped a hand to his breast. “I haven’t seen you around here before,” he added, peering at Kado over his chin. “Didn’t anyone teach you about the tidiness protocol? We have certain standards. What’s your name?”

      “I’m new,” Kado said as he lowered the backpack. He tried to stand with a straight spine and ignore the fear racing through him. He and Umah hadn’t thought of that one. This young man might never have seen Kado before, but if he knew everybody else who served in the Fortress, he would identify Kado as an impostor.

      “Well, you better take those … bandages”—the young man wrinkled his nose—“to the furnaces and burn them before you infect half the palace!”

      “Go on then,” he added when Kado didn’t move. “I am on an important errand.”

      The young man took off without another word, storming down the corridor, his robes swishing around his ankles.

      Kado’s shoulders sagged with relief as he watched the man stride away. That was when he noticed … The young man was wearing a purple sash. It looped over his chest and shoulder.

      “A messenger,” Kado whispered as the young man disappeared around a turn at the end of the hall.

      Kado gave him to the count of three, and followed. By the time he peered around the corner, the hem of the young man’s robes were just vanishing through an archway and into a side passage.

      “This is it, Nyoki,” Kado whispered as he skipped a step to follow. “That has to be the way out.” He just hoped that, when they got to the next exit, Nyoki decided to be less stubborn.

      Kado reached the archway and peeked around to find a flight of stairs. He quickly snatched his head back again when he saw how close his quarry was. Being an upward climb, the stairs must have slowed the young man down.

      Kado waited until the clack of steps grew fainter. Then he followed, creeping and tiptoeing. The stairs led to another hallway. He emerged just in time to glimpse the young man’s robes disappearing around a corner at the hallway’s end.

      Kado flitted after the messenger. He followed the carpet of swirling blue that ran up the corridor’s center, using it to soften his steps. But when he got to the end of the corridor and rounded the corner, Kado frowned. There was no sign of the young man.

      The new hallway was empty. About twenty feet ahead, it ended in a T-junction. Between that and where Kado stood were two doors, one on each side of the corridor.

      Kado bit his lip and tried to think. The young man could have taken any path. Then, as his eyes roamed the passage, certain details began to strike him.

      There was something different about this corridor. The carpet was thicker. The two doors were enormous and stately, their handles crafted from swirling gold. Some kind of elaborate, branched ornament was hanging from the ceiling. Each of the arms sported a candle, their light flickering in the many crystals that hung from the fixture.

      It suddenly occurred to him that he must be in a very important part of the Fortress. After all, the young man had said he was on an important errand. The blood drained from Kado’s face as the realization dawned. He had made a critical mistake. The young man hadn’t been delivering a message to the outside.

      He’d been returning with one.

      Kado’s eyes shot up as voices echoed along the corridor. Someone was approaching from the T-junction.

      A bead of sweat ran down Kado’s side. There was no time to head back to the stairs. The passage was too long; he could never reach it without being seen. He was left with only one option.

      He selected a door at random and tried its handle. It turned. His hand froze upon the lever. If someone was in there … He flashed a glance along the corridor. Two shadows were growing larger on the wall at the T-junction. Kado had run out of time.

      He inched open the door and slipped inside, easing the handle closed again as smoothly as his shaking hand would allow. By this stage, no one had shouted, so he assumed the room was empty.

      Kado turned to find himself in an enormous chamber. He wondered if it was what he’d heard people describe as a library. Towering shelves covered the entire doorway wall, looming as tall as two or three men. Even then, they didn’t reach the lofty ceiling.

      But what caused Kado’s eyes to grow wide were the books. Every shelf was lined with them, tomes of all sizes and colors.

      Kado and Abrel had shared a book when they were small. Though neither could understand a word, they had demanded that their mother read it to them over and over. It was the tale of Captain Gryphonheart who protected honest merchants from the pirates of the Fortuitous Sea.

      But to own so many books! Kado’s head turned from side to side. Was it even possible to read them all? He didn’t think anyone could live that long. His mother had spent a month’s wages to buy that book when they were small. The wealth of the person who lived here must be beyond measure.

      The room was floored in timber, and decorated with rugs. Woven in reds and golds, they were even more lavish than those in the corridors. On one side, a gigantic window looked right across the city. A grand desk stood near the chamber’s end.

      Then Kado’s gaze moved to the corner. He gave such a start that Nyoki let out a yelp. Kado dared not move a step. They weren’t alone …

      Sleeping on a wooden perch was the largest bird Kado had ever seen. It was so still that he had failed to notice it. Indeed, he wondered if it was stuffed until he saw its feathers gently rising and falling.

      The bird had an overly wide head and hunched, grayish-black wings. Its greedy-looking beak was hooked, so were its claws that gripped the perch. Kado thought it might have been a vulture, although he had never heard of one this size.

      Nyoki wriggled inside the knapsack, drawing Kado’s attention. He was about to hush the little creature when he suddenly cocked his head, listening.

      Muffled voices were coming from the other side of the door. One, he didn’t recognize, but the other sounded vaguely familiar. Then something else occurred to Kado that sent a dagger of dread through him. The voices weren’t moving … They had stopped outside the door.

      His head snapped from side to side. The door was the only way in or out of the chamber. At the last moment, he made a dash for the threshold wall.

      Kado was still climbing the massive bookshelf when the handle clicked and turned. He just managed to drag himself on top of the shelf as the door slammed open.

      A hulking mountain of a man stormed into the chamber, his boots pounding the timber. A slighter, trembling man trailed behind him.

      At the sound of their entrance, the vulture awoke and let out a loud squawk that sounded strangely mocking.

      The door had opened onto the shelf that Kado had climbed, so both men had their backs turned. Moving so carefully that he barely breathed, he removed the knapsack and placed it in front of him, not making a sound. Then he lowered himself onto his belly and slid tight up against the wall.

      The bookshelf was deep, at least three feet from front to back. Kado could only hope that, given the shelf’s height, the men wouldn’t see him. That’s if his pounding heart didn’t betray him first. The way the blood thundered in his ears, Umah could probably hear it back in his hideout.

      “The Borleman said what?” the first man demanded.

      Kado’s breath caught. He thought he recognized the voice. Tentatively, he lifted his head and peeked over the top of the bookshelf.

      Both men still had their backs to him, but Kado noticed that the closest one—the slighter, trembling man—was garbed in the same clothes as the young man he had met in the hallway. Maybe another messenger? Although this man’s robes were of a finer cut, marking him as a higher station.

      “He said …” The trembling man visibly steeled himself, drawing his shoulders taller. “He said that he wanted to talk to a Gamoni.”

      “A Gamoni?” The large man repeated. His voice was a coarse whisper, a thick wind scraping over rooftops. He wore long black gloves, their leather creaking as his fists clenched and unclenched at his sides. His head was completely bald. Kado could see the sweat beading on his skull.

      Then, slowly, the large man turned around. His eyes, so dark that the pupils were lost, fell on the trembling man like a shadow.

      “Well, I have a message for that Borlish swine,” he said in a growling whisper.

      Kado froze, his heart tightening into a knot. He could only stare into those dead black eyes. Eyes that had haunted his dreams since he was a little boy. Now he knew he was not mistaken. Kado recognized the man before him.

      Lord Darganon.
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      Kado stared until he thought his eyes would pop from his skull. A little voice inside told him to duck out of sight. But another voice, a more defiant voice, wouldn’t let him look away.

      Lord Darganon … This was the man who had sold Abrel. He was the reason Kado’s little brother was gone. This was the man who still owned Kado and his crew. The man who, along with Mister Harlington, decided whether Kado was fed or went hungry. This was the man who had taken the nightmare that was Darkfae City and turned it into something even worse.

      This was the man who wanted to kill Nyoki.

      At first glance, someone might mistake Darganon for being overweight, but there was nothing about him that was soft. He was a hulking giant, more thick than fat. His neck was like a bull’s, his shoulders broad and round, as if weighed down under their own mass.

      His skull was completely bald, his wide jaw punctuated by a pointed goatee, as black as his dead eyes. He was garbed in a long crimson coat with lavishly gilded seams and a furred collar. Its elaborate design only accentuated his bulk.

      Kado found himself inching forward, despite the terror that trembled in his heart. If he was discovered, there would be no hope of escaping. Nyoki would be slaughtered and it would be Kado’s fault. But he would never get an opportunity like this again.

      This might be a chance to find out what Darganon was planning, what he had done to make the Sky Stone glow, stirring Darkfae’s wild magic. Kado might even discover why the trade lord wanted Nyoki so badly.

      One by one, Darganon yanked off his long black gloves and tossed them on the floor. The slender man shrank away, glancing over his shoulder as if he was about to break and run.

      “Tell that Borlish swine that no Gamoni has held sway in this city for over a decade,” Darganon snarled. His voice never rose above a whisper. Although, every now and then, it would swell to a growl—his anger beating its fists against his carefully constructed facade. “The Nine Families answer to me now. I want the ship I was promised.”

      The thin man’s gaze fell to the floor and he mumbled something incoherent. He was trembling so violently that even his shoulders were shaking.

      Darganon took a step closer. “I can’t hear you, Mister Pason.”

      The slender man swallowed. “The Borleman was … most insistent, my Lord. He won’t deal with …” The messenger’s words faded in a gasp. He swallowed again, his throat working. “Only … a Gamoni …”

      On its perch in the corner, the vulture let out a squawking caw.

      Darganon’s black gaze didn’t leave his trembling servant. His barrel chest heaved with every breath. His mouth was a bitter line, the rage of a man who believed the world had wronged him. For a long moment, the chamber cowered in silence.

      Then, with a howl of fury, Darganon exploded.

      He lashed out and snatched the trembling man by the throat. It was such a sudden, violent movement that Kado had to slap a hand over his mouth to keep from gasping. Without thinking, he placed his other hand protectively over the knapsack.

      Darganon bellowed another wail of anger. He stomped forward, hurling his servant against the wall. The movement took them both beyond Kado’s line of sight, but there was a thud and a sickening crunch as the man impacted.

      Kado grimaced and squeezed shut his eyes. He expected the man to cry out, but all he heard was an intelligible gurgle.

      Again and again, muffled thuds echoed through the chamber as Darganon rammed his servant into the wall, over and over, lost in a rage-filled frenzy. Every vicious blow was punctuated by a bark of anger. Each time, Kado flinched in terror.

      The thuds grew duller and deeper with every blow. An odd squelching sound reached Kado’s ears. All the while, the vulture squawked with mocking delight.

      Then, at last, there was a muffled thump, like someone dropping wet blankets. The vulture’s squawks fell silent.

      Kado peeled open one eye. Darganon and the man were still beyond his sight line, but a dark pool of blood was seeping across the planked floor.

      He could see Darganon’s hulking shadow, his broad shoulders heaving. His breaths were rasping. Kado glanced at the knapsack, mere inches from his face, but Nyoki didn’t stir.

      Darganon drew a deep and ragged breath. Then he strode past Kado’s line of vision to stand before the giant window. When he clasped his hands behind his back, Kado saw they were covered in blood up to his elbows.

      Darganon’s shoulders rose and fell heavily. Nothing else in the room stirred. Even the scornful vulture was frozen, its bulging eyes fixed on its master.

      Kado’s gaze moved to the knapsack. He had no idea if Nyoki had heard what happened, or if he was even awake. Kado stroked the canvas as softly as he dared, hoping to comfort the little creature. They needed to find a way out of here. Quickly.

      Now that Darganon was in front of the window, he was directly across from the bookcase. The angle between them was shallower. If he happened to glance in their direction … Kado shrank back against the wall, trying to disappear into the shadows.

      For a wild moment he considered making a run for it, but quickly discounted the idea. Even if he escaped Lord Darganon, once the alarm was raised, Kado and Nyoki would never make it out of the Fortress. Their only chance was to wait until Darganon left the room.

      Kado almost jumped out of his skin when the door slammed open, the loud bang drawing a squawk from the vulture.

      “There you are,” the newcomer said, striding into the chamber. Although her features were obscured by a helm, the voice obviously belonged to a woman. “I see you have been busy. I do hope it was productive.”

      “Don’t test me, Vakheela,” Darganon whispered. “I’m not in the mood.”

      Vakheela planted a fist on her hip. Clearly a warrior, her armor looked like it had been scavenged from the corpses of a dozen different enemies.

      She was garbed in a mesh of studded leather, with a burnished plate that covered her chest and shoulders, and another that covered one thigh. A strap was looped across her shoulder and around her waist, from which hung a veritable arsenal of knives and other blades. A crossbow was strapped to her back.

      But what struck Kado as most peculiar was her helmet. Its crest curved down like a steel mushroom as far as her brow. While the lower part seemed to be all visor, with thin vertical slits that wrapped around the helm. The neck was protected by a flap of rough hide.

      “The Borleman seeks to defy me,” Darganon said, his words a menacing whisper. He didn’t turn to look at his companion.

      “Yes, I have been hearing some concerning reports. Apparently the Borleman is reneging on the deal.” Vakheela’s helm tilted down to the pool of blood that was swelling across the floor. “I take it this unfortunate man was the one who informed you?”

      Darganon drew in a breath. “Send for another.”

      Vakheela tensed. For a moment Kado thought she was about to strike the hulking trade lord. Then, almost reluctantly, her shoulders slackened. She clicked her tongue and turned on her heel. Kado heard the door creak open and Vakheela let out a sharp whistle.

      That was followed by a hurried shuffling of steps. A figure scurried into the room past Vakheela, bobbing his head the entire way. It was the same young man Kado had met in the hallway.

      “I have a job for you,” Darganon said.

      The young man flinched when Darganon moved suddenly, marching over to the ornate desk. Kado eased out a breath, relieved to be out of Darganon’s line of vision. He gave the knapsack a squeeze to let Nyoki know the immediate danger had passed. But if they didn’t find a way to escape soon …

      Yet as Kado’s eyes shifted back to Darganon, sour bile rose in his throat. It had been years since he had last seen the trade lord, but not a single day passed that Kado wasn’t reminded of him in some way. He’d always thought he would be angry when they crossed paths again. Now, he only felt a sinking sorrow.

      Men like Lord Darganon would always rule Darkfae. If not him, then one of the other families that had controlled the city for centuries. While kindhearted people, like Kado’s mother, were robbed and murdered on the streets. While good people, like Umah, cowered in fear.

      And there was nothing people like Kado could do to change that. The folk from the Shackles and Darkfae’s other boroughs barely had enough to eat. How could they ever stand up to Lord Darganon and the Molok Tai?

      It was just the way Darkfae was. But Kado couldn’t let himself not do anything either. Maybe if he gleaned something useful … He strained his pointed ears, determined to hear every word.

      “The Borleman,” Darganon said as he returned from the desk to meet the young man in the chamber’s heart. Kado could just make out Vakheela standing by the doorway, watching with folded arms. “Do you know him?”

      The young man nodded and kept his eyes studiously ahead, aimed somewhere near Darganon’s chest. Whether he was trying to avoid Darganon’s gaze or the growing puddle of blood on the floorboards, Kado wasn’t sure.

      “Good,” Darganon whispered, his thick lips curling.

      He offered the young man a small onyx box, no bigger than a fist, holding it out in his bloodied hand. Kado guessed it was what Darganon had retrieved from the desk.

      The young man took the box tentatively. It trembled in his grasp.

      “Open it,” Darganon instructed.

      The young man obeyed and peered inside. Then he looked up, confused.

      “It’s … it’s empty, my Lord.”

      Darganon said nothing. He continued to study the young man as he reached into his coat and produced a single coin. Wearing the slightest of sneers, Darganon placed the coin in the box.

      “I want you to give this coin to the Borleman and tell him it is a gift. From me. Let him know this is the new payment for the ship he has pledged. All other terms will be as agreed.”

      Kado’s eyes narrowed as he peered at the coin. He couldn’t be sure from this distance, but it looked like a common copper coin, hardly worth a slice of bread. A beggar’s coin—the exact same coin the blind woman had thrown back at him that morning. Whoever this Borleman was, he was about to be highly insulted. Which, Kado supposed, was probably Darganon’s intention.

      “Do you remember my words?” Darganon asked. The young man had barely nodded when Darganon continued.

      “I need you to tell that to the Borleman,” he said, his voice rising. His words carried an odd, triumphant bark. “Word for word. This coin is a gift.”

      The young man slowly nodded again, obviously confused. Darganon leaned in, towering over his servant.

      “One other thing. Under no circumstance is anyone to touch that coin besides the Borleman. However, if the temptation proves too great, know that this coin is a gift for you also. And for anyone else who might somehow acquire it. Do you understand?”

      The young man didn’t even nod this time. “Don’t touch the coin,” he said shakily.

      Darganon smiled. It was a chilling sight.

      “Are you quite finished?” Vakheela said, striding over. Her helm dipped briefly to the box in the young man’s shaking grasp. “I was looking for you for a reason, Darganon. The—”

      She stopped and turned toward the young man, who gulped.

      Vakheela jerked her head irritably and the young man made a dash for the door, bowing the whole way. Kado didn’t think he had ever seen someone more eager to leave a room. The vulture gave a loud squawk, as if telling the man good riddance.

      Darganon was staring down at his hands, seeming to notice the blood for the first time. With a sneer, he wiped them on his coat. The blood was hardly noticeable against the crimson material. Kado wondered if that was why Darganon had chosen the color.

      “I hope you have this city under control, Lord Darganon,” Vakheela said. Her voice carried a metallic echo inside her mushroom-shaped helm. “My grandmother is not known for her forgiveness.”

      “Do not be concerned, Vakheela,” Darganon said, turning back to the window. “The flag of the Tumbling Leaf will set sail for Caberland in three days as scheduled. In less than a month, it will return with the resources your grandmother desires. Those we claim from the Shackles and the other boroughs can travel by land. It is time that the peasants of Darkfae served a useful purpose.”

      Vakheela tilted her helmed head. “All the boroughs? Be careful not to overextend yourself, Darganon. I would hate to see you suffer the same fate as your father. Most men would be satisfied with being the most powerful lord in the Lawless Outlands.”

      “I am not most men, Vakheela.” Darganon’s voice was a menacing rumble, barely a whisper. “You know what it is I seek.”

      “Perform well, and my grandmother will see you are rewarded,” Vakheela said. “Indeed, if your plan is successful, you will be able to name your prize. Just see to it that my grandmother receives hers. If you lose control, Lord Da—”

      “Your grandmother has nothing to worry about,” Darganon barked, cutting her short. “In a few days, the Tower of the Distant Moons will be ours. Then nothing will stop the dawning of our new empire. And certainly not some insolent Borleman. Once he receives my gift, the matter will be decided.”

      Kado tried to swallow, but his throat was suddenly dry. Our new empire? Was Darganon extending his power beyond Darkfae City? Kado had never heard of the Tower of the Distant Moons, but it was certainly nowhere close. And whoever this warrior’s grandmother was, it seemed that Darganon had made some kind of bargain with her. A bargain for which he would be handsomely rewarded.

      Kado was beginning to realize this was much bigger than him and Nyoki. What kind of resources was Darganon planning to extract from the Shackles? The only thing Kado’s home borough had ever produced were gray potatoes. Kado inched forward, straining his ears.

      “It wasn’t the Borleman I was referring to,” Vakheela said. “There are other matters in this city that have escaped your notice. Last night, we had a brush with the Iron Viper.”

      Darganon swung back to face her, his thick eyebrows drawing together. “The Iron Viper? Here, in Darkfae? There hasn’t been a Warden sighted in this city in over a century!”

      “The Wardens of Lor go where they please.”

      “Within the Five Realms,” Darganon said, his eyes narrowing shrewdly. “This is the Lawless Outlands. The Wardens have no business here.”

      “Well, the Iron Viper is here now.” Vakheela’s steely tone was a match for Darganon’s. “She arrived last night while all that commotion was going on with the dread hounds, and took down seven of my best warriors. At once.”

      The Iron Viper. Kado sank back against the wall, his mind whirring. According to legend, the Iron Viper was one of the Wardens of the Realm, the mighty guardians of Lor. Heroes who protected the land, casting out cruel dictators and rescuing folk from evil.

      Up until a moment ago, Kado hadn’t even been sure they were real. But if the legends were true … The Iron Viper was the protector of the Gilded Empire, second only to the Golden Knight, valiant defender of the Hallowed Kingdoms.

      Kado’s spirits suddenly rose. Maybe the Iron Viper was in Darkfae City to put a stop to whatever Darganon was planning. If Kado could find her, she might even be able to protect Nyoki.

      Then Darganon uttered the words that shattered Kado’s hope and left his heart trembling in fear.

      “So, the Iron Viper wants to destroy the devilkin too … Well then, I will ensure that we find the creature first. I will also deal with our troublesome Warden friend.”

      “No, Darganon. This task falls to me.” Vakheela’s clenched voice was more like a hiss. “That woman has executed more than a dozen of my bloodline. The day her head is torn from her shoulders, it will be at my hand. As for the devilkin, it won’t elude us for much longer.”

      Kado’s gaze moved to the knapsack, his throat tightening. Poor little Nyoki, he was probably sleeping within, oblivious to the forces gathering against him. They had barely managed to escape the dread hounds. What chance did they stand against one of the Wardens of the Realm, on top of Darganon’s agents?

      “I would advise the use of greater caution,” Darganon said. “The Iron Viper has just arrived in our city and already seven of your men are dead.”

      “That’s because they didn’t have me with them.” Vakheela produced a sphere from her pouch and bounced it in her palm. The orb was the color of ash, but as it hit her gauntlet, it blazed with a flickering, aqua-blue light.

      Kado realized it was one of the strange spheres the Molok Tai carried, the ones they used as lanterns.

      “The magic ignites upon impact,” Vakheela said, waving the orb at Darganon. “The stronger the impact, the stronger the ignition. But have you ever seen one of these things explode?”

      Darganon’s eyelids lowered. “Many times. But this is the Iron Viper. You’ll be lucky to give her burn scars.”

      “With one orb, yes. But do you know what happens when two orbs strike each other? Or three, or four? The force of the impact is multiplied with every orb. I’ll have a dozen Molok Tai target her at once, and pow!” Vakheela made an exploding gesture with her free hand. “No more Iron Viper.”

      “Just be sure not to exhaust our supplies,” Darganon said. “We might need those orbs for our expedition. And don’t take too long, either,” he added in a snarl. “I want that devilkin dead.”

      Vakheela took a deliberate step toward him. “Be careful with your tone, Lord Darganon.”

      Darganon’s black eyes glistened with barely contained rage. Even with Vakheela’s large helm, he towered over her. Vakheela’s chin was raised defiantly, as if daring Darganon to strike.

      For a long moment the two faced each other, only silence passing between them. Then Darganon turned and strode across the room, the hem of his coat flaring. The vulture’s goggled eyes followed him the whole way.

      “Forgive my impertinence,” Darganon said. His tone could almost be considered charming, but Kado noticed the trade lord’s hands were balled into fists at his sides. “These days, I find my nerves on edge. Our goals draw close, yet they teeter in peril. The Sky Stone has only begun to awaken.

      “The power we have achieved so far is only a drop compared to what we have to gain. But the heavens’ sorcery always extracts a price, and that devilkin is the key to it all—the key to the celestial power we seek. We cannot have our plans ruined at the eleventh hour by some pitiful creature.”

      Kado’s breaths were coming quicker. Sorcery from the heavens? Celestial power? A Darkfae empire? How far did Darganon’s vile ambitions swell? And Nyoki was the key to it all …

      “Well then, perhaps this will ease your nerves,” Vakheela said, sauntering over to Darganon.

      Kado lifted his head as high as he dared. Now Darganon and Vakheela were on the other side of the room, their words were harder to decipher.

      “We simply find the devilkin, and we find the Iron Viper,” Vakheela said as she reached to her belt and withdrew a small vial. Kado squinted. Bright pink liquid was swirling inside it. “One will lead us to the other.”

      Darganon watched carefully as Vakheela removed the vial’s stopper and poured out its contents. Instead of liquid, a tendril of wispy pink gas seeped from within, drifting across the desk in a little cloud.

      As Kado looked on, the gas began to thicken and take form. Vakheela stood back, folding her arms. The vulture let out a nervous squawk.

      “Quiet, Frix,” Darganon warned. The bird hunched its wings and fell silent.

      Kado’s eyes moved back to Vakheela, and widened. The cloud of pink gas had settled. Now standing upon the desk was a perfect replica of Nyoki. Only this one was just a few inches tall—small enough to fit into someone’s pocket—and wispy, as if made of pink shadows.

      Kado inched forward, his stomach knotting. The gaseous pink Nyoki stood perfectly motionless, its wings sticking straight out. It didn’t even seem to be breathing. Although, as Kado looked on, he could swear its color was darkening.

      Darganon looked from the gaseous Nyoki to Vakheela. “What is it?”

      “A spirit replica,” she told him in a smug tone. “A little magic that Oralan had his apprentices cook up for me.”

      Darganon’s heavy brow lowered. “Apprentices? Doesn’t that sorcerer do anything himself? We have no use for this trickery, Vakheela. Last night, the dread hounds learned the devilkin’s scent. Their hunt is relentless. Once they rediscover its trail, it will only be a matter of time.”

      “Yes, but what if this spirit replica could go one better?” Vakheela asked slyly. “Think of it as a kind of beacon. Its magic reveals the mark that the devilkin’s spirit leaves as it moves through the Weaving. The more recently the devilkin has been in a place, the stronger its spiritual mark will be. We simply pick up a weaker trail, follow it as it grows stronger, and—”

      “It will lead you straight to the devilkin.” Darganon pursed his lips, impressed.

      Vakheela nodded. “Its trail should last for a couple of hours, at least. And with the Iron Viper joining the hunt, there is a good chance we will run into her, too. All we have to do is follow this little replica. Oralan said the color would—”

      She stopped suddenly and bent closer to the construct, as if studying it. A tingle ran up Kado’s spine. The spirit replica had darkened. Where before its cloudy body had been pink, now it was a deep red.

      “Oralan said what?” Darganon prompted irritably.

      “He told me the color would reveal how close the devilkin was,” Vakheela said, straightening. “Red means it’s close. Very close.”

      “Now? At this moment?” Darganon tilted his bald head. “How close?”

      Vakheela’s response was a whisper. “Inside this very chamber.”
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      Vakheela’s words were met with silence. Kado felt like the bookshelf was swaying beneath him. If they searched the chamber, he would be discovered in moments. His eyes shot to the window. It was closed, but maybe if he ran fast enough, he could break through.

      Then the silence was shattered as Darganon threw his head back and laughed. It was a harsh, scathing sound.

      “Oralan’s apprentices are as incompetent as ever, Vakheela. This spirit replica is obviously flawed. Unless the devilkin is hiding under your helm.”

      “I’ll have the sorcerous fool make another himself,” Vakheela spat. She swatted at the replica and it broke apart in a puff of red cloud.

      Kado tried to sigh as quietly as possible. That was closer than he preferred to think about. If Darganon had realized Nyoki was right under his nose … Kado needed to get out of here. He had taken too big a risk already.

      He had no idea how long it would take for this Oralan fellow to make another spirit replica, but by the time Darganon figured out that its magic was working, and Nyoki really had been in this chamber, they needed to be as far away as possible.

      Kado told himself that it was alright, that Darganon and the woman didn’t know Nyoki was here. They would need to leave the room at some point to fetch another spirit replica. That would be Kado’s chance to escape. Still, his heart only wanted to keep on pounding.

      Then Kado’s heart stopped altogether.

      A thread of shadow was drifting past his line of vision. Nyoki was summoning his magic again. To Kado’s horror, another thread floated by. It swirled around the first, blending into one, growing thicker.

      No, Nyoki. No, Kado thought pleadingly. The little creature must have sensed the danger and was reacting instinctively. Your shadow magic will only reveal us!

      Kado threw a panicked look at Darganon. The hulking man was standing by the window, framed in a slanting rectangle of light. A triumphant smile twisted on his lips as he raised a hand before him, palm open.

      Then Darganon curled his fist closed. When he opened it again, a copper coin was lying in his palm. His smile grew.

      Kado’s eyes narrowed. From where he was, the coin looked identical to the one Darganon had given the Borleman, a simple beggar’s coin. Was Darganon using some kind of sorcery to create coins? If so, why only copper ones?

      Kado shook his head. He couldn’t wonder about that now; he needed to calm Nyoki. It was only a matter of time before the shadows grew big enough to notice. Kado craned his neck, but he couldn’t see Vakheela at all. The chamber was utterly silent.

      Nyoki, please stop! Kado pleaded silently, watching as the cloud of shadow swelled. He could feel Nyoki under his hand through the knapsack, his squat body rising and falling. It felt like he was sleeping.

      Kado stroked the outside of the pack, hoping Nyoki would be calmed by the action. That’s if the little creature didn’t sense Kado’s own pounding heart.

      He closed his eyes, willing his heart to slow. If he wanted to calm Nyoki down, he needed to be calm himself.

      Everything is fine, Nyoki. It’s going to be alright. The air burned in Kado’s lungs, fighting to escape. It took all of his concentration not to gasp. He kept expecting a shout to come from below. Nyoki, please.

      Kado wasn’t sure, but he thought Nyoki’s breaths were falling slower, his little body moving more gently. Tentatively, Kado opened one eye. Relief flooded through him. His head shot up.

      The shadows were gone, so was the woman, Vakheela. Darganon had crossed the room, and was now standing in the corner by his pet vulture, his broad back turned to Kado and Nyoki.

      Kado drew in a shuddering breath, attempting to calm his racing heart. What if Darganon didn’t leave the chamber? They needed to get out of here before Vakheela returned with another spirit replica.

      “Yes … soon,” Darganon whispered, stroking his bird’s overly-wide head. The vulture closed its goggled eyes indulgently. “Vengeance will be ours. My family’s honor will be restored, and the crown of our enemies will rest upon my skull.”

      Darganon uncurled his meaty fingers once more, and smiled at the coin in his hand. The chamber drummed with silence. Then, without warning, the trade lord spun around.

      A bright bolt of terror shot through Kado. For one terrifying moment, he was sure they had been spotted. But Darganon’s black eyes were fixed straight ahead. He stormed across the chamber, his hulking shoulders hunched, his steps pounding.

      No sooner had he moved beyond Kado’s sight line than the door slammed shut with a thundering boom.

      “This is our chance,” Kado whispered, patting the knapsack to let Nyoki know it was alright. “As soon as Darganon gets far enough away, we can escape.”

      As Nyoki answered with a tiny croak, Kado started counting to ten. At nine, he grabbed the knapsack and leaped from the bookshelf, landing lightly on the timber floor.

      A shock of revulsion froze him to the spot. His stomach heaved, threatening to empty his meager breakfast.

      Darganon’s first messenger.

      In his haste to leave, Kado had forgotten all about the poor man. What remained didn’t even resemble a person. It was a bloodied mass of robes, bones, and tissue, soaking in a pool of blood. A thing of horror that had once been a person, living, laughing, with hopes and dreams of their own.

      Tears welled in Kado’s eyes as he wrenched his gaze away. If he didn’t escape quickly, he and Nyoki would share a similar fate.

      “Good boy, Nyoki. You did it,” he whispered as he shrugged the knapsack over his shoulder and crept to the door. “Now we’re getting out of here.”

      Slowly, Kado eased the door open. A peek into the passage beyond showed it was empty. He was about to slip out into the hall when the silence shattered.

      Darganon’s vulture let out a screeching caw.

      Kado bolted. The carpet slid under his feet as he hit the corridor at a dead run, heading for the stairway. Behind him, the vulture continued squawking, trying to alert its master.

      Kado no longer cared if he looked like he belonged or not. His only thought was to escape. Sending Nyoki across the fields to the Farawood Forest was no longer an option.

      Once Vakheela had another spirit replica, she would be able to follow Nyoki’s trail. If she discovered a trace of them in the Fortress, she could use it to learn which way Kado had headed. She’d said that the more recent trails would be stronger.

      Vakheela claimed that the trail should last for a couple of hours. Kado’s only hope was that, given enough time, the trail would fade entirely. They needed to get as far away from the Fortress as quickly as possible. Nothing moves as fast as a salkai thief.

      Once they were safe, he would find another way out of the city. Then he had to grab somebody, anybody, and tell them what Darganon was planning. Someone had to do something.

      Kado hit the stairway, taking the steps two at a time. Instinct guided his feet as he turned from one corridor into the next, leading him back the way he had come.

      His thoughts were whirring faster than his legs. He skidded around a corner, almost bowling into a cleaning girl, her buckets sloshing over the floor.

      “Sorry!” he called without slowing. He glanced back to make sure the girl was alright just before he rounded another bend. He couldn’t have picked a worse time to look away.

      Kado slammed straight into a giant body.

      He staggered back, catching himself before he fell. The man he had bumped into hadn’t even surrendered a step.

      “Sorry,” Kado muttered, lowering his gaze as was appropriate.

      “Kado?” said a voice confusedly.

      Kado’s spirits sank. Of all the people he could have run into, he couldn’t imagine anyone worse.

      “Grag? What are you doing here?”

      Kado was so stunned at finding his crew’s leader, he forgot to speak deferentially.

      “I’m here to see Mister Pason,” Grag said, his broad chest inflating. He was apparently too proud of his answer to realize he shouldn’t have been questioned by Kado. “That’s Lord Darganon’s assistant. When I told the guard about our encounter with the devilkin last night, he sent me straight through. I’ll be given a spot on a real crew, for sure. In fact, if everything goes—” Grag stopped, his brow crumpling. “Hang on, what are you doing here, whelp? You should be at the den, waiting for your punishment.”

      “Nothing,” Kado said, taking a step backward. His eyes flicked from Grag to the hallway beyond. Kado had almost reached the passage with the grilled opening. If he could dodge past …

      “Wait a minute! I know what you’re doing,” Grag said. He was grinning for some reason that Kado couldn’t fathom, which offered a spark of hope. Grag was alone. He always treated Kado better when the others weren’t around.

      Kado flashed a glance back down the corridor. He needed to get out of here. Vakheela, and her magical spirit-Nyoki could return at any moment. If she discovered a fresh trail, Kado would never escape. But first, he needed to get past Grag.

      Kado offered a smile. “I wasn’t doing anything, Grag. Actually, I was just leaving.”

      But when Kado went to move past, Grag sidestepped, blocking his way. His crew leader was still grinning. Although now he shook his head, as if begrudgingly impressed.

      “I must admit, Kado. In all the years I’ve known you, I never dreamed you had it in you. What a streak of cunning!” Grag poked Kado in the chest, but it was an affectionate gesture. “I thought my plan was good—offer Lord Darganon a description of the devilkin and where I had seen it. But you’ve gone one better.”

      Grag’s eyes moved to the knapsack, and Kado felt his knees weaken.

      “You actually caught the devilkin. You were planning to keep the reward for yourself! And last night, you convinced us all that you had lost it in the alley.” Grag was still smiling and shaking his head. “Maybe I was wrong about you, Kado.”

      Kado blinked as his brain scrambled to catch up with what Grag was getting at. Did he want to make a deal? But one thought cut through, the only one that mattered. Grag knew that Nyoki was in the knapsack.

      When Kado retreated another step, Grag’s smile drained. “Don’t even think about running, half-breed. Your little game is over. You’re not claiming the reward all to yourself.”

      A huge hand clamped down on Kado’s shoulder. He tried to wriggle out of the grasp, but Grag was too strong. He pressed his considerable weight on Kado and leaned over him, peering into the knapsack.

      “Here’s what I’m prepared to do,” Grag said, his leering face appearing back in front of Kado’s. “Because you showed such ingenuity—which,” he added, tilting his wide head, “is something I wouldn’t want to discourage—I’ll cut you in on the deal. We can tell Mister Pason that we both caught the devilkin. We’ll turn him in together.”

      “Grag, please,” Kado said. “You don’t understand. The creature isn’t a devilkin. He’s helpless. We can’t let Darganon kill him.”

      “No, you don’t understand.” Grag’s fingers clenched, digging into Kado’s shoulder. “This isn’t a negotiation, half-breed. When I say what’s happening, it’s happening. That’s what you’re going to do.”

      Kado grimaced at the pain in his shoulder, and lifted his chin. “And if I don’t?”

      “Then your life will be over,” Grag hissed, bringing his face within a breath of Kado’s. “I’ll tell everyone that you tried to steal the devilkin from Lord Darganon. You’ll be hunted, and hunted, and hunted.” His neck and cheeks reddened as he spoke, as if the effort of spitting out the words was strangling him. “Then you’ll be dead!”

      Kado struggled, trying to pull away from Grag’s grasp, but his hand may as well have been made of steel.

      “This is your last chance, half-breed.” Grag stopped and let out a deep breath, as if trying to gather himself. He even conjured a smile, which only made him more frightening. “You either give up the devilkin and join me in reveling in the rewards. Or your life as you know it is over.”

      He looked down at his hand, as if he had forgotten it was there. Then he let it drop.

      Kado’s gaze fell to the floor. What was he thinking? Grag was right. The game was up. Kado couldn’t hide any longer. Even if he discovered some way to shake Vakheela’s magic, now Grag knew Kado’s secret.

      If he didn’t go along with Grag’s plan, it would be the end of it all. Darganon would sell Kado to the Mines of Simarah, or worse. Was he really prepared to lose everything? All for some creature he had found last night?

      Yesterday, Kado had thought his life was hopeless. Now he would give anything to go back to that familiar world, a normal world. All he had to do was hand Nyoki over and the rewards would be handsome. Kado could earn himself a room with a real bed. He might even be able to negotiate a pardon for Umah.

      Then another vision flashed through Kado’s mind. Abrel in the alley, screaming as the men dragged him away. Calling out to Kado … He remembered Nyoki’s little claw pointing at his chest.

      When he thought of Darganon’s men hurting Nyoki, anger surged through Kado so strongly it scared him. It was as if something had exploded inside. His hands curled into fists.

      “Well?” Grag said, leaning over Kado threateningly.

      Kado’s gaze lifted. Then he drove his fist into Grag’s belly as hard as he could.

      Grag’s eyes bulged with shock, even as the air burst from his lungs. Kado stood there, stunned, as his crew leader bent in two, and then keeled over with a breathless moan. And although he lay winded on the floor, the face that met Kado’s blazed with hatred and fury.

      That was all the motivation Kado needed. He leaped over Grag’s crumpled form, and sprinted. His mind was empty of any thought other than to get away. Still a little voice whispered inside him, What have you done, Kado? What have you done?

      He rounded a corner so quickly his feet skidded on the polished floor. Kado recognized this passage. The grilled opening lay just past the next bend. He was almost there.

      But as he hurtled around the corner, he saw his path was barred. Looming in the corridor was an enormous blond figure, even larger than Grag.

      Slogger.

      Kado put his head down and kept running. He could see the opening he had climbed through a little way ahead. Perhaps, if he was fast enough, he could duck around his gang mate. Although, how would he ever open the grill in time?

      An angry shout echoed down the hallway behind him. Grag had recovered and was giving chase.

      Slogger’s eyes met Kado’s as he bolted down the passage. He was about to launch into a dive, when the enormous lad did something unexpected: He winked. Then he stepped aside, waving Kado by.

      “Thanks,” Kado gasped as he sprinted past.

      He reached the window, flicked the latch, and yanked open the grill. The last thing he saw before he dived through the opening was Slogger turning nervously as Grag’s hulking form thundered around the corner.

      Then Kado was sliding down the wall, skinning his palms, but he barely felt it. His feet hit the street running. Whether or not the Molok Tai spotted him, Kado didn’t know. His eyes were locked forward as he sprinted across the street and scampered up the building on the other side, hauling his body over the gutter.

      As soon as he reached the rooftop, Kado grabbed the knapsack from over his shoulder and clutched it to his chest, hugging Nyoki tight. He looked back at the Fortress in time to see Grag’s reddened face appear at the opening. He was leaning so far out Kado thought he might topple over the sill.

      Kado didn’t wait to find out. He turned and started running. As he fled across the rooftops, Grag’s furious shouts followed, seeming to echo through the entire city.

      “You’re dead, Kado Tacana, you little half-breed! You can’t hide. You’re dead! You hear me? Your life is over!”
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      For three days Kado moved across Darkfae’s rooftops, never staying in one place for longer than an hour. According to Vakheela, the more recently Nyoki had been in an area, the stronger his spiritual mark would be.

      So Kado kept running, retracing his steps, moving in circles, confusing their tracks as best he could. Darkfae’s ever-changing streets would help to confuse his pursuers, but it was only a matter of time before Darganon’s men got lucky and stumbled on a recent trail.

      Kado could never return to the life he had known. He knew that now with certainty. He had marked himself as an enemy of Lord Darganon. Even if Kado claimed Nyoki had escaped, Grag would still finger him as a traitor. As long as Darganon breathed, Kado would be hunted for the rest of his days. But he only needed one. Today, Kado stopped running.

      Today, they would escape Darkfae City.

      He sank down, resting his back against the wall beneath the grimy window. Currently, he and Nyoki were hiding in the loft of an abandoned warehouse, one of the many that lined the wharves. Its planked walls were gray with age. The main floor below would be empty, were it not for the dust and cobwebs and the odd stalk of dried hay—the only hint of its previous existence.

      These days, it seemed there were more empty warehouses in the docklands than active ones. Every week another legitimate business—or what passed for legitimate in Darkfae—closed its doors. While Darganon and his allies grew ever more powerful.

      Outside, the sky was beginning to lighten. Murky light sliced through the window and between the warehouse planks in dusty streams.

      For the moment, Kado and Nyoki were safe. They had only just arrived at the warehouse; it would be several minutes before they had to move again. That was all the time Kado needed.

      He could hear people gathering on the docks below. Windows banged open. Voices shouted half-felt greetings. Chains clanked. Every now and then a wagon would clack on the cobblestones.

      And beneath it all, the Grim River rumbled. Even at one level above the street, the thick stench of the water reached Kado’s nostrils. The harbor itself was little more than a cobbled road that ran parallel to the waterway as it surged through Darkfae, slicing the city in two. Bulky stone piers stretched out into the sloshing depths.

      In the loft of the deserted warehouse, there was little chance he and Nyoki would be spotted. But once they left … The harbor was one of the busiest locations in the entire city. By now, every Molok Tai in Darkfae would have Kado’s description. Blue scarf or silver hair, it made no difference. Even a stranger would recognize him. Kado couldn’t afford to be seen at all.

      It was a desperate plan, but he was out of options. When he had sneaked into the Fortress, he’d had Umah to guide him. Now, Kado was on his own.

      His insides were a tangled knot of dread. He had gone over it a thousand times, the thoughts buzzing around his head until he no longer had any concept of whether his plan was sound or insanity. He didn’t dare return to the clock tower to seek Umah’s guidance, not while he still had Nyoki with him. Kado had put the old thief in too much danger already.

      All he could do was try to consider it from every angle, cover every detail, like Umah had taught him. This was Kado’s last chance to get Nyoki out of the city.

      His eyes drifted over to the little creature, and then widened suddenly when he saw how far Nyoki had crawled. Kado could just see his squat rump as he clawed at the edge of the loft floor.

      The loft only extended for half of the warehouse. It ended at a wooden balustrade that overlooked the main area below.

      “Nyoki, come back,” Kado whispered. “Before you topple over the edge.”

      Nyoki froze immediately, then twisted around. He sat there for a moment, watching Kado with his round yellow eyes, his short legs straight out in front of him. Then he lifted a claw and pointed at Kado.

      “Yes, come here,” Kado repeated, beckoning.

      Nyoki climbed to his feet and then gave a little jump, his wings fluttering. It was enough to carry him across the loft and land in Kado’s lap.

      Two days ago, Nyoki had surprised Kado by suddenly taking flight. He never thought those wings would be able to lift Nyoki’s tubby body. Not that he got very high off the surface. The little creature had been fluttering around ever since.

      “You’re still proud of that trick,” Kado said, grinning and rubbing Nyoki’s head. The creature looked up at him, two tiny fangs protruding from his lower jaw.

      Kado’s grin mellowed to a smile. He still had no idea what kind of creature Nyoki was, but it certainly wasn’t a devilkin. Nyoki’s heart was innocent and pure. He was more like a baby animal, albeit a fiercely intelligent one.

      “I wish you could show me how to fly,” Kado said quietly. “It would sure make what we’re about to do a lot easier.”

      Nyoki curled up into a ball in Kado’s lap. Within moments, his little belly was rising and falling.

      Kado heaved a sigh. After everything he had learned in the Fortress, he could no longer avoid the fact. Sending Nyoki out on his own wasn’t an option. Kado had to protect him, at least until they found a safe harbor. He needed to get Nyoki as far from Darkfae City and Darganon as possible. Today, Kado would pass beyond the walls that had surrounded him since he was born.

      He let out another sigh and looked down at his little passenger. This innocent creature was the key to it all. Darganon had said so himself. Kado didn’t know what celestial magic was, or what it had to do with the Sky Stone awakening, let alone have any idea how Darganon planned to use it.

      Nor did Kado know what Darganon had planned for the Shackles, or indeed any of Darkfae’s boroughs, but it wouldn’t be anything pleasant. The sickening image of the beaten servant still burned in Kado’s mind. Whenever he thought about it, his fingers would curl into fists. Darganon was a more evil man than Kado had ever imagined. Somebody had to do something.

      That was why, after Nyoki had safely escaped, Kado planned to return to Darkfae City. He held no illusions that someone like him could ever challenge a powerful lord like Darganon. But Umah would know what to do. The old rogue had a whole gang of associates and contacts. He might even know something about celestial sorcery.

      Suddenly, Kado tensed and cocked his head. He had caught a coarse shout from below. Lifting Nyoki carefully, Kado placed the little creature on the floor beside him. Then he twisted up onto his haunches and peeked out over the harbor.

      After a moment, he slid back down again. It was only a couple of sailors. They had been arguing with a dwarvkin with a thick black beard and jeweled braids. Most importantly, they weren’t laborers. Kado still had a few minutes.

      He placed a hand on Nyoki’s back while he slept. With any luck, the little creature would stay that way. The last thing Kado needed was Nyoki getting spooked and summoning his magic. Whether Nyoki could sense danger, or he was simply picking up on Kado’s terror, wasn’t clear. But his smoky shadow magic had saved them from being caught on more than one occasion. Kado just hoped Nyoki would remain calm once they started moving.

      He rose onto his haunches and checked the view out the window again. There was still no sign of the wharf workers, but Kado found his eyes drifting across his planned route, checking each step for the uncounted time, plotting his course. Making sure all the pieces were in position.

      He had visited the harbor four times in the last three days. Always at a different hour, gradually piecing his plan together. He remembered how, on their first visit, the sight of the harbor had astounded him. Were it not for the roar of the water, and the pale, lichen-covered stone that told him he had reached the docklands, Kado might have thought he had stumbled upon a different area entirely.

      The docks were cluttered with scaffold and towering treadwheel cranes, their ropes and pulleys groaning as they swung giant nets crammed with crates and cargo. During the day, gangs of men lugged chests, sacks, and all manner of objects. Streaming back and forth like worker ants between the ships and the wharf.

      Every time he visited, Kado found the harbor brimming with more people. He had never seen so many docked ships. The piers were absolutely bursting.

      And they were crawling with Molok Tai. The black-veiled warriors prowled the wharves in packs, interrogating any sailor or laborer who was unfortunate enough to get in their way.

      Darganon was planning something big. That much was obvious. But besides the industrious level of activity, Kado found few clues to reveal what the trade lord was up to. Darganon had spoken about building an empire. Kado’s stomach turned at the thought.

      He watched the Molok Tai now, making sure they were keeping to their usual routes. They stalked along the docks, drifting in and out of the morning fog that rolled across the piers. Already, at this hour, the number of veiled warriors was swelling.

      Kado’s only chance was to make it onto the ship without being seen. He and Nyoki needed to be safely aboard before it set sail. Once the ship left the harbor, they would be free. By the time Vakheela realized they had fled the city, Nyoki’s spiritual trail would be lost to her.

      Kado had gotten the idea from Darganon himself. Today, the Borlish ship was embarking on its voyage. And, when it did, Nyoki would slip from Darganon’s grasp forever.

      Kado’s mouth tightened as he surveyed the harbor. There seemed to be more Molok Tai about this morning than usual, but postponing his plan wasn’t an option. Days might pass before the next ship sailed. It was a miracle he and Nyoki hadn’t been captured already. Kado would just have to be careful, and time his run perfectly.

      “Nothing moves as fast as a salkai thief,” he assured himself in a shaky whisper.

      His limbs ached from running and climbing. He could barely keep his eyes open. Kado hadn’t slept since the night he’d met Nyoki. Even when he had found a location he deemed safe enough to rest, sleep had eluded him.

      Sleep never came easily in Darkfae City. If it wasn’t the freezing cold that kept you awake, it was the wail of the Shrieking Soulless. Now he found their constant and haunting lament almost consoling. It was a world that Kado knew.

      For three nights he had cowered with Nyoki under the glow of the Sky Stone and the eerie purple sky. The threat of capture was constant torture. Molok Tai lurked on every corner. While the cold howls of the dread hounds followed Kado’s steps, keeping him moving when his bones and muscles ached.

      He had grown so sensitive to the aura of fear the hounds radiated that, by the time they drew near, Kado was already several blocks away. But for all the dark forces that hunted them, there was one that terrified Kado the most.

      The Iron Viper.

      A Warden of Lor. The deadly warrior that even Darganon feared. Another force that was hunting Nyoki. Only once had Kado spotted her, standing upon a rooftop. She had cut a striking figure, silhouetted by the emerald moon in the dead of night.

      A mighty warrior, crowned by the shallow cone of her wide and circular hat. In her grasp was a glaive-like weapon—a tall pole with a curved blade. Her legendary hunting cat stood at her side. According to some tales, it was a panther. Others claimed it was a black tiger. But even from a safe distance, Kado had seen the cat was gigantic.

      Then the clouds had obscured the emerald moon, and when they passed, the Iron Viper was gone. Kado hadn’t stopped running for an hour.

      A shout came from the harbor below, snatching his attention. His sharp salkai eyes quickly found the voice’s owner. Kado drew in a breath. The wharf workers had arrived.

      “It’s almost time,” he whispered, gently lifting Nyoki and placing him in the knapsack, onto the old folded robe that had become his bed. Kado had fished it from a bin two nights ago. “Then you’ll be free of Darkfae City and Lord Darganon forever.”

      Nyoki opened his yellow eyes and blinked sleepily. He raised a tiny claw and pointed at Kado.

      Kado’s gaze returned to the harbor, scanning the area for the final time, making note of the patrols’ movements. Without Umah to guide him, Kado had fallen back on what he had learned while running with the gang, breaking the plan down into its components.

      The wharf ran parallel to the river. Three heavy stone piers stretched out over the fog and into the rushing waters. Between them all, about a dozen ships were moored. The Borlish craft was docked on the central pier.

      Kado could see four packs of Molok Tai, marching up and down the piers and the wharf road, their paths circling and intersecting.

      His gaze shifted further along the street. There, a group of workers were unlocking the giant barn doors to a warehouse. Soon they would gather their loads and begin lugging them down the pier and into the Borlish hull.

      Kado squinted and lifted his head a little higher. There were only eleven men, one less than yesterday. He couldn’t afford a straggler showing up late and upsetting his timing. His plan was to wait until the workers started off, carrying their first loads. By the time they returned for their second—a cluster of wooden barrels from what Kado had gleaned from his inspections last night—he and Nyoki would already be inside one.

      The first pair of workers emerged from the warehouse, carrying a chest between them. Kado’s gaze moved to the main pier, where a couple of laborers were lowering the gangplank that led into the Borlish hull.

      His eyes flicked back to the warehouse as the second pair of workers emerged. The next group consisted of six men, lugging the object that Kado thought of as the wagon without wheels.

      The warehouse was four buildings down from the one where he and Nyoki were hiding. From the moment the last man left with his load, Kado would have at least three minutes until the first pair returned.

      If he had timed his run correctly, it would take forty-two seconds to get to the warehouse roof. Another sixteen seconds to throw open the hatch and lower himself and Nyoki to the warehouse floor. Twenty-nine seconds to get them both inside a barrel and secure the lid.

      That left Kado a minute and a half for the workers to fetch him. His eyes moved back to the wharf, checking the final positions of the Molok Tai patrols.

      “You ready, Nyoki?” he whispered, rising into a crouch.

      Nyoki responded with an inquisitive mewl.

      “It’s time,” Kado answered as he picked up the knapsack and shrugged it over his shoulder. He brushed his fingers along the scarf that was wrapped around his head, making sure no strand of silver hair had come free. His hand was trembling.

      Kado bounced on his haunches, trying to shake off the nervous energy that gripped him. He felt like a tightly coiled spring.

      Over at the warehouse, the last pair of workers were emerging. Left without a partner, the eleventh man hovered at the doors.

      Kado felt a shimmer of panic. If the man stayed where he was, the plan was ruined. Then one of the other workers shouted, and the eleventh man cursed and strolled after his fellows, obviously in no hurry.

      “That’s it,” Kado whispered. “Let’s go.”

      The coil sprang. Kado leaped to his feet and burst into motion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Kado bolted across the loft, the floorboards bouncing beneath him. When he got to the edge, he sprang up onto the balustrade and jumped.

      For a moment he was flying over the warehouse floor. Then his fingers snatched the beam that spanned the pitched roof. Kado hauled himself up. He crossed the beam in two strides and leaped again. Catching hold of a rafter, he swung, landing on the sill of the loft’s side window.

      Then Kado was off.

      One leap carried him over to the neighboring building. A single story structure, the Grim Water Tavern, would be closed this early. Kado scurried across the roof, ducking low to stay behind the parapet.

      His path would take him along the first row of buildings that ran parallel to the wharf road. Only the rooftops’ features shielded him from view from the harbor below. If just one person spotted them, Kado was done for.

      He hurdled a chimney stack and kept running. Ahead, the Grim Water Tavern grew taller, a boxy second story structure rising up from the roof below. Kado hit the wall at a full run, kicked off, caught the gutter, and vaulted over. Then he was running again.

      Kado’s throat clenched. He had reached the most dangerous leg of his journey. The tavern’s upper roof was flat and open, and high above the street with no walls to obscure them.

      It was over in four seconds. Kado swung the knapsack around, clutching Nyoki to his middle. Then he dived off the roof onto the next building over—an old iron smelter—rolling to his feet in one smooth motion, and swinging the knapsack back over his shoulder.

      Kado never stopped moving, dipping and swerving through a forest of chimneys that spewed a sickly yellow smoke from the furnaces below.

      Then the chimneys were behind him. Kado jumped off the far side of the smelter, twisting as he dropped, catching the gutter. He planted his feet against the wall and sprang away. Another twist in midair, and he was already running by the time he landed on the next building.

      Here, Kado slowed his pace. The new building—an abandoned fishery—had a second story that protruded from the lower floor. The walls of the upper story would hide them from view from below.

      Kado’s gaze hardened. They had almost reached their destination—the warehouse that held the Borlish supplies. A road ran between the warehouse and the abandoned fishery, creating a span too wide to leap.

      Kado slid to a halt. He grabbed the long plank that was leaning against the upper story wall—the plank he had stowed for this very reason. He was about to hurl it out over the gap, but something made him pause.

      Carefully, Kado poked his head around the corner, looking between the buildings and down the street toward the harbor. He quickly snatched his head back again, clutching the plank to his chest.

      A Molok Tai patrol was marching along the pier, straight toward the wharf. If Kado crossed the road now, he would surely be spotted.

      He eased out a breath, counting the seconds over his pounding heart. In his mind’s eye, he watched the veiled warriors reach the end of the pier and turn onto the road that ran alongside the harbor.

      Kado still had roughly a minute to spare, but every moment counted against them. He gave the patrol another couple of seconds and peeked around the corner again. Just in time to see the last of the Molok Tai disappear past the lip of the building.

      Kado didn’t hesitate. He slapped the plank down over the span, straddling the street, wincing at the loud crack it made when it smacked the warehouse.

      “This is it, Nyoki,” he said, his breaths ragged. Then he flitted across the plank, one foot sliding in front of the other, his arms held out for balance.

      He paused briefly when he got to the other side. In his practice run, he had thrown the plank off the roof again so as not to leave a sign of his passing. But now, with the Molok Tai so close, he dared not risk the clatter.

      Staying low, Kado made his way to the hatch in the warehouse roof and knelt beside it.

      “You alright back there, little guy?” he whispered, dipping his chin and throwing the question over his shoulder. Nyoki responded with a squeak that sounded cheerful enough. Kado turned back to the hatch, and froze.

      The trapdoor was padlocked.

      His eyes widened in alarm. There hadn’t been any padlock the night before … He reached out and gave it an experimental tug. Neither the lock, nor the metal loop it hooked into, shifted.

      Kado threw a panicked glance at the wharf. The first pair of workers had arrived at the Borlish ship. Soon, they would unload their cargo and return.

      Kado’s jaw clenched. He grasped the padlock with both hands and yanked. It didn’t budge. He tried again, arching his back, the veins in his neck bulging. Nothing.

      His eyes flashed to the trapdoor’s hinges. Too thick to break. He could probably smash through the planking if he had more time, but the shower of splinters would give him away, even if the noise didn’t.

      He shot another glance at the harbor. The first pair of workers were emerging from the ship’s belly, making their way back down the gangplank.

      Kado’s breaths came quicker and quicker. He had one more thing he could try … Although it would be a prayer if he made it in time, it was his only option.

      He thrust a hand into his pocket and pulled out a metal ring that clinked as it was removed. At first glance, it could have been mistaken for a jumble of keys. But the teeth of these keys had been carefully filed away, each in a different manner. Some had two forks, others had none. One was wide and chunky, while another was no thicker than a needle.

      Skeleton keys, Mister Harlington called them. He had given a set to each member of the crew.

      Although the job had always fallen to one of the others, like Deca or Jibs, they had never come across a lock that couldn’t be opened. It was just a matter of trying each key and carefully jiggling them, one by one. Sometimes all of them.

      Kado’s hand was shaking as he began testing the keys, his head swiveling to the harbor with every other breath. The workers were marching back along the wharf. At best, Kado had thirty seconds.

      He almost whooped with joy when he heard the click. The padlock opened with the third key. Moving as swiftly as he dared, Kado shoved the keyring into his pocket and lifted the hatch.

      After one last look at the workers, he lowered his legs through the manhole and eased himself down, dangling above the warehouse floor. Nyoki’s quiet whimper came from within the knapsack.

      Hanging by his fingertips, Kado threw a glance at the open doors. The laborers’ steps echoed outside. At any second, they would appear at the threshold.

      Kado dropped, his boots slapping the dirt. As he dashed over to the barrels, he had a moment to note that the room was more heavily stocked than it had been the night before. Then he was leaping into the wooden barrel, pulling its lid closed.

      Kado’s world went dark. The din of the harbor became muffled. He shrank down and clutched the knapsack to his chest, hugging Nyoki close.

      Kado had tipped out most of the barrel’s contents two nights ago—a type of yellow grain that had a sweet, earthy smell—but there was still enough for him to have to dig in his feet, like he was bathing in little rocks. He would have emptied the barrel entirely, but couldn’t risk the workers noticing it was lighter than the others.

      Kado squatted in the dark barrel, and waited. Around them, the warehouse quivered in silence. Then the stillness was shattered by a barking curse.

      “Would you look at this, Gan,” growled a hoarse voice. “We were supposed to be almost done by now. That Borleman has practically restocked the entire store!”

      “Not the Borleman,” said a quieter, more careful-sounding man. “Lord Darganon. These are his supplies. Look over here if you still doubt the purpose of this voyage.”

      Kado heard a loud click and then a creaking sound. The first man muttered another curse, an edge of fear creeping into his voice.

      Kado could only guess what the men were looking at. Whatever it was, he bet it had something to do with Darganon’s new empire. And from the men’s reaction, it wasn’t anything good.

      “I tell you, Lord Darganon’s up to something,” the quiet man said. “And not just in Darkfae City. Molok Tai have been spotted in Nidlehead, and Paddlers Rest, too. There have been whispers. People are going missing.”

      “Wait, what is that?” the first man asked suddenly.

      There came a shuffling of steps. Kado pressed his eye up to the side of the barrel.

      After he’d emptied it, he’d made a series of holes in the planking, each no bigger than a pinprick, covering an area about the size of a coin. He kept the pattern random, making the holes indistinguishable from the outside. But from within, it offered a virtually clear view.

      Kado had no sooner pressed his eye to the peephole than the men swept right past the barrel, giving him a start.

      “Look at that! The hatch is open,” the first man said. “Was it like that when we got here?”

      “I don’t know,” said the quiet man irritably. “I don’t have eyes in the top of my head.”

      The men had moved beyond Kado’s sight line, so he strained his pointed ears, waiting to hear more. How could he have been so careless as to leave the hatch open? If the workers investigated and found the plank that straddled the buildings … If they started checking the cargo …

      “What are you two doing in there?” came another shout from the direction of the door. Judging from the authoritative tone, Kado guessed it was the overseer. “These crates aren’t going to move by themselves.”

      Kado pulled Nyoki close and held his breath, waiting for one of the men to mention the hatch. But they must have decided it wasn’t worth their time, because the next moment, Kado’s barrel lurched upward, and he was moving.

      He pushed his hands against the sides of the barrel to keep from swaying. Not that he had ever lugged a tub of grain himself, but he imagined its weight would be evenly balanced.

      “Does this barrel feel heavy to you?” asked the man with the quiet voice.

      Kado tensed and bit down on his lip, but the other man just snorted.

      “You’re getting old, Gan. Arms are too weak.”

      “I don’t know, I—”

      “Not the barrels!” shouted the overseer. From the way his voice had grown fainter, Kado guessed he had walked on ahead.

      The barrel jerked to a sudden halt. Kado peered through the peephole. He saw that they had emerged from the warehouse and reached the roadside. A burly, bearded man was standing near the head of the pier, glowering in their direction. It felt like he was glaring straight at Kado.

      Behind the overseer loomed the monstrosity that was the Borlish ship. Kado could only glimpse a portion of the craft, but he was still dwarfed by its enormity.

      “The chests and the crates, not the barrels,” the bearded man shouted. He shot a frown at another group of workers as they trudged past on their way back from the ship. “How many times do I have to tell you? Stack the square stuff first!”

      There was a curse, and Kado’s barrel was dumped on the roadside. The impact would have been jarring were it not for all the grain. He saw the men walk past, this time lugging a bulky chest. The second pair of workers emerged not long after, carrying a crate.

      Kado’s stomach tightened as he watched the workers shuffle back and forth, each burdened with a chest or a crate. Every minute they sat there seemed to drag for an eternity. All of a sudden, the walls of the barrel were closing in. The grainy air was getting danker.

      He and Nyoki had been in one place for too long … Kado could almost see the magical trail around the little creature, drifting away to be detected. Even shielded by the barrel, Kado felt exposed, vulnerable. At any moment, he expected the lid to snap open and find Vakheela’s strange visor staring down at him.

      Kado shook the image from his mind. There was nothing he could do but wait and stay alert. If he caught any sign of a shift in the Molok Tai’s movements, he would just make a run for it. But then it would all be over. This was his last option. The only way to save Nyoki was aboard the Borlish ship.

      Kado’s gaze swiveled back to the gigantic craft, his dread deepening. The sheer weight of its shadow felt thick and tangible, turning the morning cooler. He had never imagined a ship could be so large. It had to be seven or eight stories tall, and that wasn’t even counting the part below the water.

      When he had first seen the craft three days ago, he had trouble believing it was real. Though he had craned his neck, he’d only been able to glimpse the tips of the sails over the curved walls of the hull. A row of portholes lined only the very top of the ship, meaning the lower decks were all used for storage.

      No wonder offering a mere copper coin was an insult. Darganon had mentioned needing the ship for an expedition, something about gathering resources that Vakheela’s family desired. Whatever she and Darganon were planning, this ship was a vital part of it. Perhaps Kado could discover more once he was aboard.

      The workers continued to trudge past, lugging crates and other cargo, leaving Kado’s barrel forgotten. A little further on, other men that looked like sailors were climbing ladders to the upper decks.

      With every moment that passed, Kado’s anxiety quickened. His muscles were coiled, ready to spring at the slightest hint of danger. He placed a hand on the knapsack, making sure Nyoki was alright. But if the creature shared Kado’s fear, he gave no sign.

      Kado kept his eye glued to the peephole. He followed a patrol of Molok Tai as they turned off the far pier and onto the wharf road, the morning fog swirling around them.

      On a nearby corner, a pair of nahgra whispered, their scaly faces held close to one another. A couple of years ago, the sight of one of the strange snake men from the Empire of the Withered Sun would have been rare in Darkfae City. Now they were nearly as common as the Molok Tai. Kado’s gaze drifted on.

      That was when he spotted her.

      The blind lady, the one he had met on his way to the Fortress. Kado would have squished his face closer to the barrel if it hadn’t been there already.

      She was sitting on the edge of the wharf road, half-obscured by fog, leaning back against a pile of sacks. Her milky gaze was pointed toward the city.

      Kado’s brow wrinkled. He remembered scanning that very spot from the loft window—it had definitely been empty. That meant the woman had only just arrived. Although, from the way she was sitting, it was as if she had been there for hours. Her mangy cat sat beside her, licking its paws.

      Kado’s eyes moved past the cat, then flicked back again. This cat was a mottled gray. He could have sworn it had been a tawny ginger before … His gaze returned to the blind woman.

      It struck Kado that she looked younger than the last time he’d seen her. Or perhaps he just remembered her looking older. And she wasn’t as bald as he first thought either. A single chestnut braid sprouted from the back of her skull, disappearing down the neck of her tunic.

      Kado pursed his lips. There was something odd about the pair of them. He hadn’t forgotten how the woman’s apparent foresight had saved him from bumping into the Molok Tai.

      Seeing her now, Kado felt strangely comforted. He had the weirdest feeling that this woman was supposed to be there—for him. That somehow, she represented a power that was on his side, a shimmering presence just behind the familiar features of the world he could see.

      It was the same feeling he sometimes got in Umah’s hideout. A feeling of security, that no harm could come to him while he was in its embrace. But should Kado step but one foot away … Then danger would come crashing back in.

      Kado shook his head. He was being foolish. The lack of sleep and constant anxiety were wearing him down. He and Nyoki were hiding in a barrel, about to be carried aboard the Borlish ship. How could he expect to be protected by a blind woman and her cat?

      His face suddenly crumpled as he became aware of something digging into his side. Frowning, he poked around in the grain until he found the offending object. Kado pulled it out and held it in front of his eyes. A shiver ran through him.

      It was a short wooden rod, about two feet long and an inch thick—the exact same weapon the blind woman had handed him the other day. Had she left it here for Kado to find? Had she somehow known he was going to hide in this very barrel?

      Kado looked over at the blind woman. She hadn’t moved from her spot. Her clouded eyes were gazing forward. Another shiver rippled through him. Across the street from her, perched on a lamppost, was a white falcon.

      Both it and the cat were staring straight at Kado.

      Suddenly, the barrel lurched upward, and they were moving once more. Kado leaned to the side, trying to get a view of the blind woman, but his handlers had turned the barrel and he found himself looking down into the river.

      The men stepped onto the pier just as a wave crashed over the embankment, sloshing the barrel, and drawing a curse from one of the workers. Kado wrapped his arms around the knapsack, holding Nyoki close. As he eyed the murky water seeping through the planks, any thought of the blind woman or her strange cat was swiftly forgotten.

      The Grim River had always terrified Kado. Beyond the peephole, it looked almost black in the ship’s shadow. The river had not earned its moniker lightly.

      It frothed and churned as it surged through the city, slicing Darkfae in two. Anyone who fell into those waters would be swept away in seconds—drowned by the current, or crushed against the giant steel gates that barred the river at both ends. Indeed, many gangs tossed their rivals into the Grim for that very reason.

      The river was wide, about a half-mile across. There was a bridge just north of here that stretched to the eastern bank and the thin strip of city nestled on the other side. Kado had eyed the river nervously as he surveyed the harbor, watching the water splash against the piers, the ships tugging at their moorings like they were caught in a storm.

      Mister Harlington once told him that the current was unnatural—that rivers usually only moved quickly upstream near the mountains. He said it had something to do with Darkfae’s wild magic, and the Grim only ran faster as it rushed through the city.

      The barrel turned again, and Kado’s view of the water was broken. He found himself staring into the yawning hull of the ship. They were almost there.

      Once on board, he could find a safe place to hide during the voyage. A place they could easily escape from as soon as the opportunity presented. He just hoped the ship didn’t carry them too far before docking. Sailors often spoke of dropping anchor at river ports like Beggars Landing. But Kado had also heard that some vessels were able to sail the open seas.

      He gave a start when the barrel was dumped again. The clap of boots echoed as the men walked away. Kado pressed his eye to the peephole, but all he could see were shadows. He realized they were inside the lower hull.

      “No, not in there, you dullard! The others are for the upper decks, where Lord Darganon wants them.”

      Kado cocked his head, listening. The shout had come from the overseer, but he sounded further away. After a curse from one of the laborers, there was a winching noise and a great groaning of timber. The gangplank shut with a boom.

      Then there came a sound that sent a shiver through the heart of every thief—the metallic scrape of a bolt sliding closed. Kado groaned. He had overlooked one serious complication. The men had bolted the gangplank.

      He and Nyoki were locked inside.
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      Kado pressed his lips together, straining his ears. The sounds of the harbor had grown muted and distant. Everything around him was utterly quiet.

      He peddled his arms when the barrel tilted suddenly, smacking his elbow against the side. For a moment he thought the workers must have lifted it again. Then he realized it was just the movement of the ship as it heaved on the Grim River.

      A wave of nausea rolled through him. Kado hadn’t even been near a ship before, let alone aboard one. If he ever needed to cross the harbor bridge to the eastern bank of the city, he always quickened his steps and stayed close to the center.

      A squeak from Nyoki drew Kado’s attention, reminding him of the mission. Only then did he notice he was still clutching the blind woman’s stick. He was about to abandon the weapon when he changed his mind, and slipped it into the backpack.

      “Just in case,” he whispered in answer to the curious croak from Nyoki.

      Kado drew in a deep breath, trying to ignore the squirming sensation in his stomach, and carefully lifted the barrel lid. His salkai vision must have grown accustomed to the dark while they waited. Now what he saw caused his eyes to widen.

      The ship’s enormous hull was crammed to bursting. Crates, barrels, chests, sacks, and virtually every other type of imaginable cargo, were packed tightly from curved wall to curved wall. In one corner stood three timber constructs, each the size of a wagon. They looked like someone had combined a harpoon with a giant crossbow.

      Kado climbed out of the barrel, his gaze constantly moving. For all that he could see, there was one thing he could not find.

      A door. There weren’t even any portholes. The gloom-filled hull might be the perfect place to hide during the voyage, but it was no good if they couldn’t escape when the ship docked. And they would have to find an exit where they wouldn’t be spotted.

      Kado had scanned the hull for an exit from out in the harbor, but hadn’t found any. The only way on or off the ship appeared to be the cargo hold or the sailors’ ladders.

      There was a sudden groaning of timber as the vessel lurched again. Kado jerked an arm up and teetered before he found his footing. The entire deck was in constant motion, rising and falling. It felt like he was standing on the belly of a snoring giant. Every now and then a more powerful wave would strike, making the stacks of cargo inch across the hold.

      “We need to find a way out of here,” Kado said, reaching into the barrel and pulling out the knapsack. “There’s something not right about all this.”

      Darganon had said this voyage was for gathering resources. So what were the harpoon constructs for? And why did it look like he was delivering supplies instead of gathering them?

      Kado staggered as the ship heaved again. From within the knapsack, Nyoki let out a tiny yelp.

      “It’s alright,” he said, looking back over his shoulder. “We will be—”

      Kado stopped, his head slowly turning, taking in the stacks of cargo around them once more. On nearly every chest or crate was a symbol—a dagger set within the outline of a single flame.

      The insignia of the Molok Tai.

      These must have been the chests that had been added to the Borlish warehouse last night. Kado suddenly understood the note of fear in the workers’ voices.

      “The man urged his companion to look inside,” he whispered as he moved over to one of the chests and slid his fingers under the lid.

      Opening it, Kado blinked confusedly. It was filled with dull, ash-colored spheres, each about the size of a fist. Then he recognized the orbs for what they were.

      “Molok Tai lanterns.”

      Only these were dark. He remembered how Vakheela had bounced one in her palm, igniting its magic.

      Kado had never seen a Molok Tai orb explode, but he’d heard enough stories of people disfigured with terrible burns. Vakheela claimed that a dozen of these orbs had the power to destroy the Iron Viper, a Warden of the Realm.

      He stepped away from the chest, his mouth falling open as his gaze roamed the hold. There had to be thousands of orbs in here. He counted at least two dozen more chests and crates with the symbol of the flame and the dagger.

      Then he noticed the crate at the far end of the hull, and Kado’s blood went cold.

      This crate was too large to have ever been brought in by hand. It had to be twenty feet across. Upon its face was the same mark of the Molok Tai. Only, in this symbol, there were two daggers crossed within the flame instead of one.

      He shuddered to imagine how many orbs this massive crate could hold. What was Darganon planning with such destructive power?

      As the deck swayed beneath them, another thought occurred to Kado that made his insides churn. If these orbs exploded on impact, and the ship was hit by a big enough wave …

      “We need to get out of here,” he breathed. Wherever they ended up hiding, it had to be far from this hold.

      Kado went to close the lid of the Molok Tai chest, and paused. After a second’s hesitation, he grabbed an orb and carefully slipped it into his pocket. Now, he just needed to find a safe hiding spot before the ship departed.

      As if conjured by his anxiety, a horn echoed from the harbor. Kado paled. It was a note that anyone in the Shackles knew as intimately as their mother’s voice. He had heard it many times in the last three days.

      The Borlish craft was preparing to sail.

      His eyes flashed around the hold, scanning every wall. The only exit he could see was the gangplank the workers had used to stock the hull, which was currently locked and bolted. Then his gaze lifted, and he breathed a sigh. There was a square opening in the roof, about twelve feet wide.

      “That’s it, Nyoki. Now we just need a way up.”

      As he moved under it, Kado saw a similar sized opening in the roof of the next level, and the level above that, and above that again, burrowing through the ship. Far in the shadows above, he could make out the hefty arm of a crane.

      There was a stack of crates near Kado that would be easy enough to climb. From the topmost crate, he should be able to make the jump.

      Out on the harbor, the horn sounded once more. Three short blasts. The boarding call. They needed to hurry.

      Kado started climbing. Leaping from the top of the crates, he snatched the lip of the opening and hoisted himself through.

      He found an almost identical hold to the one below, although this deck had a much lower ceiling. It was stocked with crates, arranged in long corridors. The walls were obscured by the cargo, but Kado could tell from the lack of light that there weren’t any portholes. There wasn’t time to scout around the edges for doors.

      So he kept climbing. The ship rocked constantly, making his ascent more difficult. The whole way, he kept his senses peeled for any sign of guards or sailors. He didn’t know enough about ships to know if cargo holds were usually deserted, but he supposed it was likely.

      Kado climbed three more levels before he caught a glimpse of light, indicating there were portholes. He was breathing heavily by the time he clawed his way through the opening.

      They had arrived on a shadowy deck that was packed with crates, each one covered in canvas. Like the levels below, they were arranged in rows and columns, creating corridors just wide enough for someone to walk between.

      There was barely enough light to see. Kado doubted he would have seen anything at all if he was fully human. The fickle glow appeared to be coming from the far side of the hull.

      “And no roof hatch.” Kado’s gaze shifted to the wooden crane that protruded over the opening like a gallows. “This is where our path ends, Nyoki.”

      He was about to start off in search of a porthole when another horn blasted from the wharf. Kado tilted his head and waited, but it didn’t sound again. His eyes narrowed. That hadn’t been the harbor’s usual horn. He wondered if Borlemen had some departing toll of their own.

      Kado picked up his pace, weaving through the maze of canvas-covered crates, heading for the closest light source.

      They were still nearing the edge of the ship when he slid to a halt. In the murky light of the cargo hold, a flash of metal had caught his eye. He poked his finger tentatively at one of the covered crates. The canvas sunk in with no resistance.

      “This isn’t a crate,” he whispered.

      Kado grabbed the corner of the covering and tugged it free. What it revealed made his heart blacken.

      A cage. No more than four feet high and five feet wide. Then Kado saw the little sign that hung from the bars. The silhouette was unmistakable. An outline of a slender skull with long, pointed ears …

      A salkai.

      This cage was for no animal. Kado walked back along the aisle, dragging the canvas coverings free. Every cage was marked with the same image. But when he went to the next aisle over, he found the depiction of an almost human-looking skull with the protruding brow and jaw of a monkey: A vanara. He saw other symbols too—nahgra, faun, dwarvkin, and even humans.

      A sickening dread washed over him as he realized what the ‘resources’ were that Darganon was gathering. Then Kado’s dread thickened as he remembered …

      Darganon planned to capture resources from the Shackles and the other boroughs too. Suddenly the sinister meaning of his words became clear.

      It is time that the peasants of Darkfae served a useful purpose …

      Darganon was capturing slaves.

      Kado turned in a slow circle, taking in the canvas-covered cages that filled the deck. In some places, the rows were stacked two or three high.

      A sudden image flashed through Kado’s mind—his little brother, Abrel, in a cage marked with the symbol of a human, his grubby fingers clutching the bars. Had there been other children in the cages around him? Or had he spent that nightmare voyage all alone? The image was too much to bear.

      Kado broke into a run, staggering as the deck swayed beneath him. His only thought was to get off this evil ship. He weaved his way through the twisting aisles of covered cages, heading toward the light. In the knapsack, Nyoki had begun to shiver.

      The porthole had just come into view when the first scream rang out. It was followed by a boom. Then a chorus of shouts erupted from the harbor.

      Kado dashed over to the porthole, a murky round window about three feet across. The sight beyond made his knees want to buckle.

      The wharf was swarming with dozens of Molok Tai. Their curved swords blazed with magical power, the same aqua-blue light as their exploding lanterns.

      The warriors were moving up and down the docks, kicking crates and overturning carts, thrusting their wavering orbs in people’s faces. Then Kado spotted a figure that made him gasp with fear.

      Vakheela.

      She was standing on the wharf road, garbed in the same mushroom-shaped helm and studded armor she wore in Darganon’s chamber. Kado’s breaths quickened when he noticed the man beside her, someone almost as frightening … Grag. What was he doing with her?

      Grag’s head was turning furiously from side to side. Even from six stories above, Kado could see the eagerness in his old gang leader’s stance.

      As he watched in horror, Vakheela withdrew a glowing figure from one of her pouches. A tiny red Nyoki. Then she lifted the spirit replica and thrust it toward the ship. She may as well have been pointing straight at Kado.

      Darganon’s forces had found them.

      “Destroy that devilkin!” Vakheela screamed, her voice echoing on the water.

      The cry of a hundred veiled warriors answered. Every Molok Tai in the harbor charged toward the Borlish vessel. A teeming horde, their aqua-blue blades glowing in the foggy morn.

      Kado’s eyes darted around the porthole’s edge. It had hinges and a latch—easy enough to open. Maybe he could dive through … Almost immediately, he discounted the idea. Apart from the height, all that lay below was dark, rushing water. Kado couldn’t even swim.

      His gaze snapped back to the harbor. The Molok Tai had reached the ship already. Kado could hear their boots pounding the ladders that scaled the hull. In moments, they would swarm the vessel.

      Kado staggered back and away. If he didn’t find an exit before the Molok Tai arrived, he would be surrounded. As if sensing their danger, Nyoki was making a thin whimper.

      Kado started running. He bolted along the aisles of covered cages, twisting his way across the shadowy deck.

      The cages were stacked two or three high, turning the hold into a gloom-filled maze. Away from the portholes’ reach, it was virtually black. He only hoped the darkness would work in his favor, his salkai vision lending him an advantage over his human hunters.

      Kado’s head swiveled as he ran, searching for a way out of the hull. His heart was pounding like someone was thumping a drum in his chest. His thoughts had turned into slippery things that only whispered fear. Then he bolted around the corner of an aisle and something snatched his ankle.

      Kado went flying. He slammed onto his belly, skidding across the deck. Nyoki let out a screech.

      Kado was back on his feet in an instant. At any moment, he expected his assailant to strike again. But when he turned, he saw what had tripped him. It looked like a wad of blankets. Kado stepped closer, his throat tightening.

      A Molok Tai lay dead before him.

      Kado spun and sprinted back along the corridor. He hurtled around a corner and slid to a halt once more. Another body was strewn across the aisle.

      Simultaneously, two thoughts sliced through his brain, each more terrifying than the other. The Molok Tai had already reached this deck. And somebody was killing them. There was only one person powerful enough to take down the Molok Tai.

      “The Iron Viper,” he breathed, backing away from the fallen warrior. She was trying to get to Nyoki first.

      Kado hunched low and slunk between the cages, moving as quietly as he could, peering into every shadow. He couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching them.

      Nyoki was trembling violently. Kado could feel it through the knapsack. If he started conjuring shadow magic, would it hide them, or only make them easier to find? Kado’s fear-addled brain couldn’t decide. At least his silver hair was covered by his scarf.

      Moving carefully, Kado tiptoed around a cage, heading down a new aisle. He had only taken a couple of steps when he suddenly froze.

      Straight ahead, not thirty yards away, was the Iron Viper.
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      The Iron Viper, a Warden of the Realm. Mighty guardian of the Gilded Empire.

      And she wanted to destroy Nyoki.

      She was crossing the aisle ahead, stepping out from a row of cages that intersected the path Kado was on. There could be no mistaking her silhouette in the ship’s murky light.

      A lethally strong warrior, Kado could almost see the power ready to explode from her wiry, muscled form. The shallow cone of her wide and circular hat was tilted warily. Her panther walked beside her. Two hunters in the dark.

      Then, as they crossed the aisle in front of him, the panther’s head turned and looked directly at Kado.

      Its eyes reflected strangely in the gloom, as if they glowed with some inner green light. Kado could sense the beast’s awareness crawling over him. His breath caught when the Iron Viper’s head slowly turned, following her panther’s gaze. They both stared straight at Kado, the panther’s eyes glimmering.

      Then the big cat turned forward again. It strolled onward, the muscles in its limbs rippling as it continued along its current path.

      The Iron Viper peered in Kado’s direction a moment longer. He saw the flattened cone of her circular hat dip slightly. Then she turned also, and followed after her panther.

      Kado stared at the space the Iron Viper and her beast had just vacated. He couldn’t seem to make his body move. It was as if his lungs had forgotten to breathe.

      A muffled croak from Nyoki startled him into action. Kado shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. His heart was pounding so fast he felt dizzy. It didn’t help that the deck was swaying beneath him.

      With a trembling step, he started off along the aisle, following the Iron Viper. He figured the last place she would look for him was where she had just trodden. And if she was taking down the Molok Tai, the Warden was his best bet of getting away from them. Kado could simply follow the path she cut through their ranks. That’s if the Iron Viper didn’t catch him first.

      Just stay back and follow her trail, he thought as he peered around a cage into the aisle the Iron Viper had headed down. But Kado could see no sign of her or the panther. The narrow lane of canvas-covered cages was empty. He must have allowed them to get too far ahead.

      Then he spotted something else. The roof hatch, or rather, the floor hatch from this level. The opening Kado had used to climb up here. He could just make out the silhouette of the crane through the shadows ahead.

      Kado crept up to the opening and peeked over the edge. Below was utter darkness. If they climbed back down, he and Nyoki would be trapped. In his mind’s eye, Kado could picture the stacks of crates and chests below, packed with Molok Tai orbs. Thousands of them.

      He turned, looking at the aisles of cages that crammed the deck. Unless he did something, soon these cages would all be filled. Row upon row of captives, their lives destroyed by Darganon’s and Vakheela’s greed. How much suffering would this ship cause?

      Kado’s throat worked as he swallowed. This was his chance to fight back. A chance he might never get again.

      “Besides,” he whispered, peering down into the gloomy hull. “The Iron Viper isn’t the only way out of here.”

      If you’re planning on running, Umah had once told him. Nothing beats a good distraction.

      “Well, they don’t get much louder than this.” Kado reached into his pocket and withdrew the Molok Tai orb.

      It was a dangerous move. If his ploy worked, and the orb ignited one of the chests below, it would cause a terrible blast. It might even blow a hole in the hull and sink this evil vessel. But Kado still needed time to get Nyoki out of here alive. If the explosion was too powerful …

      Nothing moves as fast as a salkai thief, he thought grimly. And if they were going to escape, Kado would need to head up to the main deck. A deck sure to be swarming with Molok Tai.

      He backed up a couple of steps, just to be safe. And with a measured, underarm throw, he lobbed the orb into the opening. For a moment, the deck lingered in silence. Then, from far below, Kado heard a tiny clink.

      The explosion was deafening.

      So thunderous was the boom, it sounded like the ship had been struck by lightning. A roaring noise grew, rumbling up from the decks below, getting louder and louder. As it reached its crescendo, a brilliant jet of aqua-blue light shot up through the opening, blinding in its intensity.

      Kado threw his arms over his face. The force blasted him backward. He landed hard on his rump even as the ship lurched violently. Nyoki shrieked in terror.

      Kado staggered back to his feet. His vision swam with blurry shadows in the light’s aftermath. The ship was rocking as if caught in an earthquake. Cages were sliding across the deck. Dust rained from the planked ceiling. The floor was tilting so sharply Kado had to bend one knee to remain standing.

      Gradually, the vessel grew calm once more. As the groaning timbers quietened, Kado heard shouts from above. It sounded like he was just below the main deck.

      Smoke was pouring out of the floor opening, spilling into the hold in billowing waves. Something down there was burning. The explosion couldn’t have breached the hull, otherwise the water would have doused the fire. Kado didn’t hang around to decide if that was fortunate or not.

      He turned and bolted. He made his best guess at the direction the Iron Viper had moved, and headed the other way. With any luck, the Warden and the Molok Tai would be thrown into confusion by the explosion and Kado could escape without being noticed. If not, he and Nyoki were done for. He had no chance of fighting past them.

      Kado’s boots pounded the deck. From inside the knapsack, Nyoki was squealing.

      “It’s alright,” he whispered, as loudly as he dared. “We’re getting out of here.”

      He coughed as he darted along the aisles of canvas-covered cages. Smoke filled his nostrils and stung his eyes. His only thought was to get to open air.

      He just hoped he didn’t bump into the Iron Viper first. As he ran, Kado couldn’t help but glance over his shoulder. He had the oddest sensation, like a thousand tiny eyes were crawling over him.

      Another muffled boom echoed from below. The deck lurched, tilting violently. Kado just managed to skip to the side as a cage came hurtling across his path. After a moment the ship grew calm again, swaying ever more gently, as if rocking itself to sleep.

      Frowning, Kado looked back in the direction of the floor opening. A second explosion? The flames below must have reached another chest. So the Molok Tai orbs could be ignited by fire too …

      He kept running. Ahead, a gray light was wafting through the smoke. The aisle was growing brighter. They were nearing the other side of the ship. Kado headed for the light. If it was a path up to the main deck, it was their best chance at escaping.

      “Hang in there,” he whispered to Nyoki. “We’re almost free.”

      Kado rounded another corner, and there it was. Far ahead, at the end of a long aisle of covered cages, stood a rectangular threshold. A frame without a door. Sunlight slanted down from above, broken into dark orange streams by the smoke.

      He skidded to a halt as four figures appeared in the threshold. They were little more than silhouettes, framed by the scorching light. Molok Tai, charging down from the main deck.

      Kado’s head snapped from side to side. The Molok Tai were running straight toward him. With the light at their backs, they hadn’t yet spotted Kado in the smoke and shadows. But in moments it wouldn’t matter. They would bowl right into him.

      He shoved his shoulder against the cages, trying to squeeze between two. But they were too heavy. The cages wouldn’t budge. Sheer terror gripped Kado’s heart. He had nowhere to run.

      Around him, the aisle had grown even darker. For a second, Kado thought it was smoke. Then he suddenly realized. A cloud of shadows enveloped them.

      Nyoki had conjured his magic.

      Kado leaned back as the Molok Tai rushed past, their veiled heads held straight forward. He let out a slow breath when the warriors vanished around the corner. It was just as he suspected … Nyoki’s magic allowed him and Kado to see out, while obscuring them within. And with all the smoke, the shadowy cloud would be virtually invisible. Kado’s spirits rose. They might have a chance to escape after all.

      He put his head down and sprinted. A cry rang out behind him. It was followed by a thud. A beastly roar filled the deck. The Molok Tai must have run into the Iron Viper and her panther. Ahead, the threshold to the upper deck and its orange light were growing larger.

      Kado had almost reached the opening when the third explosion sounded. A thundering boom echoed in the ship’s belly, louder than any of the others. Kado was thrown sideways as the deck lurched again. He slammed into a canvas-covered cage, its bars digging into him.

      Another explosion sounded, then another, and another. There were a few seconds of silence, then a smaller blast rumbled. It reminded Kado of the way the fireplace at the den would pop and crackle when the wood was too wet.

      He had a sudden vision of the hull below, stacked with chests of Molok Tai orbs. Fire creeping across the deck, igniting them one by one.

      Then Kado paled as he remembered the enormous crate at the edge of the cargo hold. The one marked with the symbol of the crossed daggers. It had to be filled with thousands of orbs. When the flames reached that crate …

      The Borlish ship was swaying like a drunk in a bar fight. The smoke was getting thicker, stinging Kado’s eyes. He yanked off his scarf and wrapped it over his mouth. Nyoki was trembling and squealing. They needed to get off the ship before it was blasted into oblivion.

      He broke into a dead run, terror fueling his steps. Yet he couldn’t help but feel a ripple of triumph at the thought of the rows of cages. Soon they would all be lying at the bottom of Darkfae harbor. Lord Darganon would never imprison a single soul on this terrible ship.

      Kado reached the end of the aisle and burst onto a flight of wooden stairs. He bolted up them, taking two steps at a time. At any moment, he expected the final blast as the crate with the crossed daggers exploded. He just had enough presence of mind to pause when he got to the top of the steps.

      Kado stood at the threshold of the main deck, hardly seeing a thing. Black clouds blanketed his vision, the fickle morning sun losing its battle with the smoke. His lungs felt like they were burning. The light was too red. A heavy dread sank over him. The flames had reached the upper deck.

      It was only a matter of what killed them first. An explosion, the fire, or a Molok Tai blade. And if those failed, he and Nyoki would both drown in the surging current of the Grim River. That idea terrified Kado even more.

      Ahead, the deck of the gigantic ship was a muddle of smoke and shadows. A chaotic jumble of masts, lines, and netting. Here and there, light broke through the clouds in ominous red shafts.

      The shouts of battle filled the air, and a great squawking and screeching. The silhouetted figures of the Molok Tai rushed through the shadows, their aqua-blue blades glowing as they swung at … birds?

      Kado squinted through the clouds of smoke. White falcons were diving from the heavens, swooping in from every direction, clawing and pecking at the Molok Tai. The birds’ number only seemed to be growing.

      The veiled warriors spun, their blades furiously swiping, trailing arcs of aqua-blue light. But the falcons would no sooner attack than they would swoop away, banking around for another assault. Some of the Molok Tai had drawn bows. The twang of arrows soon joined the sharp caws and the crackle of flames.

      Whatever power had called the white falcons, they were aiding Kado’s escape. Between their swooping attacks and the smoke, not a single Molok Tai even glanced in his direction. Then he remembered Nyoki’s magic. With all the smoke, Kado could hardly tell it was there—the shadow cloud would blend in perfectly.

      He put a hand to his brow, plotting their course. They had emerged somewhere near the quarterdeck. The sailors’ ladders were positioned near the prow. Kado guessed they were more than fifty yards away, on the other side of the battle.

      “Keep doing your thing, Nyoki,” he called back over his shoulder. “We’re making a break for it.” He just hoped Nyoki’s shadow magic concealed them as well as he suspected.

      Kado started out, staggering as the deck tilted under him. He weaved his way across the ship, trying to stay as low as possible, ducking to avoid Molok Tai blades and the screeching, swooping falcons. Several times, he was forced to stop entirely as a warrior charged by, their curved sword blazing. Kado tried to locate the ladders, but the smoke was too thick.

      A bolt of panic shrieked through him, as surely as someone had shouted in his ear. Kado leaped back without thinking. A blade burst from the smoke ahead in a streak of aqua-blue, swiping through the space his neck had just been.

      Kado drew in a sharp breath. The Molok Tai’s head snapped in his direction. A gloved hand reached out, slapping blindly at the air like a man searching for a door handle in the dark, but Kado had already slunk away.

      Another boom roared from below. The entire ship trembled, quivering on the waves. There came a great shrieking of timber, and an object blasted through the deck in front of Kado, splintering planks as it fired toward the heavens.

      He looked up to see an aqua-blue orb shoot into the sky. A second later, another orb fired through the deck, this one behind him.

      It was quickly followed by a third, and then another. Each time, the orbs blasted from below with an ear-splitting crash. Kado imagined that this is what a hail of cannon fire would sound like. Only these missiles were exploding out from the ship’s belly.

      He kept moving across the deck, half-running, half-stumbling, weaving through the smoke and battle, staggering each time the ship rocked under him. Luckily, the Molok Tai were having just as much trouble keeping their balance.

      The falcons had no such problem. They continued to harry the Molok Tai, swooping in from all directions.

      Every few seconds, another blast would echo. Kado kept waiting for the boom from the crate with the crossed daggers. The explosion that would end them all. Around him, the smoke was getting thicker. Kado pulled his scarf tight across his mouth.

      “Are you alright back there?” he called. But the only answer from Nyoki was a shivering croak.

      Suddenly, a shout went up. Kado dropped his scarf, diving as a sword swirled above his head. He rolled to his feet and threw up an arm, expecting another attack. But the Molok Tai was facing the other way.

      Carefully, Kado backed up a step. The veiled warrior seemed to be attacking blindly, his sword sweeping furious crescents of aqua-blue light.

      They can only hear us, not see us, Kado realized, drawing a shuddering breath. The Molok Tai must have heard when he called to Nyoki.

      Kado bolted across the smoke-smothered deck, away from the warrior. He stuck close to the ship’s side, keeping as far from the battle as he could. When the birds’ caws grew quieter, he knew he had made it past the fighting. A moment later, he burst free from the smoke.

      The air was suddenly clear. Kado gasped with relief. The sailors’ ladders were less than ten feet away. He could see where their heads disappeared over the ship’s railing.

      A colorless morning greeted him, its light stark in his smoke-stung eyes. Beyond, loomed the sharp roofs and spired towers of Darkfae City. He realized Nyoki’s magic had faded.

      “Nyoki?” Kado whispered worriedly. He breathed a sigh when the little creature answered with a croak.

      Perhaps Nyoki had grown too tired. Not that it mattered. They were past the Molok Tai. Nothing stood between them and their escape.

      Kado made a dash for the ladders. He had only taken two steps when he skidded to a halt once more.

      “Going somewhere, half-breed?”

      Kado froze as a closely shaved head appeared above the side of the ship. Grag!

      His old crew leader clambered over the railing and pounded onto the deck. Behind him followed a strange, mushroom-shaped helm. Kado’s knees threatened to buckle.

      Vakheela.

      The pair stood between Kado and the ladders, barring his escape. Vakheela’s cold voice echoed with a metallic quality from within her helm.

      “Kill him, Grag. And his precious devilkin. Earn your place among the Molok Tai.”

      Kado’s belly knotted as he beheld his old leader. Although Grag wore no veiled headwrap, he was garbed in the same swirling cloth and leather armor as the rest of the dark warriors.

      Grag grinned and drew a wickedly curved sword from his hip. With a flush of relief, Kado noted that it failed to blaze with an aqua-blue light.

      “With pleasure, my Lady,” Grag said as he stomped toward Kado. Vakheela strolled casually after him.

      Kado slid a step backward. “I don’t want to fight you, Grag,” he said, stepping back again.

      “Of course you don’t,” Grag said with a sneer. “But this ain’t no fight, you see. This is me killing you, and earning my place in the Molok Tai. This is me securing a promising future. And I will start by skinning your little pet.”

      Grag stomped after Kado. Vakheela followed, her helm tilted as if amused.

      Kado threw a glance over his shoulder. Clouds of fire and smoke billowed across the deck. The squawks of falcons and the chime of blades echoed through the morning. It seemed every second they were punctuated by a boom as another chest exploded.

      Kado was trapped. The only way to escape Grag and Vakheela was to run back to the Molok Tai and the doomed ship.

      Grad was still advancing, his lip curled. Kado went to slide another step, but caught himself. He stared straight into Grag’s dark eyes. Eyes that had glared at Kado over countless beatings. Eyes that had glinted with laughter when the others called him whelp and half-breed.

      Kado’s fists seemed to tighten of their own accord. A fierce anger bubbled up inside him. Anger for all the cruel things people like Grag, and Vakheela, and Darganon had done. Anger for his brother, Abrel, who only wanted to race his grubs. Anger for his mother.

      Anger for Nyoki.

      Kado would never let Grag hurt the little creature. But Kado would not flee either. He’d had enough of running.

      Grag strode slowly toward him. Whether he was savoring the moment, or some part of him was hesitant to make his first kill, Kado didn’t know. It didn’t matter. If Grag could earn Vakheela’s favor, he would never let that opportunity pass.

      Kado reached over his shoulder into the knapsack, his fingers closing around the blind woman’s stick. He knew the weapon wouldn’t be much good against a Molok Tai blade. But Kado was fast, and compared to Grag, he was a whole lot smarter. And perhaps, if fate smiled upon him, Kado had one more trick up his sleeve.

      “Nyoki,” he whispered. “If you have any magic left in you …”

      Nothing happened. The deck glared brightly in the morning sun.

      “Magic?” Grag muttered, glancing back at Vakheela. “What’s he talking about?”

      But Kado was already moving. He didn’t have time to wonder why Nyoki’s magic had failed. He dropped low and struck, swinging the stick with everything he had. Straight into Grag’s knee.

      His old gang leader let out an ear-splitting cry. He crumpled to the deck with a heavy thud. Kado quickly straightened, his eyes shifting to Vakheela. He had no illusions that a move like that would work on her.

      “Bold little runt, aren’t you?” Vakheela said, taking a step closer. Grag was rocking on the spot and clutching his leg, wailing in agony.

      She drew a crossbow from her back, and pointed it at Kado. “Take your last look at the sky, half-breed. The rest of your days belong to the mine masters of Simarah. I’ve heard your eyes grow accustomed to the dark. Eventually.”

      Kado backed up another step, the long shadow of the mast falling over him. Vakheela’s mushroom-shaped helm dipped toward Grag, who was still rocking and moaning on the deck.

      “Let’s say we make this fair. A knee for a knee.”

      She lowered the crossbow and fired.

      Kado felt the bolt whistle past his leg. He couldn’t believe Vakheela had missed at such close range. But when he looked down, he saw that his feet were in a different position. Kado didn’t even remember moving. It was like his body had dodged without asking for permission.

      “Remarkable,” Vakheela said, her voice a hollow echo inside her helm. “Pity you aren’t as ruthless as your fat friend here. With speed like that, you would have made a formidable Molok Tai.”

      She let her crossbow clatter to the deck and drew a curved sword from her hip. It shimmered to life with aqua-colored sorcery, although the hue of her blade was deeper, closer to green than blue.

      Kado’s hands were clammy on the blind woman’s stick. It felt like it was about to slip from his grasp.

      “Now, you little salkai mongrel,” Vakheela spat. Kado was vaguely aware of Grag wailing nearby. “I will destroy you and your—”

      Vakheela never finished her sentence. At that moment, a deafening boom shook the world. A hundred white falcons took to the sky in a furious flutter of wings.

      It felt as if the entire city had lifted under them. There came a brilliant flash, like the sun had crashed from the heavens. As Kado’s vision was swallowed by smoke and splintering timber, he knew it had finally happened.

      The crate with the crossed daggers had exploded.
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      The gigantic sailing ship blew apart before Kado’s eyes.

      He dived, just managing to wrench the knapsack from over his shoulder and clutch it to his breast as timber exploded all around them. Inside, Nyoki was screeching in terror.

      Time seemed to slow to a standstill. A thousand sounds erupted all at once. Snapping and crashing and booming and shouting melded into a chaotic din that held no meaning.

      As the craft tore open, Kado found himself staring down into the ship’s gaping belly. Its many decks were suddenly open to the air, like the shelves of a bookcase.

      The force of the blast had ripped the Borlish vessel in two, splitting it from mast to keel. Flames and black clouds spewed from within, billowing skyward, turning the world into a smoke-filled haze.

      In the midst of the chaos, Kado’s gaze met Grag’s across the rupturing ship. His dark eyes were wide with terror.

      Then the deck cracked beneath him, opening like the jaws of some splinter-toothed monster, and Grag toppled away, swallowed in a puff of smoke.

      Kado could only look on in horror. The ship screamed with a deafening shriek of timber. A great wrenching sound filled the air.

      Kado’s world went spinning.

      Momentum slammed him up against the railing, as the prow—on which he had been standing—tore away from the remainder of the vessel. Now it was in the furious grip of the Grim River, tumbling and hurtling downstream.

      Kado stared in horror at the surging waters far below. Then he was flung back the other way. He gritted his teeth and hugged Nyoki to him, wincing as his shoulder crashed into the side of the ship. It felt as if his stomach was being sucked out through his navel.

      The ship pitched again, and Kado went tumbling. With a snarl of terror and determination, he snatched hold of the railing, jerking his body to a halt. Splinters tore into his flesh. His muscles burned as he clutched Nyoki under one arm, his other hand gripping the railing.

      Inside the knapsack, Nyoki was screaming. Kado tried to call out to the little creature, but the wind from their velocity ripped away his words. The prow was whirling around and around, dragged by the Grim River’s raging current. Darkfae City whirred past in a blur of spired shadows.

      There was a tremendous fluttering of white and a thick rippling sound. A second later, a sail blew past them. Then, as the prow spun, Kado caught a glimpse of the rest of the ship. It was a tower of blazing timber, the flames’ red glow illuminating the harbor.

      Kado squeezed shut his eyes, waiting for the moment when the prow toppled and the river swallowed them. Wind raged in his ears, swallowing every other sound. His hand was slipping on the railing, splinters biting into his flesh.

      He knew he couldn’t hold on for much longer. His only hope was that Nyoki’s wings would save him. Perhaps he could fly to safety.

      Kado didn’t dare reach for the bag’s straps, lest he lose his grip on Nyoki. But when they hit the water, he would have a few precious moments to make sure Nyoki was free of the knapsack before the torrent swept them away.

      Then, as quickly as it had begun, their hurtling flight ended.

      The ship’s prow slammed to a halt with a world-shattering boom. Kado went flying. He just managed to slap his hands to the deck before he crushed the knapsack and Nyoki. With a great screeching of timber and a splintering of rock, they scraped to a standstill.

      All around, the morning was suddenly silent and motionless. Kado’s head slowly lifted. What was left of the prow floated before him. The deck broke away in a cliff’s edge of shattered planks where the vessel had been torn in two.

      Beyond, Darkfae harbor was a fiery vision of ruin. A crumbling tower of flames, the other half of the Borlish ship was sinking into the river. Above, a flock of white falcons circled.

      The prow, on which Kado had ended up, was largely unscathed. Although dangerously tilted, it was more or less upright. The deck was still six or seven stories above the river’s surface.

      Kado pushed himself up onto his hands and knees. Beside him, the knapsack wriggled as Nyoki squirmed free. Apparently, the little creature had figured out how to undo the straps by himself.

      Kado rolled onto his backside and looked dazedly around. He saw that the part of the ship he was on—a section about thirty yards long—had been torn from the rest of the vessel and swept downstream, only to run aground at the end of the harbor, crashing into the city wall.

      It had been a narrow miss. A little further into the river’s center, and the prow would have sailed clean through the open harbor gates. Instead, it had been skewered on the wall’s end, wedging around the towering stone pier where the gates opened onto the river.

      Kado twisted around and looked back at what had been the peak of the ship, the railing coming together like the tip of a spearhead. Past that, the Grim River meandered through an endless yellow grassland, broken occasionally by halfhearted hills or balding trees.

      Slowly, Kado turned back to the harbor as the thought dawned on him. The section of the ship he was on had been dragged past the walls … For the first time in Kado’s life, he was outside the bounds of Darkfae City.

      “Are you alright, little guy?” he asked as he climbed to his feet. Nyoki had emerged from the knapsack and was staring up at Kado with wide yellow eyes.

      “Not for long,” echoed a metallic voice.

      Kado gave a start as Vakheela stepped out from behind the wall where it had skewered the broken ship. She grasped her curved sword in one hand, its aqua-green magic blazing.

      Kado scooped up Nyoki and clutched him to his breast. He backed up a step toward the peak of the boat.

      “I won’t let you hurt him.”

      He had tried to sound as menacing as possible, but couldn’t help the quiver that crept into his voice.

      Vakheela uttered a dark chuckle and stepped after him. “No, you’ll be dead … before your devilkin even starts squealing.”

      Kado retreated another step, but his path was blocked by the railing. He had reached the tip of the prow. He shot a glance over his shoulder. Far below, the murky waters of the Grim River rushed by, frothing as they surged around the broken vessel.

      “You’re going to need to fly, Nyoki,” he whispered, his gaze never leaving Vakheela. “You’ll have to make it as far as the bank.”

      If Nyoki fell into the river, he would be drowned by the raging current. But even if he made it to the bank, Kado needed to hold Vakheela off long enough for the little creature to get away. It was Nyoki’s only chance.

      Kado felt a flutter against his chest and glanced down. At that moment, his hopes shattered.

      Nyoki gave another weak flutter of his wings. His round yellow eyes were pleading as he stared up at Kado. Even without words, Kado understood. Nyoki’s wings were too small. They would never be strong enough to carry him to safety. Not from this height.

      “You filthy half-breed,” Vakheela said, cruel laughter coloring her voice as she strode casually forward. “I’ll enjoy your screams as I peel the flesh from your bones.”

      Suddenly, Vakheela stopped and spun back to the city. Her mushroom-shaped helm snapped skyward. Kado’s eyes narrowed. A figure was soaring through the air toward them, carried across the harbor from the other half of the ship in a single, powerful leap.

      The figure landed in a crouch behind Vakheela with a muffled boom, the deck crunching under the impact. Then, slowly, the circular rim of the shallow-coned hat lifted.

      “The Iron Viper,” Vakheela hissed, widening her stance.

      Kado leaped up onto the railing, but neither of the warriors noticed. They were absorbed in each other, as if they had forgotten Kado and Nyoki were even there.

      Vakheela had her back to him. She stood facing the Iron Viper, her shimmering aqua-green blade clutched tightly.

      The Iron Viper was as still as a stone. One of her legs was bent, her other foot stretched out behind her. Her shallow-coned hat was tilted down, tapering smoothly from apex to rim, brushing her features in shadow.

      She gripped her long, glaive-like weapon with both hands. Its tall wooden shaft rose above her shoulder. Its enormous scythe blade hovered behind her ankle.

      “How I have longed for this meeting,” Vakheela whispered. She uttered a grim chuckle, but Kado thought it sounded forced. “My grandmother sends her regards. She—”

      For the second time that morning, Vakheela never finished her sentence. The Iron Viper shot forward, and spun, her weapon swirling with her.

      Kado’s eyes widened. He had never seen anyone move so fast. He wasn’t even sure he had seen it that time. But when the Iron Viper’s turn slowed to a graceful halt, Vakheela’s head was dropping to the deck with a metallic clunk.

      Her curved blade followed, its aqua light fading. Her body swayed on its feet for a second longer. Then it toppled, leaving Kado face to face with the Iron Viper.

      The Warden was perfectly still, striking the exact same stance she had moments before—her feet wide, her head dipped, her features hidden beneath her shallow-coned hat. Kado could see her coiled muscles. It was as if every part of her was ready to burst with power.

      Kado didn’t know much about the Wardens of Lor and great battles, but he knew the look of someone who was preparing to kill. For a moment, he considered throwing Nyoki overboard, but the current would finish him just as surely.

      “It’s over, boy,” the Iron Viper said. Her voice was utterly emotionless, and rang with the authority of one whose command was never questioned. “Your path has ended. There is nowhere to run.”

      Nyoki was shivering in Kado’s arms. He gritted his jaw and stepped up onto the next rung of the railing. The Iron Viper’s head turned slightly at the movement, as if catching a sound. Her chin remained dipped. Not once had she looked at Kado.

      “I won’t let you kill him,” he said, glancing down into the surging river, gauging the drop. The Iron Viper was right; Kado’s path had ended. He had seen how fast the Warden could move. But Kado was fast too.

      “Do not be foolish, boy,” the Iron Viper said, as if reading his thoughts. She was still frozen in the same stance. “You are powerless to stop me.”

      Kado looked from the Iron Viper to the surging river. He wasn’t sure which one terrified him more, but he didn’t need to swim. He only needed to keep Nyoki above the surface. Perhaps if Kado held him high enough, Nyoki could flutter his wings and make it to the shore.

      “I’m sorry, Nyoki. I did my best,” he said quietly. His gaze moved across the sharp roofs and spires of Darkfae. The city where he had lived every day of his life. Back in the harbor, horns had started blasting. “Let’s just hope it will be enough.”

      The Iron Viper’s muscles twitched. But Kado had already jumped.

      It seemed like they were falling forever. Wind howled in Kado’s ears. Nyoki squealed in his arms. He looked up and saw the Iron Viper at the edge of the railing. Then the Grim River crashed into them.

      The horns of the harbor were immediately silenced. Kado’s world was swallowed by frothing brown water. He had expected to sink, but instead he was wrenched sideways so quickly, and with such ferocity, he thought he might be torn apart.

      Kado tumbled and spun as the river dragged him. He held on to Nyoki as tightly as he could, fighting the torrent that tried to wrench the creature from his grasp.

      The Grim River’s watery grip encased them utterly. Kado’s lungs were ready to explode. His vision was a blur of mud and bubbles and water. The muffled roar of the river filled his ears. He felt his body tumble again.

      Suddenly, his head was above the surface. He lifted Nyoki up with him, and they gasped for a breath together. Kado caught a glimpse of Darkfae’s walls. Then the current dragged him under once more. He got his hands around Nyoki’s middle and thrust him skyward.

      Kado felt himself lift slightly, but whether it was from Nyoki’s wings finding purchase or simply the tug of the river, Kado didn’t know. His thoughts were turning sluggish. Already, his lungs were burning. His heels gouged the mud, which confused him. The water was shallower than he imagined. Not that it mattered. The current was too strong for him to ever find his feet.

      He tried to focus on one thing—holding Nyoki above the surface. But Kado couldn’t seem to stop his mind from wandering. It felt like he was drifting asleep. He realized his lungs didn’t hurt anymore. He had gulped a breath of air that was filled with water. Still, he was peaceful, almost happy. He didn’t have to run anymore.

      As the world went dark and life fluttered away from him, Kado felt a strange lifting sensation, as if he was flying. He found himself thinking of Umah, and how proud the old thief would be.

      Kado had finally escaped Darkfae City.
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      Kado woke up choking. As his thoughts staggered into consciousness, he found himself on his hands and knees, surrounded by tall reeds. Violent coughs raked his body, lurching him forward with every hack.

      At last, the fit subsided. He turned his head to find Nyoki sitting there, staring up at him with anxious yellow eyes. Kado started to speak, but his chest and throat heaved again, spewing brown water over his hands and across the mud. He wondered vaguely if he might be sick, but his blurry mind ignored him.

      His arms were too weak. His body was suddenly too heavy. As his world went dark once more, Kado felt himself pitching forward.
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      The next time he awoke, the world was bright again. Too bright. At least it seemed that way. Kado rubbed his eyes and sat up groggily. It felt like someone had stabbed a thousand needles into his brain. And he was hot. Swelteringly hot. He didn’t think he had ever been so warm in his life.

      Nyoki stood beside him in the reeds, his round head tilted to one side, his wings drooping.

      “Did you rescue me?” Kado asked. His voice came out in a croaky whisper. He had a fuzzy memory, or perhaps it was a dream … Tiny claws grasping his shoulders, dragging him through the water.

      Nyoki lifted his chin proudly, two little fangs poking up from his lower jaw.

      “Where are we?” Kado asked, looking around confusedly.

      A fierce sun was beaming directly overhead. That meant he had been unconscious for two or three hours. His vision was filled with burnt yellow. All he could see were long reeds. They rose well above his sight line. Although, he was sitting down … in the mud.

      As if awoken by the realization, Kado became aware of a damp sensation under his buttocks. His tunic was damp too, and sticking to his chest. Clumpy strands of silver hair dangled across his eyes. When he touched his fingers to his face, they came away smudged with dirt. He must have passed out in the mud.

      Kado climbed to his feet, very slowly—his gut couldn’t handle much else—and looked around. He was just tall enough to see over the reeds. He and Nyoki were still on the river shore, near a sandy embankment where the waterway curved.

      Kado wiped a hand across his jaw. That bend in the river had been their true savior. The Grim’s raging current would have washed them toward the bank, its immense strength aiding Nyoki’s efforts.

      Then Kado turned around. He had barely glanced in the other direction when he gave a start, and dropped back down.

      They were less than two hundred yards from the city. If there were Molok Tai on the walls and they happened to look in this direction … Thankfully, as long as he and Nyoki stayed low, the reeds should hide them.

      “And I suppose I’m well camouflaged too,” he said with a sigh. Kado’s entire body was covered in mud. He searched for his blue scarf, but couldn’t see it anywhere. Now that he thought about it, he didn’t smell too good either.

      He groaned and slumped forward, burying his head between his knees. “What are we going to do, Nyoki?”

      Kado had never felt so lost. Although he had only glimpsed it for a second, the image was burned into his mind.

      Darkfae City, from the outside.

      It didn’t seem real, looking at those towering gray walls without being inside them. Without being surrounded by narrow streets, or gazing across rooftops and steepled towers. The city seemed too small from out here. It was strangely lower too, sinking into the land like a rock on a pillow.

      It all looked wrong. The world felt upside down. Kado couldn’t find a bearing. Everything he knew had been snatched out from under him.

      Four days ago, he had been running with his crew. Now, he was a fugitive, the enemy of Lord Darganon—the most powerful man in the Lawless Outlands. With a pang, he remembered Umah. If only the old thief was here. He would know what Kado should do.

      He felt a tiny claw on his knee and glanced down to find Nyoki staring up at him. His other claw was pointing away through the reeds.

      “You’re right,” Kado said. “We should keep moving.”

      He still couldn’t believe they had survived the Grim River’s merciless current. But that miracle worked in more than one way—their enemies wouldn’t believe he and Nyoki had survived either. Everyone would assume they had been washed away and drowned. That meant they were safe, for now. Still, it wasn’t exactly wise to linger so close to the walls.

      Kado needed to get Nyoki far away from Darkfae City. That was his first priority. Once Nyoki was safe, Kado could figure out how to warn Umah and the people of the Shackles about Darganon’s plans.

      He went to rise, but sank back down again before his legs had even straightened. They couldn’t just take off. First, he needed to figure out where they were going.

      His gaze moved to Nyoki, who was still standing there, his claw pointing across the fields.

      “You want to go that way?” Kado squinted into the long grass. “I don’t even know which way that is.”

      It suddenly dawned on him how little he knew about the outside world. He had only ever imagined Lor as being split into two places—inside the walls of Darkfae, and the unknown realms beyond it.

      He’d certainly heard a lot of rumors, mostly carried on the lips of smugglers and scoundrels. It seemed each story grew more colorful, and Kado definitely remembered the colorful ones. The towns in the Lawless Outlands sounded less like towns and more like a collection of pirates’ ports and thieves’ dens. The sort of places where your throat got cut for no reason.

      He quickly ran through the names of the places he’d heard of. It didn’t take long. If he remembered correctly, the Gilded Empire and the Hallowed Kingdoms were the two realms closest to Darkfae City—he was fairly certain they were the only two realms on the entire continent of Ellantya—but they might prove equally dangerous. After all, the Iron Viper came from the Gilded Empire.

      The problem was, Kado had no idea which rumors were true and which were fairy tales. He knew that, beyond the Lawless Outlands, there were mountains and oceans and jungles and things like that. He had heard respectable people talk about those. But they may as well have been discussing the surface of the amber moon.

      Kado let out a heavy sigh and looked down at Nyoki. The little creature had given up pointing and rolled onto his back. His leathery, mottled belly was rising and falling with tiny snores. He looked exhausted.

      Nyoki must have stayed awake while Kado slept … He was supposed to be the one looking after Nyoki. Kado couldn’t let the little creature down. Not like he had failed Abrel.

      Kado pushed himself to his feet, and stood as tall as he dared. The ground rose from the riverbank, limiting his vision. All he could see was an endless field of dry yellow grass, dotted with the occasional tree. Suddenly an idea occurred to him.

      “The Farawood Forest,” he whispered.

      That had been his original plan for Nyoki. And Umah said Darganon’s men were too scared to go in there. Kado even knew in which direction the forest lay. He had seen it from Darkfae’s rooftops.

      “Come on,” he said, bending and picking up Nyoki. The little creature’s eyes inched open, and he blinked at Kado groggily.

      “It’s alright. I can carry you,” he said as he put Nyoki over his shoulders. The creature gave a squeak and immediately wrapped his stubby arms around Kado’s neck. “I just have to find the—”

      Kado let out a groan. The knapsack was gone too. It was probably still lying on the deck of the Borlish ship. He had no idea how he was going to feed them, but he could worry about that later.

      Right now, Kado knew what he needed to do. His first steps, at least. They had to get as far away from Darkfae City as possible. Then he needed to carry Nyoki safely to the forest. His brow deepened as he started out.

      They had only walked a few yards when Kado turned and looked back toward the city, his gaze roaming the towering gray walls. Inside those walls was everything he knew. His home.

      Kado pressed his eyes closed for a moment, his heart tightening with fear. Then he drew a deep breath and turned away, stomping off through the mud and reeds.
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      Kado trudged through the long grass, staying as low as possible. There was little chance anyone would spot them from the walls, but he wasn’t taking any chances. The air was hot and stifling. The sky was cloudless.

      As the afternoon grew warmer, he became more confident they were heading in the right direction. He remembered standing on the rooftops and watching the sun rise over the Farawood Forest. Now, he only had to make sure the sun stayed behind them.

      At one point, the ground rose, and Kado caught his first glimpse of the ancient woods. He could just make out the tree line on the far horizon. He wasn’t certain, but he thought the forest looked about three times farther away than Darkfae City was wide. If Kado moved as fast as he did on the streets, they should reach the Farawood by nightfall.

      Yet as the day wore on, the afternoon cooling into evening, the evening darkening into night, Kado’s confidence faded.

      He’d caught another glimpse of the forest, but it hadn’t appeared any closer. When he looked back, he could no longer see Darkfae City, only the purple glow of the Sky Stone brushing the night sky.

      He walked up straight now, under the cover of darkness. Nyoki tumbled along beside him, sometimes crawling, sometimes rolling, having a magnificent time in the long grass. Occasionally, he would flap his spiny wings and flutter a few inches above the ground. He never flew far, but whenever he landed, he would turn and look up at Kado proudly.

      Kado smiled as he watched the creature. No matter how much of a nightmare the last few days had been, his time with Nyoki was an island of joy within the gloom. Not since Abrel had Kado had such a constant companion. Umah had been like a father to him, but these days, they saw each other less and less. And every time Kado did visit, Umah seemed to be cautioning him about something.

      Nyoki didn’t ask for anything. He seemed happy as long as he and Kado were together. It made him realize how lonely his life had been.

      Kado’s head turned as he walked, his sharp salkai eyes scanning the fields. Around them, the grassland swayed under the starry heavens. Above, the emerald moon was a perfect circle, the white moon a grinning crescent. The amber moon had deserted the sky.

      Every now and then, Kado would get the oddest sensation, like a thousand tiny eyes were crawling over him. But there didn’t appear to be any sign of a pursuit. All afternoon he had kept his senses peeled, and seen no evidence that anyone was following them.

      The night lengthened. After the second time Nyoki curled up and tried to sleep, Kado decided to carry him.

      Unlike his little passenger, sleep was the furthest thing from Kado’s mind, in spite of the way his body was aching. The thought of lying down in the grass without a rooftop to hide them, or a wall to place their backs against, made his knees want to quiver. Out here, on the plains, he felt exposed, vulnerable. So Kado kept walking.

      When the white moon sank, leaving its emerald sister alone in the sky, and the forest still hadn’t appeared, Kado realized he had seriously miscalculated. The Farawood was a lot farther away than three widths of Darkfae City.

      Kado’s heart was numb. It felt like he was stumbling along in a dream. The world outside was bigger than he had ever imagined—bigger than it even looked. The night had done little to quell the strange, dry heat. His legs grew more tired with every step. His throat was so parched he could no longer swallow. His stomach rumbled so loudly he worried they would hear it back in the city.

      The supply of gray potatoes he had scrounged on their nights in hiding had been lost with the knapsack. Now they had nothing. Back in Darkfae, if Kado ever grew too desperate, he’d always been able to find the odd scrap in a bin, or swipe a loaf from an open window. And, as a last resort, there had always been Umah. Although Kado hated being a burden on the old man.

      This time he was on his own. Worse, there was a little creature looking up to him, trusting that Kado would take care of them. How could he explain to Nyoki that there was nothing for them to eat? Or drink … Kado knew firsthand that a day or two without food wouldn’t kill you, but they needed to find water. That, he knew from experience, was a lot greater concern.

      Kado couldn’t remember ever being so thirsty. And although there was no visible sign, he knew Nyoki wouldn’t be faring much better. There had been plenty of water back at the Grim River, but the stuff Kado coughed up tasted foul enough to poison them.

      Maybe in the forest he could find something to drink and fill their bellies. If they were lucky, they might even find some apples. Occasionally, as a boy, his mother would bring an apple home if she had stumbled upon some fortune. Sometimes, he and Abrel got one each and didn’t have to share. Kado had been amazed when he discovered this wonderful treat grew on trees.

      Surely out of all the plants in the Farawood Forest, one of them had to have apples. Or maybe another kind of fruit, although he had little idea what those might look like. His stomach grumbled loudly at the thought.

      Kado didn’t want to think about how hungry he was, or how weak Nyoki was getting. But no matter where his mind went, his thoughts grew darker and darker. The events from that morning haunted his every step. He kept thinking about Vakheela’s head toppling to the deck. He kept picturing Grag plunging into the fiery bowels of the ship as it blasted apart around them.

      Despite the misery Grag had caused, Kado still felt a deep sadness at the loss. Grag was a young man. He’d had his whole life ahead of him. Now, all because Kado had thrown that orb, Grag would never get the chance.

      But what choice did I have? Kado thought, glancing down at Nyoki.

      He might have thrown the first orb, but he and Nyoki would both be dead if he hadn’t. The Molok Tai would have killed them without a second glance. And because of Kado, countless souls had been spared the fate of that ship and its awful rows of cages. He wasn’t foolish enough to believe Darganon wouldn’t try again, but securing a new ship and rebuilding all those cages would take time. With any luck, he wouldn’t have any left for the Shackles.

      At that thought, a glimmer of hope rose in Kado defiantly. It felt good to fight back. Even if Darganon was too strong for Kado to truly challenge him, he had done something.

      With a quiet sigh, he kept walking, but his steps fell a little lighter.
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      When they finally reached the Farawood Forest, the day was already waking. Golden shafts of sunlight speared through the towering canopy.

      Kado staggered to a halt and stared up at the tree line in awe, the branches swaying far above.

      “We’re here, Nyoki.”

      He bent and placed the little creature on the ground. Nyoki’s head turned from the forest to Kado, his wings drooping. Then he raised a little claw and pointed back toward the plains.

      “I know you like the grass,” Kado said. “But this is where we are going. You’ll be safe in the forest.”

      I hope, he added mentally, eyeing the darkness between the trunks.

      The Farawood Forest stretched across the landscape in a wall of leaves and branches, tangled roots, and deep shadows. Gnarled old trunks, as wide as Kado if he was turned on his side, blocked his path, waiting like silent guardians.

      Kado had never seen a real tree up close before—besides the Ghoul Tree, and that had died centuries ago. He didn’t even know how so many trees could survive living so close to one another. He supposed it wasn’t too different to the way people lived in the Shackles.

      He tilted his head, peering into the forest’s shadows. Although the dawning sun was having some meager success puncturing the treetops, the floor of the woods was blanketed in gloom. The ancient trees had a suspicious, watchful quality.

      Even standing outside the forest, Kado felt like an intruder. He remembered what Umah had said about the Sky Stone’s wild magic poisoning the Farawood the same way it had corrupted Darkfae City … there are few places on Lor stranger than the Farawood Forest.

      Kado rubbed the back of his neck nervously. He looked over his shoulder, but the walls of Darkfae were lost beyond the horizon, the purple blush of the Sky Stone fading with the growing dawn. He couldn’t even see his own tracks. The long grass left no trace of his passing.

      Kado turned back to the forest, his mouth tightening. His only choice was to move forward. The sun was brushing the treetops. Before it rose over Darkfae City, he and Nyoki needed to have disappeared. If Darganon or the Iron Viper decided to look for them …

      Although, as he eyed the dark woods, Kado wished there had been another way, but like he’d told Umah, at least the monsters in the Farawood weren’t hunting Nyoki.

      Kado drew in a breath and stepped forward.

      “Ooh, I wouldn’t go that way if I were you,” said a bright and cheerful voice.

      Kado gave a start and leaped backward. His head snapped from side to side, but he couldn’t locate the voice’s owner.

      “Move your head up and you’ll have a better result,” said the voice helpfully.

      Kado’s gaze lifted, and he spotted a wide and startlingly white grin. Then he noticed the very hairy figure the grin belonged to.

      “This will make things easier,” the hairy figure said. He dropped from a branch in the treetops—landing lightly upon a large rock that stood just outside the forest—and sat, cross-legged. His wide grin hadn’t faltered.

      A shaft of sunlight broke through the leaves at that very spot, beaming down on the figure in a soft and cloudy light.

      The first thing that occurred to Kado was that this being clearly wasn’t human. The second was that he was very, very hairy. His entire body was covered in long orange fur. The third thing Kado noticed was that the figure was wearing the most garish outfit he had ever laid eyes on.

      “Are you a vanara?” Kado asked, peering up at the being.

      “Certainly not!” the hairy figure said indignantly. “I am a monkey. Monkeys can talk now, didn’t you know? Because of the Sky Stone and all the wild magic.” He smiled proudly. “That’s why our bodies have taken on a more human-like proportion.”

      “Really?” Kado frowned. He wondered what other strange happenings had occurred in the outside world that he knew nothing about.

      “Really?” the monkey man echoed. His grin had widened so greatly Kado could see both rows of his teeth—which were punctuated by sharp canine fangs—and the pink gums that surrounded them. “No, not really! That was a joke. Whoever would believe that monkeys could talk?”

      He rocked forward as he sat and poked a finger at Kado affectionately. “You are fun. Or stupid. Which can be just as fun, I suppose. Of course I am a vanara. Haven’t you ever seen one before?”

      Kado shrugged, and then nodded. He had in fact met several vanaras, but nothing quite like this fellow.

      He was wearing baggy, bright-green leggings and a waistcoat of an even brighter yellow. His hairy arms were bare, except for two tall and silver bracelets. His feet were bare too, although Kado thought they looked more like furry hands. His long tail swirled up into the air, peeking over his shoulder as if it was happy to be there.

      The skin of the vanara’s apelike face was a weathered blueish-gray, and completely framed by flowing locks of orange hair. His gray ears, which stuck out from the sides of his mane, were as pointy as Kado’s. Above his thick brow, he wore a plain circlet. Its silver matched that of his bracelets.

      The flamboyant outfit—as well as being surrounded by a shaft of golden light—gave the vanara an enchanted, mythical air.

      “Were you joking about the wild magic, too?” Kado asked, looking away into the trees when he realized he had been staring at the vanara too long. “Or just the bit about talking monkeys?”

      “No, that was all a joke,” the vanara said earnestly. “Unless you mean the part about the Sky Stone and Darkfae City. I wouldn’t go there if I were you,” he added, fixing Kado with a cautionary stare. Then he glanced back toward the forest. “The Farawood can be a bit eerie too, now that I think about it.”

      “Well, that’s where we are headed,” Kado said.

      “We?” The vanara swung back around. When he looked down and saw Nyoki, he burst into his widest grin yet. “Hello there, little fella!” His long tail curled down and flapped at Nyoki in a kind of wave.

      Nyoki’s eyes grew large. The next moment, he crossed the space between himself and the rock with a single flap of his wings, and began jumping, swiping at the vanara’s tail with tiny claws.

      “Ceravier likes to do that too,” the vanara said. He was still grinning as his gaze returned to Kado. His tail swished from side to side, casually avoiding Nyoki’s claws. “My name is Gambel, by the way. I suppose I should have said that earlier. Sike’s always telling me that I am forgetting my manners.”

      “I’m Kado,” Kado said, smiling himself. The vanara’s grin was incredibly infectious. “Nice to meet you, Gambel.” Then his brow crumpled. “Who are Sike and Ceravier?”

      “Oh, you’ll meet them soon enough,” Gambel said. “If you intend on visiting the forest. That’s if you haven’t already. Met them, I mean—I know you haven’t visited the forest. Ceravier is sort of like Sike’s pet? And he is a cat. Most of the time.”

      Kado blinked, trying to keep pace with the vanara’s hurtling sentences. “Do you live in the forest?”

      “In there?” The vanara pursed his apelike snout and lips, as if suddenly intrigued by the idea. “I’ve never thought of doing that. It might be fun, albeit a little dangerous.”

      “I’m sorry, but we really need to get going,” Kado said as he bent and picked up Nyoki, who continued to swipe at the vanara’s tail. Kado wanted to be clear of the plains by the time the sun broke over the treetops. “It’s been nice talking to you.”

      Gambel smiled and nodded. But when Kado went to step between the trunks, the vanara cleared his throat, loudly.

      “Not that way,” he said with an apologetic shrug. “The trees take offense to folk strolling around too boldly. And—don’t take this the wrong way—but you’re awfully scruffy. So it’s even more important that you show the proper respect.” He lifted his tail above his shoulder and pointed along the tree line. “You have to go through the jaws.”

      Kado’s eyes narrowed in the direction the vanara had pointed. There, two enormous trees bent toward each other, creating a kind of leafy arch about a dozen feet tall. Skeletal branches stabbed down into the opening. Everything within was shadowed, utterly unknown. It reminded Kado of the maw of some gigantic monster.

      “The Jaws of the Farawood,” Gambel said, nodding solemnly. “It’s the only way to enter without inviting the wrath of the forest’s magic.”

      “Are you joking again?”

      The vanara blew a low whistle. “I have never been more serious in my life. You need to show the forest that you’re not afraid. Only the fearful see jaws. To those with a righteous heart, they are simply trees.”

      Kado frowned and turned back to the forest. He got the impression the vanara looked a little too serious, but Kado didn’t want to take any chances. If Gambel was making it all up, it wouldn’t hurt to walk through the arch, anyway. After all, they were only tree trunks. Weren’t they?

      Still, as he eyed the gloom between the trees, Kado couldn’t help but shiver. He looked down at Nyoki. The little creature had fallen asleep already. His head was resting against Kado’s chest, squishing one of his stumpy ears. That gave Kado some comfort. If Nyoki wasn’t spooked, then he shouldn’t be either.

      Kado drew back his shoulders. They’re just trees, he told himself. It’s only a forest. He started forward once more.

      “Hang on,” the vanara called, hopping off the rock and skipping after Kado. “I’m coming with you.” He flourished a hand, performing a sweeping bow. “But you go first, of course.”

      Kado nodded and stepped through the leafy archway. His heart was beating too quickly for him to conjure an argument.

      For a moment, he was blinded by sunlight. It speared through the treetops in golden shafts, turning the branches into skeletal shadows. As his eyes adjusted, he saw that he was in a wooded glade, the trunks thick on every side.

      Then Kado noticed the other figure. A bolt of fear shot through him. He tried to step back, but there was suddenly a hand between his shoulder blades, holding him where he was.

      “Go on ahead,” Gambel said, pushing Kado toward the figure. The vanara was surprisingly strong for his size. “I want to introduce you to my friend.”

      Kado’s arms tightened around Nyoki, his stomach knotting. Gambel’s friend needed no introduction. Kado had recognized her immediately.

      The Iron Viper.
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      Kado tried to twist away, but the vanara matched his steps and kept shoving him forward.

      “I’m sorry, Sike,” Gambel grunted behind him. “I think the boy might be a little—”

      “That is enough! Both of you. We don’t have much time.”

      The Iron Viper’s voice boomed, echoing through the forest. Kado found himself growing still, unable to disobey. The hand on his back had frozen also.

      Although Kado never saw her move, the Iron Viper was suddenly a step closer. She was still framed by blinding spears of sunlight, her stance identical to the one she had struck on the Borlish ship. Her feet were wide, her chin dipped, her sickle-bladed staff held slightly behind her.

      Kado could only look on, his heart racing. He knew how fast the Iron Viper moved. Fleeing wasn’t an option, not unless he could get a good head start. His eyes flicked around the glade, searching for an escape route.

      All he saw was green. Gnarled and ancient trunks choked the path in every direction. Even the space between the trees was cluttered with wilder plants that huddled at the roots of the moss-covered giants. The only way out of the glade was the way he had entered, which the vanara was currently guarding.

      Neither Kado nor his two captors moved. Nyoki was quiet in his arms. The Farawood was utterly silent. Kado wondered if that’s how forests always sounded, or if the Iron Viper just terrified everything.

      She stood mere feet away, a stonelike silhouette in the growing dawn. Sunlight speared through the leaves around her in dust-filled beams, leaving Kado standing in the shadows. When his gaze lifted, he noticed two white falcons perched on branches on either side of her. Their black eyes were locked on Kado.

      He hugged Nyoki to his breast. “I won’t let you hurt him,” he said, ashamed at the croaking quiver in his voice.

      The Iron Viper clicked her tongue. “Calm down, Kado. I have no intention of hurting you. Or that creature you swaddle. Gambel, what is wrong with you? Pass the boy your waterskin. He can hardly speak.”

      Kado blinked, his mind flipping between shock and bewilderment. Had the Iron Viper just called him by his name? One of the Wardens of Lor? Did she say that she wasn’t going to hurt them?

      It had to be some kind of ruse. Although Kado couldn’t imagine any reason the Iron Viper had to trick him. If she really meant him harm, she could kill them both in an instant.

      The vanara passed an object to Kado, and he grasped it absently, his thoughts still reeling. It was only when he looked down that he registered what he held—a waterskin made of stitched leather and curved like a horn.

      As if prompted by the sight, his throat chose that moment to remind him how desperately thirsty he was. Gripping the waterskin in the crook of his elbow, he undid the lid and sniffed at it.

      “Nyoki,” he whispered, nudging the creature. “Look, water.”

      Nyoki’s jaw opened hungrily as Kado poured a sip into his mouth. Then he took a sip himself. He was about to take another when he felt the container’s weight. He handed the waterskin back to Gambel to find the vanara grinning.

      “This is my friend, Sike,” he said, bobbing his head in a sweep of orange hair. Although the vanara’s tone was cheerful, he made a great effort to pronounce every word clearly. Kado thought the vanara was speaking a little louder too. “She’s the one I’ve been trying to introduce you to.”

      Kado’s eyes moved warily back to the Iron Viper. Her stance hadn’t shifted. She hadn’t even looked at him. Her chin was still dipped.

      For the first time, Kado realized how small she was. Back on the ship, with the tilted prow and him being up on the railing, it hadn’t been clear. But now he saw the Iron Viper was tiny. She was a full head shorter than Kado, and he had been one of the smallest boys in the Shackles.

      Yet her size did nothing to diminish her aura of power. If anything, coupled with her wiry frame, it only made her seem more dangerous.

      She wore a dark vest that flowed past her hips and left her muscled arms bare. Her wrists and hands appeared to have been wrapped in bandages. They culminated in plates in the shape of teardrops that cupped her elbows.

      Her boots were made of the same bandage-like wrappings, again ending in metal teardrops that rose above her knees. Around her waist, she wore a thick and flowing belt that looped down from her navel. Tucked into that belt was an assortment of blades and other sharp objects that Kado could only guess at.

      Up close, he saw that her wide and circular hat was actually made of some kind of metal. It had a slight golden tint, and its shallow cone tapered to a rim that looked sharp enough to shave with.

      “So … you’re not going to kill us?” Kado asked cautiously. His heart was starting to beat a little slower. Still, he tilted his shoulder, turning Nyoki protectively away. “Then why did you trap me here like a pair of robbers in an alley?”

      “If we had not, you would have run,” the Iron Viper said. She stated the fact simply, her voice devoid of emotion. “We did not have time for another chase.”

      “She’s right,” said Gambel, wincing apologetically. “You are kind of jittery. That is Ceravier, by the way,” he added, poking his long tail at the Iron Viper’s heels.

      Kado followed the vanara’s tail, and blinked. He hadn’t noticed before, but now there was a cat sitting by the Warden’s feet. As if prompted by the attention, the cat stretched itself tall, and strolled over, rubbing up against his ankles.

      Kado’s eyes lingered on the cat’s mottled gray fur. Then they shot up to the Iron Viper. He couldn’t make out her features under the shadows of her shallow-coned hat, but everything else matched … Even down to the chestnut braid that coiled out from her hat to drape over one shoulder.

      “That’s why you never looked at me,” he breathed, realization dawning. “It’s you! They were your birds on the Borlish ship. You’re the blind lady!”

      Gambel let out another low whistle. On his periphery, Kado saw the vanara shrink away.

      The Iron Viper’s head slowly lifted. Her face was thin, her features chiseled and hardened. Beneath the rim of her hat, two milky white eyes were fixed on Kado.

      Was she really blind? She certainly looked it. But then, how did she fight like she did if she couldn’t even see?

      “I do not remember introducing myself with that name,” the Iron Viper said. Although her voice was quiet, the power in those words rooted Kado to the spot.

      “You’re better off calling her Sike,” Gambel whispered, loudly. “I wouldn’t call her by the other name, either. If you take my meaning. That’s if you get the chance. She looks kind of …”

      The Iron Viper’s cheek twitched, and the vanara trailed off.

      Kado made an effort not to lower his gaze. “If you don’t want to hurt us, then what do you want?” he pressed, relieved that his voice managed to stay steady. “You chased Nyoki onto the boat. You cornered us here. You obviously want something.”

      As quick as a thought, the Iron Viper moved. Her arm was a blur of motion as she hurled an object across the clearing, straight at Kado’s face.

      He snatched it out of the air with one hand—his other arm was wrapped around Nyoki—catching the object an inch before his nose, and stared. It was the stick, the one that had been hidden in the barrel. The weapon he had lost on the ship.

      Kado’s gaze shifted from the stick to the Iron Viper. She had her head cocked, her chin dipped. Although he hadn’t said a word, Kado got the distinct impression she was listening to him carefully. He knew better than to pass the stick back to her. Instead, he tucked it under his rope belt.

      “Well, that’s me convinced,” Gambel said, stepping forward and peering at Kado. “I’ve never seen anyone move that fast. Except you, of course, Sike,” he added quickly.

      “I once met another,” the Iron Viper said. Her tone was musing, as though she spoke more to herself than the vanara.

      Her gray cat, which had been weaving between Kado’s ankles, now sauntered back around, returning to its master. It sat staring up at Kado with strangely reflective green eyes.

      “Is that your panther?” he asked, squinting. He supposed the idea wasn’t too far-fetched. If the Iron Viper—Sike was her name, apparently—had disguised herself as a beggar, why wouldn’t her panther disguise itself as well? “Why isn’t it a panther now?”

      “He is a glamor-cat. Not a panther,” the Iron Viper told him.

      “That means he can shape shift,” Gambel said cheerily. “Ceravier is …” The vanara wilted away when the Iron Viper’s cheek twitched again.

      “You are a salkai,” she said to Kado. Her words had a clipped, efficient quality, as if she was reluctant to waste a single syllable.

      Kado nodded slowly. He hadn’t failed to notice that the Iron Viper had ignored his question about why she was chasing Nyoki. Nor, for that matter, had she explained why she had been on Darkfae’s streets, pretending to be a beggar.

      He glanced down at Nyoki, who had fallen asleep once more, his head resting against Kado’s chest. “Half salkai.”

      “Your mother?”

      “Father,” Kado said. “My mother was human.”

      “What was the name of your father’s tribe?”

      “Tribe?” Kado repeated. He broke into an incredulous smile, but when he glanced from the Iron Viper to Gambel, the vanara looked more serious than she did.

      “My father was a deckhand,” Kado said, his smile dropping. “On the ship that brought my mother to—”

      “Nonsense,” Sike said. “Who told you that?”

      “It’s not nonsense.” Kado was suddenly offended, although he couldn’t have said why. “Mister Harlington assured me. He said …”

      Kado’s voice faded. He had learned long ago never to trust a word that came out of Mister Harlington’s mouth. But his mother had told him the same thing. Hadn’t she?

      “Perhaps a tribe from the Desert of Wandering Dreams,” Gambel suggested. “Ooh, I’ve never met one of those.”

      “Perhaps,” the Iron Viper agreed. “Although …”

      The vanara gasped. “Don’t say it! You think he’s one of those floating warrior monks from the Mystic Mountains! Can you imagine what Daia will say?”

      Kado’s head moved between Gambel and the Iron Viper. They were discussing him like they had forgotten he was there.

      “Look, I don’t know who you think I am. But salkai don’t have tribes, and they’re certainly not floating warrior monks. Whatever in the world those are.”

      Kado drew a deep breath to explain that if they weren’t intending to kill him, then he really needed to keep moving. But the Iron Viper held up a hand before he could utter a word.

      “Have you always been able to move that fast? Or is it a talent you have developed recently?”

      Kado frowned as he tried to keep up with the twisting line of questions. Did he move that fast? He was a lot quicker than the other boys, and he’d always been the best climber, but he just assumed it was something that all salkai were good at. Nothing moves as fast as a salkai thief.

      Kado had only met a handful of salkai—it wasn’t often they visited Darkfae City—but they hadn’t struck him as particularly nimble. Or polite, for that matter. His gaze dropped to the glamor-cat, who was watching him intently.

      “I guess I’ve always been fast,” Kado said quietly.

      “And have you noticed any changes since the Sky Stone started glowing?”

      “Besides the purple light in the sky?” Kado looked at the Iron Viper. Now he was thoroughly confused. That was the same night Nyoki had arrived in Darkfae. “Umah said that—”

      “Fine,” the Iron Viper said, cutting him short. “We need to move. We have lingered too long already. They draw closer.”

      “Need to move?” Kado echoed, glancing down at Nyoki. “Who says I’m going anywhere with you?”

      The Iron Viper ignored him. Her head was turned slightly, as if she had caught a sound.

      Suddenly, the two white falcons burst into the air, soaring up through the treetops in opposite directions. The Iron Viper nodded at Gambel and he took off also, bounding out of the glade the way they had come.

      Kado watched him go before turning back to the Iron Viper. A tingle of panic fluttered in his stomach. “What’s happening?”

      When she failed to answer, Kado’s panic grew.

      “Look.” He went to take a step forward, but his path was blocked by the gray cat who was peering up at him. “Look,” he said again. “You have done nothing but fire off questions ever since you cornered me. But you still haven’t told me why, or what you want with Nyoki.”

      The Iron Viper’s head snapped toward Kado irritably, as if he had broken her concentration.

      “This creature?” The Warden sounded uncertain. “I have no interest in … Nyoki. Except perhaps to glean Darganon’s intent. However, I will protect him while he is in my custody.”

      “Then why were you in Darkfae City?” Kado asked. “Because of the Sky Stone?”

      “I was looking for you.”

      “For me?” Kado was still trying to gather his thoughts into a more coherent question when Gambel burst back into the clearing.

      “We need to go, Sike! Quickly!” Although he couldn’t have run more than a few yards, the vanara was panting. “They’re coming!”

      “What?” Kado asked, his arms tightening around Nyoki. Now his panic was really flaring, swelling into something more akin to dread. “Who’s coming?”

      Before he knew what was happening, the Iron Viper strode forward, reached up, and slapped a palm on his forehead. Her small fingers stretched over his skull. Kado gasped.

      The world had vanished.

      So had the sunlight. It was suddenly nighttime again. And Kado’s body was gone. He was soaring through the air, high above the forest. His vision curled in at the edges, as if he was looking through a glass bowl.

      And although it was nighttime, everything seemed too bright. The sky was tinged with violet, its color so vivid it seemed to be glowing. The emerald moon beamed like a lantern among the stars. Veins of light weaved through the landscape below. With a jolt of surprise, he realized he could see all the way to Darkfae City.

      Now, Kado. Look toward the river.

      He didn’t hear the Iron Viper’s words, but they echoed in his mind. A voice within a dream. His ethereal gaze swung toward the Grim River. That was when Kado spotted them.

      Gigantic serpents were slithering upstream, the water heaving around their bodies in great and rolling waves. The emerald moon shimmered along their serrated black scales like the reflection in a broken mirror.

      Kado watched as the serpents reached the muddy bank where he and Nyoki had been washed ashore. There, they stopped, their skulls turning, their pale eyes scanning the plains.

      River wyrms, echoed the Iron Viper in his mind. Kado thought he heard a tinge of sadness in her voice. The smaller, more vicious cousins of sea dragons. A malevolent force has taken control of them.

      The river wyrms dived out of the shallows and slithered up the bank. There were seven, although one was much larger than the others.

      In Kado’s glass-bowl vision, the world blurred forward, and he was staring out over a sea of yellow grass. Here, an entire troop of Molok Tai was advancing across the plains in a steady jog.

      As Kado looked on, the river wyrms slithered between the Molok Tai ranks. Without breaking stride, seven warriors leaped onto the serpents’ backs.

      Then they were shooting across the grasslands. Seven river wyrms, ridden by Molok Tai. With a surge of terror, Kado saw their path was the same one he and Nyoki had taken.

      The Iron Viper’s voice echoed through his mind once more.

      Your confidence was misplaced, Kado. Darganon knows that you survived. His only mistake was to start searching too far downstream. The river wyrms have found your trail. They travel as swiftly across the land as they do in water, and will soon be upon us.

      Kado felt an odd heaving sensation, like his body was getting lighter and heavier all at the same time. He opened his eyes to see the Iron Viper lifting her hand from his skull.

      For a moment, his vision swam. He staggered slightly as the world reformed around him. The forest glade burst back to life in a flood of leaves and old trunks. The sun that streamed through the canopy was stark and glaring, piercing the clearing in shafts.

      Kado quickly looked down at Nyoki, but the creature was sleeping peacefully in his arms. The vision must have been for Kado alone.

      “That vision,” he said. “I was seeing through the eyes of one of your falcons, wasn’t I?”

      “The falcons are allies. They do not belong to me,” the Iron Viper told him. “And what you saw was a memory, not a vision.”

      A memory … That was why the sky had been dark. Kado had seen a vision of the past. His blood chilled at the thought. Darganon’s forces had found their trail.

      Slowly, Kado turned and peered through the Jaws of the Farawood. The sun had risen above the treetops, dusting the plains in its golden light. It did little to stop the icy fear rippling through him.

      “Those river wyrms,” he breathed. “They’ve been on our trail for hours already. How close are they?”

      The Iron Viper’s voice was as cold as the terror in Kado’s heart. “They are almost here.”
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      Gambel darted over to the clearing’s edge and rose onto his tiptoes. The whole way, he made a thin whining sound.

      The vanara had pulled a crystal from his waistcoat. It was about the size of a fist and almost spherical, although it had planed facets like a diamond. The gem was emitting a pale-green light.

      Gambel peered at it, his eyes narrowing and then growing large again as the crystal’s color darkened, changing from green to a limy yellow.

      “We have to hide, Sike!” he cried, swinging back to the Iron Viper in a whip of orange hair. “This is the Farawood Forest. We’re under the Guardians’ protection. The trees will protect us.”

      “Not in this part of the forest,” the Iron Viper said. She took a step toward the clearing’s edge and her cat stepped with her, its gaze shooting out across the grasslands. “The taint of the Sky Stone is strong here. If Darganon has manipulated the wild magic within the Farawood as he has done in Darkfae City, then we are in even greater danger.”

      Kado felt his face grow pale. With the shock of being cornered by the Iron Viper, he had forgotten about the wild magic that gripped the Farawood Forest. Now she seemed to be saying that Darganon was controlling that power, too.

      “Darganon’s taken control of the wild magic?” he asked shakily.

      “I said manipulate, not control,” the Iron Viper told him. “The magic of the Sky Stone is ancient. It can never be subjugated. But wielded by a man like Darganon, it will make a formidable weapon. We need to head deeper into the forest.”

      “Deeper?” Kado repeated. “If those wyrms can find us in the Farawood, then we have to get Nyoki away from here—far from here. Darganon could turn the entire forest against us.”

      “The Farawood’s roots burrow too deeply to ever be truly corrupted,” the Iron Viper said. “The Sky Stone only infects the fringes of the forest.”

      “That won’t stop the river wyrms or the Molok Tai,” Gambel said. He bit his lower lip, his eyes darting around the treetops as if the enemy would appear right then and there.

      The Iron Viper nodded. “We need to cross the Bridge of Righteous Passage. That will lead us to the Heart of the Farawood where we will be under the Guardians’ protection, and out of Darganon’s reach.”

      “Is that really a good idea, Sike?” Gambel asked, wincing. “Considering—”

      The Iron Viper silenced him with a twitch of her cheek.

      “But surely you can just … defeat them?” It had suddenly occurred to Kado who he was talking to. Seven river wyrms with Molok Tai riders were a formidable enemy. But the Iron Viper was a Warden of the Realm, one of Lor’s greatest heroes! He couldn’t have asked for a better ally.

      “You destroyed Vakheela,” he said. “You can destroy the river wyrms too. Why are you running from Darganon?”

      The Warden’s head snapped toward Kado. Although her milky gaze remained pointed at the ground, the fury that crossed her face was enough to make him clutch Nyoki and take a step backward.

      “Do you think I am a coward?” she asked quietly.

      Kado quickly shook his head. Gambel was shaking his head as well. The Iron Viper ignored them.

      “Those wyrms do not serve Darganon willingly,” she said, her lip curling. “I will not destroy innocent creatures. Once we have reached safe ground, we can consider our options and plan our next move. A wise warrior knows when to run.”

      The way she emphasized the last sentence gave Kado the impression it was something she wanted him to remember. Was the Iron Viper trying to teach him? He suddenly remembered what she had said about being in Darkfae City to look for him.

      “Sike …” Gambel whined. The vanara had pocketed his crystal and was hopping from one hairy foot to the other. “We need to go.”

      The Iron Viper gave them a nod. “Ceravier.”

      Her mottled gray cat finally broke Kado’s gaze. Its shoulders rolled forward. At first, Kado thought it was coughing up a furball. Then the cat began to grow.

      Its muscles expanded beneath its fur. Its claws lengthened. Its coat turned darker, becoming a uniform black that shone like velvet. At last, it threw back its head and let out a mighty growl.

      “Well, if Darganon didn’t know where we were, he does now,” Gambel said, glowering at the panther.

      “The river wyrms draw close,” the Iron Viper said. “It is up to you, Kado. Join us, or flee from the forest and strike out on your own.”

      “I’m with you,” Kado said without hesitation. He had seen how fast the river wyrms were moving. He could never hope to escape them on his own.

      More importantly, the Iron Viper had said she would protect Nyoki while he was in her custody. She was a Warden of the Realm. Kado couldn’t think of a better person to keep Nyoki safe.

      “Then follow me, and try not to lag,” the Iron Viper said. “If you fall too far behind, the Farawood’s magic could betray you. Nyoki can ride on Ceravier.”

      “If it’s all the same, I would rather Nyoki stays with me,” Kado said.

      The Iron Viper had already turned to face the forest. When Kado looked up, her two white falcons were circling overhead. From somewhere beyond the tree line, a monstrous roar echoed across the plains. The river wyrms were closing in.

      “Give the little guy to Ceravier,” Gambel said. His tone was casual, but his words ran too quickly and his eyes kept flashing to the forest’s edge. “He won’t let Nyoki fall. You’ll be too busy trying to keep up.”

      “I don’t know,” Kado said, although he bounced Nyoki gently, nudging him awake. “Like the Iron—Sike said, I’m pretty fast.”

      Gambel’s apelike snout broke into a grin, baring both rows of teeth and a mouthful of gums. “Not as fast as us, my friend! Not through the forest.”

      Ceravier turned and looked up at Kado expectantly.

      “It’s alright, Nyoki,” Kado said in a hushed voice as he lowered the creature onto the panther’s back. “Ceravier won’t hurt you.”

      But Nyoki didn’t seem in the least bit frightened. His wings fluttered excitedly as he wrapped his stumpy arms around the panther’s muscled body.

      Another nightmarish roar echoed from the grasslands. This one was even louder than before. The Iron Viper’s mouth was a grim line as she slid her scythe-bladed weapon into a sheath on her back.

      “Let’s go.” She had no sooner finished speaking than she exploded into motion.

      One moment the Warden was standing in front of Kado. The next, she fired away in a streak of movement, bounding through the undergrowth in great vaulting strides. Her panther sprang after her.

      Kado’s chest tightened as he watched Nyoki, but the little creature hardly swayed as Ceravier swerved between the trunks. Kado didn’t know how deep Nyoki had buried his claws, but the two may as well have been glued together.

      “How does she move so quickly?” Kado asked, his gaze shifting to the Iron Viper as she tore through the woods. “I thought she was blind.”

      “She might be blind,” Gambel said with a knowing wink. “But Sike can see through the eyes of every living creature around her. That is her power. In the forest, she can see … well, everything.”

      The vanara’s last word came out more like a sigh. He stood there, shaking his head in wonder. Then he gave a start, as if suddenly remembering what they were supposed to be doing.

      “Now it’s our turn,” Gambel said. “You better follow me. We have to reach the Bridge of Righteous Passage.”

      His long tail rose like a charmed snake, curling around a branch overhead. With a grin, the vanara pulled himself up, gripping the branch with his finger-like toes.

      “We’re traveling through the treetops?” Kado asked, eyeing the vanara as he scampered into the tree, leaping from the branch he was on and pouncing on another.

      “It’s a lot faster than wading through the foliage,” Gambel called back. “Unless you’re Sike or Ceravier. Don’t worry, a tree is the most natural thing in the world to climb.” Without waiting for Kado to answer, the vanara swung away.

      Kado turned and looked through the Jaws of the Farawood, out across the plains. Was it his imagination, or were there serpent-like shadows growing on the horizon? As if to confirm his dread, another roar echoed through the morn.

      He spun back to the forest and tightened his rope belt, making sure the stick the Iron Viper had given him was tucked in firmly. Then he leaped straight up, grabbing hold of the same branch Gambel had snatched.

      Kado’s stomach did a somersault when the branch bowed under his weight. But instead of snapping like a rafter that wasn’t strong enough to support him, the branch bounced back again.

      He got one leg over the branch, and pulled himself up into a sitting position, flapping his arms when he started to topple. Then he quickly reached out and snatched another branch in front of him. He sat there, one leg hooked over the first branch, his other leg dangling straight down, leaning awkwardly, gripping the second branch with white knuckles.

      “That’s it!” Gambel said, grinning back at Kado broadly. The vanara was crouched on a branch a couple of trees away. “Keep jumping and grabbing branches, and you’ll be fine. Just don’t stand on anything narrower than your leg.”

      After a nervous glance toward the plains, he swung away, apparently assuming Kado would follow.

      Kado grimaced and grabbed another branch with his free hand, dragging himself to his feet. He did his best to ignore the way the branch sank under him. His eyes moved through the knotted forest ahead, plotting a path, making note of all the branches that were thicker than his leg. If leaping through the woods was similar to running across the rooftops, the key would be knowing where to step next.

      A furious roar sliced through the morning. It sounded close. Around him, the leaves were shivering as if brushed by a wind. Gambel was frantically swinging through the branches ahead, getting smaller very quickly. Kado couldn’t see the Iron Viper at all. Or her panther and Nyoki.

      “Hurry, Kado! Hurry!” Gambel called back, barely pausing before swinging again. “They’ve almost reached the forest!”

      Kado eyed his first target—a thick branch about two yards in front of him. Then he sucked in a breath, and jumped.

      He caught the branch and swung, leaping to the next tree over. Kado landed, wobbling slightly when the branch dipped, but he kept moving, using his momentum to carry him forward. He scurried along the branch and bounced from its end, catching hold of a higher limb and swinging again.

      It didn’t take long before the movements began to feel more natural. In some ways, it was as instinctive as running across the roofs of Darkfae City.

      Soon, Kado was bounding through the treetops, leaping from branch to branch. His feet seemed to find the next branch of their own accord. Gambel was right. Climbing a tree was the most natural thing in the world. Once you got used to the way they swayed and bounced under you.

      It seemed that each tree he climbed took Kado a little higher. When he glanced down, the forest floor was far below. The shrubs of the foliage were laid out in miniature. Gambel scampered ahead of him, flitting through the dusty beams that speared the canopy. Although Kado knew Gambel was a vanara, he couldn’t shake the impression he was following a well-dressed monkey.

      Kado’s pace quickened as his confidence grew. Another swing brought him level with Gambel. But when he looked over at the vanara, fear jolted through him.

      Kado had been so caught up in the thrill of climbing, he had almost forgotten the reason for their flight. But terror was etched on every line of the vanara’s weathered gray face. Gambel was fleeing for his life.

      There came a tremendous crash behind them, a great splintering of wood and a rustling of leaves.

      The river wyrms had entered the forest.

      Kado stretched his limbs, leaping further and further. His heart was beating quicker. He could hear the serpents and their Molok Tai riders plunging through the undergrowth behind them, felling trees with their massive girth. Closing in.

      Gambel swung through the canopy at Kado’s side, his apelike features locked in fright. Now, Kado could just make out Ceravier and Nyoki below. The panther was tearing through the foliage a little way ahead. There was no hint of the Iron Viper.

      It doesn’t matter, Kado thought grimly. If the river wyrms got too close, he would turn and fight. He wasn’t foolish enough to think he could win, but he could buy the others some time. As long as Nyoki and Ceravier got away.

      Kado flashed a glance over his shoulder to see a tree topple. It crashed to the undergrowth in an explosion of leaves. Behind it, came a pair of menacing pale eyes, sliced by a narrow pupil.

      A river wyrm. Kado could see its enormous fangs dripping with oily venom. A Molok Tai rode on its ridged spine. The warrior’s veiled head was dipped forward, flitting in and out of leafy shadows as they tore through the woods. Kado’s eyes widened in alarm when he recognized what the Molok Tai held.

      The warrior drew his bow and fired. An arrow whistled through the canopy, thumping into a bough a second after Kado’s fingers released it.

      He leaped, bounding onto another branch. Gambel was scampering ahead of him, swinging through the treetops. Kado’s head snapped to the right as another roar sounded.

      A river wyrm was sailing through the forest beside them, diving up from the undergrowth and down again in great looping arcs, like some giant fish leaping out of the water. For a moment, Kado’s eyes drew level with the Molok Tai rider.

      Then a blade was hurtling toward him. Kado pulled his arms in, deliberately missing the branch he’d been reaching for. A blade with no handle and shaped like a crescent whirred through the space his fingers had been.

      He just managed to snatch the branch below as he fell, almost yanking his arm out of its socket, and swung.

      “Keep going! We’re nearly there!” yelled Gambel from somewhere beside him.

      Kado dared not look. He stretched himself further, lengthening his stride. Moving faster and faster. Pause, and he would stumble. Only his momentum kept him hurtling forward. His feet would barely touch the branch and he would leap again.

      He could hear a river wyrm crashing through the foliage beneath him. One wrong step and Kado would tumble into its slathering jaws.

      Another arrow whirred past, missing him by inches. Kado’s eyes searched the forest ahead. The shadows between the leaves were growing lighter as if the woods were thinning, but he could find no hint of Ceravier, Nyoki, or the Iron Viper.

      Kado leaped, reaching for the next branch. But, at that moment, the Farawood Forest betrayed him. He felt the nauseating ripple of wild magic.

      The branch he had been reaching for shriveled away, evading his grasp.

      Kado plummeted, crashing through the leaves and branches. He managed to hook a bough with his foot as he flew. It slowed his momentum, but swung him around like the hand of a clock. He slammed hard onto the forest floor, the bushes of the foliage crunching beneath him.

      The woods grew dark as a giant shadow loomed. Kado scrambled backward, his heels gouging the soil.

      A river wyrm was towering over him. With cold horror, he realized it was the gigantic serpent, the one that was larger than all the others. Kado could see the serrated scales of its underbelly as it reared, baring its fangs.

      On his periphery, he spotted other river wyrms closing in, joining their brother. More were slithering past, pursuing Kado’s companions. His insides went numb. Nyoki …

      He tried to move, but terror riddled his limbs, turning them to water. The wyrm’s pale eyes peered down at him. A drop of venom dripped from its fangs to land at Kado’s feet. The serpent reared for the kill, a looming tower of darkness.

      Then a tiny figure streaked across Kado’s vision. The Iron Viper flew past him, landing between the river wyrm and Kado.

      The forest trembled in silence. The Iron Viper widened her stance and raised her glaive-like weapon. All around, the other river wyrms were closing in, slithering between the trunks. Surrounding the Warden, dwarfing her small and wiry form.

      “Kado, run!” the Iron Viper shouted, tilting her chin and throwing the command over her shoulder. “Protect your ward!”

      “Nyoki,” Kado breathed. The thought sent panic shooting through him, jolting his limbs into motion.

      Kado scrambled to his feet. His eyes moved concernedly to the Iron Viper as three river wyrms reared. A Molok Tai rider leveled its bow.

      “Go, Kado! Save your child!”

      Kado’s jaw tightened. As much as he hated abandoning the Warden, Nyoki needed him more. He turned and ran, hurtling through the undergrowth.

      He had only covered a few paces when the clash of steel echoed through the trees. It was followed by a tremendous roar and the twang of bowfire. The battle had begun.

      Kado sprinted through the forest, ducking around the trunks, leaping over roots and foliage. He told himself the Iron Viper would be fine. She was a mighty hero, a Warden of the Realm. There was nothing that Kado could do to help her. His duty was to protect Nyoki.

      He scanned the canopy as he ran, but could find no trace of Gambel. Kado didn’t know how many wyrms had stopped to battle the Iron Viper. Had the Farawood betrayed Gambel too?

      Then suddenly the forest opened. Kado skidded to a halt, throwing a hand over his brow against the sudden light. His heart clenched. Before him, the ground dropped away, swallowed by a frothing, raging river.

      It sliced across Kado’s path, stretching from left to right as far as he could see. The roar of the thundering current drowned out all other sound.

      Kado’s throat shrank as he stared into the furious waters. It was like he was back in the grip of the Grim River, tumbling as it dragged his body. Only this river was twice as wide and twice as fast. And there was no path across it.

      He threw a glance behind him. What had happened to Nyoki and the others? Were they still in the forest? He had no way to tell. Only gloom lay between the ancient trunks.

      But within those shadows, the trees trembled. Every now and then, leaves would burst into the air above the canopy as the Iron Viper battled the enemy.

      “Kado! Quickly!”

      He spun around at the sound of Gambel’s shrill voice. Although the river had seemed impassable a moment before, now a span of pure light arced up and over the raging current.

      The Bridge of Righteous Passage.

      Gambel was standing on the bridge’s crest, jumping up and down and beckoning furiously. Further along, Ceravier bounded. Nyoki was shivering as he clutched the panther’s back, his face buried in the big cat’s fur.

      “Kado, hurry!” Gambel shouted. “You have to cross!”

      Kado made a dash for the bridge. Its luminous surface shimmered and rippled, changing from pale-orange to violet to green, as if every color swirled within.

      He had only taken a couple of steps onto the span when his knees began to tremble. Although the bridge felt solid, it was frightfully narrow, only three feet across. And there was no railing. Water sprayed up over the sides, spitting furiously.

      Kado felt his boots sliding on the smooth surface as he walked. He tried not to look at the river surging either side of him. At any moment, a wave would crash over the edge and he would be swept away.

      “Just keep walking,” Gambel called. His voice sounded strangely distant. The vanara was making little jerky steps on the spot, as if the bridge had become too hot to stand upon. His tail was lifted above his head. While, further on, Ceravier and Nyoki were … vanishing?

      As Kado watched, they grew fainter and fainter, their forms becoming wispy, like smoke. When he looked at Gambel, the vanara was fading as well.

      From behind came a great crash and the splintering of timber, rising above the current’s roar. A river wyrm had broken out of the forest. Yet even that sound was growing dimmer as the world faded away.

      Gambel’s voice echoed, as if carried on a dream.

      “Beware the price, Kado! Speak truthfully! Only the pure …”

      Kado looked down and saw that he had reached the bridge’s crest. Gambel was still calling to him, but Kado could hardly make out his words. The vanara’s voice was growing distant, becoming thinner and thinner.

      Kado … keep … walking …

      Kado turned, and then turned again. His eyes widened. The river had vanished. So had the forest.

      He found himself drifting in a void of cloudy white, a sky that had been drained of all color. At first, he wondered if Nyoki had conjured his magic. But these clouds were white, not shadowed. Or perhaps there were made of light.

      Then a voice boomed across the void, as deep as the roots of the ancient forest.

      “Who seeks to enter the Heart of the Farawood?”

      Kado’s gaze slid from left to right, but he couldn’t locate the speaker. All he saw was light.

      “My name is Kado Tacana.”

      The ancient voice stayed silent, demanding more. Beneath it, whispers rippled, too faint to decipher.

      “I am half salkai,” Kado added hesitantly. His gaze continued to move across the luminous void. He got the sense that the clouds were swirling around him, with Kado at their center. “I hail from Darkfae City. I mean no harm. I am nobody.”

      The whispers swelled like a growing storm. “He lies,” hissed one.

      “Surrounded by shadows,” whispered another. “And secrets.”

      “I have no secrets,” Kado argued, his head swiveling as he attempted to catch a glimpse of his invisible accusers. Although he had no clue who these mysterious Guardians were, he could sense the awesome power radiating from their spirits. “I am trying to save an innocent creature. We are with the Iron Viper. She said the Farawood would protect us.”

      His words were met with silence. At last, the rumbling voice boomed again.

      “No harm will come to the creature, Nyoki. Our magic will shield him.”

      Kado breathed a sigh. “Thank you,” he whispered, his shoulders sagging.

      “Our protection is not free, Kado Tacana,” said one of the lesser voices. “What price will you pay?”

      Kado’s relief vanished in a flash of cold panic.

      “Anything,” he said, taking a step forward. Whether he moved or not in the nameless void, he couldn’t say. He reached into his pocket, grasping his last copper coin. The same coin he had tried to give to Umah and the blind lady. “This coin is all I have.”

      “Your metal has no value here,” boomed the largest voice, the one Kado had come to think of as the spirits’ leader. “We require … more.”

      Beneath him, the clouds parted, leaving Kado staring at the Bridge of Righteous Passage. And the raging river beneath it. Above and to the sides of him, the swirling void remained.

      As Kado stared into the rushing depths, a sinking hollow opened inside him. Suddenly he knew. This was the price the Guardians demanded.

      “My life for Nyoki’s,” he said, looking up into the clouds as if they were the faces of his judges. “Is that your price?”

      The Guardians said nothing.

      Kado looked back to the river, his heart shrinking with terror. Gambel had warned him there would be a price. Was Kado prepared to pay it? Nyoki was innocent, helpless. If this is what it took to save him … And wasn’t that what Kado had been planning all along? Whatever these spirits were, he did not doubt their power, or their promise.

      His legs trembling, Kado turned toward the bridge’s edge. Who knew? Maybe the plunge wouldn’t kill him. He had survived a river once before. Yet as he went to take a step, something stopped him. If he died, who would warn Umah and the people of Darkfae?

      “No, this is a waste,” he whispered, shaking his head. “It’s madness.”

      He could only imagine what Umah would say. Something about squandering the Mother’s most precious gift, or making his own ma weep in her grave. Kado wouldn’t throw his life away, not like this. He might be helpless against the power of forest spirits and Lord Darganon and river wyrms. But he wasn’t worthless.

      “Let me pay the price another way,” he said, turning back to the cloudy void. “I can do something else—fight with Sike, or return to Darkfae City. My friend Umah needs me.” He let out a sigh that seemed to empty him. “All I ask is that you protect Nyoki.”

      Around him, the radiant clouds swirled in silence. Kado could feel the spirits of the Guardians, their judgment pressing down on him, dwarfing him. At last, the ancient voice boomed again.

      “So be it, Kado Tacana of Darkfae City.”

      The clouds at his feet closed over once more. While behind him, they parted, opening like a luminous curtain.

      Kado turned, facing back the way he had come. He found himself looking at the Bridge of Righteous Passage. Only now, the span was as wide as a street. It arced over to the bank where, after few yards of bare earth, the forest resumed.

      Yet this wasn’t the same forest from which Kado had emerged … These woods were brighter, more colorful. When he looked over his shoulder in the direction Gambel and Nyoki had disappeared, the world had vanished in a hazy cloud of white.

      “Kado!”

      His head snapped forward once more. Gambel was standing just beyond the bridge, near the place where the forest resumed, jumping excitedly. Kado’s spirit leaped. Ceravier and Nyoki were with him.

      Kado raced to meet them. He had hardly stepped off the bridge when Nyoki bounded into his arms, his little wings fluttering.

      “You made it,” Gambel said, clapping Kado on the back. “You had me worried for a moment. The Guardians’ questions can be a bit tricky. We probably should have prepared you better, now that I think about it.”

      Kado looked down when Ceravier brushed against his leg. “But I was supposed to have returned,” he said, frowning confusedly. He had walked back in the direction from which he had come. Then why was he with Nyoki and the others?

      When he looked toward the bridge, Kado’s lips parted. Even that had vanished. All that remained was a shimmering field of light, like he was inside some luminous, walled barrier. The Guardians must have let him pass after all.

      “What about Sike?” he asked quietly, turning to Gambel. “She saved me. If something happened to her …”

      But Gambel was waving his furry hands and grinning. From over his shoulder, he pointed his tail. “Here she comes now.”

      Kado turned around just as the Iron Viper stepped through the wall of light. Her chest heaved with ragged breaths. Her knuckles were bloodied as she gripped her scythe-bladed weapon, and there was a red gash on her bare shoulder.

      She took a couple more steps and dropped into a sitting position, her legs folding neatly beneath her. Then she drew another shuddering breath and closed her eyes. Kado didn’t think she had ever looked so small.

      “We are safe,” she said to the others.

      “What about those river wyrms?” Kado asked, peering nervously at the shimmering wall.

      “Four are dead.” The Iron Viper’s voice was thick with sorrow. “Their kin cannot reach this place.”

      Kado’s brow crumpled when he noticed a tear running from her closed eyes. Ceravier strolled over and curled up at the Warden’s side. When she spoke again, her words were little more than a whisper.

      “We are safe. Take your rest and order your thoughts. Then we plot our path, and strike back against this vile enemy.”
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      Kado heaved a sigh. He placed Nyoki on the ground and slumped down across from the Iron Viper. He had done it. They were finally safe. He had rescued Nyoki from Darganon’s clutches. Now, they were under the protection of the Wardens of the Realm, the mightiest heroes on Lor.

      Kado’s eyes moved between Gambel and the Iron Viper curiously. He couldn’t remember making a decision to trust them, but realized that he did anyway. After all, the Wardens had just saved his life, and Nyoki’s. If the Molok Tai and their river wyrms had caught up to Kado on the plains, it would have been over in seconds.

      And here, in the Heart of the Farawood, Nyoki had the added protection of the Guardians’ magic. As much as the faceless spirits had unnerved Kado, they didn’t strike him as the type to go back on their word. The Iron Viper had said so too. The enemy could not reach them here.

      Kado breathed another sigh and looked up at the forest. Then he gave a start.

      He swiveled as he sat, looking over one shoulder and then the other. He had only just noticed … The sky was dark and starry. It was suddenly nighttime. When he stepped onto the Bridge of Righteous Passage, it had been early morning.

      For a moment he wondered if the Iron Viper was showing him another vision. But she wasn’t touching him, and the eyes that Kado looked through were definitely his own. Which could only mean …

      “What happened to daytime?” he asked, turning from the Iron Viper to Gambel. “Did time jump ahead or something?”

      Gambel broke into a grin, shaking his head as if Kado had just asked if the moons were flat. “Time doesn’t jump. We are simply in the Heart of the Farawood.” The vanara’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “It’s a place out of time with all the rest of the places on Lor. Well, most of them, anyway. The Heart of the Farawood kind of does its own thing.”

      “The heart?” Kado echoed, frowning as the name took on a deeper meaning. “So we’re in the middle of the forest? But we only just reached its edge.”

      “The Heart of the Farawood is a symbolic heart,” the Iron Viper said. Her eyes remained closed. “Those who are offered its protection will find it where they need it to be—a place one might find anywhere within the forest’s bounds. Yet those with an unrighteous spirit can cross the entire Farawood and never discover it. Be at peace, Kado. Darganon and his forces cannot touch us here.”

      “So the Farawood is protecting us,” Kado said.

      “It sustains us too.” Sike inclined her head to Gambel, who jerked his hairy chin in understanding. The vanara pulled out the waterskin and handed it to Kado.

      Thinking there wasn’t enough, Kado was about to decline and pass the waterskin back, when he felt its weight. His eyes widened. The container was full.

      “Nyoki,” Kado said, offering him the waterskin.

      But without opening her eyes, the Iron Viper reached out and pushed his hand away. “Care for yourself first. Your ward is fine, and can drink when you are done.”

      Kado looked from the Iron Viper to Nyoki dubiously. The little creature was watching the waterskin with a hungry look. But Kado obeyed and took a swig. Then he gulped down some more. The skin was half empty before he remembered himself.

      “Thank you,” he said, first to the Iron Viper, and then to Gambel. Nyoki waddled over and peered up at Kado with round yellow eyes. Kado went to pour him a sip, but Nyoki grasped the waterskin in his claws and slapped it to his mouth, drinking thirstily.

      Kado smiled as he watched the little creature. Then he turned his gaze to the tangle of trees, and shook his head in wonder.

      Although it was night, he could see quite clearly. A soft blue light, hazy and dreamlike, drifted between the trunks, illuminating every detail. And it wasn’t just the daylight that had transformed while crossing the Bridge of Righteous Passage. The forest itself had changed.

      Where the trees Kado had climbed with Gambel were straight and towering, these leafy giants meandered skyward, their branches as twisted as their writhing roots. The plants and shrubs at their base seemed to have exploded into a thousand varieties. There were even mushrooms the size of dinner plates that glowed a luminous orange.

      The forest was making a constant hum. There was a buzzing too, and an irregular clicking sound that he could only guess at. Kado couldn’t shake the feeling that the Farawood was watching him.

      It was like he had stepped into an alien world. Gone were the sounds he knew, the shouts of vendors and the wailing whispers of the Shrieking Soulless. The air smelt weird. Or rather, it didn’t smell like anything at all.

      Nothing that Kado laid eyes upon looked familiar. There were no roads, or roofs, or alleys. Until this morning, he had never even seen a tree up close, but here, he couldn’t even see any straight lines. His entire life had been tipped upside down.

      For a long time the group sat in silence. As Kado’s eyes glazed over, his thoughts lost and wandering, the Guardians’ shimmering wall gradually faded—the clouds of white that bounded the Heart of the Farawood. Beyond, Kado expected to find the river he had crossed to get here, but there was only more forest. The trees seemed to stretch on forever.

      Kado saw that they were in a clearing upon a small wooded bluff, looking out over a rippling ocean of leaves. Below, the forest rolled away as far as he could see. The emerald moon floated alone in the heavens, a full and perfect circle.

      “What happened to the bridge and the river?” he asked as he peered around at the endless forest.

      “Ooh, you got a river?” Gambel clapped his furry hands. “All I saw were ducks.”

      “The Bridge of Righteous Passage asks us to confront our deepest dread,” the Iron Viper said. “The price that is named must be the equal measure of that fear. Only those who answer purely, and truthfully, may enter the Heart of the Farawood.”

      “And you saw … ducks?” Kado looked confusedly at Gambel. “Ducks are your greatest fear?”

      Gambel was already nodding, vigorously. “Not a fear, as such. But probably the closest thing for me. It’s more of a nervous caution. Nasty little critters with all that quacking and nipping at your ankles.” The vanara shivered and shook his head. Then he fixed Kado with a disgusted expression and mouthed, “Ducks!”

      Kado’s gaze turned inward as he remembered his own experience with the Guardians. The price that is named must be the equal measure of that fear. Kado had offered his life to save Nyoki’s, but the Guardian’s hadn’t accepted it.

      He looked over at the little creature now. Nyoki was climbing on top of Ceravier, who had curled up in a ball and was purring in his sleep. What would have happened if Kado had answered incorrectly?

      He hunched over as he sat, hugging his knees to his chest. Molok Tai, river wyrms, the Guardians’ demands for payment … Whatever he and Nyoki had been through, it was over now. Nyoki was safe. Here, in the Heart of the Farawood, he could find a home. Someplace he would be happy.

      Then Kado could go home too. He could warn Umah and the people of the Shackles. Now they actually stood a chance against Darganon. Kado couldn’t think of a more powerful ally than a Warden of the Realm. He just needed to convince the Iron Viper that the threat was serious enough for the Wardens to take action and save the people of Darkfae City. She had said that she intended to strike back against their enemy. Surely that could only mean Darganon.

      Kado eyed the Warden nervously. He wondered what she had planned. For that matter, what did she intend to do with him? She had said that he was the reason she was in Darkfae City in the first place.

      The Iron Viper’s head was bowed, leaving Kado staring at the circular crown of her metal hat. He shuffled forward, hoping to snare her attention, but she didn’t so much as twitch.

      “Um, missus Viper?” he said. “Can I ask you something?”

      “She prefers to be called Sike,” Gambel whispered in a voice loud enough for the entire forest to hear. “That’s probably why she’s ignoring you.”

      “I was not ignoring him,” Sike said, without lifting her head. “I was simply waiting for Kado to ask his question.”

      Gambel screwed up his nose and shook his head, clearly believing it was a bad idea for Kado to speak at all. But he wasn’t going to be put off that easily.

      “Alright … Sike,” Kado said carefully. “My question is this—what happens now? Will you help Nyoki find a home in the forest? And what do you intend to do after that? You said you wanted to strike back against Darganon. You also said that you came to Darkfae City to look for me. But you never even told me why.”

      “That’s at least three questions,” Gambel pointed out. “Maybe four.”

      Sike’s head slowly lifted. It suddenly struck Kado how much younger she looked. When he’d first met the Iron Viper on the streets of Darkfae, he thought she was an old lady. Now she appeared to be a woman in her prime, glowing with an inner strength as vibrant as the forest around them. It seemed every time Kado glanced at her, a few more years dropped away.

      Sike clicked her tongue, and Ceravier rose languidly. The panther stretched his limbs and strolled over, Nyoki clinging to his back, thoroughly enjoying the ride.

      Ceravier’s gaze was fixed on Kado, his green eyes reflecting eerily in the moonlight. And although the Iron Viper was staring straight ahead, Kado knew she watched him as well. Gambel had said that Sike could see through the eyes of every living creature around her.

      Sike removed her hat and placed it on the ground. Although he had seen it before, it still surprised Kado to be greeted by a bald head on a woman, apart from the chestnut braid that coiled down from her back of her skull.

      “The first step is to consider what is known,” the Iron Viper said. “Then we decide if we are going to get involved.”

      Kado pulled his head back in surprise. Was Sike suggesting the Wardens weren’t going to do anything to help Darkfae City? And that he shouldn’t do anything either?

      “I think we’re pretty involved already.” Kado’s gaze shifted to Nyoki, who was seated in the grass once more, amusing himself by swatting at Ceravier’s tail as it swished back and forth.

      “I don’t think you were the we she was referring to,” Gambel said in a conspiratorial whisper.

      “The Wardens of the Realm,” Kado said, looking back at Sike. “I thought you were heroes who protected the world from evil. Surely that must include Darganon. He intends to enslave the people from the Shackles and all the other boroughs too. Somebody has to do something. Now that I think about it, why haven’t the Wardens helped Darkfae City before?”

      “Ah, the key lies in the word realm,” Gambel said helpfully. “You see, there are five Wardens. Elder Wardens, that is—or at least there used to be—one for each of the Five Realms. Darkfae City isn’t part of any realm. It’s in the Lawless Outlands.” He gave a slow and sagely nod. “Ergo, no Warden. Darkfae is on its own.”

      Sike’s eyelids lowered. “That is not what I was saying, Gambel. Our question here is what the first question should always be. What does the Mother want for us?”

      “The Mother?” Kado repeated, his brow lifting. “As in the goddess?”

      Did Sike really believe in that? Somehow, it didn’t seem right that a mighty warrior like the Iron Viper would place their faith in some mystical, unseen power.

      Umah had been devoted to the Mother, too, growing even more devoted in his later years, but his faith had never inspired Kado. Jarademis the Enlightened Father, Aryacus the Wise, and the other Endless Ones who ruled the Five Realms also called themselves gods, but Kado had heard people claim they were only sorcerers.

      As far as he could tell, it didn’t make any difference. Gods, lords, sorcerers, queens, they were all too lofty to notice the common folk. People like Kado had to make do on their own. He looked over to find Ceravier watching him. Sike’s bald skull was tilted shrewdly.

      “Your belief is irrelevant, Kado,” she said, as if reading his thoughts. “What you need to consider is why the Mother believes in you.”

      “I’m sorry,” Kado said. “But the only higher power I’ve ever known is Lord Darganon, or maybe Mister Harlington’s cane. From where I’m standing, the gods and goddesses don’t look any better. According to the tales, all the Endless Ones do is rule over people, whether you’re talking about Jarademis or the Scorched Queen herself. They just use magic instead of blades.”

      Gambel flinched when Kado mentioned the Scorched Queen. Sike’s cheek twitched with anger, and the vanara’s eyes shifted to her concernedly.

      “The Endless Ones are not gods,” Sike said, her lips curling into a sneer. “They are merely immortal, or close enough to it to achieve the same ends. The Mother is the only true deity. Even to call Her that is misleading.”

      Gambel was nodding along, managing to look earnest and slightly condescending all at the same time.

      “The Mother is our world,” Sike said softly. “From Her womb, the first life sprang forth. Her soul is all around us, encompassing us. The Mother is the sum of all living things—all that live, all that have ever lived, and all that will ever be—on every turn of the Cycle of Life.

      “That which is labeled magic is simply Her power manifesting in ways too wondrous for people to understand. But there is no difference between magic and that which causes a flower to unfurl for the sun. The ways in which Her power can manifest are as infinite as life itself.”

      Sike’s head turned slowly as she spoke, as if taking in the forested vista. Kado wondered just what she was seeing.

      “The Mother’s power flows through the Weaving,” she continued. “Invisible threads of energy that wind through all life, binding together the very fabric of the world. The Weaving is everywhere. It is all around us, inside us. You can see its strands in the roots and branches of the forest, in the veins beneath our skin, or the rivers that slice across the land. Through the Weaving, every living being is connected to the Mother.”

      Kado found himself sitting forward. Folk in the Shackles would sometimes mention the Weaving, warning not to tug on loose threads or become tangled in trouble. But he had always assumed it was just colorful language, the way people spoke of the sun smiling down on you. Now, here was a Warden of Lor, telling him the Weaving was real.

      “So the Weaving is the source of all magic?” he asked. “Where magical power comes from?”

      “The Mother is the source of all magical power in this world,” Sike told him. “Yet the Mother and the Weaving are inseparable—it is through the Weaving that Her power flows. Its strands connect Her to every fiber of the world, to the spirit of every living being. To act in accordance with that power is the only true virtue. If one exerts their will against the Mother’s, the disharmony they create ripples through the Weaving, corrupting everything they touch. Themselves especially.”

      “Like Darganon,” Kado said, thinking about the blood on the hulking man’s fists. He turned his gaze out over the forest. He wasn’t sure where they were, or how many miles the Bridge of Righteous Passage had carried them, but he fancied he could spy Darkfae’s purplish tinge in the western sky.

      Sike nodded. “This is the role of the Warden, to return the Weaving to balance. But if we are too eager to label this or that as evil, we will quickly become that evil ourselves. That is why we must be attentive, and follow the will of the Mother.”

      “So, how do we know the difference?” Kado asked. “You acted when you came to Darkfae City. You said you were looking for me. But why? Is that what the Mother wanted you to do?”

      “Undoubtedly.”

      Kado searched Sike’s face for a lie or an exaggeration, but all he found was a look of weary duty. If Umah, who Kado respected more than anybody, and the Iron Viper, one of the mightiest heroes in the Five Realms, both believed in the Mother, why did Kado still find himself questioning?

      His eyes shifted between Sike and Ceravier. Gambel was sitting forward eagerly, as if waiting for Sike to say more. Nyoki had given up swiping at Ceravier’s tail, and was pointing a claw at the glamor-cat instead.

      “So the Mother wanted you to find me?” Kado asked Sike.

      “The leader of the Wardens foresaw your arrival.”

      “That’s the Golden Knight,” Gambel added.

      Kado sat there, blinking. He wasn’t sure which part he found the most confounding. He had trouble making himself believe any of it. First, the Mother being interested in him, and now the leader of the Wardens, too?

      “The Golden Knight had a vision of me?” he asked when he found his voice. “Why would the leader of the Wardens of Lor take an interest in a street thief from Darkfae City?”

      “A better question would be, why would the Mother take an interest,” Sike said. “You need only to look, and you will see Her hand all around you. The Golden Knight sends me to Darkfae City, the first Warden in more than a century. I arrive at the same time the Sky Stone starts glowing for the first time in three thousand years. Glowing with magic that was awoken by Darganon, the same man who is hunting Nyoki. And I discover you—the young man I was sent to find—trying to protect Darganon’s prey, and needing to be protected himself.”

      Kado dropped his gaze, his eyes glazing. When you put it all together like that, it really did sound like these events were connected. But orchestrated? By the Mother? That was a little harder to swallow. But no matter how he looked at it, everything came back to Nyoki and the Sky Stone.

      “My friend Umah believes that’s where Nyoki came from,” Kado said, his eyes lifting to Nyoki. “From within the Sky Stone.”

      “Within the Sky Stone,” Sike repeated, as if tasting the words. “Or perhaps, beyond it.”

      Ceravier turned and looked back at Nyoki. The little fellow was leaning against the big cat, his eyelids fluttering sleepily.

      “He is certainly like no other creature I have ever known,” Sike said. “I can sense his spirit—that’s how I knew you carried him in your knapsack—but his sight is dark to me. What is clear is that the Mother chose you to protect him. Were it not for your coming together, your ward would surely be dead.”

      “Darganon is obsessed with finding Nyoki,” Kado said, his mouth tightening. “He is trying to gain something he called celestial power, and he said that Nyoki was the key to attaining it.”

      Sike stroked her narrow jaw. “It has long been known that ripples of magic can reach our world from across the stars. Magic that does not belong in this world. Magic that is not of the Mother. Darganon would not be the first to attempt to harness such power.”

      “But that still doesn’t explain what it has to do with Nyoki,” Kado said.

      “If Nyoki came from the stars, maybe that has something to do with why Darganon wants to kill him,” Gambel said, uncharacteristically somber. “And that probably has something to do with the magic Darganon used to awaken the Sky Stone in the first place. Maybe he …” The vanara stopped, his hooded brow creasing as if he had confused himself.

      Kado’s gaze moved back to the Iron Viper. “Darganon said that the Sky Stone has only begun to awaken. Whatever power he is seeking, that awakening must be part of it. Do you think he has found some way to harness the Sky Stone’s magic?”

      “This question plagues us as well,” Sike said. “The Sky Stone is born of an ancient sorcery. Its power comes from beyond the heavens.”

      “Power that is not of the Mother,” Kado whispered, remembering what Sike had just told them.

      The Iron Viper gave him a grim nod. “It has been over three thousand years since the night the Sky Stone crashed to our world,” she said, her words taking on a hushed, haunted tone. “A blazing crystal, the size of a mountain, unleashed by the heavens, carrying inside it magic from across the stars.”

      Around them, the Farawood was utterly silent. Kado didn’t know if it was his imagination, but the blue glow of the forest seemed to have deepened ominously.

      “But when the Sky Stone struck the land, it encountered another kind of sorcery,” Sike said. “A malevolent power, more ancient than even the Sky Stone itself. That power corrupted the heavenly stone, and from that terrible union, wild and chaotic magic spewed forth.”

      Kado looked over at Gambel, who was leaning forward with wide eyes, rapt in the Iron Viper’s tale, even though Kado was fairly certain the vanara must have heard it before.

      “The Sky Stone’s celestial magic slithered across the world,” Sike continued, “rippling through the Weaving, twisting and unraveling its strands, melding with the Mother’s power, changing it, corrupting it. All across Lor, strange magics sprang forth, untamed, unpredictable, volatile. Sorcery unheard of in any land. Animals became … more. Races like the minotaur, the faun, and the vanara were born. Magical beasts like glamor-cats and dread hounds came into being. Some creatures, like the ancient dragons, were almost extinguished.

      “New lands and mountains burst from the seas. Realms that once thrived were swallowed by the earth. Forests became scorched wastelands. Deserts blossomed with an erratic mockery of life. In some places, like the fens of Uril-Ahnum, the Weaving was poisoned entirely, creating alien lands of wild magic and chaos. In others, the Mother’s power was virtually untouched. Yet every part of Lor was altered in some way. The turmoil that followed covered our world in darkness for a thousand years.”

      “The great Unraveling,” Kado breathed. Like so much of the outside world, he’d heard whispers of the Unraveling, the darkest age to have ever befallen Lor. Although, at the time, he had no way of knowing what was true and what was legend. Little had Kado known that the cause of that darkness lay at the heart of his own city.

      “And the Sky Stone was the cause of it all?” he asked. “The celestial magic it delivered created the Unraveling?”

      The Iron Viper shook her head. “It was not the Sky Stone that caused the Unraveling, but the ancient evil it encountered when it crashed to our world. An evil that had been lying within the earth, waiting for its moment to strike.”

      “That evil force,” Kado said. “If it corrupted the Sky Stone when it struck the land, that means the place where the evil was waiting was …” His words faded; he was unable to finish.

      For the first time, Sike’s milky eyes turned and fixed on Kado directly. “The same site on which Darkfae City now stands.”

      Kado couldn’t suppress the shiver that ran through him. Umah had said that Darkfae’s wild magic burrowed inside you. Kado had lived on those streets his whole life. How deep had its evil run? Was that the shadow the Guardians had seen around him?

      “The fate of Darkfae and the chaos of the Unraveling will be forever entwined,” Sike continued, her voice grave. “The site on which the city stands has festered in malevolent magic for three thousand years. Now the Sky Stone and the ancient power that poisoned it are one, an indistinguishable entity.”

      “And it turns out that festering wild magic creates the perfect haven for criminal empires,” Gambel added enthusiastically. “That’s why a city sprang up there. It’s rare to find a city in the Lawless Outlands at all. A real city, that is.”

      When Kado looked at Sike for confirmation, she dipped her head as if to say the vanara was close enough.

      “After the Unraveling, the Sky Stone sat untouched for centuries, the lands around it barren and corrupted,” she said. “A place where even the most brazen of souls dared not tread. Then, about eight hundred years ago, a village appeared at the site. The most common theory is that it was founded by criminals looking to escape justice in the Hallowed Kingdoms. Others claim the village grew by itself, born out of the Sky Stone’s magic.”

      Born, not built. The thought turned Kado’s insides cold. It didn’t take much to imagine Darkfae City being its own sentient entity. Ever-changing, devouring the spirits of its citizens as surely as the Ghoul Tree’s noose claimed the lives of those who were hanged there.

      “We used to hear whispers at night,” Kado said. “A quiet wailing on the winds, like the moan of a ghost. We called it the Shrieking Soulless. That was its voice, wasn’t it? The voice of that ancient entity.”

      Sike inclined her head, uncertain. “Sometimes, when an entity fails to transition on the Cycle of Life, its spirit can remain trapped on the mortal plane. They roam the world, lost and ethereal. The whispers you heard were likely no more than an echo, some part of the entity that lived on within the Sky Stone.”

      Kado hung his head, his heart sinking. The people of Darkfae had never stood a chance. Their city had been doomed since the very beginning.

      “Do not allow despair to darken your thoughts,” Sike said. When Kado looked up, he found Ceravier’s green eyes fixed intently upon him. “The Mother heals that which is Hers. Before the Unraveling, Her power flourished in every part of Lor. The world was filled with magic, peace, and wonder. Vibrant life pulsed through the Weaving, nurturing the land and its people.”

      “All was in harmony with the will of the Mother,” added Gambel.

      “And so it will be again,” Sike said. “Every day, the Mother’s power grows, winding through the Weaving, healing that which was corrupted, returning the world to balance. In some places, like the Heart of the Farawood, the healing is already complete, and the Weaving flourishes with the abundant power of the Mother.”

      “But, in most lands, the healing remains unfinished,” Gambel said, inclining his head profoundly, ”leaving the threads of the Weaving stained with traces of the Unraveling as well as the Mother’s power. The results can be quite remarkable. There are some truly weird and wonderous places to behold.”

      Kado turned from Gambel to Sike. “What about Darkfae City?” he asked. “Will the Mother heal the Weaving there too?”

      “Through the power of the Mother, the Weaving—and all of life itself—is in a constant state of healing.” The Iron Viper paused, a shadow crossing her features. “But there are some parts of Lor that can never be healed. Indeed, some strands of the Weaving were shredded by the Unraveling entirely, leaving barren lands, devoid of all magic. Then there are other places where the source of the corruption remains, poisoning the Weaving to this day.”

      “Like Darkfae City,” Kado said, his own voice sounding as haunted as the Iron Viper’s. “And now the Sky Stone has started glowing again. It’s power is returning, awoken by Darganon. That must be the celestial magic he is using.”

      It was a long time before Sike answered. “Darganon is a trade lord, a criminal,” she said at last. “Not a sorcerer. This kind of power should be beyond him.”

      “That’s little comfort to the people of Darkfae.” Kado thought of Missus Bobonic, who always gave him a slice of brown loaf whenever she saw him, even if it was as dry as old boot leather. “There are good people in the city too. Innocent people. Darganon will end up enslaving everybody. He plans to build an empire.”

      “Perhaps …” Sike’s tone was absent, as if her mind had already turned elsewhere.

      Kado was starting to wonder if she knew more about Darganon than she was revealing. He got the feeling she knew more about him as well. Or she had other suspicions that she wasn’t voicing. Despite the Warden’s stonelike demeanor, she did not seem at ease. Something about all this was putting her nerves on edge.

      “How long have the Molok Tai been operating in Darkfae City?” she asked suddenly, slicing through Kado’s thoughts. Gambel turned to him expectantly.

      Kado gave a half shrug. “About three years. They are Darganon’s private army.”

      “The Molok Tai do not belong to Darganon,” Sike said. “They are the faithful assassins of the Scorched Queen.”

      “The Scorched Queen?” Kado echoed. “Ruler of the Empire of the Withered Sun?”

      Out of all the Endless Ones who ruled the Five Realms, tales of the Scorched Queen had always frightened him the most. An evil sorceress who reigned over a forsaken wasteland of scalding deserts, volcanoes, and festering ash-swamps. Home to ogres, nahgra, cyclopes, and trolls, and every other monstrous creature someone could imagine.

      “Do you think Darganon is working for her?”

      Sike drew a breath that was more like a hiss of anger. “Vakheela, the assassin I slew upon the Borlish craft, was the Scorched Queen’s granddaughter.”

      Kado felt the color drain from his face. “That’s who Darganon is working with,” he whispered. “I overheard him and Vakheela talking. The resources Darganon was seeking were for an agreement he had made with Vakheela’s grandmother. She said Darganon would be able to name his prize. Do you think he has struck a bargain with the Scorched Queen for some kind of sorcerous power?”

      “Perhaps,” Sike said again. “We need to advance carefully. We know that Darganon covets celestial power. But we don’t know by what means he will attempt to attain it, nor how he intends to wield it. All we know for certain is that Darganon seeks to expand his empire, and for the moment, the Scorched Queen is assisting him.”

      Kado’s gaze moved to Nyoki. The little creature was sleeping, nuzzled against Ceravier, oblivious to the forces swelling around him. With a shudder, Kado remembered how close Vakheela had gotten to Nyoki on the ship. The Scorched Queen’s granddaughter …

      “Whatever they are planning,” Sike said, “the Mother is working to correct the disharmony in the Weaving. She is asking each of us to stand against it. We must listen carefully if we are to know Her will, and how to proceed. But She has chosen you, Kado, to protect this innocent. That could not be clearer. I fear that as long as Darganon lives, Nyoki will never be truly safe.”

      A sliver of fear rippled up Kado’s spine. “But surely he will be safe here,” he said, “in the Heart of the Farawood, a place that evil cannot enter.”

      “The Guardians’ protection is absolute,” Sike told him. Her voice had grown suddenly cold, her words as stony as her features. “But they will not tolerate the presence of mortals indefinitely. There will come a time when you and your ward will have to leave these woods. For that, you need to be prepared. Nyoki’s life could depend on it.”

      “I need to be prepared? Me?” Kado clasped his hands together when he felt them begin to tremble. “But you are here now—a Warden of the Realm. You said that you would protect Nyoki while he was in your custody. I thought you’d help him find a safe home.”

      The Iron Viper was silent for a long moment. Her milky eyes were fixed ahead, but her gaze was turned inward.

      “The Mother has chosen you for this role, Kado,” Sike said finally. “If you want to help your friends in Darkfae City, if you want to save this little creature, follow the path the Mother has laid for you. Protecting Nyoki might be the only way to prevent Darganon from attaining the power he seeks. That must be your focus, until we figure out exactly what Darganon is planning and how to stop him.”

      “But how am I supposed to do that?” Kado asked quietly. “How can I fight river wyrms and the Molok Tai and everything else that Darganon and the Scorched Queen have at their disposal?”

      Sike drew a deep breath, letting it out with a sigh. “The Mother never gives us a task beyond the measure of the tools She has provided. Yet She only invites us to follow, never commands. Your will is your own, Kado. If you wish to return to Darkfae City, then you may do so knowing that I could never abandon an innocent creature like Nyoki.”

      Kado’s eyes moved from Sike to Nyoki. He could never abandon Nyoki either, not by leaving him on his own, anyway. But Sike seemed to be saying that Kado’s leaving would force her hand, and she would have to protect Nyoki herself. Surely the little creature would be safer that way? Only it didn’t feel safer. It felt … wrong.

      Kado’s gaze moved back to the Iron Viper. Was this some kind of test? Was she waiting for him to make the right choice by himself, the way Umah did sometimes? Who was Kado to question the wisdom of a Warden of the Realm? Sike had seen more of the world than he would in a dozen lifetimes. One thing Kado was certain of: He could never do this alone. The Mother might have chosen him to protect Nyoki, but Kado needed the Iron Viper.

      “Nyoki comes first,” he said. “Protecting him is all that matters. If you say that is the path the Mother has laid for me, then I won’t turn away from it. But if I …” His words faltered, his eyes falling to the earth. “If I stay with Nyoki, will you stay with me?”

      When Sike didn’t answer, Kado looked up hesitantly. The Warden’s milky gaze was pointed out over the forest, but Ceravier’s eyes seemed to be boring right through Kado’s skin, studying his beating heart.

      “I will lead you to the first step on the Mother’s path,” Sike said, and Kado felt his shoulders sag with relief. “For now, that is all I can promise. Together we will journey to the Guardians of the Wood. They hold the answers I seek. For both of us.”

      “But I thought we’d already met the Guardians,” Kado said. He was still uneasy about the Bridge of Righteous Passage and had no desire to repeat the experience.

      “What you encountered on the bridge was merely their projection,” Sike said. “The Guardians themselves are far more powerful. They see all that occurs within their forest, and much of the world beyond it. Their wisdom is infallible. So is their judgment. They will help us understand the Mother’s design.”

      “Will they be able to tell us who Nyoki is?” Kado asked. “And shed more light on what Darganon is planning?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Um, guys?” Gambel said shakily.

      Kado’s head whipped around. He had been so engrossed in his discussion with Sike, he had only just realized Gambel had been quiet for too long. Far too long. Kado hadn’t even noticed that the vanara had risen and moved away. He was standing at the edge of the wooded bluff, looking into the distance.

      “What is that?” Gambel asked, his tail curling over his shoulder and pointing out over the sea of trees.

      Kado followed the vanara’s gaze to the western sky. There could be no doubt now. It was even brighter than before. A dome of purple light blushed on the horizon. The Sky Stone and Darkfae City.

      “Something is happening,” Sike whispered. She stood in one fluid motion without even moving her arms. Ceravier was up on all fours, gazing toward the western sky also, leaving Nyoki looking around sleepily.

      Kado heard the flutter of wings and looked up to see a white falcon streak across the night. As he climbed to his feet and followed the others, his eyes moved back to the horizon.

      Just as the sky blazed with radiance.

      A triangle of purple light floated up from Darkfae City, rising into the heavens. Its bruised glow washed over the landscape, making a halo among the clouds. Even from where they stood, the luminous pyramid appeared enormous.

      “That light must have come from the Sky Stone,” he breathed, his gaze fixed on the horizon.

      “No,” Sike said. “That light is the Sky Stone.”

      Kado’s jaw fell open, even as the bottom dropped out of his stomach. The Sky Stone? He remembered the sheer scale of the stone when he had ventured near it as a boy. What kind of magic was powerful enough to lift it into the air? And for what unholy purpose?

      Darganon’s ominous warning echoed in Kado’s mind. The power we have achieved so far is only a drop compared to what we have to gain …

      “I think it’s moving,” Gambel said nervously.

      Kado closed one eye and held out a thumb, using it as a reference. The stone was definitely moving. It drifted through the clouds like some gigantic sky ship, cruising across the heavens, passing in front of the perfect circle of the emerald moon. All in utter silence. It was a haunting sight.

      “But how could Darganon even do that?” Kado asked, taking a step closer. “What sort of power would it take to move the Sky Stone?”

      “The Sky Stone is moving under its own power,” Sike said. “In the three thousand years since the Unraveling, nothing like this has ever occurred. Only someone with vast knowledge of celestial magic could have awoken such power. Darganon did not act alone. Whatever sorcery he and the Scorched Queen created, tonight it has truly arisen. Their plans are quickening.”

      “It’s moving north,” Gambel said. He was squinting and frowning so deeply his circlet threatened to cover his eyes.

      “North?” repeated Kado. “What lies that way?”

      “The Hallowed Kingdoms, the realm of the Endless One, Jarademis.” Sike’s mouth was a grim line. “You said that Darganon wanted to create an empire. I fear this is the beginning.”

      “But if Darganon is working with the Scorched Queen,” Gambel said, his voice quivering, “then the Covenant of the Endless Ones will be broken. It will mean war across the Five Realms.”

      Sike’s expression darkened, but she didn’t answer. In the gloom beyond the forest, the Sky Stone continued to drift across the night, its purple glow illuminating the lands below.

      Kado glanced at the Iron Viper worriedly. He could see her dread by the set of her jaw. A Warden of the Realm, one of Lor’s greatest heroes, and even she feared what Darganon was planning.

      After a moment Sike turned away. She sat, cross-legged, once more and closed her eyes. Nyoki, who had curled up asleep, awoke and watched her. Gambel had moved off to the side, and was peering anxiously at his crystal. Ceravier stayed by Kado’s heels.

      Kado didn’t move. He could only stare at the Sky Stone as it floated across the starry night, growing smaller and smaller, until it disappeared in a pinprick of purple over the northern horizon.

      Ceravier stretched his front paws and strolled back to his master, leaving Kado alone, staring into the darkness.
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      Kado was startled awake by a shadowy figure looming over him.

      Sleep fled in an instant of terror. He scrambled backward, his heels gouging the soil, only to slam into the large rock he had chosen to sleep against.

      “Relax, Kado. It’s me,” came Sike’s whisper. “You’ll wake the others.”

      As if conjured by her voice, the Iron Viper’s unmistakable silhouette took form in the gloom. Kado stopped struggling and became still, trying to calm his racing heart. He blinked blearily. The forest clearing was dim. The night was just beginning to lighten.

      He looked around to see Ceravier curled in a ball, sleeping nearby. Nyoki was curled up against the glamor-cat.

      “I’m sorry,” Kado whispered, his gaze moving back to the Iron Viper. “Usually when someone wakes you, it’s for no good reason. What time is it?”

      It felt like he had only fallen asleep five minutes ago, which probably wasn’t too far from the truth. Last night, sleep had not come easily.

      “Time we don’t have,” Sike answered. “Whatever Darganon and the Scorched Queen are planning, their machinations are already in motion. You need to be prepared. Come with me.”

      Kado responded with what he hoped was a decisive nod. He didn’t want Sike to judge him as weak or lazy. Kado needed the Iron Viper. He knew that now with absolute certainty.

      As he had lain awake in the strange and noisy forest, his mind churning with all that he had learned, visions of the Sky Stone and the Unraveling, the Mother and the Weaving, Darganon and the Scorched Queen, one fact became clear.

      Kado could never protect Nyoki on his own.

      Not from the forces arrayed against them. The sight of the Sky Stone floating through the night still haunted Kado’s soul. Already, Darganon had employed an inexhaustible array of weapons, and he was only growing stronger. He had hunted Nyoki with a single-minded obsession. If Kado wanted to protect Nyoki, he needed to make sure Sike didn’t leave them.

      He climbed carefully to his feet, moving as quietly as he could, stepping around Nyoki and Ceravier, and followed after the Iron Viper.

      Gambel was sprawled on his back nearby, snoring loudly, his limbs and tail stretching away in every direction. Sike nudged the vanara with her toe as she passed, and he gave a little choking sound and fell quiet.

      “Do not concern yourself. Gambel is fine,” Sike said, apparently noticing the look on Kado’s face.

      He wondered how she could see him at all if Ceravier was sleeping. Then Kado remembered they were in a forest—Sike probably had eyes everywhere. When he turned his gaze skyward, he wasn’t surprised to find the silhouette of a falcon circling in the predawn gloom.

      “This way,” Sike said, without breaking stride.

      Kado looked at Nyoki, his lips drawing thin. He told himself it would be alright. Gambel and Ceravier would keep an eye on the little creature, and Sike wouldn’t have suggested leaving if it wasn’t safe.

      When he turned back to the Iron Viper, she was already slipping between two trunks at the edge of the clearing. Kado quickened his steps and trailed after her.

      Inside the forest, a heavy blanket of leaves blotted out the sky. At first, Kado worried he might stumble, but the Farawood’s hazy, otherworldly glow blushed between the trees like a luminous blue mist, lighting their way.

      Kado’s head swiveled as he followed after the Iron Viper. He couldn’t remember ever seeing so much color in one place. It might have been a trick of the dreamlike light, but many of the giant leaves looked more blue than green. Vines bursting with violet blossoms drooped from branch and trunk. Among the thick roots, he found more of the glimmering orange mushrooms, only these ones were enormous.

      Never had Kado imagined such a place existed. There seemed to be no end to the variety of life. With a flash of hope, he wondered if any of the trees would have apples. He was about to ask—his stomach had just reminded him how hungry he was—when Sike spoke up.

      “Did you sleep?”

      “On and off,” Kado said, but even that felt like an exaggeration.

      He had spent most of the night swatting at the insects that buzzed in his ears and imagining what might be crawling over him. Kado hadn’t had a proper sleep since the night he found Nyoki.

      The Iron Viper didn’t seem to sleep at all. She simply sat with her eyes closed, her legs crossed, her spine rigid.

      “It’s just so hot here,” he added, more to fill the silence than anything else. But as he spoke, he realized how much he meant it. The plains had been warm and dry, but the Farawood’s damp heat felt thick enough to drink.

      “You have grown accustomed to Darkfae’s climate,” Sike said without looking back. “But it is an artificial cold, born from the Sky Stone’s magic. Your body will adjust quickly to the natural world. Here, eat this.”

      She tossed something round and red over her shoulder.

      Kado caught it with a ripple of excitement, thinking it was an apple—he’d heard they came in red as well as green—but as he held it before his eyes, he saw this fruit’s color was closer to purple, and covered with little bristles.

      He took a tentative bite and quickly snatched it away, waggling his tongue. He had never tasted anything so sour. Its flesh was soft and flaky, and in the middle was a hard brown thing that looked like a nut.

      “That is the pip,” Sike said, when Kado prodded it with a finger. “Do not eat it.”

      Kado frowned and took another bite of the fruit, albeit a smaller one. He was frightfully hungry, and he had learned long ago that staving off an aching belly often meant swallowing things your mouth didn’t agree with.

      After the third or fourth bite, he found the tang lessening. He finished and spat the pip out, and then looked at Sike, hoping for another, but she kept her head forward.

      The Farawood grew thicker as they hiked. In some places, Kado had to wriggle between the trunks to get past. He began to wonder where the Iron Viper was leading them. She was moving fluidly ahead, rippling between the trees like water, having no difficulty at all. Although, she was a lot smaller than Kado.

      Seeing her from behind, and in the forest’s strange light, he could have fooled his eyes into thinking she was a child. Her long, scythe-bladed weapon that she wore across her back was three foot taller than she was. Kado supposed that’s why she wore it diagonally.

      He was about to suggest they climb through the treetops instead, when Sike suddenly spoke.

      “Here we are,” she said, pushing her way between two large bushes.

      Kado followed and found himself in another large clearing, about thirty feet across. Above, the predawn sky was a pale circle. The emerald moon drifted through the heavens without its sisters, a ghost in the growing dawn.

      The forest was eerily silent. He and Sike might have been alone in the world.

      “Stand there,” Sike said. She kept walking, leaving Kado in the middle of the glade. Every move she made was precise, deliberate. When she reached the far side of the clearing, she turned back to face him.

      The Iron Viper let out a sigh, her eyelids lowering. Kado could almost feel the waves of disapproval emanating from her being. Sike struck him as the sort of person who was impossible to please. Or at least impossible for someone like Kado.

      He pulled his shoulders tall. If Sike decided he wasn’t worth her time, he wouldn’t only lose a Warden of the Realm, he would lose Nyoki. They needed the Iron Viper’s protection.

      “You are a mess,” Sike said, confirming his suspicion.

      Kado felt his pointed ears redden, and squirmed uncomfortably. His whole life people had been telling him he was untidy, but for some reason, Sike’s words cut deeper. He did his best to smooth out his tunic, although it did nothing to hide the stains. Nor the frayed ends of his trousers that flapped about his calves.

      Sike pursed her lips. “Untidiness pollutes one’s spirit,” she told him. “It hampers your growth.”

      Kado nodded and lowered his gaze, his heart sinking. It felt as though Sike was only a thought away from turning on her heel and abandoning him right there in the forest. She said she’d only looked for him in the first place at the request of the Golden Knight—something she hadn’t explained beyond a few vague comments—and her interest in Nyoki was more like a curiosity.

      Still, the Iron Viper hadn’t left them yet. Kado didn’t know why she had brought him to this place, but she was talking about his growth, and him being prepared for what Darganon was planning. Being alone with the Warden might even be a good opportunity to get some answers.

      Kado sucked in a breath and lifted his chin, determined to do better. As if Sike had been waiting for him to do just that, she nodded.

      “Last night when I spoke of the Mother’s intent for you, you questioned me,” she said. “That is wise, and natural. I was much the same when I heard the Mother’s call. At first, I refused to listen. Although I was not aware of my refusal. I was simply listening to other voices. Voices that told me I was helpless.”

      Kado’s features softened. “Because you were blind?”

      “And small,” Sike said. “When I began to see beyond myself, the visions scared me. Until I realized this was also the Mother’s will.” The Warden clasped her hands behind her back. “The Mother had offered me the greatest of all powers—a portion of her own.”

      Kado’s eyes widened. “You wield the Mother’s power?”

      “A portion of that power, yes. At one given time, there are only seven beings born like me, and not all of them are destined to awaken. Each of us is endowed with a particular element of the Mother’s power, and challenged with the responsibility of seeing Her will be done.”

      She lifted an arm, although her milky gaze remained forward. A moment later, a white falcon swooped down and landed on her elbow.

      “We are called Aspects,” Sike said. “I am the Aspect known as the Keeper. My powers reflect the Mother’s connection to the Weaving and to all living beings, and the interconnectivity between them.”

      “That’s why you can see through animals,” Kado said, as the falcon took to the sky with a flutter of wings.

      Sike nodded. “And draw upon their power. I view every battle from every angle, from the perspective of a thousand eyes all around me. I can hear the slight change in my opponent’s breath, or the flutter in their heartbeat the moment before they move. I strike with the speed of a viper, hit with the strength of a lion, leap with the spring of a hare. This is the power that flows through me. The power of the Mother.”

      Kado’s eyes drifted around the clearing. Now that he paid attention, he could feel a thousand tiny gazes crawling over him, the same way he had aboard the Borlish ship and out on the plains.

      He quickly spotted another falcon, and then another. On a nearby branch, he was being watched by a small monkey. Everywhere he looked, the undergrowth was rippling. It was only when a squirrel bounded away that Kado realized he had been staring in that exact spot for several seconds.

      “What about people?” he asked, turning back to Sike. “Can you see through people too?”

      Kado had wondered how far Sike’s vision reached. He had found the idea particularly discomforting when he went to relieve himself.

      “The Mother never overrides a being’s freedom to choose,” Sike said. “Animals’ hearts are pure. They are aligned with the Mother’s will. The closer my will is aligned with Hers, the more potent my powers become. Yet rarely do men act in accordance with their highest nature. The Mother is our perfect self, our noblest ideal. Aspects strive to uphold that ideal. We are an embodiment of the Mother’s power in the mortal world, a power greater than even the Endless Ones.”

      Sike took a step toward him. It was only then that Kado noticed she had drawn her scythe-bladed weapon.

      “What is that?” he asked. “I’ve never seen a weapon like it.”

      “Few people have. It was given to me by one of my teachers in the monastery where I was raised.”

      “You’re a monk?” Kado had never heard of a female monk before, but that certainly would explain the bald skull and the bandaged, fingerless gloves. Monks would visit Darkfae City on occasion. Kado always found them mysterious and fascinating.

      “I said that I was raised in a monastery,” Sike said in a flat voice. “Not that I was one of them. This weapon is called a jinota. It is a traditional salkai weapon.”

      Kado eyed the jinota anew. He had never been told that the salkai made anything that could be considered traditional, let alone a weapon that was so finely crafted.

      “Most salkai are small,” Sike continued. “Which is why the weapon is well suited to me. The tall handle extends my reach, and allows for flowing movements like that of a staff.”

      She swirled the jinota in a circle, making a heavy whoosh. “The metal rings enforce the pole, creating a formidable bludgeoning weapon. While the blade”—she pointed to the weapon’s crown, where a wide and wickedly curved blade glinted in the predawn—“will take a man’s head from his shoulders.”

      Kado repressed a shiver as he remembered Vakheela’s helmet clanking on the deck. He noticed that, around the base of the jinota’s blade and the end of the pole, were small jewels of red and blue.

      “You dropped this again.”

      Kado snatched the stick out of the air when Sike hurled it at him.

      “It was digging into my hip,” he said, wincing at the memory. Then he gave a start as a second object flew across the clearing.

      Kado caught it, and saw that it was another stick, identical to the one he held. Both were made of a plain, dark wood, and were about two feet long and an inch thick.

      “They’re a lot heavier than they look,” he said, bouncing the rods.

      “They are called oscran sticks,” Sike told him.

      “Are they salkai weapons too?”

      “They are not.”

      “But they’re real weapons?” he asked, peering at the rods. “I thought you just left me a stick in case I needed to hit someone.”

      Sike stared straight ahead and said nothing. As the silence lingered, Kado felt a pang of anxiety. He was all too conscious of the Iron Viper’s shift in mood, back to displeasure. He’d allowed himself to grow too comfortable and answer stupidly.

      “I suppose that’s what a weapon is, now that I think about it,” he said quietly.

      Sike clicked her tongue. “And this is their belt,” she said, tossing it to Kado. “It will serve you better than that rope you wear.”

      Kado looked up from the belt to the Iron Viper. “You’re giving these to me?”

      He bit his lip when she failed to respond again. Kado was beginning to realize that Sike didn’t answer anything that she believed should be obvious.

      He stood there, an oscran stick and a belt in one hand, a single oscran stick in the other, and waited. He figured it was safer to stay silent, which Sike seemed to approve of.

      “You need to learn to harness your strength,” she said. “The Heart of the Farawood protects us, but the Guardians’ welcome will not endure forever. Especially—”

      She stopped suddenly. Kado frowned, wondering what she had been about to say.

      “The Mother has asked you to protect this creature,” Sike continued. “How can you do this if you do not know how to protect yourself?” She jerked her bony chin at the sticks in his hands.

      Kado looked down at the oscran sticks, his mouth tightening. He could still picture Grag tumbling into the doomed and blazing ship. Kado had always hated fighting, and it wasn’t just because he was small. Even on the rare occasions when he actually won, he still felt terrible afterward. But this was about more than a black eye.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t,” he said, looking up at Sike. “The last time I used one of these sticks, someone died. I keep thinking, if I hadn’t hurt Grag’s leg, maybe he could have saved himself.”

      “The boy that fell into the ship?” Sike shook her head. “He did not die. He survived the fall and swam to shore.”

      “Really?” Kado couldn’t help but smile. Even if it was Grag, he didn’t deserve to die. “I thought I had killed him.”

      “You only did what you needed to. Had you not, that boy would have killed you, and Vakheela would have slaughtered Nyoki. You followed the will of the Mother.”

      “The Mother wanted me to hurt someone?”

      “The Mother wanted you to live,” Sike said. “Put the belt on, Kado.”

      Kado tucked the oscran sticks under his arm and wrapped the belt around his waist. He saw that it had two loops, one on each side.

      “Are these loops for the sticks?” he asked, and then winced, hoping the question wasn’t obvious.

      “Slide the oscran sticks in, and then twist them,” Sike said.

      Kado did as instructed. When the weapons were twisted, the belt loops gripped them tightly. He noticed a little stud near the loops on either side. When he tucked the oscran sticks under the studs, they stopped the weapons from turning in the loops, holding them in position.

      “Now, draw your weapons.”

      Kado did, his mouth dropping when he saw how easily the loops released the oscran sticks. “And they won’t just fall out?”

      “Put them back.”

      Kado obeyed, uncertain if this was an answer to his question or not. But after he had twisted the oscran sticks around in the loops, he jiggled them. They didn’t budge.

      “Draw your weapons again. No,” Sike added a moment after Kado began. “Left hand, right stick. Right hand, left stick. Draw them across your body.”

      Kado followed her instructions, his tongue slipping past his lips as he concentrated. Drawing the oscran sticks that way felt unnatural, but he could see the wisdom in the technique. The other way, the weapons ended up popping out behind him.

      “What’s next?” he asked, smiling.

      In a flash of movement, the Iron Viper attacked.

      She streaked across the glade, freezing only when she was a step away from Kado, her jinota raised above her head.

      Then suddenly, it was as if Sike was moving through water. Her weapon descended, painstakingly slow, dropping one inch at a time. Kado felt odd looking down at the Warden before him. On the other side of the clearing, he had almost forgotten how small she was.

      “And what do you do?” Sike asked, as her arms arced down, bringing her weapon lower and lower.

      Kado pulled his eyes away from Sike and moved them to the jinota, watching as the blade descended. Even moving as slowly as it was, the sight was terrifying. As far as he was concerned, there was only one safe action.

      Kado scampered backward, out of the weapon’s reach.

      “That is wrong,” Sike said, and burst forward, closing the distance between them. Her foot caught him square in the belly.

      Kado went flying. He slammed onto his rump, skidding several feet before he came to a stop.

      “What did you do that for?” he asked, his face folding with a hurt expression.

      “Stand,” Sike instructed.

      Kado climbed to his feet, massaging his bruised behind. Should the ground in a forest even be that hard? It may as well have been a cobbled street.

      “Avoid your enemy’s weapon—do not avoid your enemy,” Sike said when Kado had walked back over. “If you select your stance from a point of weakness, you offer your opponent your strength. Your footing must be firm, certain, or your movements will not be. Widen your stance. Place one foot forward with your knee slightly bent. Stretch your other leg out behind you, on an angle.”

      She waited while Kado slid his feet into position, her milky gaze held forward. When he had finished she said, “Try again.”

      With both hands, the Iron Viper lifted her jinota. Once more, she brought it down, moving as slowly as the last time. Kado licked his lips, and watched the weapon with fierce eyes.

      “Step out of the blade’s path,” Sike told him. “But do not step backward. Slide one foot. Turn sideways.”

      Kado turned and stepped aside, tracking the jinota as it drifted past him, arcing toward the ground.

      “Now, my weapon is lowered,” Sike said. She had frozen in position with the jinota held out in front of her. It reminded Kado of someone who had just finished a stroke of woodchopping. “What do you do?”

      “I can do this?” Kado said, his brow tight with concentration. Using a slow, exaggerated movement like Sike’s, he struck with an oscran stick, stopping just short of her jaw.

      Sike shook her head. “Your first opponent is the jinota. Dispose of that, and then your enemy.”

      Kado moved the oscran stick away from Sike’s face and smacked it lightly on the jinota. He fancied that if it was a real fight, and he hit hard enough, he could knock the weapon from his opponent’s hand. Or at least change its trajectory. He looked up at Sike hopefully.

      “And your other stick?” she prompted.

      “Oh, I could do this,” Kado said. He spun slowly, bringing the second oscran stick around in a backhanded blow, aimed at Sike’s skull.

      The Iron Viper clicked her tongue. “Never turn away from your opponent. It leaves your back exposed. But you are thinking correctly. Face forward, and we will try again. This time, swap hands.”

      She lifted the jinota and brought it down once more. Kado twisted sideways as her weapon descended, smacking it lower with the oscran stick in his front hand. Then he twisted back again—moving toward Sike—and swept the second stick around, touching it lightly to the base of Sike’s skull.

      “Hey, that worked!” Kado said, breaking into an incredulous smile.

      “Of course it worked,” Sike said. “Again.”

      “Good,” she added, as they went through the move another time. “Notice how your body’s motion guides your strikes. Always flow. Always move. Swirl with the momentum of the battle. When you resist—when you get in the way of the fight—that is when you suffer. Like when you fell on your rump.”

      Kado opened his mouth to point out that he hadn’t fallen; Sike had kicked him. But she had already continued talking.

      “It was the struggle between the earth and your rump that caused your pain. Both were competing for the same space. Had the ground been water, you wouldn’t have hurt yourself. Try to avoid blocking an opponent’s strike, especially a larger opponent’s. Rather, turn the blow away. Divert its energy. Make it work with you.”

      Kado nodded. It made sense, sort of. The next time he struck, his movements felt more natural. In some ways, it was like bounding across a rooftop or through the trees. The key was to let the momentum carry you forward.

      “Alright, I think I got that move,” Kado said. “What’s next?”

      “Next, you die.” There was a flush of irritation in the Iron Viper’s voice. “If you have to think in a battle, you will fall. If you hesitate in a battle, you will fall. You haven’t got that move until your body can perform it without your mind telling it to. Once you can do that, then we practice the next move. This is the move you will practice. A thousand times more, and you will be halfway.”

      Kado drew in a breath and nodded. If that’s what it took to be stronger, he would do it. And if it would wipe the frown from Sike’s face and make her believe that he was worth the trouble, Kado would gladly perform the move two thousand times. Anything if it helped to protect Nyoki, if it helped the people of Darkfae City.

      Maybe if Kado had learned this stuff sooner, Abrel would still be with him. But Kado had been weak, and his little brother had paid the price. He let out a sigh, his shoulders sagging.

      “What if you’re wrong,” he said quietly, as he hooked the oscran sticks back onto his belt. “I mean about the Mother wanting me to fight. What if She chose me for a different reason? I’m fast, but I’m not strong. I’m just a half-breed, a nobody. Maybe the Mother only wanted me to deliver Nyoki to you. Maybe …” Kado trailed off, his eyes falling. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to say all of that.”

      Kado wasn’t even sure if he meant it. He didn’t know what to think. He’d spent his whole life scrambling to survive, scraping what he could from the heel of whatever boot was standing on him. Now he had a mighty hero telling him he had been chosen by the Mother? It felt like a story that belonged to someone else.

      Kado’s gaze lifted. Although the Iron Viper’s milky eyes were staring straight ahead, he knew she was considering him carefully.

      “Perhaps that is why the Mother chose you.”

      “Because I am fast?” Kado asked.

      “Perhaps,” Sike said in a flat voice. “Perhaps She has other reasons. I told you last night that the Mother never gives us a task beyond the measure of the tools She has provided. Neither does She select someone for a task beyond the measure of the talents they possess. Do not let your size fool you into believing you are weak.

      “As for being a half-breed nobody,” she added, jerking her chin at the earth behind Kado. “Showing you how to fight with oscran sticks wasn’t the only reason I brought you here. When you fell on your rump, there were two lessons. Yet you only noticed one. Look at the ground. What do you see?”

      Kado frowned and peered around. The eastern sky was lightening, dusting the clearing in a pale glow. He could see more clearly now. The earth was bare. Not a single blade of grass broke the soil. He brushed at the dirt with his toe. It shifted easily, revealing aged stone just beneath the surface. No wonder it had hurt so much when he landed.

      As Kado looked closer, his frown deepened. Although faint and weathered, there were letters scratched into the stone. At least he thought they were letters. Kado had never seen any writing like it.

      “What is this place?” he asked, looking over at the Iron Viper.

      “This was once a sacred site belonging to a tribe of salkai. Ancient warriors who protected the forest.”

      “I have never heard of any salkai being warriors,” Kado said, his gaze moving from the Iron Viper’s jinota to the aged stone beneath his feet. “Or having tribes and traditional weapons. Not until I met you.”

      “The salkai who once walked these woods have long since vanished,” Sike said, her voice taking on a distant quality. “As have many of the tribes who fled the darkness. But before the Unraveling, the salkai homeland stretched from the Farawood Forest to the Mystic Mountains and into northern Caberland. Few salkai remain who remember their tale. They are forced to simply survive. Indeed, much of the world that existed before the Sky Stone has been forgotten.”

      Kado stared at the weathered letters on the stone. These woods had once been the salkai’s homeland. Was that why he’d found it so natural climbing through the trees?

      Sike reached out, lifting Kado’s chin with a finger. “Your people’s blood flows in your veins, Kado. Forgotten or not, they would not smile to hear you label yourself a nobody. The Mother teaches us that every expression of life is as perfect as the whole. Every spirit is connected to the Weaving, no matter how small. That is why She brought you here. To remember.”

      The Iron Viper withdrew her hand and turned away, drifting toward the clearing’s edge.

      “You must forget the lies that the world has told you, Kado,” she said without turning back. “Open your eyes to what the Mother has provided. If She did not think you were worthy, then why did She bestow this power upon you? This ability you have to conjure a cloud of shadow.”

      For a moment Kado stood there, frowning confusedly. Then, as what Sike was getting at dawned on him, he couldn’t help but laugh. The Iron Viper thought he had conjured the shadow magic. That was why she believed he had been chosen.

      Kado’s smile slowly drained. When Sike learned the truth, would she lose interest and leave? But he knew he couldn’t deceive her either.

      “It was Nyoki who conjured those shadows,” he said. “Not me. Maybe it’s some kind of power he got from the Sky Stone.”

      Sike’s lowering brow was Kado’s only warning. She burst across the clearing in a streak of movement, snatching him off the ground, her hand clasped around his neck.

      “Hey! What … are you …” Kado struggled to choke the words out. Despite her tiny frame, the Warden’s grip was like steel tightening around his throat. Her gaunt features were twisted in a maniacal snarl.

      Kado sucked an airless breath. His feet dangled, kicking helplessly, an inch above the ground. Wild panic was racing through him. The Iron Viper was trying to kill him! All because she learned he didn’t have powers?

      Kado’s heart was throbbing in his ears. Just when he thought his lungs were about to burst, Sike dropped him. He doubled over, gasping. But even with his lungs burning, his breath suddenly caught again.

      A tendril of shadow was drifting past his eyes.

      Kado spun around. Ribbons of smoky darkness were gathering all about him. His head snapped from left to right, his salkai vision straining, searching for Nyoki between the trunks. Kado turned and turned. At last, he slowed, and then stopped. Nyoki wasn’t there.

      He and Sike were alone.

      The Iron Viper stood before him, her crown dipped. Kado could only see the peak of her tapered hat. But he could feel her gaze studying him through the eyes of the forest’s creatures.

      The ribbons of swirling shadow had gathered into a cloud, surrounding him completely, with Kado standing in its center.

      “The whole time, I thought it was Nyoki …”

      Now that Kado thought about it, he had never actually seen Nyoki produce the shadows. But every time they had appeared, the little creature had been right there with him. Kado had simply assumed.

      “This never happened to me before,” he whispered, looking at Sike. “Not until the night I found Nyoki.”

      The Warden nodded as if that was the natural explanation. “And every time you conjured this shadow smoke, you were experiencing great emotion or fear.”

      Kado rubbed his throat where Sike had grabbed him. She must have frightened him into producing the shadows. Suddenly all the pieces were falling into place.

      “That’s why the Golden Knight sent you to look for me.”

      The Iron Viper bowed her head. “We needed to be certain you weren’t dangerous.”

      “I guess that means I’m not very dangerous,” Kado said with a sigh.

      Sike didn’t answer. Around him, the cloud of shadow was already fading. His eyes narrowed as he followed a wisp drifting away on the morning air. If this power really did come from the Mother, he needed to learn how to control it.

      “It is a defensive power,” Sike said, apparently reading the question on Kado’s face. “The Mother’s gift to hide you, to protect you.”

      A defensive power. Kado remembered how the shadow smoke had saved them from the dread hounds. It stayed with them all the way to Umah’s hideout, shielding them from the Molok Tai, even though Kado himself was unaware of the danger.

      “As your connection to the Mother deepens, so will your control over Her gifts,” Sike said. “I was much the same when my journey began.”

      Kado gasped. “Are you saying that I am an Aspect too?” With that sort of power, he could fight back. He could—

      But Sike was already shaking her head. “Not all those who receive the Mother’s blessings are Aspects, Kado. There are minor Aspects too, like Gambel. But Prime Aspects like myself and the Golden Knight are exceedingly rare. Entire generations can slip by without a single power awakening.”

      “Gambel is an Aspect?” As mind-boggling as everything Kado had just learned was, that fact struck him as the most peculiar.

      “Gambel is a minor Aspect,” Sike said. “Even those are rare. But through the Weaving, any living being can draw on the Mother’s power. She never refuses. But to do so, consciously, one must first learn how to recognize Her power. This connection can take many years, even lifetimes, and is rarely mastered.

      “Then, sometimes, the Mother will bless a spirit with a temporary connection, an ability to draw Her power through the Weaving in order to complete a specific task. Once the task is complete, the connection is gone.”

      “And you think that I am one of those blessed people?”

      “Perhaps,” Sike said, although the word didn’t seem to fit her expression.

      Kado’s mind whirred through the possibilities. Even if this gift was temporary, he could use it to protect Nyoki. Sike had said that if Kado deepened his connection to the Mother, he could wield his power with greater control.

      “Tell me about Her,” Kado said, taking a step closer. “I want to learn about the Mother.”

      “Look within,” Sike said. Her voice was suddenly distant, as if her thoughts were a mile away. She turned from Kado to face the forest once more. “Feel and know the deepest part of yourself, and the Mother will be your teacher. This—”

      Sike cut her words short as Gambel burst into the clearing with Ceravier at his side. Nyoki glided behind them, his wings fluttering. Fear flickered through Kado, but it quickly dissolved when he saw Gambel’s grin.

      “I received a reply, Sike,” the vanara said through ragged breaths. “The Guardians of the Wood have granted us an audience. Well, granted you an audience.” He was glum for a moment before perking up again. “But they acknowledged we would be with you, even Kado and Nyoki.”

      Kado saw Sike’s cheek twitch as she turned to face them. “Did you tell them our party had grown?”

      Gambel shook his head fervently, becoming a blur of orange hair.

      “Well, it seems you have piqued more than the Mother’s interest,” Sike said, tilting her chin toward Kado. “From here, we practice on the road.”

      She started off in a brisk march, making for the clearing’s edge. Three white falcons burst through the canopy and took to the air, circling above her.

      Kado’s expression turned thoughtful as he followed after the others, absently catching Nyoki when the creature leaped into his arms. Despite Sike’s revelations, Kado couldn’t shake the feeling she was holding something back. There was something about his gift from the Mother that worried the Iron Viper. But now he had the chance to get his own answers.

      If Sike was seeking the Guardians’ wisdom, then Kado would too.
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      It took three days to reach the sacred vale of the Guardians. Sike set a grueling pace, a fact for which Kado was thankful.

      She tore through the forest, a streak of movement on her bounding strides. Ceravier ran at her side in the form of a panther, Nyoki clinging merrily to his back. While Gambel and Kado followed above, leaping and climbing and swinging through the treetops, flitting in and out of sunlit beams and leafy shadows.

      Kado was surprised by how instinctive his movements had become. He was a natural climber, Gambel was fond of stating. Although the vanara never neglected to praise his own instruction. Many times, Kado found Gambel staring at him while they climbed, wearing a grin or his apelike lips forming a perfect O.

      Kado practiced with the oscran sticks every chance he got, which wasn’t as often as he liked. Luckily, Sike insisted on spending an hour each morning in meditation. She said it maintained her connection to the Mother.

      So, while she sat with her eyes closed, Kado would find a place to train. He’d even talked Sike into showing him a couple of new moves around the campfire.

      Kado was getting better, slowly. But performing a few moves with oscran sticks was a world away from being strong enough to defeat the likes of the Molok Tai and river wyrms. That was a yawning chasm he simply couldn’t reconcile. No matter how he looked at it, if he wanted to protect Nyoki, if he wanted to help the people of Darkfae, he needed the Iron Viper.

      Kado had been experimenting with the shadow smoke as well, with less than fruitful results. He had managed to conjure it without being in a state of terror, but the shadowy ribbons were never as thick, and only lasted a few seconds.

      The whole thing confused him utterly. Ever since Kado had learned that he was the one conjuring the shadow smoke, his thoughts had been spinning. He tried asking Sike about it, but every time he did, she would become distracted or find a way to avoid his question. Kado was left with no choice but to experiment on his own, and train like she had told him.

      In the end, all he could do was practice.

      This morning, however, Sike had forbidden Kado from practicing at all—something about respecting the Guardians’ sacred vale—leaving him pacing in restless circles until Gambel had snatched him.

      “You can either play a seven or a stripe to match my card,” the vanara told Kado patiently. “Or you can play a different card that doesn’t match mine. If it’s higher, you will be able to take a card from this pile.” He pointed a hairy finger at one of the confusing columns of cards arranged in the dirt between him and Kado. “But if it’s lower, you have to take one from over here. Either way, you stand a better chance this time. Much better.”

      For once, Gambel’s grin seemed too forced to be natural. It reminded Kado more of a grimace.

      “He is cheating you, Kado.”

      The Iron Viper spoke without opening her eyes. She was sitting a few feet away, her legs crossed, her spine rigid.

      “I know,” Kado said, peering at his cards. “But it’s still kind of fun. And I am getting a chance to learn the rules.”

      Gambel’s weathered gray face twisted in a perfect blend of hurt and indignation. “I am not cheating! This is the way my father taught me.”

      Ceravier’s ears twitched at the vanara’s shrill voice. The glamor-cat was lying next to Kado, his tail slapping from side to side. Nyoki sat behind him, his legs stretched straight out, his claws making a swipe for the panther’s tail every time it moved.

      They had spent the entire day in a small forest clearing, waiting for the Guardians’ summons. Now, the shadows were lengthening.

      Sike had assured the group they were just outside the Guardians’ sacred vale. Kado had to take her word for it; he could barely see five feet ahead. The giant, twisting trunks grew thick in this place, their roots blanketed in foliage.

      Were it not for the enchanting blue glow that drifted between the trees, Kado doubted he would have been able to see at all. Vines dripped from the higher branches, obscuring his view further. He had never heard so many chirping sounds at once. And beneath it all was a faint whistle. When Kado closed his eyes, he could almost hear a tune. It was like the world couldn’t contain the life that wanted to burst from every part of it.

      According to the Iron Viper, the Heart of the Farawood was how every land used to be before the Unraveling—pure, full of mystical wonder, the Weaving rippling with the abundant power of the Mother.

      “Kado might be enjoying the game,” Sike said in a flat voice. The Warden sat so still that if Kado hadn’t seen her lips move, he would have doubted the words came from her. “But that coin you fleeced was the boy’s last, Gambel. I refused to take it from him as a beggar, and it should not be swindled out of him by you.”

      Gambel sighed and reached into the pocket of his bright-yellow waistcoat. The expression of the wrongly accused suddenly dropped from his face. His fingers flapped around in his pocket.

      “Looking for this?” Kado asked, holding up the coin and grinning.

      Gambel’s mouth fell open. “How did … you did,” he spluttered. “You stole it from me!”

      “I took it back,” Kado said. “It’s not like you won it fairly.”

      “But I didn’t even notice!”

      “Nothing moves as fast as a salkai thief,” Kado said, his grin widening. “Don’t feel too bad. I’ve had a lot of practice picking pockets.”

      Gambel shook his head and made a few other spluttering sounds that might have been words. The outburst drew an irritable hiss from Sike. She rose to her feet in a swift, fluid movement.

      “That saying is inaccurate, Kado,” she said as she stalked away. “You insult your people.”

      “Where are you going, Sike?” Gambel called after her.

      “Someplace that I will not have my peace disturbed by ignorance and absurdity.” She slipped between two trunks and disappeared into the forest.

      Gambel watched her go before turning back to Kado with a frown. “Was I the ignorance or the absurdity?”

      Kado shrugged halfheartedly. He felt suddenly ashamed, although he wasn’t entirely sure why.

      “Another round?” asked Gambel eagerly, but his face fell as soon as he looked down.

      Nyoki had crawled straight through the vanara’s carefully arranged columns of cards, scattering them in every direction. Kado smiled as he watched the little creature crawl away, a card still caught between his claws.

      “I guess that’s it then,” Gambel said, sighing. The vanara seemed capable of only two states of emotion—wide-eyed excitement and utter boredom.

      Kado was a little disappointed himself. The game had been a good distraction. Sike had said that when the Guardians were ready to admit them, the trees would part to reveal a forest road—the path to the Guardians’ sanctuary.

      Until then, there was nothing left to do but wait, and they had been doing that for hours already. It was staying still that itched at Kado, almost as much as the insects that bit his ankles. Their hurtling flight through the forest might deny him time to practice, but it was during that time that Kado was most at peace.

      He felt like he was moving forward, instead of simply fleeing from Darganon. It helped to allay his gnawing fear for the people of the Shackles. Whether the Guardians of the Wood held answers for him or not, Kado was doing something. He was working with the Wardens of the Realm to thwart Darganon’s plans. He just wished it didn’t feel like Sike was always a whisker away from leaving them.

      No matter how hard he tried to start a conversation, the Iron Viper never seemed to warm to him. There was a distance between them Kado didn’t know how to span. Not that she was any more friendly with Gambel. Although if the vanara noticed, he didn’t take offense.

      “Something’s not right, Gambel.” Kado’s eyes narrowed in the direction the Iron Viper had headed. “It’s more than Sike’s usual temper. She is troubled, I can tell. There’s something she’s not telling us. Do you think she’s worried about meeting the Guardians?”

      “Who wouldn’t be worried about meeting the Guardians of the Wood?” Gambel let out a low whistle. “But that’s not the only reason Sike is tense. This deep in the forest, with all the critters around, her Aspect would be brimming. It must be awfully distracting.”

      Kado turned back to Gambel, his eyebrows lifting. “Are you saying that the number of animals around Sike affects the power of her Aspect?”

      “Oh, yes,” Gambel said brightly. “That’s why she hates cities. Gets too weak. No animals, you see. Except for all the strays and rats. And sometimes ducks,” the vanara added, scowling. “Where did you think she got her power from?”

      “The Weaving?” Kado shrugged. “The Mother?”

      “She does that too, of course,” Gambel said, managing to look mildly offended and amused all at the same time. “It’s all the same power, you see. According to the Golden Knight, us Aspects are born with a portion of the Mother’s power inside our spirits. It’s what gives us our unique connection with the Mother. A direct connection. But it’s only when that facet of power connects with its corresponding essence in the Weaving that all of our wonderful abilities manifest.”

      “So if there are fewer animals around …”

      “Then there will be less of Sike’s Aspect essence in the Weaving.” The vanara gave a sagely nod and dropped his voice to a whisper. “And her abilities will be weaker. That’s why she is stronger in the forest. Especially here, in the Heart of the Farawood.”

      Kado leaned over and picked up Nyoki, who was crawling toward the clearing’s edge, placing him in the center. Instantly, the creature pounced on Ceravier instead. The big cat obliged, rolling onto his back and slapping his tail.

      “And do you think Sike has sensed something through her Aspect?” Kado asked. “Some kind of danger.”

      “It’s hard to tell with Sike. She worries about so many things.” Gambel shook his head in a mop of orange hair. “So many things. But you don’t need her,” he added, suddenly brightening. “If danger gets too close, I can warn us. I am an Aspect too, remember?”

      Kado nodded. He hadn’t forgotten about Gambel’s Aspect. That would have been impossible with the vanara constantly reminding him. But it felt good to hear it out loud. Who better to help Nyoki than the mighty heroes, the Wardens of the Realm? And Kado was with two of them. He couldn’t have asked for more powerful allies.

      Kado might not be an Aspect, but he had been blessed with gifts from the Mother. If he could learn to use them, he might be able to make a difference as well …

      It hadn’t occurred to him to ask Gambel for advice. Asking the vanara anything normally resulted in a rambling response that had little to do with the initial question. But then, the things he had just told Kado made enough sense, mostly. If Sike wouldn’t answer his questions, perhaps Gambel could.

      Kado drew a deep breath. “Gambel, can I ask you something?”

      “Of course,” the vanara said happily. Then he frowned and added, “Was that it?”

      “Not yet,” Kado said. “I was hoping you could tell me more about being an Aspect.”

      “I am a minor Aspect,” Gambel said, his chest inflating as if being minor somehow made it more important. “A rare and powerful individual.”

      Kado pursed his lips and stared at the vanara, plotting his best course forward. Getting a straight answer out of Gambel was like trying to herd wild chickens. But if Kado could understand Gambel’s gift better, it might help him figure out his own.

      He chewed his bottom lip as he tried to recall the Iron Viper’s words. “Sike told me that her Aspect is known as the Keeper.”

      Gambel was staring at Kado with wide eyes.

      “And,” Kado prompted, “does your Aspect have a name? What is your special ability?”

      “I don’t really have one.” The vanara’s hairy shoulders slumped. “A name, that is. I have an ability though, but it’s not what you’re imagining.”

      “I’m finding it hard to imagine anything,” Kado said, his gaze moving back to Nyoki. The creature had given up swiping at Ceravier’s tail and was curled in a ball at the panther’s side. Ceravier was dozing too.

      “Well,” Gambel said. “It has been claimed—by me, but others too—that my Aspect is the most crucial element of the Mother’s entire world.” He grinned proudly. “Chance.”

      “Chance?” Kado echoed. “Chance is your Aspect?”

      “Chance, possibility, fortune, randomness. That sort of thing.” Gambel offered a wise nod. “If you ever observed nature, you would see that chance is very important. My brother, for instance, has bright silver hair—a bit like yours, now that I think about it—but no one else in my family has hair that color. He has a really short tail too. My father said that my mother probably—”

      “So your Aspect is chance?” Kado asked, cutting Gambel off before he could chatter for too long. “Does that mean you have good luck or something?”

      “Good luck? Oh heavens no! There’s no such thing as luck. I thought I explained that already. It’s all chance. Nothing lucky about it. Here, look.”

      He reached into his waistcoat and pulled out a crystal. Kado had seen Gambel peer at the gem on a number of occasions, usually when he thought no one was looking. It was about the size of a fist, with so many facets it was virtually spherical. Currently, it was emitting a faint green light.

      “When the crystal glows green, it means that fortune favors us,” Gambel said solemnly. “But if it turns red? That’s when you run, Kado. Run! Or at least try to get as far away from me as you can. In case the misfortune is localized. I’m not really sure.”

      Kado frowned as the vanara tucked the crystal away again. Kado wasn’t certain, but he thought its light had started to swirl, its color growing darker.

      “So your power is simply to know when fortune will favor you?” he asked. “With all respect, that doesn’t seem very helpful, except for winning at cards.”

      Kado couldn’t see what the difference was between luck and fortune, either. But something told him it would be a waste of time seeking a coherent answer.

      “Ah, many people are mistaken by this,” Gambel said, with another sagely nod. “But knowing when to act is very important. It’s even more important than knowing what to do. And knowing when not to act is the greatest wisdom of all. Fortune isn’t really good or bad. It’s more like a wave that goes up and down, rippling through the Weaving. That’s why there is no such thing as a consistently lucky person. If you pay attention, you’ll notice that fortune has a rhythm—if you leave it alone to do its own thing.”

      Kado rubbed the back of his neck. He’d hoped that Gambel’s story might help him with some of his own questions about the Mother, but he was only feeling more confused. He was still trying to understand why the Mother had chosen him in the first place. All he could think of was that he was the nearest person to Nyoki at the time the little creature needed saving.

      Kado decided to give it one last try. “But do you know why the Mother chose you, Gambel?”

      The vanara gazed up and around at the treetops. It was clear he had never considered the question before. At last he turned back to Kado, fixing him with an earnest stare.

      “I am fairly certain the selection was a completely random process.”

      “Hang on,” Kado said suddenly, as another peculiar fact flickered into his brain. “Your Aspect is that of randomness and fortune, and your name is Gambel?”

      “I know. What are the chances, right?”

      Kado’s frown deepened. He wasn’t sure if the vanara was joking or not.

      “But compared to the things Sike can do, don’t you ever feel … I don’t know, inferior? Your power is certainly impressive, of course,” Kado quickly added when the vanara gasped with affront and touched a hand to his throat. “I was talking about me, really. Sike’s got me practicing with oscran sticks and trying to conjure the shadow smoke. But they’re just petty tricks against the power Darganon has at his disposal.”

      Gambel’s expression puckered as he reached over and patted Kado’s knee. The gesture made the vanara seem older than his years. How old was Gambel, for that matter? Kado realized he had no idea.

      “Our powers might not be as strong as Sike’s or the Golden Knight’s,” the vanara said gently. “But they are unique—that means they are one of a kind. Every Aspect has their role to play, otherwise the Mother wouldn’t have chosen us.”

      “But Sike told me that I wasn’t an Aspect,” Kado said. “She said that I’m only blessed by the Mother and my abilities are temporary.”

      “What’s the difference? If I died tomorrow, my abilities would be temporary too.”

      Kado searched Gambel’s face to see if he was joking, but the vanara had never looked so serious.

      “I just can’t shake the feeling that Sike is holding something back from me,” Kado said, glancing at Nyoki. The little creature was sleeping, huddled against Ceravier. “Every time I look up, I find another falcon circling. We’re supposed to be safe in the Heart of the Farawood, but the world doesn’t feel safe. Not while people like Darganon are in it. ”

      “There are people like us, too,” Gambel said cheerily. “Just wait until you see Fireheart Mountain—that’s the Wardens’ headquarters. You’ll get to meet the Golden Knight, and Stormstrider, and Ozar the Conjurer, and all the other Wardens. Then you’ll feel better.”

      Kado shook his head. “I don’t think I’ll get to meet them, or visit Fireheart Mountain. Some of the things Sike was hinting at … I think if the Guardians tell her to, she might just leave me and Nyoki to fend for ourselves.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,” Gambel said. “If the Scorched Queen is involved, for Sike, it’s personal. You see, the Scorched Queen—”

      Gambel stopped suddenly, his eyes darting over to Ceravier. Then he looked at Kado and pointed at the glamor-cat, wincing.

      Kado took his meaning. Sike could hear through the animals as well. He couldn’t help but wonder what Gambel had been about to say. It had something to do with Sike and the Scorched Queen. Maybe the Iron Viper hadn’t been in Darkfae City simply to find Kado after all.

      “Well, I hope the Guardians don’t keep us waiting too long,” Kado said.

      “It appears the waiting is finished.” Gambel nodded at a point over Kado’s shoulder. He looked around to see that Sike had returned from the forest.

      Or more accurately, the forest had parted to reveal the Iron Viper standing there. A long dirt road stretched out behind her. Lined with tall trees, it cut a straight path through the woods all the way to the horizon.

      “The time has arrived,” Sike said, as Ceravier rose and strolled over to her side. The panther’s green eyes settled on Kado. “From here, there is no turning back. The Guardians’ wisdom, and their judgment, cannot be questioned.”

      Judgment? Kado frowned and glanced at Gambel, but the vanara was gaping at the forest road in wonder, obviously not listening to a word.

      There was an ominous edge in the Iron Viper’s voice that made Kado’s limbs want to quiver. She had spoken of seeking answers from the Guardians many times, but never once had she mentioned anything about their judgment.

      Still, Kado pulled back his shoulders and lifted his chin. He didn’t want the Warden to think he was a coward. And if there were answers to be gleaned from the Guardians, then he wanted them too.

      “I am ready,” he told her, mustering as firm a voice as he was able.

      Sike was silent for a long moment. Kado glanced down and saw that Nyoki had waddled forward to stand in front of him, almost protectively.

      “We will see,” the Iron Viper said finally, turning and jerking her head for the others to follow. “Let us march. It is time to meet the Guardians of the Wood.”
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      The day had already faded by the time the road ended and Sike led the group into the Guardians’ sacred vale. Kado wouldn’t have known they were in a valley at all, had he not seen the hilly peaks jutting above the trees before the sky had darkened.

      Sike told him it wasn’t a natural valley, but a crater formed by a falling fragment of the Sky Stone. That fact set Kado’s nerves on edge, even though Sike assured him the celestial magic in the fragment had long ago been absorbed into the Weaving and healed by the Mother.

      Now, they stood on the shore of a lake, about thirty yards across. Towering trees surrounded the lake on all sides, creating a ring of shoreline about two yards deep. The only break in the leafy circle was the path from which the companions had entered.

      Unlike the rest of the Farawood, the trees here were tall and narrow. Their branches sported what looked more like green hairs than leaves. Sike said they were called needles. Although the hazy blue light that drifted between the trunks through the remainder of the forest illuminated this place as well.

      Gambel and Kado stood a step behind the Iron Viper, Kado holding Nyoki in his arms. The little creature’s eyes were wide, his stumpy ears twitching. Ceravier, once again in the form of a tabby cat, sat on Kado’s foot.

      Kado eyed the dark woods around them, goosebumps prickling his flesh. There was an air of mystical wonder about this place, a presence he could almost feel. Perhaps he was sensing the magic of the Weaving, or maybe the power of the Mother. In some strange way, it reminded him of the eerie ripple of Darkfae City. But then, in another way, this power was its opposite. The shadow and the light.

      According to Sike, the Guardians of the Wood were ancient beings, their souls anchored to the great forest. Beings who had chosen to remain on the mortal plane in spirit form instead of continuing on the Cycle of Life. Above all, they protected the Farawood, and all those who called the forest home.

      Kado’s eyes drifted to the lake before them. The water was calm, but the sheer amount of it still made him a little nervous. It was like looking into a deep-blue mirror. Stars sparkled on its tranquil surface. Kado imagined that if he tumbled into that lake, he would fall into the heavens.

      The emerald moon was a half-circle and approaching the heavens’ zenith, bringing it close to the small island in the heart of the lake. The giant amber moon and its smaller white sister were both crescents, floating near the shore.

      Kado noticed a path of stepping stones, or perhaps upright logs, leading from where they stood over to the island.

      Then, for no reason Kado could discern, Sike dipped her chin and whispered, “It is time. Wait here.”

      She started out across the lake. Although she kept her milky gaze forward, her feet struck each of the stepping stones dead in the center. She had no sooner trodden upon the island in the lake’s heart than a voice boomed through the night.

      “Welcome, brave Warden of the Gilded Empire.”

      Kado recognized the ancient voice as the one that had questioned him on the Bridge of Righteous Passage. A voice that hummed and rumbled all at the same time, a tone as deep as the world around them.

      “I am humbled to be in your presence, revered Guardians,” Sike responded, falling to one knee.

      The next moment Kado had to clamp a hand over his mouth to keep from gasping.

      White spectral figures were emerging from the lake’s surface, rising slowly out of the water as if elevated from below. They seemed to be made entirely of light, their pale glow haunting in the stillness of the night.

      As they rose, Kado realized the figures were all animals. Although these ghostly apparitions were a lot larger than usual. Some were absolute giants. On one side of the lake, he saw what looked like a towering lioness, the size of a horse. Beside her was an enormous turtle. A great stag stood on the far side, its horns made of pure light.

      Kado noticed smaller creatures too, yet still larger than their real-life counterparts. Rabbits, owls, and foxes. And then there were those he had no names for. Beasts with spindly legs and elongated necks. Others with ears as big as ships’ sails.

      The spectral animals floated on the lake, surrounding the island. Their shimmering figures were perfectly reflected in the waters below, giving each a glowing white twin that stood among the stars.

      “The honor is ours, brave Warden.”

      For the first time, Kado looked beyond the island and identified the speaker. A luminous bear the size of a building. His eyes were so large and blazed with such radiance, it was as if they held the wisdom of the entire forest. Kado thought he saw sadness in that gaze as well.

      “That is Auba,” Gambel whispered, although his words carried so loudly Sike’s cheek twitched. “Spirit Father of the Farawood.”

      “Now …” Auba’s voice was a deep rumble that hummed through Kado’s bones. A tone both soothing and gentle. He imagined just listening to it could put you to sleep. “Your purpose in seeking our audience is known, brave Warden. Yet we sense also that you arrive with questions. We will answer both as best we can.”

      “A power grows in Darkfae City,” Sike said. “After three thousand years, the Sky Stone has started to glow once more. The wild magic that has riddled the city for centuries suddenly swells.”

      “Yes,” boomed Auba. “We felt this power too, gnawing at the edges of our sacred woods. But Darkfae City is not alone in this awakening. A power grows in the shadowed corners of the world, taunting us in our dreams. The Mother’s healing has been interrupted.”

      Sike bowed her head, her metallic hat reflecting the light of the spectral animals. “The Wardens are not blind to these threats, Great Spirit.”

      “The strands of the Weaving are becoming swollen, knotted,” said another ghostly voice. Kado thought it belonged to the turtle. “In other places, they twist and tighten, threatening to snap.”

      “Indeed,” said Auba. “The days of this age are dwindling. Soon a new age will dawn, but whether it is one of darkness or light, cannot be foretold. You are surely aware of this too, brave Warden.”

      The Iron Viper bowed her head again.

      Kado’s gaze moved between Sike and the Spirit Father. With every word they spoke, he felt like he was sinking in a vast and rolling sea. No wonder Sike had been reluctant to commit to staying with him; the Wardens were battling evil all across Lor. Darkfae City, which had once been Kado’s entire world, suddenly seemed so small, so simple. His arms tightened around Nyoki.

      “The Mother calls on each of us to play our part,” said Auba. “We sense that it is this threat from Darkfae City on which your questions linger.”

      “Indeed, Great Spirit.” Sike gestured to Nyoki. “This innocent creature appeared the same night the Sky Stone began to glow. The man known as Darganon performed some kind of celestial rite to cause this awakening, but he could not have acted alone. I have reason to believe that the Scorched Queen—”

      “Beware,” Auba bellowed, drowning out Sike’s words. “Merely uttering such a claim threatens the peace of the Five Realms. Although, we too, have sensed the growing power of this one called Darganon. Even now, he hunts you, brave Warden. He closes in.”

      “It is this innocent creature he hunts,” Sike said. “I seek your wisdom to learn the truth of what Darganon covets, and this creature’s origin.”

      “Then know that your suspicion is correct,” Auba said.

      “This little one came to us from beyond the stars,” added the phantom lioness in a strangely motherly growl.

      “A dangerous magic Darganon has summoned, calling on celestial power from the source of the Sky Stone itself,” said Auba. “But this innocent creature appeared also. Something that Darganon did not expect.”

      “We know that Darganon seeks power from the heavens,” Sike said. “But for what purpose? How do we thwart him?”

      “Inherent in every peril, the Mother hides its solution.” These words were hissed by a luminous snake on the lake’s far side.

      “Darganon’s ultimate purpose is yet unknown to us,” added the radiant figure of the enormous stag. “That path lies before you, brave Warden, and your charges.”

      “Our wisdom ends here,” Auba said. “What further answers there may be, lie with the Order of the Heavens in the Tower of the Twisted Stars. But beware, this knowledge Darganon seeks as well. He moves ahead of you.”

      “Thank you, revered Guardians,” Sike said. “We will follow your counsel and journey to the tower.”

      The lake and its shimmering gathering of animals remained perfectly silent, waiting. Kado could almost see the stars drifting across the mirrorlike surface.

      Sike didn’t move.

      “And now, brave Warden, you seek our sacred judgment.”

      Sike inclined her head once more. “I do.”

      The giant and luminous bear that was Auba pulled itself tall. Sike was a tiny shadow before the Spirit Father’s towering radiance.

      “And you make this request in full awareness that our judgment is final, granted by the Mother, and enacted by the Weaving? Once rendered, our verdict will be beyond the Wardens’ power to oppose, even that of the Golden Knight.”

      “I am aware, Great Spirit.”

      Auba’s shimmering eyes moved across his luminous companions. “And you make this request, brave Warden, in full awareness that the foul acts of their predecessor will surely color our judgment?”

      Sike’s response was so hushed that Kado barely heard it.

      “I do.”

      “So be it,” Auba said. “The Guardians of the Wood will judge this boy from Darkfae City, and conclude if he is worthy of the Mother’s gift, this dark … Aspect.”

      The ghostly head of every animal turned in Kado’s direction. Even from the lakeshore, he heard Sike’s quiet sigh. Gambel was staring fervently at the ground.

      Kado could only stand there, his jaw falling open. His thoughts were whirring, turning, spinning. He was still trying to piece together what Auba had said about Darganon and Nyoki. But now, Kado, himself … an Aspect?

      Sike’s lesson from that morning in the salkai clearing drifted back to him. We are called Aspects … an embodiment of the Mother’s power in the mortal world, a power greater than even the Endless Ones.

      Why hadn’t Sike told him? She must have known. And from the look of it, Gambel had too. Yet Sike told Kado that he was only blessed. Why had she lied?

      “It is the Way of his Aspect which causes our dread, Great Spirit,” the Iron Viper said, her words slicing through Kado’s thoughts. “If he is what the Golden Knight suspects …”

      “Your suspicions are not misplaced, brave Warden,” Auba said. “The Golden Knight is wise to fear this boy’s awakening. His Way is drenched in blood, including that of my brothers and sisters. Indeed, he is the one we have long awaited.” The bear’s luminous eyes fell upon Kado. “The Hunter Aspect has returned.”

      A chorus of furious whispers erupted among the spirit animals. The lioness was emitting a low growl. The snake was hissing. The stag was stomping its luminous hooves. Kado turned his shoulder away, clutching Nyoki to his chest. While the Guardians’ murmurs flew across the lake.

      “Too dangerous.”

      “Must be vanquished.”

      “The blood of the Hunter stains us all.”

      “Lor can never know another.”

      The words flew too fast, making it impossible to identify the speakers. Kado realized it didn’t matter. It was all of them. They wanted to kill him.

      He glanced over his shoulder, his heart clenching. A pack of spectral wolves, made entirely of light, were stalking the forest pathway, barring any escape. They reminded him of the Dread Hounds of the Crae.

      Gambel had pulled his crystal from his waistcoat and was staring at it. Its color was a deep blood red. The ghostly whispers of the animals continued.

      Kado looked over at Sike, hoping she would speak up on his behalf. But she only knelt, motionless, her head bowed.

      As Kado watched her, the sinking realization washed over him. Of course the Iron Viper wouldn’t come to his defense. She was the one who had brought him here for the Guardians’ judgment. By her own words, she had done so in full awareness, knowing that if Kado failed he would be … vanquished.

      Kado swallowed the hard lump in his throat. He had trusted Sike completely, followed her like he would have followed Umah. Kado had looked to her to protect Nyoki.

      And she had lied to him, hiding the true nature of his powers. This must have been her plan all along. But then, why teach him about the Weaving and the Mother? Why train him how to fight with oscran sticks? None of it made sense.

      All around, the whispers of the Guardians hissed and rustled.

      “Enough,” bellowed Auba, and the lake fell silent. “We of the Farawood do not pass judgment so hastily. For if we do, we are no better than the one who slew our brothers and sisters. The Mother has chosen this boy as She has chosen every other Aspect of his Way. This is Her will. The boy’s heart must be tested.”

      “This you have done already, revered Guardians,“ Sike said. She spoke firmly, although her head remained bowed. “On the Bridge of Righteous Passage. You granted Kado freedom to enter your sacred forest.”

      “The distance was too great,” said the luminous stag. “Too far to recognize the taint of his spirit.”

      “Yes,” hissed the snake. “But if we had known …”

      “The Way of the Hunter,” whispered another.

      “A Hunter who travels with a Warden of the Realm,” Auba boomed, silencing the voices once more. “I direct my question to you, Iron Viper. Do you know this boy’s heart?”

      For a moment the lake shivered in silence. Gambel reached out and squeezed Kado’s hand, smiling as if to say everything would be alright. It might have worked, had Kado not felt the way the vanara’s hand was shaking.

      “The boy has a kind spirit,” Sike said, drawing another chorus of derisive whispers. “I have seen him defend this innocent creature with no thought for his own safety. He seeks power, but not to serve his own ends.”

      Gambel nodded at Kado and grinned. Kado breathed a quiet sigh. Sike was defending him after all. Then the Iron Viper continued.

      “But I have witnessed him lash out in anger.”

      The Guardians’ whispers erupted again.

      “Leave us, brave Warden,” Auba commanded, and the gathering fell silent. The lake was still but for the fierce anticipation that rippled in the air. The great bear’s eyes moved back to Kado.

      “Kado Tacana of Darkfae City. Step forward.”

      Kado searched the spirit’s luminous features, but could find no clue of his intent. Gambel was tugging on Kado’s hand, telling him to move. One look at the vanara’s panicked expression and the message was clear. Nobody disobeyed the Spirit Father of the Farawood.

      Kado knew what he had to do. This was a test, a judgment. That meant he still had a chance. Otherwise, he would be dead already.

      His heart tightened as he passed Nyoki to Gambel. The little creature was shivering, his yellow eyes wide. Kado conjured a smile to tell him it would be alright. Even if these spirit animals did decide to kill Kado, Auba had said Nyoki was innocent. The creature would be safe.

      Kado turned and waited while Sike strode back across the stepping stones. She passed him on the lakeshore, her milky gaze held forward. He had no way of knowing whether she was looking at him or not.

      Then the Iron Viper was behind him, and Kado stood alone under the Guardians’ scathing glare. Pierced to the soul by their luminous eyes.

      He lifted his chin and placed a foot onto the first stepping stone, finding it firm beneath his boot. He felt a sudden twinge of fear at the thought of striding out over the water, but there were too many terrors rushing through his mind for any single one to take grip.

      The heads of the spectral animals turned in perfect unison, watching Kado as he walked. His shadow marched beside him, rippling across the tranquil lake, drifting through the stars. Ahead, the Spirit Father was tracking his approach. He became aware of the tingle of other, smaller eyes, and realized Sike was watching him too.

      When he reached the island, Kado saw that it was perfectly round, a larger version of the stones that carried him here. He walked to its center and looked up at the Spirit Father.

      Auba towered over him. A radiant mountain of light, floating on the lake. Kado couldn’t help but feel dwarfed in the giant bear’s presence. His fur shone so brightly Kado imagined it would have been white in life.

      “You are an Aspect, chosen by the Mother,” Auba said. “Do you know what this means?”

      “Yes, Great Spirit.”

      “Then you know of the Way of the Hunter?”

      “I don’t,” Kado said, glancing back at Sike. “I have never heard of the Hunter.”

      “Why did you protect this creature?” asked another spirit at Kado’s side, perhaps the turtle.

      “Because he was in danger, and there was no one else to protect him, at least to begin with. But now I protect him because he is … dear to me.”

      Kado didn’t know by which method these spirits would judge him, so he tried to answer as truthfully as possible. He wondered why Sike hadn’t prepared him. Surely she could have done that much.

      “And if you fail to protect this innocent?” asked the ghostly lioness. “What do you fear to lose?”

      “I fear losing Nyoki.”

      “And it was this act that awakened you?”

      Kado turned to Auba. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”

      The spectral bear studied him for a long moment before speaking, his radiant eyes boring into Kado’s soul.

      “In every lifetime, the Mother chooses seven Prime Aspects, one from each of the Ways. But whether the Aspect chooses the Mother and awakens is not guaranteed. That is why, in our time, only four Prime Aspects walk the world. Their power lies dormant until awakened by a great act. Of bravery, or of cruelty, it does not matter. If the force of their will is strong enough, the Aspect awakens.”

      “So when I protected Nyoki …”

      “That selfless act awakened the power within you,” the great bear rumbled. “But one act is not enough to determine the Aspect’s path. The true power of an Aspect is governed by their will, their heart.”

      Kado’s gaze moved around the spectral gathering. The spirit animals’ anger had quietened, but he could still feel the intensity of their stares, scrutinizing him, appraising him.

      “But how can I determine my path, Great Spirit?” he asked. “You said the Aspect’s Way was chosen by the Mother.”

      “For every Aspect, there is only one Way, but always two paths,” Auba boomed. “The light and the darkness. If the Iron Viper had collapsed beneath the weight of her suffering, if her heart had surrendered to hate, she would have grown into the Beast instead of the Keeper. The same choice lies before you, Kado Tacana. The road you walk will dictate what you become. The Hunter or … the Predator.”

      Kado’s face crumpled confusedly. “But aren’t they the same thing?”

      “If that was true, your judgment would already be over. Indeed many of the spirits here hold that exact opinion. Of all the Ways of the Aspects, none are as shadowed as that of the Hunter, or as powerful. But if one embraces the Mother’s righteous anger too eagerly, virtue will turn to cruelty. The Hunter will quickly find themselves on the path of the Predator.”

      Auba’s head turned, his radiant gaze moving around the congregation of spirits. “This is the peril that my kin fear. Yet the Mother is wise. Her wisdom is gentle, the distinction, subtle. The Hunter feeds his family. The Hunter defends her young. While the Predator targets the vulnerable, using their might to conquer the weak, to take from those who are powerless.”

      “In the wild, the Hunter strengthens his pack,” this came from a spirit somewhere behind Kado “The Predator kills and weakens.”

      “The Hunter shows mercy,” said another. “The Predator is ruthless.”

      “The Predator relies on raw might,” hissed the snake. “The Hunter employs patience and cunning.”

      Auba’s large eyes drifted back to Kado. “Of all the Aspects we have lost, none have wandered from the light as often as the Hunter.”

      “How many?” Kado asked. “How many Hunters failed and became the Predator instead?”

      “All of them.”

      The great bear’s words echoed through the glade, seeming to make even the lake’s surface shiver.

      “The last Predator was the most vicious and brutal of all,” Auba continued. “Zujha the Cruel, a formidable, merciless warrior. Using her dark magic, she slunk into our woods. She desecrated our beauty, tearing our hearts to seek our power. Many of those around you now walk in spirit because of her.”

      A great hissing of whispers erupted from the lake once more.

      “Never again.”

      “Destroy the Hunter before it’s too late.”

      “The Way is tainted.”

      Kado’s eyes fell to the island. He had only just discovered that he was an Aspect, but now this? No wonder the Guardians thought he was dangerous. The last Hunter had murdered their kin.

      Kado couldn’t imagine killing anybody, especially not an innocent animal. But what if he changed? What if the temptation of power proved too great? Would he wander onto the path of the Predator too? Was that why Sike had surrendered him to the spirits for judgment, to wash her hands of any blood he might spill?

      Kado had felt a shadow building around them. But was that darkness growing inside him, coiling around his heart like his own shadowy magic? Would it eventually take him over?

      “What can I do?” he asked, looking up at Auba. “How can I be sure I don’t fall?”

      “Some of those here believe that risk should not even be taken,” Auba said. “Without a Hunter, there can be no Predator.”

      The Spirit Father paused, his gaze moving across the congregation once more. “But I am not one of them. Just because the others have fallen, does not mean the Mother’s dream for you should be forgotten, Kado Tacana. This day has long been foretold. Soon, all seven Prime Aspects will awaken for the first time in memory. On which side they stand will determine the fate of the world.”

      Kado pulled his shoulders tall. “I won’t fail, Great Spirit. I promise. What power I have, I will use to strengthen my pack.” He looked back at Nyoki, trembling in Gambel’s arms. “I will protect my family.”

      “Yet you failed your family once before,” said the luminous stag. “Those men took your brother, and you did nothing to stop them.”

      Kado flinched as if the words had stung. The spirit’s accusation sliced through him, stabbing to his core. How did they know about Abrel? Had they felt the shame in Kado’s heart? Had they seen his helplessness, his cowardliness?

      “When you think about your brother, does it make you angry?” asked the Spirit Father.

      Kado looked up sharply. This was all part of the Guardians’ judgment, he realized. They were prodding at his soul, searching for flaws. He would not shy away. If they wanted to know Kado’s weakness, then let them see.

      “No, it makes me sad,” he said. “It makes me scared that it could happen again. But when I think about Darganon’s men hurting Nyoki. That makes me angry.”

      The spectral serpent hissed. The lioness rumbled a low growl.

      “Perhaps you are even more angry about your brother,” Auba said, and Kado heard a note of tenderness in the bear’s deep voice. “Perhaps you are simply too scared to let yourself feel it.”

      Kado’s gaze fell to the starry lake. He didn’t think he had ever felt so confused. He’d spent his whole life being small, weak, and helpless. Less than two weeks ago, he had been a common thief in Darkfae City, doing jobs for Mister Harlington and getting whipped for the slightest of failures.

      Now Kado had a great spirit telling him he had been chosen by the Mother, and that he was a powerful Aspect, that he was dangerous.

      Could Auba be right? Kado remembered how angry he had felt when he struck Grag. The rage had boiled up inside, taking him over. It was like Kado wasn’t even himself anymore. That anger did scare him. Maybe these spirits were wise. Maybe the risk was too great.

      Then Kado turned and looked at Nyoki. The little creature was watching him, his wings drooping miserably. Kado’s jaw tightened.

      “I don’t want anybody to get hurt,” he said, turning back to Auba. “If I feel angry, I will aim that anger at those who deserve it. Men like Darganon. Like the robbers who killed my mother, and the men who stole Abrel. Like the Molok Tai. Without people like that in the world, my pack will be safer.”

      The great spirit considered Kado for a long moment. Around him, the others looked on in silence. The only sound in the glade was the hushed lap of the water.

      “And you, brave Warden. Will you guide this young soul on his path?” Auba asked finally.

      “I will,” came Sike’s voice from the lakeshore. Her tone was utterly emotionless, revealing no more than her words.

      Kado held his breath and waited for the other spirits to argue, but the silence endured. Whether his assurances had convinced the entire gathering or only the Spirit Father, didn’t seem to matter. No one spoke up against Auba.

      “Then our decision is favorable, Kado Tacana.” Auba’s voice thundered across the gathering. “The Hunter shall not be vanquished. Not this night.”

      Kado looked up hopefully. “So you’re not going to kill me?”

      The Spirit Father chuckled, a deep and rumbling sound. “We were never going to kill you, Kado Tacana. Do you believe this brave Warden would have brought you here to die? The Guardians of the Wood are blessed spirits of the Mother. If we so beseech Her, your Aspect would surely be removed. The Hunter will die, not Kado Tacana.

      “And now, through your heart and answers you have earned the right to that choice. The Mother invites. She does not command. This power will not be thrust upon you should you not want it. So we ask, in the name of the Mother and the Weaving—do you, Kado Tacana, choose this Aspect? Will you walk the Way of the Hunter?”

      Kado looked back at Nyoki. “If it makes me stronger, if it helps me to protect innocents like Nyoki and Abrel, then I accept the Mother’s gift, gladly.”

      The great bear nodded. “So be it, Kado the Hunter. Then these gifts, also, belong to you. May you use them to protect your pack.”

      The air in front of Kado began to shimmer. A patch of darkness blossomed within. At first, he thought he had panicked and conjured the shadow smoke, but then he saw two more patches of darkness growing on the island at his feet.

      The gloom that floated before his eyes continued to thicken. Until, at last, its form became clear.

      “A cloak?” Kado asked, reaching out and grabbing the garment. As soon as he touched its silky fabric, the cloak dropped, as if suddenly remembering to obey gravity.

      “This cloak belonged to Zujha ul-Bahk, and the other Predators who came before her,” boomed Auba. “Now it is yours, Kado Tacana. It harnesses the power of shadows, the Hunter’s greatest element. The boots harness silence and stillness, the Hunter’s most trusted allies.”

      Kado glanced down. Where the other shadows had been forming, now stood a pair of boots. They looked tall enough to reach his knees. Like the cloak, they were black, the color of absolute darkness. Of all the Ways of the Aspects, none are as shadowed as that of the Hunter …

      Kado sucked in a breath. His Aspect’s Way might be dangerous, but the Spirit Father had said it was also the most powerful. One day, if Kado was lucky, he could grow as strong as Sike. Was that even possible? Did he dare to dream that he might control the course of his own life, and help the people he cared about?

      “Use these gifts wisely, Kado the Hunter,” boomed Auba. “But if you stray from the light, if you harm the smallest of our brethren, the Guardians of the Wood will know. You will quickly find yourself our prey.”

      “How do I use them?” Kado asked, pulling his gaze from the boots and looking up. “How do—”

      He stopped. The spirits were gone.

      Around him, the lake was empty but for the stars that shimmered across its surface, leaving Kado alone in its center, lit by a shaft of the emerald moon.
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      That night they camped in the Guardians’ sacred vale.

      Sike had barely spoken after the gathering. She returned quietly to the island in the lake’s center, leaving the others to sleep on the shore.

      Kado was happy to let her. Things might have turned out well with the Guardians in the end, but Sike had still brought him before their judgment without his knowledge. She had still lied to him about his Aspect. Kado wasn’t angry. Not exactly. He wasn’t sure how he felt. Too many other emotions were swirling around inside him. But he knew his trust had been betrayed.

      So, as the Iron Viper went to the island, Kado had scooped up Nyoki and settled down on the far side of the glade. He’d even kept his distance from Gambel.

      Kado hadn’t done much sleeping. For the most part, he just lay there, gazing up into the heavens, his heart churning like a stormy sea. His mind was spinning. He was an Aspect, the Hunter, the most powerful and dangerous of all. How could the Mother have chosen him? He was only a poor street thief, a nobody.

      He had gone to the Guardians hoping for answers. Now all he had were more questions, and the spirits had disappeared before he’d even had a chance to think of those. In the end, he had reluctantly accepted that, no matter how betrayed he felt by the Wardens, they were the only ones who could give him those answers. Kado had been bursting to talk to Sike ever since.

      But this morning she had awoken without saying a word. Although she had only meditated for half an hour instead of a whole one.

      Currently, Kado stood on the lakeshore, holding Nyoki, waiting for Sike at the head of the stepping stones. His mouth was already opening as the Iron Viper strode toward him.

      “I’m an Aspect? Why didn’t you tell me, Sike?” he asked as soon as she was near. “You said I was only blessed. You didn’t even tell me that you were bringing me to the Guardians for judgment.”

      Gambel winced at Kado’s tone. His words had come out a little sharper than he intended, but Kado was more hurt than angry. He had trusted Sike like a foolish child.

      Kado watched her carefully, wondering how she would respond, but the Iron Viper marched right past them, leaving his and Gambel’s heads to swivel, watching her go.

      “We need to move,” she told them as she strode away. “Recall the Spirit Father’s counsel. The wisdom we seek lies in the Tower of the Twisted Stars—wisdom that Darganon seeks also.”

      Gambel shrugged and followed Sike down the forested lane. Kado just stood there, holding Nyoki, Ceravier sitting by his feet. For a moment, he was lost for words.

      He had wanted to ask Sike about being an Aspect. Why had the Mother chosen him? What sort of powers could he expect? How fast would they develop? How would Kado know if he strayed from the Way? How could he ensure that he wasn’t lured by the path of the Predator? Would he be made a Warden of the Realm now?

      But Sike had walked right past him, without even acknowledging his question.

      Ahead, in the wooded lane, she and Gambel were growing smaller. The vanara kept looking around at Kado and beckoning frantically. At last Ceravier took off, trailing after his master.

      Kado blew out a sigh and followed. Normally, he wouldn’t have allowed himself to fall so far behind, but there was no chance he would lose the others. The forested lane that led to the sacred vale was as straight as the piney trees that grew there.

      Still, he had to jog to catch up, making his breaths ragged when he finally arrived. He fell into step beside Gambel and waited for Sike to say something. She didn’t.

      The Iron Viper continued to stride at her brisk pace, her gaze held forward, leaving Kado and Gambel to follow. Ceravier padded along next to them.

      “Excuse me, Sike?” Kado said, unable to contain himself any longer. He did feel bad about the way he had spoken to her, even though he didn’t think he deserved to. “But you never answered my question.”

      “My actions were considered and sure.” The Iron Viper’s tone was flat. She didn’t even glance back as she spoke. “It is not for you to question them. Were it not for me, you wouldn’t be alive.”

      Gambel inclined his head as if to say Sike had made a good point. Kado forced a frown. He hadn’t forgotten that the vanara had kept the secret from him as well. But staying angry at Gambel was like trying to hold a grudge against a jumping puppy.

      “I’m sorry, Sike,” Kado said. He skipped a couple of steps to close the distance between them, but even on her short legs, she managed to stay ahead of him.

      “I still think you could have prepared me,” he added, ignoring Gambel’s panicked expression. “The Spirit Father said that you suspected what I was from the start, and you never second-guess yourself. You knew the Way of my Aspect. But you still took me before the Guardians for judgment. How did you know they wouldn’t think I was dangerous, like all the other Hunters? How could you be certain they wouldn’t remove my powers?”

      The Iron Viper rounded on Kado so suddenly he jumped.

      “I was certain,” she said, each syllable striking like a fist pounding a palm, “because every other Hunter this world has ever known has been a vile, loathsome coward.”

      Kado stared at her, blinking. “So, I’m … not?”

      Sike’s eyelids lowered. She turned and strode off again without another word.

      “I think that means she thinks you’re a nice person,” Gambel whispered as he slunk past.

      Kado looked down to find Nyoki staring up at him. His jaw was wide open, displaying a grin of tiny fangs. As Ceravier strolled by, he threw a reproachful glance. Kado didn’t even know panthers could do such a thing.

      “I wouldn’t take it too personally,” Gambel whispered, dipping his head toward Kado’s. The vanara slowed his pace, letting Sike and Ceravier get even further ahead. “It’s more about Sike and the Golden Knight than it is about you.”

      A frown crept back onto Kado’s brow. Maybe he was being a bit unreasonable. Maybe Sike hadn’t betrayed him at all. Maybe she really had been certain the Guardians would judge him favorably. But then why go through with the whole spectacle? And what did it have to do with the Golden Knight?

      “They’re awfully nice boots,” Gambel said, suddenly brightening and pointing his long tail at Kado’s feet.

      Kado was so thrown by the change in topic that his frown slipped away. He had to admit, the boots were nice. Plain and black, he’d never worn any garment so fine. They fit perfectly too, almost as if they had been crafted for him alone. And he was sure they were made from leather.

      Kado had put them on as soon as the spirits vanished. He had buried his old boots. It seemed more proper than leaving them lying there in the Guardians’ sacred glade. His new boots rose to his knees, well past the ragged hem of his short-legged trousers. More than once during the night, Kado had heard insects buzzing and been relieved that his ankles were covered.

      He had tried the cloak out too. It was fairly basic, just a cape with a hood. The type that riders sometimes wore. Although any rider who wore a cloak this fine usually had a bulging purse to match. Kado had expected it to grow warm under the sun the way dark clothes usually did. Yet the fabric remained cool, reminding him of what it felt like to stand in the shade. There had to be a clue in that. Auba had said that the cape harnessed the power of shadows.

      Kado let out another sigh as he walked, watching the back of the Iron Viper’s head, her chestnut braid swishing as she marched. He hoped he hadn’t pushed her too far. Sike had assured the Guardians that she would guide him. Surely she wouldn’t go back on her word and just dump him and Nyoki in the forest after that? Would she?

      One thing was for certain, Kado wasn’t getting anywhere by demanding answers. That only seemed to make Sike more stubborn.

      “I’m sorry, Sike,” he said again, leaving Gambel behind and hurrying to catch up to her. The Iron Viper was setting a thundering pace. Kado was having trouble just staying at her shoulder. “There’s just so much I don’t know. I was hoping you could teach me.”

      “The Mother is the only teacher,” Sike said without breaking stride. She streamed in and out of shadow as the morning sun blushed through the trunks, its bars slanting across the forested lane.

      The Iron Viper took a breath, and when she spoke again, her tone had softened. “Look, I know you have questions, Kado. Do you think I cannot guess them? You want to know what kind of powers you will develop, and how quickly. But this craving does not serve you. It only serves to reinforce your belief that your current power is lacking. Instead, focus your awareness in the living present, for that is where the Mother dwells—that is where you dwell also. Trust that the moment you are in is the correct one.”

      “I would like to,” Kado said, relieved that Sike was actually talking to him. “But I’m not sure what I’m supposed to be trusting.”

      “Did you crave to become an Aspect, Kado? Did you yearn to conjure the shadow smoke?”

      Kado shook his head. Although he was half a step behind Sike, he knew she could see; Ceravier was right beside him.

      “Yet here you are, able to do so,” Sike said. “You seek to thwart Darganon’s plans. You wish to protect that creature you carry. Did you ever stop to think they could be the same thing, that you might be doing them both already? Let me ask you, what are we doing at this very moment?”

      “Traveling to the Tower of the Stars,” Kado said.

      “Tower of the Twisted Stars,” Sike corrected. “We go there to discover Darganon’s intent, and to gain wisdom. Wisdom that, according to the Guardians of the Wood, Darganon seeks as well.”

      “So we’re thwarting Darganon already,” Kado said, nodding. Then his eyes suddenly widened as another thought occurred to him. “Do you think Darganon is trying to reach the tower too?”

      “Oh, you don’t need to worry about that,” Gambel said, bounding up and giving Kado a friendly shoulder bump. “The Tower of the Twisted Stars lies in the Heart of the Farawood. The Guardians’ defenses—”

      “The Mother will always lay a path before you, and for now, Darganon is right in its center,” Sike said, recapturing the conversation and returning to Kado’s first point. “You simply have to choose to walk it. Do not allow your thoughts to wander into some imagined future, or be caught rearranging old memories. Stay aware, stay present, and She will reveal Herself. Open your eyes to the gifts the Mother has provided.”

      The Iron Viper walked a few steps before continuing. Kado got the impression she was gathering her words.

      “But on your journey as the Hunter, only the Mother can be your teacher. You will know you are on the right path if it brings you closer to Her. This journey is deeply personal, and different for every Aspect.

      “The closer you are to the Mother, the more you will be able to call on Her power. The stronger your will is aligned with Hers, the more potent your Aspect powers will be. Yet this must be done with humility and without craving. The way a flower opens to the sun.”

      “I think I understand,” Kado said slowly. “You’re telling me that as I deepen my connection to the Mother, the larger amount of power I will have to draw from. But the more that I align my actions with Her will, the stronger the power that I draw will be.”

      Sike pursed her lips as if to say Kado was close enough. “Your Aspect and the Mother are inseparable. It is all the same power. Feel and know the deepest part of yourself. This is your connection to the Mother. Understand your Aspect through that connection. Look within.”

      “But don’t I need to focus on what’s around me too?” Kado asked, throwing a sideways glance at Gambel. “I thought an Aspect has to connect to their corresponding essence in the Weaving for their powers to manifest.”

      “Be aware of what is around you,” Sike said. “Notice, but keep your focus within—on the Mother—and your Aspect cannot help but bind with its essence in the Weaving.”

      “But where do I start?” Kado pressed. “How do I start?”

      He needed something solid to sink his teeth into, like when Sike had shown him how to move with the oscran sticks.

      “You have started already,” Sike told him. “But if you wish to focus your intent and hasten your progress, I will give you this thought to ponder.”

      She stopped and turned, placing a hand on Kado’s shoulder. “Shadows and silence form the essence of the Hunter’s Aspect. But if the Mother is light, and the Aspect is a portion of Her, how can the Mother be shadow?”

      Kado chewed his lip and nodded thoughtfully. “Is that like a riddle or something?”

      “That is your Aspect question. A question that no Hunter has ever been able to answer. That is why they wandered from the path. That is why they failed.”

      Sike turned and strode forward once more.

      Kado’s gaze fell to the road. For a long while, the group walked in silence, Gambel smiling and looking about happily, Kado staring at his feet, lost in thought.

      How could shadows be light? He didn’t think he’d ever heard anything so perplexing. No wonder the other Hunters had all failed. But Kado was determined to figure it out. He would do whatever he needed to deepen his connection with the Mother.

      For the first time in his life, he was starting to feel like he wasn’t helpless. He was an Aspect, like the Iron Viper and the Wardens of the Realm. With the Wardens at his side, maybe Kado could do more than just protect Nyoki. Maybe he could help the people of Darkfae City too. One day.

      That prospect still seemed like it was a world away. Sike and Auba had spoken about the other threats the Five Realms were facing. The Wardens had more than enough to keep them busy already. And Kado’s own Aspect was still largely a mystery. But then, he had gained more than simply his Aspect powers.

      “What about my boots and the cloak?” he asked, looking up as he suddenly remembered. “From what Auba said, it sounded like they had power already.”

      “Their power will attune to your Aspect, and grow as you do,” Sike said. “This discovery is part of your journey.”

      “I heard that Zujha the Cruel used the cloak to fly,” Gambel said in an awed whisper.

      “She used it to glide through the shadows,” Sike corrected irritably, “the way a bird drifts on the wind.” It was clear the Iron Viper would have preferred if Gambel hadn’t said anything. “But, Predator or not, Zujha had mastered her Aspect. Like any tool, an item of sorcery will fail in the hands of an inexperienced user.”

      “Glide through the shadows,” Gambel echoed, as if he had stopped listening after that point. “That won’t be much good in the daytime though. But in the night?” He gasped, his eyes growing wide. “Isn’t nighttime just one big shadow?”

      Kado shot a dubious glance at the vanara. Something about that logic sounded flawed, but it certainly made sense that a cloak of shadows would work better in the dark.

      “How do I make it glide?” he asked, turning back to Sike.

      “The cloak harnesses the essence of shadows in the Weaving. Begin by pondering that. The boots’ function would be obvious, if you were paying attention.”

      “Obvious?” Kado peered down at his feet confusedly. Apart from their fine cut, there was nothing remarkable about the boots at all.

      He looked over at Gambel, who winked and tapped one of his pointy gray ears.

      Kado cocked his head, listening. His mouth fell open. He could barely hear his own footsteps. Ahead, Sike’s boots crunched as she strode through the dirt and leaves. Being barefooted, Gambel’s steps were quieter. But Kado’s were almost as silent as the panther’s.

      Then he looked back along the forest road and his mouth hinged wider. Only two pairs of tracks were clear—Sike’s and Gambel’s. Kado’s prints had virtually disappeared. The most recent were faint and shallow, as if he had been stepping in dust. A couple of yards behind, any hint of his steps had vanished entirely.

      Gambel swung around to see what Kado was looking at. “Boots of Traceless Passing,” the vanara breathed in a reverent tone.

      “You’ve heard of them?”

      “Not at all,” Gambel said cheerily. “I just made that up. Sounds good, though.”

      Kado turned forward again, his gaze dropping. Boots of Traceless Passing … His mind was already whirring, thinking of all the uses. Boots like these were every rogue’s dream. He could only imagine what Umah would say.

      His eyes moved to the belt Sike had given him, the one that held his oscran sticks. Along with his new boots and hooded cloak, Kado was almost starting to feel like a hero. Or at least look like one. He felt a little neater too, with his trousers tucked into his boots, and his tunic bound by a real belt.

      He had coiled up his old belt and looped it behind an oscran. Now it just looked like a regular rope. Kado wasn’t sure, but he suspected a rope was something a Warden would carry.

      He’d noticed a couple of days ago that Gambel wore stick weapons as well. Although his were tucked into the back of his belt and were joined together with a chain. The sticks were shorter and thicker than Kado’s too. Gambel had said they were called nunchaku.

      The weapon might not be a pair of oscran sticks, but it was certainly similar. It made Kado feel like he was part of a team. Maybe Sike was right. He was on the path already.

      “How far is it to the Tower of the Distant Moons?” Kado asked. He might be on the path, but all of a sudden, he wanted to get to the next step.

      Sike froze, making Kado and Gambel skid to a stop. When she turned around, the look on the Iron Viper’s face sent a shiver up Kado’s spine. His excitement vanished in a ripple of dread.

      “Where did you hear that name?” she whispered.

      “The Tower of the Distant Moons?” Kado asked, confused. “That’s where we’re headed, isn’t it?“ Then realization slowly dawned on his features. “Hang on, that’s the Tower of the Twisted Stars.”

      Kado wiped a hand across his jaw. Where had he heard that name? A cold weight sank inside him as he remembered. “I heard Darganon mention it … He wanted to take the tower over or something.”

      Sike spun back around. Her head jerked to the side. An instant later, there was a great rustling of wings and a flutter of leaves as more than a dozen white falcons burst from the forest, soaring into the sky.

      “The Tower of the Distant Moons,” she breathed. “Why didn’t I see it sooner?”

      “I don’t understand,” Kado said. Already his stomach was twisting in knots. “What’s so important about it?”

      “It’s a tower in the Desolate Vale,” Gambel said. “The Scorched Queen has coveted it for centuries.” The vanara’s face suddenly lit up, and he gasped. “When we saw the Sky Stone floating away from Darkfae City, it was headed north,” he added excitedly. “That’s where the Desolate Vale is. I bet that’s where it was going!”

      Sike’s grim expression reflected more of what Kado was feeling. He didn’t understand all the details, but he knew it was bad. Especially if Sike hadn’t foreseen it.

      “If Gambel is right,” Kado said, “and the Sky Stone was headed to the Tower of the Distant Moons, then that means the Tower of the Twisted Stars …”

      “Is its twin,” Sike finished. “And Darganon’s next target. I thought we would be safe in the Heart of the Farawood, but this whole time, Darganon has been one step ahead of us.”

      “A step ahead?” Kado echoed, looking from Sike to Gambel.

      “If Darganon captured the Tower of the Distant Moons,” Gambel said, “he will be able to move between the two towers—instantly.” The vanara shook his head, grudgingly impressed. “Cleverly negating the Guardians’ defenses.”

      Kado felt the color drain from his face. “Darganon will be able to travel freely to a tower here, in this forest? Instantly?”

      “Our fears have been realized,” the Iron Viper said. “Darganon has found a way to breach the Heart of the Farawood.”

      “And get to Nyoki,” Kado whispered, clutching the little creature tighter.

      Sike bowed her head for a moment. Kado saw that her temples were twitching like they had when she received her falcons’ vision.

      “We still have time,” she said, her chin lifting. “My Aspect allows me to see much further than the tower. The forest creatures have detected no sign of Darganon or the Molok Tai. Not yet. We need to move.”

      “That tower is less than three miles away,” Gambel said. “We have to get out of here, quickly.”

      “Our path takes us to the tower, Gambel. Not away from it.”

      “To the tower?” Gambel repeated, a second before Kado could blurt the same thing.

      Sike’s jaw was set like stone. “Darganon seeks the tower and its celestial knowledge. For the moment, his gaze is upon it, not us. The Order of the Heavens is a peaceful fellowship. Those clerics have no way to protect themselves.”

      “Then we have to help them,” Kado said, thinking of the cages aboard the Borlish vessel. The idea of running toward Darganon made his blood turn cold, but Kado was an Aspect, chosen by the Mother. Wasn’t that what he was supposed to do? Confront evil?

      “But then …” Kado’s voice faded, his eyes falling to the creature in his arms. “It’s too dangerous. We’ll be taking Nyoki straight to Darganon.”

      “It might be our best chance of saving Nyoki,” Sike said. “If the Order of the Heavens falls, Darganon, and whatever forces he has with him, will be able to escape from the tower and into the Farawood’s heart.”

      “So if we stop Darganon from taking the tower, we stop him infiltrating the Heart of the Farawood,” Kado said.

      “Perhaps,” Sike said.

      Gambel was hopping from one foot to the other. Ceravier stood as motionless as his master.

      “It’s alright, Nyoki,” Kado whispered, giving the creature a reassuring squeeze. “We won’t let Darganon hurt you. We’ll have to approach the tower carefully,” he added, looking back at Sike. “If Darganon has already breached its defenses, I’ll need to get Nyoki as far away as I can. As quickly as I can.”

      “My Aspect tells me the tower is quiet,” Sike said. “Although I can’t imagine why Darganon is waiting. Perhaps the celestial clerics thwarted him. Either way, if anything changes, I will know. I have many eyes in this forest. You will have plenty of warning to get Nyoki to safety. But if we can secure the tower before Darganon arrives, even better.”

      Kado nodded. Inside, his gut was churning.

      “Let’s move,” Sike said, as she bolted from the trail and into the woods. She took off, streaking away between the trees. Ceravier bounded after her.

      Gambel scampered up a trunk on the side of the trail. In a few moments, he had disappeared into the branches above.

      “Climb into my hood, Nyoki,” Kado said, swinging the little creature onto his back. He checked over his shoulder once Nyoki was settled. The cloak’s wide cowl was a surprisingly snug fit. Nyoki had already wriggled himself into position.

      “Hold on to me as well,” Kado added, as he scaled the tree after Gambel. “We’re going to be moving fast.”

      With the straight trunks in this part of the forest, and their virtually horizontal branches, it made climbing the trees as easy as scaling rungs on a ladder. In seconds, Kado was bounding through the treetops on Gambel’s heels, with Nyoki inside the hood, clinging to his back.

      Kado stretched his limbs as he swept through the trees, flitting through sunlit beams and leafy shadows. It might have just been his imagination, but as he leaped from branch to branch, his feet felt lighter. He wondered if that was another power of the Boots of Traceless Passing, or perhaps his new cloak. Indeed, the canopy was thick with shadows.

      Sike was a blur of movement as she streaked through the woods ahead. Kado was glad to note that Gambel was moving as fast as he was. Their only chance was to reach the tower before Darganon. Around them, the forest chirped and chattered, oblivious to the companions’ passing.

      Nyoki’s claws were digging into Kado’s shoulders. He could feel the little creature shivering. A voice in the corner of his mind was whispering to Kado, telling him that it was crazy to be heading toward Darganon, that he should be running away from danger. But there were too many other thoughts racing through Kado’s head to give it an audience.

      He was an Aspect, the Hunter. He needed to be brave. He wondered if this was how the Wardens of the Realm felt every time they went on a mission.

      His mind flashed back to a job his crew had once undertaken—snatching an item from one of Mister Harlington’s more vicious, and well-armed, adversaries. Kado and the others had been fleeing with their prize down a long hallway, the boots of the guards echoing behind them. They were almost free when Grag had made Kado run back to bolt the door that led from the hallway.

      Kado’s heart had hammered as he approached the threshold, the guards’ footsteps echoing from the other side. He had just managed to slide the bolt across when the first guard slammed into the door with such force the frame had rattled. But he was trapped on the other side. If Kado had been a second later, the enemy would have run straight into him.

      That is what it felt like now. If they couldn’t stop Darganon from seizing the tower, his forces would pour into the Heart of the Farawood. Or worse, if the companions were too late, they might arrive to find the Molok Tai waiting for them.

      Kado didn’t know how long they ran, but when Sike finally slid to a halt, his limbs were aching. He watched nervously from the treetops as the Iron Viper crept forward. Moving through the undergrowth, she was almost invisible. Kado couldn’t see Ceravier at all.

      Gambel lifted a finger to his apelike lips and nodded at Kado. They dropped from the canopy together. The vanara made barely a sound as he landed. Kado made no sound at all.

      “What is it?” he whispered as he crept over to the Iron Viper’s side.

      She just shook her head and pointed. Kado’s eyes followed, his throat clenching.

      Through the tangled foliage, a shallow valley lay before them. The forest had been cleared to reveal an ancient stone courtyard. In its center, a building soared high above the trees.

      The Tower of the Twisted Stars.

      A wave of dread washed over Kado at the sight. They were too late. The tower had been destroyed.
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      Kado could only stare as he crouched in the foliage. Sike and Gambel were as motionless as he was.

      Before them loomed the Tower of the Twisted Stars.

      It rose in a perfect cylinder, shooting high above the forest. Kado had never seen anything so tall. Its crown ballooned into an enormous sphere, reminding him of a scepter. Wrapped around the structure, stretching its lofty height, were what appeared to be two gigantic vines. They weaved around each other, spiraling up to the spherical crown.

      Once, it must have been a truly magnificent sight. Now it was all but destroyed. No, Kado thought, a sickening wave washing over him, not destroyed. It was more like the tower had been poisoned.

      The giant vines were the shriveled brown of dried leaves. The walls were blackened, but they didn’t look burned. They looked decayed, as if they had been struck dead by some withering disease. So too were the paving stones of the plaza at the tower’s base.

      “Is Darganon—” Kado started, but Sike shook her head.

      “I sense no life in this place,” the Iron Viper whispered. “Although a battle was fought here. If Darganon or the Scorched Queen waged that battle, they are long gone.”

      “Those are magical scars,” Gambel pointed out, uncharacteristically subdued.

      “The power expended here …” Sike shook her head once more. “Whatever it was, it was enough to take down two vine dragons.”

      “Vine dragons?” Kado repeated.

      Sike jerked her chin toward the tower. “They were the protectors of this sacred place. Ancient beings, draconic creations of the Silent Empress herself. If the vine dragons fell, the Order of the Heavens would have stood no chance at all.”

      Kado eyed the withered vines anew. He could see it now. What he had mistaken for plants were the corpses of once-living creatures, coiled around the structure. He could make out their serpentine heads near the tower’s crown, their jaws frozen in wails of torment, the interwoven strands of their bodies wasted and shriveled.

      “Did Darganon do this?”

      Sike pursed her lips, uncertain. “He never could have amassed this kind of power without us noticing. Unless he had aid, powerful aid. We need to investigate.”

      “Maybe I should wait here with Nyoki,” Kado said uneasily. “Just in case.”

      “I think he wants to come with,” Gambel said. A perplexed expression had captured the vanara’s face.

      Kado looked over his shoulder to find Nyoki standing up in the hood, his claw pointing straight at the tower. As if to emphasize the statement, he tapped his other claw on Kado’s head eagerly.

      Sike closed her eyes. “Nyoki senses something. What, I cannot say. It’s like he recognizes this place.”

      “How could he recognize it, if he’s not even from this world?” Kado asked. He reached back and lifted Nyoki over his shoulders, placing the creature on the ground before him.

      Although Nyoki was too small to see over the bushes, he was pointing toward the tower and looking back at Kado. When that didn’t seem to be working, he shifted his unspoken appeal to Ceravier.

      “You’re sure the place is empty?” Kado asked, turning to Sike.

      The Iron Viper nodded. Kado was struck by the sorrow that marred her features.

      He drew a deep breath that shuddered in his lungs. “Then we should go in. I think this is the path that the Mother has laid for me.”

      The words sounded hollow in his ears, although he had tried his best to mean them. Kado had no idea how to spot a path that had been laid by the Mother. But Sike seemed to be saying that he should have faith, and that if he walked a little way on his own, the Mother would meet him.

      In truth, Kado found it easier to trust Nyoki. And he appeared to know exactly where he wanted to go. If there was something inside the tower that the little creature could sense, it might just unravel the mystery of who or what Nyoki was.

      “Stick close behind me,” Sike said, rising from her haunches and drawing her jinota from over her shoulder. “Don’t let Nyoki out of your sight. Gambel, take the rear, and keep your senses peeled. Stay aware. Stay present.”

      The Iron Viper moved out from the bushes. Ceravier followed on her heels. Kado rose and pulled his hood over his head. In an odd way, it helped him focus, like he was peering out from his own personal cave. He was also glad to have something to cover his bright silver hair. If his role as a Hunter was to move in the shadows, his salkai heritage seemed to be working against him.

      Gambel gave Kado a nudge in the back. Sike and Ceravier were already crossing the plaza. Kado picked up Nyoki—who was still pointing at the tower—and followed. As he stepped out from the undergrowth and onto the stone, he noted his steps made barely a sound.

      Stay aware. Stay present, he told himself as he followed after Sike, his hooded head slowly turning. The forest was eerily silent. Not even a breeze brushed the woods around the tower. It was as if the entire world was holding its breath. To Kado, that felt like danger.

      He looked down and saw that Ceravier had fallen back to prowl at his side. Had Sike instructed the glamor-cat to do so? Kado gripped Nyoki tighter.

      The Iron Viper halted at the foot of the tower. She held up a hand, telling the others to stop too. Her head was cocked, her shallow-coned hat reflecting the morning sun. Whether she was listening carefully, or viewing another place through the eyes of some animal, Kado didn’t know.

      Ahead of her, three short steps led to the tower’s entrance. A simple archway in the curved stone. There was no door, nor did it look like there had ever been one. Whoever these celestial clerics were, they apparently opened their home to the world. Kado wondered if that trust had killed them.

      He looked back to find Gambel with his neck craned, gazing up at the tower. Kado’s eyes moved past the vanara, flicking across the blackened stone. He expected to see at least a few withered roots or weeds, but the area was bare. The plaza had been maintained well. Whatever tragedy had befallen this place, it had happened recently.

      Sike waved the group forward and started up the stairs. Kado crept after her, one arm gripping Nyoki, his other hand resting on an oscran stick.

      They had barely crossed the threshold when Sike announced, “We’re clear. The tower is empty.”

      Kado eased out a breath. The fact that Sike had spoken at her normal volume was more reassuring than he could have imagined.

      “Do think Darganon’s forces have already moved through and into the forest?”

      “It would not appear so,” Sike said, slinging her jinota back over her shoulder. “The tower’s boundary is warded, a marked strand in the Weaving. That magic was undisturbed. No one has crossed this threshold besides us and the celestial clerics.”

      Kado couldn’t see anything that hinted at a magical boundary, disturbed or otherwise. But he noticed Ceravier was prowling the walls near the threshold, touching his nose to the stone.

      “I swear it’s even bigger than the last time,” Gambel said as he stepped past Kado, apparently forgetting Sike’s instruction to guard their rear flank. The vanara was turning in circles, his mop of orange hair swishing. His eyes were wide with wonder.

      Kado couldn’t help but share Gambel’s awe. The tower was much larger on the inside than he had expected. The hall’s pale stonework showed none of the blackened damage of the exterior, making the area seem brighter.

      The interior was completely open, creating a circular hall as large as a city block, with no ceiling that Kado could see. The entire structure was a hollowed out cylinder. A wide stone ramp spiraled around the perimeter, mirroring the path of the vine dragons outside.

      The ramp had no balustrade or visible means to support it. What kept it in the air, Kado could only guess. Shafts of sunlight slanted down from the tower’s many windows. Arched openings in the stone, they dotted the walls, following the spiraling ramp.

      In the center of the hall was a colossal tree. If there had been a ceiling, Kado guessed the tree would have stretched three or four stories. Its twisting limbs were covered with deep burgundy leaves, as large as flags. Its roots fanned out in a meandering spiral before slithering beneath the floor stones. He wondered how deep under the tower they burrowed.

      Kado looked up to see that Gambel and Sike had moved on. They were standing by the tree in the hall’s center.

      “This tower and its twin were created by the magic of the Endless Ones,” Sike said when Kado joined them. “The role of the celestial clerics was to watch the stars, an ever-vigilant eye on the heavens. The hope was that if something like the Sky Stone threatened our world again, it would be spotted in time for the Endless Ones to stop it.”

      Kado’s gaze drifted to the floor. He noticed circles, half-circles, and crescents had been engraved into the stone around the base of the tree. The shapes were shaded with colored glass, pale-green and orange. Others were pure white. He realized they were depictions of Lor’s three moons.

      Kado took a step back, his eyes narrowing. The tree was in the heart of the display—indeed the heart of the tower—the moons orbiting around it, in between the arms of its swirling roots. The tree must represent the world of Lor itself.

      When he followed the branches skyward, Kado saw that the crown of the tower was open to the sky. He could just make out clouds drifting through the heavens far above. Although something was obscuring his view, an odd-shaped silhouette he couldn’t quite decipher.

      “For more than two thousand years, the Order of the Heavens has performed its solemn duty, guarding our world from the stars,” Sike told them in a haunted voice. “Now the celestial clerics are gone.”

      “Do you think Darganon or the Scorched Queen killed them?” Kado asked, looking over at Sike.

      The Iron Viper had already started toward the ramp that spiraled around the perimeter. “I didn’t say the clerics were dead,” she said, jerking her head for the others to follow. “I said they were gone.”

      Kado went to step after her, and then stopped when he found Gambel standing right in front of him, his apelike head tilted quizzically to one side.

      “I can’t see your face,” the vanara said, tilting his head the other way and squinting at Kado’s features. “It’s like your cowl is filled with a cloud of shadow or something.” He clicked his furry fingers. “That must be one of its powers!”

      “A cloud of shadow?”

      “Yes, inside your cowl.”

      “What purpose would that serve?” Kado asked.

      But Gambel just shrugged and turned away, following after Sike. Apparently he considered the matter decided.

      Kado brushed his hood back off his head, frowning. A cowl that was filled with shadows … He wasn’t sure if he liked that idea or not. Although having your features obscured might be useful in some situations. And, like the shadow smoke, the cowl hadn’t done anything to hamper Kado’s vision. If anything, it lent him more focus.

      He glanced down at Nyoki and saw that the little creature was still pointing. Although now his claw was sticking straight up.

      “Don’t worry,” Kado whispered as he followed after Sike and Gambel. “I think that’s where we’re going.”

      His breaths were ragged by the time they reached the tower’s highest levels. Although the central shaft never widened, as they got higher, the windows vanished, and the companions began to pass doorways in the outer wall.

      Kado realized they must have reached the crown of the tower where it flared out into a sphere. Beyond the doorways, carpeted halls led to other homely thresholds. Obviously the area that housed the clerics’ chambers.

      Sike never broke her purposeful stride, ignoring Gambel’s repeated requests to investigate any hallway he thought looked interesting.

      At last, the ramp ended, and they came upon what might have been the strangest-looking room Kado had ever beheld.

      He guessed from the chamber’s round contour and the domed ceiling that they were in the very peak of the tower. There were no windows, but the roof was an open circle, revealing the pale-blue sky. The opening’s breadth mirrored the tower’s hollow shaft, flooding the chamber with light. Half a dozen white falcons were perched on the opening’s rim.

      The ramp had deposited the companions onto a wide timber walkway that circled the chamber’s perimeter, overlooking the plunging tower shaft. Kado made sure not to take Nyoki too close to the edge. Although he did note that at least there was a balustrade.

      The outer wall sported many doorways, leading to what he supposed were other passages. Each doorway was covered by a heavy blue curtain, decorated with golden moons and stars. Ahead, a set of stairs twisted up to another gallery which overlooked the chamber.

      But it was what was in the chamber’s heart that made Kado’s mouth fall open.

      A gigantic contraption was suspended above the shaft. It consisted entirely of enormous metallic hoops, and gold and silver spheres, all interlacing each other. He realized this was the odd-shaped silhouette he had noticed from below.

      The three silver spheres were arranged in a seemingly random formation, each skewered as the metal hoops passed through them. At the heart of it all, a large golden sphere floated. This orb was suspended from above, attached to the lip of the open ceiling.

      And the entire contraption was moving.

      Slowly rotating and turning, carrying the spheres along their interlaced paths. Each of the pieces twirled around each other, like some wonderfully choreographed dance. All of it orbiting the central, golden sphere.

      At first Kado thought the whole thing was suspended in thin air. Then he noticed the horizontal rods that fixed the contraption to the chamber’s far walls, one on each side.

      “I studied with the Order of the Heavens for a time when I was younger,” Sike said as she paced around the walkway that circled the contraption. “This chamber is the clerics’ observatory. They call this display the planetarium. The smaller spheres represent Lor’s moons. The golden sphere represents Lor herself.”

      When Kado looked closer, he saw that not all the spheres were perfectly silver. One had a slight green tinge, the other a touch of amber.

      Kado could only stare as the contraption slowly turned. He had known since he was small that the world was round, and that it spun in the sky, the moons floating around it. But when his mother had shared that surprising fact, it seemed kind of abstract, the sort of thing grownups understood and Kado simply trusted. He hadn’t really thought about it since.

      Now he could see that cosmic dance playing out in front of him. He still had trouble wrapping his mind around the idea. Just thinking about it made him feel like his brain was wobbling.

      Gambel was circling the walkway, staring at the planetarium from one direction, and then examining it from another, grinning happily the whole way. Sike stood with her head bowed and her eyes closed. Ceravier was sitting at Kado’s feet.

      He glanced down to find Nyoki pointing eagerly at the contraption.

      “Alright,” Kado said, as he placed the little creature on the floor. “You can take a closer look. Just don’t crawl too near the edge.”

      Nyoki waddled over to the contraption, and then stopped, gazing up at it. Kado was about to suggest they investigate the remainder of the tower, when Nyoki fluttered his wings and lifted into the air. There he stayed, hovering three feet above the floor, one tiny claw pointed at the planetarium.

      Kado squinted. Was it his imagination, or had the contraption begun to move slower? Sike seemed to have noticed too. Though her eyes remained closed, her chin turned suddenly and Ceravier sat up straighter.

      Kado looked back at Nyoki to see that he had also closed his eyes. Gambel pulled up short. Now there could be no doubt.

      The contraption had stopped moving.

      “Nyoki’s affecting its movement,” Sike said. She had opened her eyes and her milky gaze was aimed at the ground, but Ceravier was watching Nyoki intensely.

      Kado could hear a faint scraping, like metal grinding on metal. The sound only lasted a moment. Then the planetarium started moving again. Backward.

      Nyoki was hovering, his wings fluttering, his claw still pointing at the planetarium. His eyes were closed, his round face turned toward the golden sphere, the way a cat might bask in the sun.

      Was Nyoki performing some kind of magic, and controlling the cleric’s contraption? Oddly, it didn’t seem that strange to Kado. Not after believing Nyoki had conjured the shadow smoke for so long. Kado suddenly realized this was the first time Nyoki had exhibited any real magical power at all.

      Kado’s gaze followed the spheres as they slowly drifted. He got the peculiar feeling he was watching time flow backward.

      After a few moments the planetarium stopped again. Kado gave a start as a thin stream of purple light shot up from the golden sphere at the planetarium’s heart. It fired through the chamber, squirting through the open roof and out into the sky.

      “I think he’s trying to show us something,” Gambel said in a shaky voice that was half-unsettled, half-excited.

      Without breaking his hovering flight, Nyoki opened his eyes and pointed at the beam of purple light. Then he pointed his other claw at his own chest, and looked back at Kado.

      “What are you trying to tell us, Nyoki?” Kado asked. He took a step closer, but Nyoki didn’t move. He kept hovering, one claw pointed at the purple beam, the other at his chest.

      Kado noticed Ceravier’s head turn, tracking the beam of light, following it out into the sky.

      “The area of the heavens where the beam is pointing,” Sike whispered. “That is the same constellation from which the Sky Stone originated.”

      Kado didn’t know how Sike could tell which constellation was which in the daytime, but he followed her line of thought.

      “Do you think that purple light is beaming up from Darkfae City?” he asked. “Where Darkfae would be located on that golden sphere, I mean.”

      “It mirrors Auba’s warning,” Sike said. “The Spirit Father told us that Darganon had drawn celestial power from the source of the Sky Stone itself. That light must represent the magic he summoned.”

      “So Darganon used the Sky Stone in Darkfae City to connect with its celestial source across the heavens,” Gambel said, tapping his chin with a furry finger. “That’s quite clever.”

      “That has to be it,” Kado said. He took another step closer, his gaze fixed on the planetarium. “The way everything’s positioned … The amber moon is on one side of the world, while the other moons are on the opposite. Wouldn’t that mean the amber moon would be in the sky alone?”

      Sike dipped her head. Gambel noticed and quickly nodded as well.

      “That was how the moons were the night the Sky Stone started glowing,” Kado said. “The amber moon was full. I remember because Grag kicked me out of the den and I had to sleep outside. Nyoki must have turned the planetarium back to the night he first appeared. Maybe that’s why he is pointing at himself. Auba said that Nyoki came through the Sky Stone at the same time. Only Darganon didn’t expect it. He’s been trying to catch Nyoki ever since.”

      Sike’s expression darkened. “Then we have this much of an answer at least. Darganon has used the Sky Stone to form a connection back to its source. A conduit for celestial magic.”

      “He’s created a star cord,” Gambel breathed, sounding more impressed than was appropriate. “Then we only need to break that connection and Darganon’s power will be gone!”

      “No, the connection is broken already,” Sike said. “Otherwise we would have seen it. After the first night, only the Sky Stone itself remained glowing.”

      “But I didn’t see a beam the first night either,” Kado said, frowning. He hadn’t even realized the purple light in the heavens was coming from the Sky Stone until Umah told him.

      “It might have only been fleeting,” Sike said. “But the other night, it flashed again. Right before the Sky Stone floated up from the city. That tells me Darganon’s connection with the heavens isn’t constant. It waxes and wanes, just like the moons.”

      Sike gestured toward the planetarium. “The moons of Lor are powerful entities. Their phases push and pull on the magical patterns of the heavens like a celestial tide. The night the Sky Stone moved, the emerald moon was full.”

      As if prompted by Sike’s words, Nyoki flapped his wings, and lifted a little higher. The planetarium started moving forward once more. It was rotating faster and faster, giving Kado the impression he was speeding through time.

      The purple light had vanished, snuffing out the moment the planetarium moved. It spluttered to life for a split second before disappearing again.

      “What’s Nyoki doing?” Gambel asked. “Is he—”

      Sike silenced him with a raised finger and stepped forward. “He is moving into the future.”

      Kado’s head turned as the moons flew past him. The whole contraption whirred, the hoops rotating and twisting, carrying the moons through their orbits.

      Then suddenly, it lurched to a halt again. The thin beam of purple appeared once more, shooting away through the open roof and into the sky. Only this time, it was thicker. Much thicker.

      Nyoki drifted back to the floor, his wings drooping. His little claws were still pointing at himself and the planetarium.

      “What’s Nyoki showing us now?” Kado asked, turning his head to one side.

      “He’s trying to warn us,” Sike said. “Celestial power is unknowable, unpredictable. It is a source of magic that is apart from the Weaving, and not of the Mother. Yet, like all of creation, celestial power follows its own patterns and rhythms.”

      The Iron Viper fell silent for a long moment. Kado could see her jaw clenching as her mind worked.

      “But the moons of Lor,” Sike continued, her voice deepening. “Their nature is both celestial and of the Mother, a thread between our world and the stars. During an alignment, the pull of the moons is much stronger. The threads between the moons and the stars tighten, drawing celestial power toward Lor.

      “There are accounts of ancient sorcerers who sought to capture such power. Wizards who used the moons of Lor to draw on these celestial threads and bind them to the Weaving and our world. They called these magical connections star cords—conduits from which celestial power flows. Whether Darganon has been aided by the Scorched Queen or some other source, he must have found a way to rekindle this ancient knowledge.”

      Kado swallowed. “So Darganon is trying to draw power from the moons and the Sky Stone?”

      “No,” Sike said. “The magical power comes from across the heavens—from the Sky Stone’s source. The moons’ alignment is simply Darganon’s way of drawing and binding that celestial thread. That is how he will create the star cord, a conduit for celestial power.”

      “And up until now, with only one moon full,” Gambel said, his eyes falling to the floor, “Darganon has only been able to draw celestial power through a partial alignment. Like the night he moved the Sky Stone from Darkfae City.”

      “Look at what Nyoki is showing us.” Sike told them. “The position the moons are in … All three are full. The Order of the Heavens calls this a ternary alignment. A time when the flow of celestial magic is the most potent, and our world’s connection to the heavens is most powerfully bound.”

      “But that is …” Gambel started shakily.

      Sike gave a grim nod. “The moons were in a ternary alignment the night the Sky Stone struck Lor, three thousand years ago. But nine days from now, all three moons will be full once more. Whatever cosmic thread Darganon has drawn upon, that is when it will be tethered to our world again.”

      “And it’ll be a lot bigger by the looks of it,” Gambel said, shuffling uncomfortably.

      Kado looked at Nyoki, his little claw pointed at his own chest. “Nyoki came to our world the first time that celestial connection was made. Darganon described Nyoki as the key to the power he is seeking. Maybe that’s why Darganon wants him so badly. He needs to get Nyoki back to complete the star cord.”

      “I thought Darganon wanted to kill Nyoki,” Gambel said.

      Kado shrugged. “Maybe Darganon just needs his … body or something?”

      “Perhaps,” Sike said, although her tone revealed that she was far from convinced. “We must be careful not to jump to conclusions. All that we know for certain is that Darganon is creating a star cord to draw on celestial magic. But to what end? One does not build an empire simply by channeling power from across the stars. That power must be used for a purpose, wielded, like a tool or a weapon.”

      The Iron Viper paused and drew a sharp breath. “I fear we have been shown more than we are able to understand. Many answers still elude us. I will meditate on this and ask the Mother for guidance.”

      Sike’s words sent a ripple of dread through Kado. He had been so focused on the idea of Darganon drawing celestial magic, he hadn’t even considered what Darganon might actually do with that power. Kado had barely survived with Nyoki before, and that was with the Iron Viper aiding them. If Darganon became even more powerful …

      “You two have a look around and see what you can find,” Sike said, slicing through Kado’s thoughts. “Keep an eye out for anything peculiar—we still need to figure out what happened to the celestial clerics. I will keep Nyoki with me in case he shows us more.”

      Kado noticed Ceravier’s head turn back to Nyoki. The little creature waddled over and wrapped his claws around the panther’s neck.

      Gambel poked his thumb at one of the curtained doorways. From the way he was shuffling toward it, Kado guessed the vanara had already spotted something that snared his interest.

      “Sure, I’ll take this one then,” Kado said, smiling. After all, there was another curtain right beside him.

      He turned his smile to Nyoki to let him know it was alright and to stay with Ceravier. Then Kado brushed aside the drape and stepped through the opening.

      He found himself in a short passage. Its floor was carpeted, blue, like the curtains, and decorated with golden stars and crescent moons. The walls were plastered with charts of the moons in various phases and positions.

      Kado glanced back at the planetarium chamber. Nyoki was still hugging Ceravier. Sike was sitting cross-legged next to them, her head bowed, her eyes closed.

      Kado started down the corridor. Doorways—these ones filled with actual doors—lined the hall on both sides. But he headed straight for the doorway at the passage’s end. It opened into what was clearly a bedchamber.

      As he entered the room, Kado’s hand shot to his oscran stick with a flicker of fear. Whoever had lived in this chamber had met a sinister end, or left in a great hurry.

      The posted bed was unmade. Three of the many shelves that lined the room had been thrown over, scattering their tomes and scrolls. A table and chair had been upturned in the corner. Beside them, a marble pedestal had toppled and smashed.

      On one side of the chamber, two enormous glass doors led to a sweeping balcony. Kado could see the hazy blue light of the Farawood Forest beyond. The doors were flung open and clanged in the wind that howled through the room, swirling leaves across the carpet.

      Kado’s brow crumpled as he scanned the chaos. The chamber was large, and richly carpeted. He wondered if it belonged to the master of the tower. Had something happened to the cleric?

      He threw a glance toward the planetarium and considered calling out to Sike, but dismissed the idea. The Iron Viper was meditating, gaining insight from the Mother. She had told Kado to investigate. Gambel had probably discovered something similar, and he hadn’t called out for help, and the vanara was only a minor Aspect.

      If Kado wanted to act like a real Aspect, if he wanted to save Nyoki, he had to play his part. With what they had just learned, it was more important than ever. Kado needed to follow the path the Mother had laid for him.

      He drew in a breath, his eyes moving to the deep and square alcove at the far end of the room. Framed within, was a full-height mirror. Kado took a step toward it and froze.

      His own reflection was missing.

      His hand slid back to his oscran stick, his dread deepening. He threw another glance over his shoulder, once again considering calling out to Sike. Again, he discounted it. The Iron Viper had told Kado to look for anything peculiar. His own reflection vanishing certainly fitted that criteria.

      His gaze returned to the mirror. He drew another breath, and started toward it, never looking away from the reflection.

      He could see the bedchamber behind him, right where it should be, only he wasn’t there. Did it have something to do with his Aspect? Maybe this was another way his powers worked.

      Kado stepped into the alcove and reached out a finger. As it touched the mirror’s surface, he felt a faint rippling sensation. The whole reflection shimmered.

      Kado’s eyes grew wide. His finger had passed through the mirror. He poked his foot out, and that passed through too. He quickly snatched the limb back again. Now that he looked closer, the mirror didn’t even seem to be made of glass.

      As his gaze fell to the floor, Kado’s mouth tightened. Something wasn’t right with the alcove’s shadows. They were running forward through the mirror, instead of being reflected away.

      He tracked the shape of the shadows, following them into the mirror’s reflection. All of a sudden, he couldn’t shake the impression that the alcove and its reflected twin had merged to create a single passage. His insides rolled. He felt a strange, lifting sensation. It reminded him of the heaving deck of the Borlish ship.

      Then, without taking a step, Kado moved.

      One moment, he was standing in the shadows of the alcove. The next, he was standing in the shadows inside the reflection. When he looked back, the original bedchamber was just where he’d left it, leaves swirling across the floor. Kado had stepped into the reflection. Ahead, the mirror-alcove ended, opening into another bedchamber.

      Kado walked forward, stepping out of the mirror-alcove and into the new chamber. It was identical to the room he had just left in every way, only opposite. The bed was on his right side now, the balcony on his left. Everything had been reversed.

      Kado cocked his head, listening. The tower had fallen silent. It was as if he had walked into a dream. The light quality was strangely different, the blue haze of the Farawood Forest was gone. Was this strange mirror world where the celestial clerics had been taken?

      He pulled his cowl over his head and started across the room. Just stay aware, stay present, he told himself over his suddenly thumping heart. Then his eyebrows drew together as he began to notice irregularities in this mirror world.

      The bed was made. None of the furniture had been disturbed. Where the table and chair had been, there now stood a display of hoops and globes, a miniature version of the planetarium.

      An icy weight sank in Kado’s stomach as he realized his error. He hadn’t stepped through a mirror; it must have been some kind of magical portal. This wasn’t the chamber’s reflection. It was its twin.

      The Tower of the Distant Moons.

      “Who are you!” barked a monstrous voice. “What are you doing here?”

      A bolt of terror shot through Kado. The portal. The disheveled chamber. Sike and Gambel. Suddenly they were all too far away. Kado was alone.

      Slowly, he turned. His legs felt like they had melted. Looming before him was the face of his greatest nightmare.

      Lord Darganon.
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      Kado tried to make his limbs move, but they didn’t want to listen. Every coherent thought had fled from his brain. He could only stand there, staring at his enemy in horror.

      A hulking monster, Darganon towered over him. Kado’s head barely reached the giant man’s chest. The trade lord had entered the chamber through the doors that led to the balcony. Behind him, the forest was gone. Instead, Kado looked upon the pale and jagged peaks of rocky hills.

      “I said, who are you!” Darganon barked again, stomping closer. “Answer me!”

      A little voice inside Kado was urging him to draw his oscran sticks. He fumbled for the weapons with arms that felt too weak. His fingers wouldn’t grip properly. The oscran sticks seemed too heavy. He vaguely wondered if he had drawn them across his body the way the Iron Viper had shown him.

      Sike … His eyes flashed to the corridor. The others were too far away to help. Kado was on his own.

      He almost leaped from his skin when a sharp squawk echoed through the chamber. From a wooden perch on the balcony, Darganon’s king vulture watched its master with goggled eyes.

      “Easy, Frix,” Darganon said, his thick lips twisting into a sneer. It made him seem even more of a monster, a cunning and powerful brute. His dead black gaze never left Kado. “This runt is no threat. Look, I do believe he is shivering.”

      Kado tried to slow his ragged breaths, but the room didn’t seem to have enough air. He reminded himself that he was an Aspect, that he had been trained by a Warden of the Realm, but the words held no meaning. It was like the voice in his head belonged to someone else. Blood throbbed in his ears as if his brain was thumping in time with his heart. His mind was filled with the vision of Darganon’s messenger, a beaten mess on the chamber floor.

      Darganon’s bald head tilted curiously. Gone was the long coat with the elaborate furred collar he had worn last time. He was garbed only in loose-fitting black breeches that were pulled up to his nipples, revealing his meaty chest and thick, bull neck. Over that, he wore an open white jacket that draped past his thighs and looked more like a bathrobe. His feet and fists were as bare as his skull.

      “This is where it ends for you, thief,” Darganon snarled, his words quietening to a hoarse whisper. “Do you think you can enter my private chambers and steal the heart shard? I will break every limb in your body!”

      Darganon lunged.

      Kado gasped and staggered backward. At the last moment, he remembered to twist to one side, bringing his oscran sticks around. Then his thoughts stuttered. This was the part where he smacked his opponent’s weapon, but Darganon was unarmed …

      A giant fist slammed into the side of Kado’s head. It felt like he had been hit by a runaway wagon. Kado was no stranger to pain; he knew the sting of being hit. But Darganon’s blow left him dizzy. The world was tilting. Kado stumbled, his vision blurring and darkening.

      Darganon stomped forward and swung again. Kado just managed to duck. There was a heavy whoosh of air as Darganon’s fist flew by.

      Every move Kado had learned had been squeezed from his mind. His thoughts only had space for fear. His heart was thundering. His limbs were wobbling more than shaking. Kado couldn’t seem to make them work properly.

      He lashed out with an oscran stick, thinking to aim for Darganon’s jaw, but a gigantic hand latched around his throat, hoisting him into the air.

      The next moment, Kado went flying.

      He crashed into the wall and crumpled. A shadow surged toward him as Darganon charged, lost in a wild rage. Kado pushed with his heels, shoving his back against the wall in an attempt to rise. He was too slow. Darganon’s thick fingers closed around Kado’s throat once more, yanking him upward.

      The chamber spun as Darganon whirled Kado around, slamming him against another wall, bursting the air from his lungs. It felt as if an iron claw was clamped around his neck. On its perch in the corner, Frix the vulture squawked with delight.

      “Who sent you?” Darganon demanded in a swollen growl of anger. “Who are you working for?”

      Kado sucked in a wheezing gasp. Darganon’s fingers were tightening, making a fist with Kado’s neck inside, crushing his windpipe. His mind was growing hazy. His tormentor’s foul breath was warm on his face. He could see the individual hairs on Darganon’s pointed goatee.

      Then Kado was flying again. Without loosening his grip, Darganon whirled Kado around, smashing him into the opposite wall. He realized detachedly that they had reached the alcove. That was why the other wall had arrived so quickly. His mind was growing numb from the lack of air.

      “Who is paying you!” Darganon screamed. “The Borleman? Harlington?”

      Kado couldn’t answer. He lashed out with his foot, trying to twist away, to struggle. But fear had drained his strength. His enemy was too powerful. All he could do was stare into Darganon’s black eyes. What terrified Kado most about those eyes wasn’t the hatred or the violent rage. It was the intelligence, the cunning.

      “Who … is …” Darganon’s steel grip tightened with every word that slid between his clenched teeth. “Paying you?”

      Kado heard his own voice choke out an unintelligible denial, a desperate plea. Even as another voice inside reminded him that he still clutched his oscran sticks.

      Darganon snarled and drew back his fist. Kado tried to shrink away, but the rear of his skull was already touching the wall. He knew he would never survive that blow.

      Mother, if you’re real, Kado pleaded. If you’re listening … Help me.

      The alcove erupted with shadows.

      Kado dropped, slipping out of Darganon’s grasp as easily as if his body had turned to water. He heard a crash when Darganon’s fist slammed into the wall. The short passage created by the twin alcoves was filled with clouds of shadow.

      “What is this sorcery?” Darganon demanded as Kado scrambled away.

      Another crash sounded—Darganon’s fist striking the other wall. Carefully, Kado rose. His boots didn’t make a sound. He drew his breaths as softly as he could, even though his lungs wanted to gasp at the suddenly available air.

      His eyes followed the hulking form of his attacker, a darker shape against the shadows. Darganon was stumbling about in the gloom, his fists swinging wildly.

      Kado knew if he had a chance, this was it. In the shadows, Darganon would be blinded. All Kado had to do was land one blow against his enemy’s temple. Just like Sike had shown him.

      He lifted an oscran stick over his shoulder, readying a strike. His arm was trembling as he crept forward. In the gloom ahead, he saw Darganon slow, his head dipping. His howl of rage was so fierce that Kado gave a start. And in that hesitation his one chance evaporated.

      The shadow smoke began to clear.

      Darganon’s eyes widened as he spotted his prey. With a wild bellow, he lifted his massive foot and booted Kado in the chest, blasting him backward.

      Kado flew into the disheveled chamber, landing hard on his rump. Darganon charged after him, a mountain of fury erupting from the alcove.

      Kado scrambled backward as Darganon grabbed one of the shelves and wrenched it from the wall, toppling it over. It smashed to the floor an inch from Kado’s toes, sending up a puff of leaves.

      Kado kicked his legs over his head, rolling to his feet. He flashed a glance at the hallway. He was back in the Tower of the Twisted Stars. Surely Sike and Gambel would have heard the crash.

      Darganon was lurching toward him, his thick lips twisted with rage. Then suddenly, he pulled up short.

      “You …” he snarled, his bald skull tilting to one side. “I know you.”

      Kado’s gaze drifted to the strand of silver hair dangling across his eye. His cowl must have been brushed off in the struggle.

      “I never forget the face of any slave that I own.” The rage had left Darganon’s voice, dropping to a menacing whisper. A malicious smile stretched across his features. “You’re the little salkai boy … Malita’s son.”

      Kado froze, his mother’s name jolting through his being. It had been so many years since he had heard anyone speak it aloud …

      Darganon trudged deliberately toward Kado, savoring his shock and fear. The giant man’s bare feet thudded the carpet with every step.

      “Insolence must run in the family,” he sneered in his coarse whisper. “Your mother was an unruly servant too. I should have realized when I heard the devilkin had been stolen by a salkai that it would be Malita’s half-breed bastard.”

      Kado widened his stance, an oscran stick gripped in each hand. Wind howled at his back through the balcony doors, whipping his silver hair past his face. Within the alcove, the shadow smoke had faded. Only a couple of wisps remained.

      His chest heaved with every breath, his eyes darting to the curtained hallway. Sike would be here any moment. He only had to last a little longer.

      Darganon paused, his black gaze following Kado’s, the wicked smile twisting wider on his lips. His head turned slowly in the direction of the planetarium. Then he looked the other way and called, “Tai!”

      Almost immediately, a black-veiled warrior appeared in the alcove. Kado’s stomach dropped.

      A Molok Tai.

      “This is the half-breed dog we’ve been looking for,” Darganon snarled. “The devilkin will be here somewhere too. Find it!” His soulless gaze drifted back to Kado. “And slaughter it.”

      The Molok Tai retreated into the alcove. A second later, a troop of over a dozen veiled warriors poured into the chamber. They streamed across the room, their curved swords blazing with aqua-blue magic. On the round, silver buckles of their belts, a symbol glinted—a dagger set within a flame.

      Kado could only watch in despair as the warriors disappeared down the hall that led to the planetarium. If Sike and Gambel were forced to fight the Molok Tai, there would be no one to protect Nyoki. Kado’s jaw clenched, his gaze swinging back to Darganon.

      “Your mother had a fire inside her too,” Darganon barked as he stomped forward once more. His shouts had taken on a crazed, triumphant edge. “The nasty, treacherous whore! She thought I would simply beat her, but …”

      Darganon stopped. He began to draw deep and heaving breaths, as if attempting to master his anger. When he spoke again, his voice had returned to a whisper.

      “… but I sold her boy instead.”

      “Abrel,” Kado breathed. His knuckles whitened around his oscran sticks. “You sold him to those men. My mother was never the same after that. She used to have the sharpest mind in Darkfae, but she let those robbers catch her unawares and leave her for dead in that alley.”

      Darganon laughed, a scathing, mocking roar. “Robbers? Those were my men, you ignorant little fiend! Your mother thought to challenge me? To question my actions? I let her mourn her boy … then I destroyed her.”

      Kado felt his face go slack. It seemed like the tower was swaying around him. All this time, he believed his mother had been the victim of a clumsy robbery. But it had been Darganon all along.

      Kado’s fear thickened into a burning rage. All of a sudden he wanted to lash out, to strike at this man who had taken everything from him. He just needed to find a way to overcome Darganon’s formidable strength.

      Kado stepped forward. “I’ll make you pay for what you have done. To my ma, to Abrel. I will free Darkfae City from your destructive rule.”

      He expected Darganon to mock his boast. But darkness clouded the large man’s features, a rage that boiled deep inside him. The veins on his bull neck bulged. His bloodied fists tightened.

      “Destructive?” he repeated in a rumbling whisper. “Before me, Darkfae City was nothing, a festering sore on the foot of the world! Now the Five Realms hear the name Darkfae and tremble in fear!”

      Kado’s eyes snapped to the hallway as a boom and a crash echoed from beyond. With Darganon’s revelation, Kado had almost forgotten about the others. If Sike and Gambel were overwhelmed … Kado needed to protect Nyoki.

      “Now, I have a gift for you before I end your pitiful life,” Darganon said. “Something that will ensure you truly suffer.”

      He reached into his white coat and pulled out a coin. Kado’s eyes narrowed. It was a simple copper coin, a beggar’s coin. Identical to the one Darganon had given his messenger to pass to the Borleman.

      “Then,” Darganon spat, his whisper swelling to a growl. “Once you are—”

      He stopped short as a Molok Tai came flying into the chamber from the planetarium hallway, crashing against the far wall. A sword thudded to the carpet, its aqua light fading.

      Kado let out a breath as the warrior crumpled. Sike was alive, and she was winning.

      Kado didn’t waste a single second. Darganon was still turning back to him when he dived between the towering man’s legs, scrambled to his feet, and bolted down the hallway.

      He lowered his brow and sprinted. His only thought was to get to Nyoki. Ahead, he could see that the star-decorated curtain had been torn free. Then it was behind him.

      Kado burst over the threshold and skidded to a halt. Already, the planetarium and the circular walkway that surrounded it were gripped in a chaotic battle. He spotted Sike quickly, over on the chamber’s far side.

      She was backing away from at least six veiled Molok Tai. Their curved blades swung in furious arcs, trailing crescents of aqua-blue.

      Sike’s jinota swirled, keeping her attackers at bay. White falcons were perched all around her, on shelves or parts of the planetarium, staying just out of harm’s reach. Surveying the battle from every angle.

      Washed in aqua-blue light and surrounded by enemies, Sike had never seemed so small. She had Nyoki clutched under one arm. The little creature was shaking with terror. Ceravier roared at her side, his jaws gnashing.

      “Kado!”

      His head snapped toward the cry. He spotted Gambel up on the gallery that overlooked the planetarium. Molok Tai were closing in on the vanara from both sides, their blades shimmering with sorcery.

      “Kado, look!” Gambel shouted. He was waving his Aspect crystal, which was glowing bright-green. Kado didn’t know if that meant good fortune for all of them, or only for Gambel. He suspected it was the latter.

      Then Gambel’s eyes suddenly widened as he fumbled the crystal, dropping it. When he bent to retrieve it, an enemy blade whistled over his head in an arc of aqua-blue. There was a gurgling cry as the Molok Tai who had been on the vanara’s other side found his throat slashed by the sword of his brethren. Gambel frowned at the dying warrior confusedly.

      The Molok Tai who had struck the blow recovered and lifted his blade high. Gambel turned, his apelike features appearing slightly offended. It was only when the warrior stumbled that Kado noticed the vanara’s tail coiled around the Molok Tai’s ankle.

      With a casual shove, Gambel sent the warrior over the balustrade. His wailing screams faded as he toppled past the planetarium and down the tower core.

      The victory was short-lived. Within moments, Gambel was surrounded by three new warriors. Kado swallowed with a gulp.

      Then a Molok Tai was charging at him, a shimmering blade raised above his shoulder.

      Kado twisted without thinking. He turned his body to the side as the Molok Tai sailed by, and brought an oscran stick down, knocking the magical blade away, splashing sparks of aqua-blue.

      He didn’t know if that magic made the Molok Tai’s swords cut deeper, or burned like their lanterns, but he didn’t want to find out. His other oscran stick flew, cracking the back of his enemy’s skull. The warrior dropped, unconscious. It was all over in seconds.

      Kado had a moment to blink, startled by his success. Then his world grew suddenly dark as a shadow loomed over him. He leaped to the side just as Darganon’s fist blasted through the space Kado’s head had just occupied.

      Darganon howled and plunged after him. Kado darted back along the walkway that ringed the chamber, heading in the direction he had last seen Sike. Ceravier’s enormous roar told him he was close.

      Darganon jerked to a halt at the sound of the panther. His soulless black gaze moved past Kado.

      “Iron Viper …” the hulking man whispered. “I thought you had eluded me. Yet, here you are, protecting the half-breed. Indeed, fate smiles upon me this day.”

      Darganon made no other move. Although his knuckles remained locked in fists, he seemed suddenly uncertain. Wary, but hungry, all at the same time.

      “Kado! To me!” Sike ordered.

      He flashed a glance over his shoulder, just as Ceravier roared and leaped. The panther took a Molok Tai around the throat. They dropped together, rolling as they fought, a muddle of black and gray and fur.

      Sike had maneuvered herself so that her back was against the curved wall. Two or three Molok Tai lay dead nearby. With a surge of dread, Kado saw that Sike’s arm was bleeding. It was the same arm that clutched Nyoki. The little creature was shivering and making a thin whining sound.

      Four Molok Tai warriors still surrounded Sike, approaching from both flanks of the curved walkway, their magical swords blazing. Beside her, Ceravier slowly rose. His spine was arched, his fur bristling. His Molok Tai opponent remained on the floor.

      Then, lightning fast, a veiled warrior struck. A blade flew at Sike in a streak of aqua-blue.

      The Iron Viper was quicker. Her jinota swirled. The Molok Tai froze. A moment later, the warrior dropped, blood gushing from his neck.

      As one, the other Molok Tai retreated a step. They fanned out, creating an arcing line in front of the Iron Viper, but did little else.

      “Take her!” Darganon barked.

      The warriors’ feet slid as they glided back and forth, shifting positions, obviously hoping to confuse the Warden. Yet none attacked. Every now and then, Sike’s jinota would lash out if a warrior came too close. It reminded Kado of a striking serpent. Perhaps that’s why they called her the Iron Viper.

      While the enemy was focused on Sike, Kado dashed past them, darting over to the Warden’s side. Without a word passing between them, the Molok Tai’s feet slid, carrying them back along the walkway toward their master.

      The chamber trembled in silence.

      The enemies faced each other across the circling walkway. Darganon and his Molok Tai were down one end, near the corridor that led to the disheveled bedchamber. Sike and Kado were down the other end, where the walkway curved. The Iron Viper was clutching Nyoki, who trembled in terror. Ceravier was hunched at Kado’s heels, ready to pounce.

      “Fetch another troop,” Darganon ordered quietly, almost as if he was afraid that Sike would hear. “No, make that three. Just to be sure.”

      One of the Molok Tai darted away, heading back along the passage to the bedchamber and the Tower of the Distant Moons.

      Darganon jerked his broad chin. “I can wait all day, Iron Viper!” he barked in his forced, triumphant tone. “Although I won’t have to. Soon, three dozen Molok Tai will storm this chamber. And your cat, and your ape, and your devilkin, and that little half-breed will all be dead!”

      On his periphery, Kado saw Sike tense.

      “But not you, Iron Viper,” Darganon said, his lips curling. “You, we will take alive. The question is, should I keep you for myself? But how could I, when the Scorched Queen offers such a handsome reward?”

      “Be ready,” Sike whispered. “You have to get Nyoki to safety. He is—”

      A wild cry rang through the chamber. Kado’s gaze flashed skyward in time to see Gambel leap over the gallery balustrade. The vanara landed on the golden orb in the center of the planetarium, the sphere that represented the world of Lor.

      Two Molok Tai warriors followed, leaping over the balustrade to land on the planetarium, each on a different moon. Their curved swords blazed with aqua-blue sorcery.

      Gambel’s head snapped from one opponent to the other in a sweep of orange hair. He had produced his Warden’s weapon, the one that reminded Kado of two oscran sticks joined by a short chain.

      The vanara was making a whooping cry and spinning his weapon, holding one stick and twirling the other on the end of the chain. It spun so fast the stick was a blur. Which was enough to give the Molok Tai pause.

      It turned out that was all Gambel needed. A loud, metallic creaking echoed through the tower. The vanara threw a wink at Kado.

      A second later, one of the horizontal rods that fixed the planetarium to the far wall shattered. The entire contraption sank, hinging down on its remaining rod like a trapdoor opening.

      For a long, groaning moment, the planetarium teetered, creaking as it strained. The Molok Tai’s veiled heads swiveled, seeking an escape. Then the other rod snapped and the contraption plummeted, crashing down the tower shaft, carrying its passengers with it.

      All except Gambel. The vanara was still standing on Lor, which was suspended from the lip of the open ceiling. He sprang from the golden orb, landing beside Sike and Kado in a single leap, grinning from ear to ear.

      His grin turned into a wince, and then a grimace, as the sound of the planetarium toppling to its doom echoed up from below. One collision boomed with the unmistakable crash of stone. The ramp had been destroyed.

      Sike’s cheek twitched. “Good work. You just demolished our escape route.”

      Kado’s gaze moved back to their enemy. Darganon was watching them, a sneer twisting his black goatee. Had he worn that same sneer when he sold Abrel? Had those same eyes glistened when he gave the order to kill Kado’s mother?

      Now, Kado saw those dark eyes drift to Nyoki before moving to Sike. The Molok Tai held their glowing blades high, their muscles tensed, ready to strike. Whatever happened, Kado needed to stop Darganon. He had to protect Nyoki.

      “There might be another way,” he told Sike out of the corner of his mouth, never taking his gaze from Darganon. “There’s a balcony in the bedchamber next door. It’s a long way down, but it leads to the forest. Darganon and those Molok Tai are all that stands between us and the corridor that leads there.”

      Kado didn’t know if Sike could fight her way through to the corridor, let alone how she would break their fall if they leaped from the balcony, but he couldn’t think of anything else.

      “That will have to do,” she muttered. “Be ready to take Nyoki on my signal. You need to flee while Darganon and the Molok Tai are distracted.”

      Kado threw a glance at the Iron Viper. Distracted? What was Sike talking about?

      “But you’re going to finish them, right?” Kado whispered so quietly he could barely hear himself. “If you strike now, before the other troop arrives—”

      Sike was already shaking her head. Kado’s gut sank as he looked closer at his companion.

      It wasn’t only the arm that clutched Nyoki that was bleeding. More than half a dozen wounds slashed Sike’s arms, legs, and shoulders. A crimson line dribbled from her temple and along her cheek. Her breaths were labored. The tapered brim of her hat swayed slightly, revealing an unsteadiness in the Iron Viper that Kado had never witnessed.

      “No, I won’t let you,” he whispered. “You can’t sacrifice yourself for us.”

      “That choice is not yours, Kado.”

      He saw Sike give Gambel the slightest of nods. The vanara’s features were uncharacteristically somber as he returned the gesture in kind.

      Kado bit down on his lip and looked back at their enemy. Maybe if he helped in the fight … If he could take down one or two of the Molok Tai, Sike might have a chance. But then who would protect Nyoki? It was only because Sike was holding the creature that she had even been hit at all.

      Triumph glinted in Darganon’s black eyes. They crawled over Sike and Nyoki, like a starving man eyeing a king’s meal.

      Sike’s chin suddenly dipped as the clap of boots echoed along the hall. It was a faint sound, far away, perhaps in the other tower, but it was growing louder. The Molok Tai reinforcements were arriving. A hiss of breath was Kado’s only warning.

      The Iron Viper exploded.

      She shot forward in a sudden burst of movement. It was only when Kado heard a squeal that he realized she had tossed Nyoki straight up into the air.

      Kado just managed to clip his oscran sticks to his belt and catch the creature as he came down, his wings frantically flapping.

      And not a second too soon. A mocking squawk cut through the chamber. In a rush of grayish-black feathers, Frix the vulture swooped, its hooked talons reaching for Nyoki and narrowly missing.

      “It’s alright. I’ve got you,” Kado whispered, turning his shoulder away from the vulture, and hugging Nyoki to his chest.

      Frix’s squawks were joined by a chorus of screeches as a flock of white falcons gave chase, swooping after the vulture. Kado didn’t know how good Sike’s senses were. He just hoped she could see while her birds were distracted.

      His eyes flashed to the Iron Viper as she leaped and spun. Her jinota whirred—aimed straight at Darganon. A Molok Tai sprang between them. There was a sizzling flash of aqua-blue and the chamber rang with the clash of steel. The warrior’s blade had stopped the jinota.

      The Iron Viper smacked the sword down. Her heel came up, catching the Molok Tai under the chin. Sike was already turning as the warrior fell.

      Another veiled warrior leaped between the Iron Viper and his master. There was a roar and a streak of black fur, and the Molok Tai crumpled, Ceravier’s jaw locked around his neck.

      The Iron Viper shot forward, her jinota pointed at Darganon’s throat. It was met by the shimmering blade of another black-veiled warrior.

      “Come on!” Gambel shouted, snatching Kado’s hand. The vanara almost yanked Kado’s arm from the socket as he dragged him away. Kado had a second to make sure his other arm had a secure grip on Nyoki. Then they were running, sprinting along the walkway.

      Another squawk cut the air. Frix swooped in from behind them, claws reaching for Nyoki, but Gambel’s nunchaku twirled, shooing the bird away.

      When Kado looked forward again, he realized the vanara was leading them past the fighting, heading for the hallway with the disheveled bedchamber.

      “No!” Kado shouted. “We have to help her!” He tried to tug his hand free, but Gambel’s grip was surprisingly strong.

      The vanara shook his head in a mop of orange hair. “Sike said to save Nyoki.”

      As they got nearer, Darganon stepped between Kado and the curtained hallway. The trade lord lunged at the pair, but Gambel spun his weapon once more, knocking his meaty hand away.

      Darganon bellowed with rage and was about to lunge at them again, when one of the Molok Tai shoved the giant man aside. Sike’s jinota blurred through the air a moment later, and the warrior’s skull was rolling across the floor.

      Then Kado’s world narrowed as Gambel hauled them into the hallway. Nyoki was trembling and squealing in his arms. From behind, he heard the rattle of steel and Ceravier’s roar, followed by the frustrated squawks of the vulture and the caws of the falcons.

      “Where to now?” Gambel asked when they burst into the bedchamber. He still hadn’t let go of Kado’s hand. “Wow, somebody really made a mess of this place.”

      “Look out!” Kado shouted, snatching his hand away as a Molok Tai appeared in the alcove. Reinforcements from the Tower of the Distant Moons were arriving.

      The Molok Tai’s blade flashed. It stopped an inch before Gambel’s nose, its aqua-blue light shimmering across his features. The vanara’s long tail was wrapped around the Molok Tai’s wrist, holding his weapon at bay.

      “Go, Kado! Go!” yelled Gambel, nudging his head toward the balcony. The vanara shuffled around, maneuvering his body between Kado and the Molok Tai, trapping the warrior in the alcove.

      “I’m not leaving without you and Sike!” Kado shouted. With his free hand, he yanked out an oscran stick. Nyoki was squealing in his other arm.

      “But this is more important!”

      Gambel dropped his nunchaku and snatched the Molok Tai’s wrist with his furry hands as well, coming to the aid of his own tail.

      The warrior’s radiant blade continued to creep closer, trembling as he struggled to reach the vanara. Behind the first Molok Tai, Kado could see its brethren. They were lined back through the alcove into the Tower of the Distant Moons, their curved swords gleaming in arcs of aqua-blue.

      “Go, Kado!” Gambel shouted again. “Sike told me what the Mother told her! Nyoki is all that matters!”

      “No,” boomed a voice filled with triumph and rage. “The threat of that accursed devilkin ends here!”

      Kado whirled around to find Darganon looming in the chamber threshold. His hulking chest heaved with ragged breaths. Of pain or anger, Kado couldn’t tell.

      Gambel’s hands and tail remained in a struggle with the Molok Tai, but his eyes were swiveled toward Darganon, his apelike mouth hinging open.

      “Release him,” Darganon commanded.

      The Molok Tai obeyed, pulling his blade away from the vanara, its aqua light fading.

      Gambel and Kado fell back across the chamber together, retreating toward the balcony. The vanara had snatched up his nunchaku and was twirling it in the air. Kado’s own weapon felt ready to slip from his sweaty grasp. He didn’t know which one he gripped tighter, the oscran stick or Nyoki.

      “You have lost, half-breed,” Darganon growled as he stepped across the threshold. He flapped a hand at the Molok Tai, telling them to stay in the alcove. “These pathetic creatures are mine.”

      Darganon stomped into the center of the disheveled chamber, leaves swirling around him, even as Kado and Gambel slid another step backward.

      “Can you fly?” Gambel asked out of the side of his mouth. He winced when Kado shook his head. “Then I’m all out of ideas,” he said, shrugging apologetically.

      “I think I’ll kill the monkey first,” Darganon said with a sneer. “The half-breed, I will—”

      He never uttered another word. The Iron Viper fired into the room, a blur of speed and power. She planted her jinota into the floor and vaulted, her momentum never slowing.

      Her feet hit the small of Darganon’s back together. The force of the blow was enough to send even the giant man flying. He bowled into the Molok Tai in the alcove, sending the warrior sprawling into his kin. They fell in a tumbling pack into the hall of the other tower.

      Darganon was still falling. The air rippled faintly around him as he passed between the towers.

      “Now, Gambel!” Sike shouted.

      A bright-green crystal zoomed across the room. There came a great shattering as it struck the back of the alcove. It was as if Gambel had thrown a rock through a window.

      Indeed, shards of what looked like glass tumbled out from the alcove, splintering Kado’s vision of Darganon and the Molok Tai into a thousand pieces. When the shards hit the floor, they dissipated, blowing away in the forest wind.

      Kado could only stare. Where, a moment before, he had been looking at the alcove’s twin, now there was only a blank wall. The Tower of the Distant Moons was gone.

      The portal had been broken.
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      Sike heaved a sigh and sank to her knees. Her jinota remained sticking out of the floor like a flagpole. Gambel and Kado were already rushing to her side when she swayed dazedly, the vanara dropping to one knee and catching her by the shoulders.

      “Are you alright?” Kado asked, cradling Nyoki to his breast as he knelt beside Sike and Gambel.

      The Iron Viper waved an irritable hand to tell him not to worry.

      “Well, with the portal shattered, Darganon won’t be coming back that way,” Gambel said.

      The vanara stood when Sike brushed him off, and crossed the room to retrieve his crystal. The gem was shining with a pale green light. It didn’t appear to have been harmed by the impact.

      Nyoki gave a shiver in Kado’s arms. He hugged the creature tighter, his eyes lifting as Ceravier limped in from the hallway, and dropped, curling into a ball beside them. Kado’s gaze moved back to Sike, his head tilting with concern.

      “I will be fine,” Sike said in answer to Kado’s unspoken question. She reached out and stroked Ceravier, a smile brushing her lips. “We all will be. Our enemy is defeated. Now we take our rest.”

      Gambel turned to Sike with an apologetic shrug. “Although, we’ll have to move sooner or later. Probably sooner.”

      Sike closed her eyes and nodded.

      Kado placed Nyoki on the floor and walked over to the balcony. He pulled the doors closed, cutting off the groan of the wind. Far below, beyond the glass, the Farawood Forest rolled away in an ocean of leaves, its canopy swaying. The hazy blue glow between the trunks seemed to be shimmering. Kado noticed a half-dozen white falcons were perched on the balustrade.

      “How long do we have?” he asked, turning back to the others.

      “The remainder of this day and throughout the night at least,” Sike said. “In the morning, we will start out again.”

      Grimacing, the Iron Viper struggled to her feet. She managed only a few steps before slumping back down on the edge of the bed.

      Kado pressed his lips together as he watched her. He had never seen Sike look so small and vulnerable. The condition she was in, he would be surprised if she was able to move in a week, let alone in the morning. His eyes shifted warily to the planetarium hallway.

      “What about the Molok Tai in this tower?”

      “Dead,” Sike said in a flat voice. “Including the one that you knocked unconscious.”

      “And the vulture?” he asked, suddenly remembering Darganon’s bird.

      “Chased away by the falcons, no doubt flying straight back to its master.”

      “So where to next, Sike?” asked Gambel brightly. He plonked down cross-legged at the foot of the bed and gazed up at the Iron Viper.

      “When the Weaving shifts, and the Heart of the Farawood dawns again, the Tower of the Twisted Stars will be left outside its bounds,” Sike said. “But the tower’s true location works in our favor. It is close to the western banks of the Silk River.”

      Gambel nodded enthusiastically. “That should give us a good head start on Darganon. Even if he is riding a stone dragon.”

      “Perhaps,” Sike said. The word came out more like a sigh.

      Kado turned from Sike to Gambel and back again. “Riding a stone dragon?”

      “If Darganon has taken control of the Tower of the Distant Moons,” Sike said, her expression grave, “he would have gained mastery over the stone dragons that defend it. Like the protectors of this tower, the stone dragons are not true dragons—no real dragon would ever serve a mortal—but they were created with draconic magic. And despite their name, stone dragons do move swiftly.”

      “I don’t understand,” Kado said. “Why do we need to move at all? The portal is broken. Darganon no longer has a way to reach us. And we are in the Heart of the Farawood. I thought the tower was protected by the Guardians’ magic.”

      Gambel looked at Sike as if hoping she would answer, but the Iron Viper only hung her head wearily.

      “I’m afraid that, between the two of us, we kind of messed up that protection,” Gambel said, blowing out his cheeks. “The vine dragons, the planetarium, the portal … Everything that was once good and pure in this tower is gone. On top of that, Darganon and the Molok Tai have stained these halls with violence and death. No evil can ever stand in the Heart of the Farawood. So when the Heart next dawns—and that happens every morning—the Tower of the Twisted Stars will simply be pushed out, left behind.”

      Kado’s gaze moved to Nyoki. The little creature had crawled over to Ceravier, who was curled into a ball, and curled into a ball also. Neither of them looked ready to make another long journey.

      “We have to leave, Kado,” Sike said, as if reading his thoughts. Her head remained bowed, leaving him to stare at her circular metal hat. “I will not risk the Guardians’ home with the wrath of the Scorched Queen. But do not worry. The Heart of the Farawood will deposit us close to the Silk River—the border of the Gilded Empire. We have only a short distance to cover before reaching the safety of the empire’s bounds.”

      “Darganon will never catch us before then,” Gambel said, smiling and nodding eagerly, as if trying to cheer Kado up. “He won’t even be able to locate the tower until it leaves the Heart of the Farawood. And, by that time, we’ll be long gone. We can climb through the treetops again, like the good old days. Well, the previous days, I suppose. We’ll be in the Gilded Empire before you know it.”

      Kado turned to the glass doors, his eyes moving across the forest. He wished he shared the vanara’s confidence.

      From the tower’s lofty height, he wouldn’t have been surprised to see all the way to the curve of the world. But instead of finding the ocean, or mountains, the sky simply grew whiter and hazier as it faded into the distance. He realized he was staring at the magical barrier that surrounded the Heart of the Farawood.

      “I’ve had enough of running,” Kado said, turning back to Sike and Gambel. Even as he spoke, he knew it was the truth. He had been fooling himself. But now, after everything he had just learned, it could no longer be denied. One way or the other, they needed to finish this. Once and for all.

      “You said it yourself, Sike—as long as Darganon lives, Nyoki will never be safe. We have to find a way to beat Darganon. Otherwise, we will be hiding forever.”

      “And who will do that?” Sike asked, lifting her head. “You?”

      “You could teach me some new moves,” Kado said. “I could be more help in the next battle. We could fight together.”

      “I thought we just did that,” Gambel said, puzzled.

      “I have my shadow powers as well.” Kado’s eyes stayed fixed on Sike. “I just need to be stronger. If I can find a way to increase my Aspect—”

      Sike clicked her tongue. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Do you think it’s that simple?”

      “He killed my mother, Sike! He sold my brother! Darganon needs to be destroyed!”

      Kado flinched, ashamed even as the words left his lips. He had screamed so loudly his voice had broken. It made him sound like a child.

      Sike drew a deep breath and pushed herself to her feet. Although her milky gaze was aimed at a point below Kado’s shoulder, he felt the heat of her glare all the same.

      “Destroyed?” the Iron Viper repeated. “As in, dead?”

      Kado shrugged, and then shook his head. He could almost see Umah pursing his lips disappointedly. But Kado wasn’t wrong, either. Darganon had to be stopped. He had to be.

      “I don’t know … Maybe?”

      “Do you know why I gave you oscran sticks to fight with and not a blade?” Sike asked in a tight voice. “Do you know why I haven’t trained you to use a jinota—a traditional weapon of your people?”

      Kado opened his mouth to answer, but Sike had already continued.

      “The Mother breathes life into every living being. Do you have the wisdom to know when to take that life away? Do not speak so casually of death. Those are the words of a Predator, not a Hunter. They are not the thoughts of an Aspect.”

      She slumped back down on the bed. “Now, tell me. How did you open the portal?”

      “Open it?” Kado blinked, caught off guard by the sudden change in questioning.

      “The portal was closed,” Sike said impatiently. “Otherwise, I would have sensed it the moment we arrived. Darganon must have sealed the portal behind him to cover his tracks. Yet you obviously stepped through, and brought Darganon back with you.”

      Kado glanced at the blank wall of the alcove. That wasn’t quite how he would have described what happened, but Sike had captured it closely enough. He wondered if she had simply pieced things together, or if she had witnessed the event through one of her creatures.

      “I thought it was a mirror, at first,” Kado said. “Only I didn’t have a reflection. So I took a closer look. You told me to investigate.”

      Gambel let out an excited gasp. “Of course! That makes perfect sense! The celestial towers were built at the same time. Their living quarters would be virtually identical, only the Tower of the Distant Moons would be reversed, because of its northern orientation. So, with the rooms being reversed, you saw what you thought was a reflection of this room, only without you in it. I can understand why you were confused. Even if this room was a mess and the decor was different, and the hall was slightly longer and—”

      Sike heaved a breath, silencing the vanara. “But how did you move through, Kado?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said, frowning. “I was looking at the shadows—they caught my eye because they continued on the other side of the mirror—and then I felt this weird tingle in my stomach and I was suddenly standing in those other shadows, inside the refection. That must have been when I moved to the other tower.”

      “When you looked at the shadows beyond the portal, were you standing in a shadow too?” Sike asked.

      Kado’s frown deepened. He nodded.

      “Shadow streaking,” Sike said, her mouth becoming a grim line. “The ability to travel through the shadow essence in the Weaving, to move between one area that lies in darkness and another. Zujha the Cruel had this power as well.”

      A wave of dread was slowly rising inside Kado. Zujha the Cruel had walked the path of the Predator. That was the second time Sike had referred to the Predator in only a few minutes. Did she fear Kado was straying from the Mother’s light? Was he? Was his anger at Darganon driving him toward a path of darkness, toward murder?

      But Kado hadn’t felt angry when he passed through the shadows—he hadn’t even known he was doing it. If anything, he’d felt scared.

      Still, some power was obviously developing inside him, and if an Aspect’s power came from the Mother, how could it be anything else? But then, how could shadows be light at all? Wasn’t that his Aspect question? It would have been easier to decide if Kado knew what the Mother’s will looked like. His shoulders slumped.

      “Remember, Kado.” Sike’s tone softened as she spoke his name. “Look for the path the Mother has laid for you. Protecting Nyoki—that is the role She has given you. And now that role is more vital than ever. Soon, it will be more than Darganon’s forces that hunt your little ward. Forces much darker, and more powerful. The Scorched Queen’s hand has at last been revealed.”

      An icy shiver rippled through Kado at those words. It wasn’t just the injuries Sike had suffered in the battle. He had never seen her look so shaken.

      “Gambel said the Mother told you that Nyoki was important,” Kado said, remembering what the vanara had yelled as they fled from the battle. “You were meditating when I left you. Did you have a vision or something?” He took a step toward Sike, his anxiety growing. “What did you learn about the Scorched Queen?”

      “It is more what Gambel found than what the Mother shared with me,” Sike said. “But together, they paint a dire picture.”

      “Very dire,” Gambel agreed. “It turns out Darganon wasn’t really interested in this tower at all.” He paused and glanced at Sike, as if seeking permission to continue. When she ignored him, he drew a large breath, and went on.

      “Darganon was only after the Tower of the Distant Moons, not this tower. Well, I suppose he wanted this tower a little bit, because he took something very important—the last piece of the Sky Stone. The celestial clerics were guarding it here. Over there, actually.” Gambel nodded toward the toppled pedestal and dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Darganon stole it.”

      “I don’t understand,” Kado said. “I thought the stone in Darkfae City was the Sky Stone.”

      “There were other fragments, smaller shards that broke away as the Sky Stone struck our world,” Sike said. “In the dark years after the Unraveling, many were found and collected. Over the centuries they all but disappeared. The Order of the Heavens guarded the last of them here, under the decree of Aryacus the Wise and the Silent Empress. It was protected by the vine dragons, and secreted in the hidden realm of the Guardians of the Wood.”

      “You’d figure it would be pretty safe,” Gambel said with a sigh.

      “But Darganon came in the back door,” Kado said, his eyes narrowing. “He took control of the Tower of the Distant Moons—”

      “—reaching his prize through the celestial clerics’ portal,” Sike finished.

      “The Molok Tai kidnapped all of the clerics, except for one who was hiding,” Gambel said. “That cleric left a note, a warning that Darganon had stolen the shard. I found it when I was searching her chamber. The note, that is. Not the last shard of the Sky Stone.”

      “A note?” Kado asked. “What happened to the cleric?”

      “Fled, we imagine,” Sike said. “Hopefully to carry her warning to the Guardians of the Wood.”

      “But I still don’t see what any of this has to do with the Scorched Queen,” Kado said.

      The Iron Viper was silent for a long moment before answering.

      “To understand that, you must understand our world in the time before the Unraveling,” she said, her tone becoming distant. “Before the Sky Stone, the lands now known as the Five Realms were little more than wilderness. People lived in small tribes and villages. Hunting, fishing, collecting their food from the land. Dwelling in harmony with the Weaving and the Mother. What little magic they dabbled in was for spiritual practices and healing.

      “And in that peaceful age, those we now call the Endless Ones thrived on a distant continent named Galhadyra. An enlightened civilization, they had reached the very heights of wisdom and prosperity, long ago mastering the secrets of sorcery and the Cycles of Life. Yet these ancient ones lived apart from the rest of the world, keeping their wisdom to themselves.”

      The Iron Viper paused, her expression growing darker. “Then the Sky Stone crashed from the heavens. A gem the size of a mountain, blazing with magic from across the stars.”

      “That’s when it encountered the ancient evil buried where Darkfae City now stands,” Kado said, his brow creasing.

      “Lor has never known destruction like the Unraveling,” Sike said. “Terrible storms, waves taller than the highest mountains crashed over our world. The continent of Galhadyra was utterly obliterated, swallowed by the raging sea. Those we now call the Endless Ones were the refugees of that lost civilization.

      “They ventured out across Lor, each claiming a territory for their own. The goal of the Endless Ones was simple—to build new civilizations and share their wisdom, so that the knowledge of Galhadyra would never be lost.”

      Kado found himself stepping closer. As he listened to the Iron Viper’s tale, a sinking fear was pooling in his heart. He noticed Gambel shuffling closer too.

      “After the Unraveling, Lor was in turmoil,” Sike said quietly. “The tribes that survived had to endure in a brutal world, a land torn apart and twisted by wild magic. They flocked to the Endless Ones, viewing them as saviors, worshiping them as gods. Turning their backs on the Mother.

      “To begin with, the reign of the Endless Ones was noble. They sought to guide and teach. To administer, but never control. In honor of their homeland, they made a covenant not to directly interfere in the lives of the people they saved. Nor would they interfere in the lands that belonged to each other. But to guide without ruling is a hazy line. The Endless Ones were gradually corrupted by their own power. None more than the Scorched Queen, who ruled the mightiest and cruelest nation of all.”

      Kado glanced at Nyoki, curled up and sleeping beside Ceravier. He could feel Sike’s tale swelling toward them, an ominous darkness that he feared would end by surrounding Nyoki.

      “Wary of the Scorched Queen’s growing power, the other Endless Ones proposed a new covenant,” Sike continued. “One bound by magic. Using fragments of the Sky Stone, Aryacus the Wise created five magical hearts. Four of these, he gave to the other Endless Ones. The fifth, he kept for himself. Then, calling upon ancient sorcery from their homeland, the five replaced their own hearts with Aryacus’ creations.”

      “They replaced their hearts?” Kado echoed, his eyebrows lifting.

      Sike nodded. “From then on, the Endless Ones were bound by a single magic. Now, to strike at each other—or their subjects—would mean striking themselves, forever sealing the bond between them.

      “But as the centuries grew, the five discovered that their new hearts gave them even greater power. It prolonged their life, making them near immortal. And like all power that does not come from the Mother, it corrupted them, twisting them. Now the Endless Ones are distorted versions of the beings they once were. Erratic, reclusive, and hollow.”

      “The Empire of the Withered Sun is the largest and most powerful of all the Five Realms,” Gambel said. He sounded reluctantly impressed by the idea. “The Covenant is the only thing stopping the Scorched Queen and her minions from conquering the world. She has been looking for a way to break it for as long as anyone can remember.”

      Sike’s lip curled bitterly. “Now it seems she has finally found one. The Scorched Queen is using Darganon to do what she could not—seize the celestial towers and claim the last shard of the Sky Stone.”

      “But you said the shard was protected under the decree of Aryacus the Wise and the Silent Empress,” Kado said. “If Darganon is working for the Scorched Queen, wouldn’t the Covenant have stopped him as well?”

      “Darganon has sworn allegiance to no realm,” Sike said. “He is from the Lawless Outlands. If he has made a bargain with the Scorched Queen, it has been woven in shadows and secrecy. Xypera will simply deny the claim.”

      Kado’s mouth went dry as the pieces began to click together. “When I first ran into Darganon in the other tower, he thought I was a thief. He accused me of trying to steal something he called the heart shard … That’s why he stole that piece of the Sky Stone from the celestial clerics. That’s why he’s drawing magic from across the stars.”

      “Darganon’s purpose has at last become clear,” Sike said, her jaw tightening. “And the mystery of how a trade lord acquired such dark and ancient wisdom has been revealed. The Scorched Queen has been guiding him all along. During the ternary alignment of the moons, Darganon will draw celestial magic from across the heavens—from the very source of the Sky Stone. Then he will bind that thread to our world, and use that conduit to fill the heart shard with celestial power.”

      “A heart shard he will give to his queen,” Kado whispered. “That must be the bargain that Darganon struck, the one he spoke about with Vakheela.”

      “It’s not a bad strategy,” Gambel said cheerily. “With a new heart shard, the Scorched Queen can make war on whichever realm she chooses. But the other Endless Ones, with their original hearts, will still be bound by Aryacus’ magical Covenant.”

      “And Nyoki has shown us how, and when, Darganon and the Scorched Queen will make their move,” Sike said. “Just as the Tower of the Twisted Stars watches the heavens, its sister tower is designed to focus the power of the moons. That is why Darganon seized it, and where he will perform his dark ritual.”

      The Iron Viper paused, her milky eyes staring straight ahead, her features hardening. “Nine nights from now, all three moons will be full,” she told them, “forming a ternary alignment. The star cord will open, and Darganon’s conduit across the heavens will flow with celestial power once more. Only this time, the magic will be more potent than ever, augmented and focused by all three moons.”

      Kado’s gaze fell to the floor. The fear that had been growing in his soul suddenly surged. “Darganon said that after he conquered the Tower of the Distant Moons, nothing would stop the dawning of their new empire. That must be what he meant. A new empire for the Scorched Queen. Vakheela said that her grandmother would make sure Darganon was rewarded.”

      “If Darganon delivers a new heart shard to the Scorched Queen, he will be able to name any reward,“ Sike said. “Xypera will conquer the world, and the Endless Ones will be helpless to stop her.”

      “Oh dear, that is bad,” Gambel said. “We have to let the Wardens know.”

      “I have dispatched a falcon already,” Sike told them. “It carries an urgent message to our leader, requesting the Wardens’ aid.”

      “The Golden Knight,” Kado breathed.

      Gambel gave a whoop and clapped his furry hands.

      “I have asked the Golden Knight to gather the other Wardens of the Realm and meet us in Dwabida Teechi, the City of Lanterns. Once the Wardens are assembled, we will launch an assault on Darganon and reclaim the Tower of the Distant Moons before he can create the heart shard. Only together, as a united team, do we stand a chance.”

      “But what about Nyoki?” Kado asked. “As far as we know, Darganon needs him as much as he needs that tower.”

      Sike let out a heavy sigh. “The situation is even worse than you imagine. So far, we have only faced Darganon, and whatever aid the Scorched Queen could spare. But as the time of the ternary alignment approaches, Xypera will grow more and more desperate. She will throw everything she has into hunting Nyoki.”

      “But Darganon won’t want that,” Gambel added, wiping a hand across his apelike mouth. “So he’ll throw everything he has into catching Nyoki first.”

      Sike’s blind eyes turned to the glass doors, as if she was seeing into the world beyond. “Once Darganon makes his report of what happened here, the Scorched Queen’s gaze will be fixed upon me. I will make certain that I am seen, and lure her forces toward me and the other Wardens, while you and Gambel escape with Nyoki.”

      “You’re creating a diversion?” Kado asked, his mouth falling open. “No way!”

      He remembered how the Sky Stone had blazed with purple light as it rose from Darkfae City. That power had been enough for Darganon to conquer the Tower of the Distant Moons and its stone dragon protectors, and that was with only one of the moons being full. This time, Darganon had the tower and the full might of the Scorched Queen’s forces to aid him.

      “You said it yourself—our only chance is to stand as a united team,” Kado said. He squared his shoulders. “I am coming with you.”

      Sike shook her head. “You seek to join me because you imagine your role isn’t vital. Yet the path the Mother has laid for you is the most important of all. You must protect Nyoki. This, the Mother could not have made clearer.”

      Kado’s blood went cold as he realized … Sike still hadn’t shared what she had learned in her vision.

      “What did you see?” he asked, taking a step toward her. “What did the Mother tell you?”

      “The Mother’s visions are rarely lucid.” Sike’s milky gaze turned distant as she spoke. “But what was clear is that Nyoki and the star cord that Darganon has created are intimately connected.”

      Kado nodded. He could have guessed that much himself. After all, Nyoki had arrived on their world the night the celestial conduit first opened.

      “Maybe Darganon needs to kill Nyoki to complete the spell or something,” he said, his eyes moving to the little creature asleep on the floor. “Maybe, without Nyoki, Darganon can’t create the heart shard. That would explain why he and the Scorched Queen are so desperate.”

      “The celestial clerics used to speak of ancient rituals,” Sike said. “Unholy ceremonies that used the moons of Lor to bind celestial threads and draw power from across the stars. Often there would be side effects, entities summoned along with the heavenly magic.

      “Sometimes these entities were guardians, cosmic balancers sent to reverse the flow of the star cord, and restore harmony to the Weaving. Other times, the entities were helpless, innocents that needed to be sacrificed in order for the ritual to be completed. Celestial magic is wild, unpredictable, its effects are as varied as the number of stars themselves. For what exact purpose Nyoki arrived, we cannot be certain.”

      “Either way, we only need to keep Nyoki safe from Darganon until after the ternary alignment,” Kado said. “Then his ritual will fail.”

      “Perhaps,” Sike said slowly. “Yet there can be no doubt it is an eventuality we need to guard against. That is why your mission is so important. Escape with Nyoki. Leave Darganon and the Scorched Queen to me and the other Wardens of the Realm.”

      She lifted a finger at Gambel even as the vanara opened his mouth. The words he had been about to utter expired in a sigh.

      “And what if you create a diversion and they don’t fall for it?” Kado asked, looking from Gambel to Sike. “Darganon has ways of tracking Nyoki. I’ve seen them. If they find us on our own, we’ll be finished. I can’t protect Nyoki without you.”

      “You devalue yourself,” Sike said. “Look at how far you have come already.”

      “But that’s why,” Kado said. “It’s more than just your strength and protection that I need—I need you to teach me. My powers are only starting to develop. I need to get stronger.”

      Without thinking, he touched his fingers to his throat. The flesh was raw and swollen. He could still feel Darganon’s fingers clamped around his neck. He could still feel that overwhelming strength, able to crush every bone in his body. He could still see the glint in those black eyes, the cunning that was always one step ahead of them.

      As he remembered those cruel dark eyes, Kado thought of his mother. And suddenly, he realized. It wasn’t only the Mother who had laid a path ahead of him; his own ma was calling out to him too. Calling for justice for her and Abrel, and for Umah, and all the people of the Shackles.

      Kado didn’t know how shadows could be light. He didn’t have the wisdom to know when to take a life and when to spare one. But, at that moment, he knew one thing for certain. The Mother wanted more from him than simply to protect Nyoki. She wanted him to act.

      She had chosen Kado to stand up against Darganon.

      That was Kado’s path, but he couldn’t walk it alone. His gaze hardened as it moved between Gambel and Sike.

      “I can beat Darganon,” he told them. “But not by myself, not the way I am now—Darganon is too strong. But at your side, I can actually do something. My powers are growing. I shadow streaked and I wasn’t even trying. I need you to show me how to do more. I need to learn to be an Aspect. It’s the only way I can protect Nyoki.” He lifted his chin. “I want to become a Warden of the Realm.”

      “Kado, being an Aspect doesn’t mean you’ll be made a Warden of the Realm,” Sike said. “That decision does not even lie with me. It is the Golden Knight who must be convinced that you can be trusted.”

      “Auba said there are only four Prime Aspects that have awakened in our time,” Kado said. “I don’t even know if that included me. With so few of you, surely you need help.”

      Sike didn’t answer, but in that silence, Kado had all the explanation he needed. Sike was still distrustful of his Way. Was that why she wanted to send him off on his own? Was she reluctant to teach him in case she created another Predator? And Sike knew him. What about the rest of the Wardens? If Kado couldn’t win Sike’s trust, what hope did he have of convincing the others?

      “If that is your decision, I will not stop you,” Sike said, breaking Kado’s thoughts. “But, be warned, against the Scorched Queen’s forces, I can offer little protection.”

      Kado met the Iron Viper’s milky gaze. She was giving him a chance to change his mind. Or a chance to prove himself. And he wouldn’t let her down. He would do what he needed to become a Warden, to grow as an Aspect. The Hunter defends his pack. Kado looked over at Nyoki.

      Then he sucked in a breath, and nodded. “I want to come with you,” he said, his voice deepening. “I will stand with the Wardens of Lor in the City of Lanterns.”
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      For the first time in two thousand years, when the Heart of the Farawood dawned, it left the Tower of the Twisted Stars behind.

      As Sike predicted, the Guardians’ magical barrier stayed in place throughout the night, allowing the companions a much needed rest. Then, less than an hour ago, as dawn broke, the Heart of the Farawood shifted. The world dissolved in a swirl of white that drifted slowly past them, as if they were moving through the clouds.

      Then it was gone. The forest seemed strangely hushed in its wake. It was somehow empty, more green and ordinary. The dreamlike glow that blushed between the trunks had vanished. The trees had changed too, becoming more leafy and droopy, even the plants that grew in the foliage.

      Kado remembered what Sike had said about the Heart of the Farawood. How the Mother’s healing had been completed, the Weaving flourishing with Her abundant power. Looking around at the very ordinary forest now, Kado realized how much of Lor’s magical wonder had been lost in the Unraveling. Lost, or warped and corrupted like Darkfae City.

      The companions were gathered in a sparse patch of undergrowth, a few yards from the tower’s paved courtyard. Around them, the woods chirped merrily, oblivious to the world’s growing peril.

      “Looks like we’re pretty close,” Gambel said, staring at the map that Sike had scratched into the dirt, and the stick that represented the Tower of the Twisted Stars. “Do you think we will make it today?”

      “Not today.” The Iron Viper wore a stony expression. “But if we are swift, we should reach the banks of the Silk River tomorrow. This is the path the Mother has laid for us.”

      Kado shuffled on his feet. He had Nyoki tucked inside his hood, and could feel the cloak tugging at his shoulders as the little creature looked about. Ceravier sat beside them, his tail swishing restlessly. The glamor-cat had taken the form of a black and white tabby, about the size of a small dog.

      Kado’s gaze returned to Sike’s map. His eyes drifted from the stick that represented their current position to the winding strand of grass that depicted the Silk River—the massive waterway that sliced through the Farawood Forest and marked the boundary of the Gilded Empire.

      According to Sike, once the companions crossed those waters, they would be safe from the Scorched Queen. Any attempt she made to capture Nyoki would have to be covert, or limited to those forces she could pass off as belonging to Darganon.

      What Kado really wanted was to get to their destination—Dwabida Teechi, the City of Lanterns—represented on Sike’s map by a large stone.

      “We will move through the canopy to cover our trail,” Sike said, rising fluidly to her feet. “Now that the tower is beyond the Heart of the Farawood, its crown will be visible above the forest. The Scorched Queen doesn’t take risks. Darganon will soon dispatch his forces. We need to be far from here by the time they arrive. Let’s go.”

      The Iron Viper leaped straight up, landing lightly on a branch some thirty feet overhead. She took off, streaking away through the treetops.

      Gambel and Kado scaled a tree and started after her. Nyoki sat inside the hood, clinging on to Kado’s shoulders. Ceravier’s fur had darkened to a mottled charcoal. The glamor-cat raced below them, a shadow rippling through the undergrowth.

      As they bounded through the treetops, Kado found himself moving faster. For the first time, he felt like he was heading toward something, instead of just running away. Once they reached Dwabida Teechi, they would meet the other Wardens of the Realm, and together, they would defeat Darganon and the Scorched Queen once and for all.

      Kado lengthened his stride. He could almost feel the power swelling within him, his Aspect lending him strength. He focused on that feeling as he sprang from branch to branch, summoning it as he leaped, pushing his limbs to stretch further.

      At first, he wasn’t sure if it was making any difference. Kado had always been fast. Then he realized his speed felt … smoother. His feet were lighter, his steps landing more surely. It was as if the shadows of the forest were aiding him, carrying him. In a strange way, it reminded him of being caught in the Grim River. Only, this time, it was a current of shadows that propelled his body. And now Kado was in control.

      Beside him, Gambel was grimacing and panting, scrambling to keep up. At certain points, Kado even managed to pull level with Sike as she vaulted through the trees. Kado flashed a glance at the Iron Viper, hoping she would notice, but she kept her head forward.

      He was still surprised by how quickly Sike had recovered from the battle; she had awoken that morning perfectly healed. In fact, Kado didn’t think she had ever looked younger. If he hadn’t known otherwise, he would have sworn she was only a few years older than he was.

      At last, Sike called for a halt in the midafternoon. She had stopped in a patch of woods that wasn’t quite a clearing—the foliage was simply sparser—and had immediately sent Gambel to scrounge for food.

      Kado would have happily run for another hour or more. Using the shadows to move hardly tired him out at all. Although, he was desperately hungry.

      He pressed his hands to the small of his back as he stepped up beside Sike. He was breathing heavily, but didn’t feel tired. If anything, he felt invigorated.

      The Iron Viper remained silent. Her mood had grown darker as the day wore on. Now, her chin was dipped, her face shielded by her shallow-coned hat. Kado knew that meant she was listening, or scouting through the eyes of one of the countless creatures she was bonded with, so he stayed quiet too. Ceravier prowled around them in restless circles.

      Kado was reaching over his shoulder to give Nyoki a pat, when he paused, a shiver running through him. Something didn’t feel right … Now that their rushing journey had ended, he started to become aware of the woods around them.

      The clicks and chirps of the ancient forest sounded fitful, jittery. The wind that rippled through the canopy had a disquieting whisper.

      “What is it?” he asked when Sike’s head snapped to one side.

      “Nothing,” she whispered, turning slowly forward once more. “I sent the falcons to circle back along our trail. They haven’t detected anything. Neither have the other beasts I reached out to. Perhaps our pace has been enough to elude pursuit. We’re more than thirty miles from the tower already.”

      Kado’s eyes widened. He was surprised by how far they had traveled so quickly. “No sign of a pursuit is a good thing, right?”

      The Iron Viper didn’t answer.

      Kado’s eyes flicked around the trees uneasily. Sike had a connection with every living creature. She could see for miles in all directions. Nothing could possibly get near them without detection. Could it?

      “I noticed you were moving more quickly today,” the Warden said, as if wanting to change the subject. “You are beginning to draw on your Aspect. Within the shadows, your powers will be greater.”

      Kado’s gaze fell to the ground. Within the shadows … In his experience, fighting happened more in the dark than it did in the daylight. If he could use that to his advantage, it might give him the edge over a stronger opponent like Darganon.

      “Can you show me how to use the shadows?” he asked Sike. “In a fight, I mean. Perhaps there are some moves—”

      “Not here,” she said, cutting him short. “Practice what you have learned. Stay present. Focus your awareness within, and remember your Aspect question. Ponder that, and reflect on the Mother.”

      The Iron Viper strode away without another word, leaving Kado staring into the forest, Ceravier sitting at his heels. Kado reached back into his hood. Nyoki was still, probably sleeping.

      Kado let out a sigh. The Mother choosing him to protect Nyoki, to stand up against Darganon, those were things that Kado could understand. But his Aspect question? That had him stumped. How could the Mother be light and shadow? The only way he saw them fitting together was if they didn’t.

      And pondering the shadows wouldn’t help him protect Nyoki from Darganon. Kado needed to get stronger. He needed to earn his place among the Wardens of Lor.

      An exasperated expletive announced Gambel’s return.

      Kado turned to see a bundle of fruit, leaves, and twigs tumble out of the vanara’s arms. At least that’s what Kado suspected they were. He’d learned that most round things that grew on trees were fruit, no matter their color. Although, some of the smaller ones Sike had named berries, and others she had warned were poisonous. Apparently, some plants even sprayed things at you. Sike had called those spores.

      “Here, you can have these,” Gambel said, passing Kado what looked like a giant hand with thick yellow fingers. “They’re called bananas. Can’t stand them myself. Too mushy. Even though everybody assumes vanaras will love them. A bit insulting, really. No, no, you have to peel it first!”

      Kado pulled the banana away from his mouth. “Are the skins poisonous?” he asked, suddenly alarmed.

      “I’m not sure,” Gambel said. “I don’t expect so. My uncle used to tell me that people slipped on them, but I’ve never seen them do that either. Why don’t you know any of this? What did you eat in Darkfae City?”

      “Gray potatoes, mostly,” Kado mumbled through a mouthful of freshly-peeled banana. “Although”—he swallowed—“sometimes Mister Harlington dished up stew if we had done something that pleased him. Or if he felt bad about whipping one of us too hard.”

      As Gambel frowned and considered this, Kado took another bite. Not that the banana needed much biting. It wasn’t quite as mushy as Gambel had complained, but it did manage to fill all of Kado’s mouth at once.

      He finished and decided he liked it. He had almost bitten into his second when he remembered to offer some to Nyoki. From the sounds the little creature made, he seemed to enjoy the fruit as much as Kado.

      “Wow, you really were moving back there,” Gambel said, his apelike lips dribbling with juices. He was sucking on a long purple fruit that Kado had never seen.

      “Sike told me I get stronger in the shadows,” Kado said.

      He placed Nyoki on the ground and handed him another banana. The creature peeled the fruit like a child tearing open a birthday present.

      “I asked her to show me more, but she just walked off again,” Kado added, glancing at the trunks where Sike had disappeared. “Sometimes, it’s as if she doesn’t want to teach me anything.”

      “Ah, that’s what you think.” Gambel stepped up beside Kado and wrapped a hairy arm around his shoulders. “Sike’s always teaching us something. A lot of what she says sounds like flowery words, but then something will happen and you’ll figure it out, just as surely as if you had been struck over the head. That’s when you realize it had been staring you in the face the whole time—only you were too blind to see it! Ironic, considering she’s supposed to be the blind one. So if Sike says something you don’t understand, don’t look for a difficult explanation. Look for a simpler one.”

      The vanara was grinning as if he expected an applause.

      “Still, she doesn’t have to be so mean about it,” Kado said.

      “She’s not normally.” The vanara paused and tilted his head. “Well, I suppose she is. Sort of. But not this mean. I think it’s all this talk about the Scorched Queen. It puts Sike on edge, given what happened.”

      “There’s history between Sike and the Scorched Queen, isn’t there,” Kado said. He recalled how Vakheela had taunted Sike, saying that her grandmother sent her regards. “Sike grows dark every time the name is mentioned.”

      “I guess you wouldn’t know, would you.” Gambel let his arm fall from Kado’s shoulder. “Sike doesn’t talk about it. Can’t say I blame her. But a long time ago, Kronag, the minotaur king—he’s the grandfather of Vronak, the current minotaur king—laid a trap for Sike. But according to the Golden Knight, it was all the Scorched Queen’s idea. The minotaurs are some of the Scorched Queen’s biggest supporters. They held Sike captive for seventeen years.”

      “Seventeen years?” Kado threw Gambel a look of shock. “That means she wouldn’t have been much more than a child.”

      “Oh, Sike’s much older than you suspect,” Gambel said in a hushed voice, as if worried the Iron Viper would overhear. “I didn’t know her back then, on account of the fact that I hadn’t been born yet. From what I’ve heard, she was a different person before it happened. Happier, I suppose. But then, being held captive for seventeen years probably does that to a person.”

      “How did the minotaur king even manage that?” Kado asked. “I’ve seen Sike’s power. No one could hold her for long.”

      “That’s the cruelest part,” Gambel said with a heavy sigh. “Kronag kept Sike in a stone cell, deep beneath the ground, breaking her connection with the animals and their essence in the Weaving. Without that, Sike really was blind and powerless. When she finally escaped, the Scorched Queen was furious. She has been trying to capture Sike again ever since.”

      The vanara shivered, his orange fur rippling. “Although, that was nothing compared to Sike’s fury. I heard that the minotaurs found Kronag in pieces. From the moment Sike escaped their island, she’s been on a vendetta against the Scorched Queen and her bloodline. Wiped out more than a dozen of them. Sike would probably take on the Scorched Queen herself if the Golden Knight allowed it.” Gambel threw Kado a wink. “But Sike never misses an opportunity if one crosses her path.”

      “Like Vakheela,” Kado said. “She was the Scorched Queen’s granddaughter. Up until then, I didn’t even know the Endless Ones had children.”

      “I think they’re more like descendants than family,” Gambel said, frowning. “The Endless Ones are awfully long-lived. Although, Vakheela’s father was a recent son, I think. You’re better off asking Sike. Actually, she’s probably the last person you want to ask. The Golden Knight, too. Maybe leave it until you meet Ozar or Stormstrider.”

      Kado nodded absently. His eyes glazed over as he stared into the woods in the direction Sike had headed. Seventeen years … Held captive, alone and blind in the dark, without her connection to the Weaving and the world around her.

      “It must have been horrible,” he whispered, his features crumpling. “No wonder Sike can be so heartless at times.”

      Gambel shook his head frantically and pointed with his tail. Kado looked down and saw Ceravier. A jolt of dismay shot through him. Had Sike just heard what he said?

      Gambel had been speaking so openly, it hadn’t occurred to Kado to guard his own words. But then Gambel always spoke openly. And he hadn’t called Sike ‘heartless’ either.

      As if summoned by his guilt, Sike chose that moment to reappear between the trunks. For a moment, the look of hurt that crossed her face made Kado’s stomach sink, his heart sinking along with it. Sike must have heard him. Given how quickly she had returned, she probably didn’t even need Ceravier’s ears to do so.

      Then the Iron Viper’s expression suddenly hardened, like someone reminding themselves they had more important business. The grim foreboding that marred her features was almost enough to make Kado forget his blunder. He quickly bent and scooped up Nyoki, placing him back in the cloak’s hood.

      “I sent my awareness further out into the forest,” Sike told them, “reaching other creatures, listening as they whispered to each other. The animals feel something. Something their eyes cannot detect and their ears do not hear. Yet their spirits sense it. It is still far, but draws closer. We need to move.”

      “Something dangerous?” Gambel asked nervously.

      “The animals do not know. But it isn’t wise to take chances.”

      In a single leap, Sike took off again, bounding through the treetops. Gambel scampered after her, with Ceravier running along the ground behind. Kado gave Nyoki a reassuring pat as he started after the others.

      He felt a pang of regret when he saw the jumble of uneaten fruit. As boys, he and Abrel would have been beside themselves to witness such a haul. Kado reminded himself that they could easily find more fruit in the forest. Sike hadn’t eaten any. Maybe she really did get all of her strength from her connection to the animals as Gambel seemed to be suggesting.

      It didn’t take long for Kado to catch up to the others. Now that Sike had confirmed the shadows were helping him, it felt like he was moving even faster, skipping across the branches almost as quickly as the Iron Viper herself.

      Kado didn’t know if he was just spooked by Sike’s warning, but as they moved through the forest, he couldn’t shake the sensation they were being watched. The feeling seemed to grow with every step. Nyoki’s claws were digging into Kado’s shoulders.

      It was more than his nerves, or the conspicuous absence of the falcons … Kado could see it in the way Sike frowned. He could hear it in Gambel’s uncharacteristic silence. A shiver ran up Kado’s spine as he thought of Sike’s warning. The Scorched Queen doesn’t take risks.

      Their only chance was to make it to the City of Lanterns. Once the Wardens of the Realm were assembled, they could handle whatever Darganon threw at them. And if Kado managed to impress the Golden Knight and join the Wardens’ ranks, they would have to help him protect Nyoki.

      That’s if Sike forgave him. Kado’s stomach rolled again as he remembered his hurtful blunder. He wanted nothing more than to go back and swallow his words. But going back wasn’t an option. His mouth tightened as he watched the Iron Viper streak through the trees ahead.

      Kado lengthened his stride and kept running.
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      That evening, dusk fell with an ominous silence.

      Kado had never heard the forest so hushed. The companions’ pace didn’t slow as they bounded through the canopy, sticking to the treetops to cover their trail. Only Ceravier ran on the ground, and his prints would be indistinguishable from the other animals.

      As the woods grew darker, Kado’s strides became more powerful. He found himself keeping pace with the Iron Viper with hardly any effort at all. He imagined this was what it was like for Ceravier, running in panther form, his muscles rippling under his velvet fur. Every step carried Kado further, his cloak billowing as he leaped. His steps were so light, it felt as if he could almost glide on the shadows.

      By the time Sike called for a halt and dropped to the ground, the sky was black, the stars sparkling between the treetops. The emerald moon and its white sister were both sharp crescents. The amber moon was a perfect half-circle.

      Kado could almost see the light growing across their surface, making those crescents and half-circles larger. A stark reminder that, in eight days’ time, all three moons would be full. The ternary alignment. If the Wardens failed, Darganon and the Scorched Queen would cover the world in darkness.

      At first, Kado couldn’t understand why Sike had chosen this particular place to stop. The clearing was barely six feet across, hardly big enough to lie down in.

      Then he noticed the cave entrance, blanketed in shadow and half-obscured by bushes. His salkai vision seemed to be getting even sharper. He wondered if his Aspect helped him to see in the shadows as well.

      Sike waited until everyone was inside the cave before speaking.

      “We are only a few hours from the Silk River,” she said as Gambel produced his crystal, its soft green light blushing around the cave. “But it is getting too dangerous to travel in the dark. Few animals see in the night, and the eyes of those that can, are focused on their next meal.”

      “What about our mystery phantom?” Gambel asked, creeping further into the cave and peering into the gloomy corners.

      “We left no tracks,” Sike said. “As far as I can tell, we have eluded any pursuit. Otherwise we would have been attacked already. I will reach out to the Weaving and the creatures around us, and see if I can learn more.” She turned and walked out into the night. Ceravier strolled after her.

      Kado lifted Nyoki gently from his hood—the little creature had fallen asleep somewhere along the trail—and sat against the cave wall, resting Nyoki in his lap.

      Gambel was sitting in the far corner, unusually quiet, peering curiously at his crystal. The gem was now emitting a limey-yellow glow. Every so often he would glance at Kado, but the vanara’s eyes never failed to return to his crystal.

      Kado let out a sigh. It didn’t look like Gambel was too concerned about finding food. The vanara had used a stream to refill his waterskin, and they had passed it around as they bounded through the trees. Now Kado wondered if he should have brought the bananas after all.

      He turned his gaze beyond the cave mouth. All he could see was the leafy silhouette of the forest and an occasional glimpse of stars. A sinking feeling in Kado’s gut reminded him that he still needed to make amends with Sike.

      “Can you keep an eye on Nyoki for me?” he asked, lifting Nyoki from his lap and placing him on the sandy cave floor. With a gentle nudge, Kado sent the little creature waddling in Gambel’s direction.

      The vanara looked up suddenly as if he had forgotten Kado was there. “Where are you going?”

      When Kado jerked his head toward the cave entrance, Gambel gave him a knowing nod. He followed that up with a wince that seemed to say, better you than me.

      Kado had barely stepped outside when he found Sike sitting cross-legged in the clearing in front of the cave. Ceravier sat beside her.

      Although Kado was sure the Iron Viper was meditating, he saw her reach out and turn over a beetle that had been struggling on its back. A slight smile brushed her lips as the beetle scuttled away. Kado’s eyes narrowed. Since when had he been able to spot black beetles in the night?

      He stood there for a long time, watching Sike, and saying nothing. Part of him didn’t want to disturb her. Another part wanted to apologize, but he couldn’t decide on the words.

      At last Kado opened his mouth and took a breath to begin, but Sike silenced him with a raised finger.

      “I am sorry, Kado,” she said in a voice as soft as the breeze that rustled through the forest. “I know, at times, I can be … cold.”

      Kado shook his head. “No, I’m the one who should apologize.”

      Sike hadn’t turned around, so Kado remained standing behind her shoulder. For this conversation, it made saying what he needed to a little easier. That didn’t stop the words getting jumbled between his brain and his lips.

      “I shouldn’t have said what I said, Sike. Gambel told me about … Well, you probably overheard that part, too.”

      “My pain is my own,” Sike said. “And I am perfectly capable of not allowing my emotions to master my thoughts. Perhaps the way I have treated you has been a misjudgment. But know that if I have been distant, it was only for your sake.”

      “My sake?”

      “Your Aspect is growing, Kado. I can sense it. Like today, when you moved through the trees.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” Kado said, stepping around to stand beside Sike. He considered sitting down next to her, but worried she might find it too intrusive. “I think it was more the cloak doing the work than me.”

      “The cloak will help you to glide and move lightly,” Sike said. “But the speed, that comes from your Aspect."

      “I think I felt that too,” Kado said. “It was like a current sweeping me forward, only it was inside me.” He screwed up his face. “It’s hard to explain.”

      Sike nodded. “You were feeling your Aspect as it moved through the Weaving, drawing on the shadow essence around you. But remember, that connection is only what awakens your Aspect. The true source of your power lies within, and comes directly from the Mother. In time these strange sensations will fade, and using your Aspect will become as natural as breathing. Your powers are just beginning to awaken. That is why you have only seen an incremental increase in your quickness. But small amounts of power can be used in focused bursts too.”

      “Focused bursts?”

      “To leap, to dash, to evade an enemy’s strike—move fast enough, and not even the strongest warrior will defeat you.” Sike dipped her head. “These things you will need to experiment with and discover for yourself. Try too much too quickly, and you will drain your Aspect and exhaust your power. As your Aspect grows, so will your spiritual endurance.”

      “What about the shadows that I conjure myself?” he asked, thinking about the shadow smoke. “Can I draw on those for power as well, to make me even stronger?”

      “Impossible.” An edge of impatience had crept back into the Iron Viper’s voice. “That would be like trying to pull yourself up by your own collar. Yet there is little doubt your Aspect is getting stronger. Tell me, how do you feel at this moment? Sleepy?”

      “Not at all,” Kado said. In fact, now that he thought about it, he wasn’t even that hungry … considering all he had to eat all day was a couple of bananas.

      “The night awakens you. Ceravier is the same.” Sike reached out and stroked the glamor-cat at her side. “The shadows give you strength. But I fear your powers are developing too fast for your heart to understand them. I saw the glint in your eyes as you ran. You were proud. This is not the way of the Mother. Never forget, your true power—like all real power—comes from Her. Don’t let your mind seduce you into mistaking the Mother’s gifts for your own. She has given you everything, even that which is not the Hunter.”

      “I know,” Kado said, his head dropping. “It’s just all happening so fast. Sometimes I feel like I don’t deserve any of it, like I’m cheating. Shouldn’t I be praying or something?”

      “The Mother doesn’t need your prayers or worship,” Sike said. “Your Aspect is becoming stronger because your actions have been aligned with the Mother’s will. You have followed the path She has laid for you—surely, and without question. Even when that placed your life in danger.

      “Your trust is why your abilities are growing, Kado. Leave the development part to the Mother. Remember, She chose you because of who you were before you received your abilities, not because of them. Feel and know the deepest part of yourself. This is where you will find the Mother, and the power She offers.”

      “I’ve tried doing that,” Kado said tiredly. “I really have. But inside, all I feel is … well, me.”

      “Then you are doing it perfectly,” Sike said. “If you can’t feel the Mother, simply feel what you are feeling instead. It will show you the truth of who you are. Do this now. Close your eyes. What do you feel?”

      Kado closed his eyes as instructed. “I feel scared,” he said, “and confused. Maybe even a bit excited. But I’m worried about Nyoki too, and still ashamed about what I said. I guess I feel all of it.”

      “Describe the feelings. Do not name them.”

      Kado frowned and concentrated. “There’s a kind of thickness in my chest and throat. It prickles a little too. And my stomach feels heavy.”

      Sike nodded. “Now, ask yourself, Kado. If you can observe your thoughts, if you can witness your emotions … then, who are you? Your thoughts and feelings, or the one who observes them?”

      Kado opened his eyes and stared down at his mentor. Her expression was blank, offering no further clues. He remembered what Gambel had said about looking for a simpler answer, but that eluded him also.

      “Can I be both?” he asked uncertainly.

      When Sike remained silent, Kado slowly nodded, doing his best to look like he understood something. Although it felt like he was doing the opposite. He wasn’t even sure if Sike could see; Ceravier wasn’t facing him either.

      “Have you considered your Aspect question?” she asked at last.

      “Yes, I think so.” Kado had thought about virtually nothing else all afternoon. Solving his Aspect question had struck him as being the most promising strategy to get back on Sike’s good side. “I have an answer, but I don’t know if it’s right.”

      He waited for Sike to respond, but when she stayed silent, he pressed on. “The light isn’t shadow—it creates the shadow. So, I suppose, in a way, the shadows are light? Or rather, the stuff that light isn’t, like each one defines the other.”

      Sike offered him one of her rare smiles. “Well done, Kado. You have come further than any Hunter before you.”

      Kado felt his pointed ears redden. He couldn’t help but smile himself. “So that’s the correct answer?”

      “As I said, it is closer than any who have come before. Yet I sense there is much, much more. This is the way with the Aspect’s question. It may have one answer, or many, over many years. Some might even seem contradictory, but each will lead you closer to the Mother.”

      Kado felt a flutter in his stomach and had the odd sensation of growing taller. “I have thought about the other thing you asked me too, about having the wisdom to know when to take a life. I think the only safe thing to do is to never take one. If the Mother creates all life, then surely killing anything would go against Her.”

      “And what if taking a life is the only way to save your own, or that of someone you love?” Sike asked. “What if the life you take spares countless others. Remember Kado, all souls eventually return on the Cycle of Life. Only in the most rare of cases is death permanent. But that doesn’t make life on this plane any less precious. Be cautious, for the day will arrive when you need to take a life, and for the Hunter Aspect, this is the most dangerous day of all. Killing is the path of the Predator.”

      “Then what do I do?” Kado asked. “How do I stop someone like Darganon?”

      “I think you are ready to learn some new methods,” Sike said. She twisted to her feet to face him. “Draw your oscran sticks, and stand the way I have shown you.”

      Kado pulled out his oscran sticks and widened his stance, planting one foot forward, his knee slightly bent. His other leg was stretched out behind him, his foot on an angle.

      “Imagine your oscran stick is a sword and drive it straight forward. No. Move with your hips,” Sike said when Kado stabbed his oscran stick like a dagger. “Drive with the shoulder. Yes, much better. Now, imagine it is a knife, and sweep it around from the side.”

      Kado performed the maneuver while Sike stood there, the peak of her shallow hat not even coming to his chin, her milky gaze staring at a point in the distance.

      “Keep your elbow raised, level with your wrist and shoulder,” the Iron Viper said in a flat tone. “Practice this, and you will have two effective attacks—side strike and forward. Both can be made without waiting for your opponent. Couple them with the spinning steps we have learned, and you can strike an enemy who is behind you or on your flank. This will give you six new ways to attack.”

      “Thank you, Sike,” Kado said. “I’ll practice them a thousand times. Or even more, if I have to.”

      “Now, with the forward strike, aim here, or here.” Sike pointed to her nose and then the underside of her chin. “This will snap your opponent’s head back, knocking them out. Aim the side strike here,” she said, pointing to her temple. “This will knock them out as well. Unconscious. No killing.”

      Kado squared his shoulders and nodded.

      “With your forward strike, you can also aim here, and here.” Sike moved her finger to her throat and then to a point just below her breast. “This will wind your opponent, like when you punched the large boy in Darganon’s fortress, leaving him gasping for air. With the side strike, aim here”—she tapped her knee—“and you will cripple your opponent, like when you struck the same boy on Darganon’s ship. Understand?”

      Kado nodded again. Although he was more than a little startled to discover Sike had been watching him inside the Fortress too. Was there anywhere she didn’t have eyes?

      “Practice these moves until you can perform them without thinking,” the Iron Viper told him. “Stay aware of your body’s movements. Then, once they are mastered, augment your attacks with the power of the shadows.”

      “Shouldn’t I practice with the shadows from the start?” Kado asked.

      Sike clicked her tongue. “The Mother bestows Her gifts to strengthen us. Be careful not to depend too much on your Aspect. For what happens if you find yourself without shadows?”

      She reached out and grasped Kado’s chin, pointing his face down to meet hers. “Remember, without our Aspect essence being present in the Weaving surrounding us, even the strongest of Aspects will be powerless.”

      “I think I understand,” Kado said, his gaze dropping as her hand fell away. Was that a lesson Sike had learned herself, trapped in the minotaur king’s dungeon? But she had managed to escape. She had found a power beyond her Aspect when she was at her lowest. His admiration for the Iron Viper grew.

      If that’s what it took to be a Warden of the Realm, how could Kado ever be good enough? He couldn’t imagine trying to fight without his powers. He was barely effective with them. Without his Aspect, he was nothing, just a helpless half-breed from the streets of Darkfae.

      “Thank you, Sike,” he said as she moved past him, retiring for the night. “I’m going to stay out here for a while, and practice what you showed me.”

      “Stay aware as you train,” Sike said when she reached the cave mouth, her voice deepening. “Stay present. Keep one ear on the woods around you. We have evaded our enemies for now, but fortunes can change in an instant.”

      When he glanced over his shoulder, the Iron Viper was already gone. Ceravier trailed after her, disappearing into the gloom beyond the cave mouth.

      Kado turned back to the forest, making a silent pledge to remain vigilant. Yet something told him they would be safe in this place. For this night, at least. The chirping song of the woods was hushed and peaceful. Every now and then, a roar or howl would sound in the distance. Even without Sike’s powers, Kado could understand why she felt secure here.

      And he wasn’t sleepy. He let out a breath, and started.

      He went through the movements slowly at first, committing each part to memory, making note of the exact position of his limbs. Over and over, he performed the moves, gradually getting faster, striking harder.

      He practiced while the moons drifted across the sky—emerald, white, and amber—each, in turn, sinking beneath the trees. He practiced while the forest grew quieter and the shadows deepened around him. Tomorrow they would meet the Wardens of the Realm, and when they did, Kado would be ready.

      By the time he finally crawled inside the cave, the others were soundly sleeping. Nyoki was huddled against Ceravier. The little creature was shivering. Kado removed his cloak and laid it over both of them. Then he lay down on the sandy floor and stared at the rocky ceiling, utterly awake, his mind whirring.

      At last, sleep finally claimed him. In what hour, he couldn’t have said. But it felt like he had only been asleep a few minutes when Sike shook his shoulder.

      One look at the Iron Viper’s face, and Kado was awake in an instant, bright fear shooting through him.
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      Kado opened his mouth to ask what was wrong, but Sike already had a finger to her lips. Without a sound, she crept toward the cave entrance, beckoning Kado to follow.

      As he rose, he found Ceravier sitting beside him, as if the glamor-cat had been guarding his sleep. Nyoki was standing next to Ceravier, a claw resting on the panther’s flank, staring up at Kado with wide eyes. A quick glance around the cave revealed that it was otherwise empty. Gambel must already be outside.

      Kado threw his cloak around his shoulders. Then he picked up Nyoki and placed him in the hood, and squinted beyond the cave mouth. Outside, the day was lightening, but not properly. Kado frowned as he stepped up beside Sike.

      A thick fog blanketed the forest, limiting his vision to a couple of yards at best. It began just beyond the cave mouth, turning the morning into a ghostly gray haze, darkened here and there by the murky silhouettes of trunks.

      Gambel was standing outside the cave, staring at the dirt. Ceravier had joined him. The glamor-cat’s fur was bristling. Kado noticed Sike was gripping her jinota. But it wasn’t these sights that filled his heart with dread.

      It was the sounds.

      The Farawood Forest was screaming. Birds squawked and screeched. Monkeys howled. Foxes wailed. Another animal that Kado didn’t recognize was making a kind of cooing whistle. It was as if every beast in the woods had chosen that moment to cry out. The chaotic din seemed to make even the leaves shiver.

      “It’s a warning,” Sike said when Kado looked at her. “The animals are telling each other that danger is close. Mortal danger.”

      “Can they see anything?”

      “Not with this fog smothering the woods,” Sike said. “These are no ordinary clouds. They are magic. Now we know how our pursuers avoided detection. Our enemy has found us.”

      Kado’s stomach constricted with fear. If the animals were blind, it meant Sike was too. And if the fog was here, their enemy was close. Very close.

      His eyes shifted back to Gambel. The vanara hadn’t moved. Kado went to step forward to take a closer look, but Sike stopped him with a hand on his chest. He realized she had brought them to a halt well away from the cave’s entrance.

      The Warden jerked her chin at Gambel’s feet. Kado’s gaze lowered. His breath caught when he saw what the vanara was looking at.

      A black-feathered arrow, as long as his arm, was lodged in the earth. It was less than a yard from the cave entrance—the very spot where Kado had been training last night.

      “Our enemy has revealed themselves,” Sike said, her fist tightening on the shaft of her jinota. “The Anahka Tai.”

      “The Anahka Tai?”

      “The Scorched Queen’s personal assassins. Of all the Molok Tai, only the fiercest and most powerful rise to the rank of Anahka. They are deadly killers and sorcerers. This shadowy fog is their creation.”

      “Shadow magic,” Kado whispered, a shiver running through him. “Then they are Aspects too, those on the path of the Predator.”

      “No, not Aspects,” Sike said. “But the first of the Molok Tai was—Nazm ul-Bhal, the most feared Predator that ever lived, also known as Death’s Shadow. For centuries, his disciples have followed his teachings. In combat, and in dark sorcery. But only those Molok Tai who display extraordinary fighting prowess or magical ability are trained as Anahka Tai.”

      “I don’t understand,” Kado said. “How can they wield shadow magic if they are not Aspects?”

      “Any living being can extract power from the Weaving,” Sike said, her voice grim. “The Mother never refuses. These sorcerers only need to recognize Her power, and they can learn to draw from that connection—even those who oppose Her will. But their magic will always be weaker, withered. Remember, the deeper an individual’s connection is to the Mother, the more power they will be able to draw upon. However—”

      “The closer an individual’s will is aligned with the Mother’s, the more potent the power they draw upon will be,” Kado finished, wincing as a particularly high-pitched caw screeched through the forest. “So if someone opposes the Mother’s will, their magic will be weaker.”

      Sike inclined her head, her coned hat dipping. “Dark sorcerers counter this deficiency by drawing power directly from the Weaving itself. They make a connection not with the Mother, but with the strands of wild magic that thread through the Weaving. In the case of the Anahka Tai, they use this connection to manipulate shadow essence, the way their dark master taught them.”

      “So these Anahka Tai are like me.”

      “No, Kado,” Sike told him, “they are nothing like you. An Aspect’s power is born from the portion of the Mother that dwells within our spirits. We connect with our corresponding essence in the Weaving—we do not steal from it. That is how our abilities manifest. Gently, harmoniously. When we act in accordance with the Mother’s will, in the rhythm of the Weaving and the world around us, that is when an Aspect becomes unstoppable. The Anahka Tai are merely darkness and rage. You are silence and shadows.”

      Kado nodded. “So an Aspect will always be stronger.”

      “Yet be mindful. These Anahka sorcerers have trained for years in their vile arts. And not all the Anahka Tai are sorcerers. Those are to be feared even more, for they are truly efficient and merciless killers.”

      Gambel shuffled back to the cave, shaking his head the entire way. He stopped just inside the entrance and jiggled a finger in his ear. “Noisy little critters today, aren’t they?”

      “Any more arrows?” Sike asked.

      “Just the one. It’s like you said, Sike. It looks deliberate. And most definitely poisoned.”

      “Then our enemy wants us to know we have been found.”

      “But how? We didn’t leave any tracks,” Kado said. “We moved through the treetops. And why haven’t they attacked already? They could have killed us in our sleep.”

      “Perhaps.” Sike’s lips drew thin. “Perhaps not. Like their dark queen, the Anahka Tai do not take risks. In the close quarters of the cave, I would have them cornered. But out there, within that magical fog, the animals I see through will be blinded, giving our enemy the advantage. So the Anahka set their trap, and wait for us to move. When we tread upon the spot they have chosen, they will strike. Swiftly and without mercy. And if we stay here, they will simply wait until we grow weak and are no longer a threat.”

      Then Darganon and the Scorched Queen will have Nyoki, Kado thought, his fist closing over an oscran stick. He could feel Nyoki’s claws biting into his shoulders. The little creature must have sensed the danger too. Kado reached back and gave him a reassuring rub.

      “So what do we do?” Gambel asked shakily.

      “We are not far from the Silk River,” Sike said. “But through that magical fog, with the animals blinded, it may as well be a thousand miles.”

      Gambel shook his head in a mop of orange hair. “We’ll never make it.”

      “There is another way,” Sike said. “There are salkai tunnels in these parts, a cave system that the old tribes modified and added to. Remnants from an ancient war. One could slip right under the Anahka Tai, virtually all the way to the Silk River.”

      “Do you know how to find these salkai tunnels?” Kado asked. He was itching to ask Sike more about them, but now wasn’t the time.

      “There is an entrance less than a mile from here,” the Iron Viper said. “It lies to the southwest, which should help to confuse our pursuers. But the hard part won’t be finding the tunnels, it will be getting in. Only a true salkai can gain entry.”

      “But I am only half salkai,” Kado said, frowning uncertainly.

      “Then let us hope that you share more of your father’s blood than your mother’s. Those tunnels are your only option.”

      “We can barely see out there,” Gambel said. “The Anahka Tai could be anywhere. Even if the entrance is less than a mile away, how can we make it safely to the tunnels?”

      “Because the Anahka Tai will be chasing me in the other direction,” Sike said.

      Kado and Gambel turned to her together, the vanara gaping incredulously, Kado’s eyes widening in alarm.

      “You can’t allow yourself to be taken, Sike,” Kado said. “Not to save us.”

      The Iron Viper shook her head. “I have no intention of being taken. I am simply assuming the risk. My chances of escaping are higher than yours, and infinitely higher if I move alone. Our first priority is to ensure Darganon does not capture Nyoki. This is the only way.”

      Kado’s mouth tightened as he turned back to the cave entrance. Beyond the sorcerous clouds, the forest shrieked and wailed. He peered into the woods, trying to make out anything between the fog-smothered trunks, but all he could see were murky shadows. Their enemy could be twenty feet away and they would have no idea.

      He strained his ears, listening to the squawks of the animals, trying to determine if they were stronger in any particular area. It was no use. The beastly calls came from all around them.

      “How close can the Anahka Tai get before we spot them?” he asked.

      “We won’t,” Sike said. “The Anahka’s magic will obscure them until they are an inch from our nose. But, for our enemy, their vision will be unimpeded.”

      “Like my shadow smoke,” Kado said, his eyes narrowing. “You don’t have to be a decoy, Sike. There is another way we can escape. If I use the shadow smoke, we’ll be just as invisible to the Anahka Tai as they are to us. We can slip right past them.”

      Sike was silent for a long moment. Then she wiped a hand across her jaw and said, “Perhaps … Although we don’t know what effect your shadow smoke will have on us. My vision and Gambel’s could be hampered by both magics. You would have to take the lead.”

      Kado gave a solemn nod. “I can do that.”

      “And watch for the enemy,” Sike said. “If my Aspect was at full power, the Anahka Tai would still be a formidable adversary, even for me. But like this?” The Iron Viper sucked in a breath. “If needed, I can fight with my ears alone, but the shadow magic will affect Gambel most of all. A vanara’s vision is defined by differentiating colors. He will be next to useless in a battle.”

      Gambel gasped at the comment, offended. Then his mouth slowly shut. “I probably wouldn’t be much help,” he muttered.

      “Once we are inside the salkai tunnels, the Anahka Tai will not be able to follow,” Sike said. “Not directly. But the solid earth that surrounds the tunnels is devoid of shadow essence. For the Anahka Tai, tracing the shadows within the tunnel from above will be like following a painted line through the woods. Any opening, even those too small to crawl through, will be easily detected. That means our enemy will know where we are going to appear, long before we exit.”

      “We just need to be faster,” Gambel said.

      “Better to not be seen entering the tunnels at all,” Sike said. “Go ahead, Kado, conjure your shadows. Try to cover as large an area as possible. Hopefully, it will blend into the Anahka’s sorcery, making us harder to detect.”

      Kado nodded again and closed his eyes, trying to block out the cries of the forest.

      Mother, he prayed. I don’t know if you can hear me, or if you’re even listening. But please let my shadows be strong enough. Help me save my friends.

      Kado opened his eyes. Ahead lay a world of smoky shadow.

      The magical cloud of his Aspect surrounded them completely. A dome of shadow, almost fifteen feet across. It drifted out from the cave mouth, growing blurry at its edges where it melded with the Anahka Tai’s sorcery.

      Kado’s hopes lifted. The magics blended seamlessly. With any luck, their enemy wouldn’t even know the companions were there.

      Within his own cloud of darkness, Kado’s vision was as clear as usual. To him, the shadows appeared no more than a fine mist. He realized he could see further than he could a moment ago. Now his vision stretched past the first line of trees.

      “I think my Aspect is pushing the Anahka Tai’s sorcery back,” he whispered, dipping his head toward Sike. “It’s like you said, the Mother’s power is stronger.”

      A cold smile curled on the Iron Viper’s lips. If Kado wasn’t her ally, it would have been a terrifying sight.

      “I can see also,” she said. “Or rather, Ceravier can. Within the bounds of your shadow smoke, his vision is clear.”

      Kado looked down and saw that Ceravier’s neck was stretched tall, his green eyes blazing ahead. Kado was about to ask Gambel how he was doing, but the vanara was already blinking and squinting.

      “I think I can see too,” he said. “Shapes and outlines.” He squinted harder, causing his circlet to slip on his brow. “It’s all pretty dark, though.”

      Kado grabbed one of the vanara’s furry hands. “Stay with me,” he whispered. “I will guide you.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at Nyoki. The little creature seemed alright. He had sunk down into the hood as if he was frightened, but he wasn’t shivering.

      Kado turned back to the woods and the drifting clouds of shadow. Somewhere beyond his own magic, out there in that smothering fog, the Anahka Tai were waiting. And Kado was about to walk straight toward them.

      He drew a deep breath and lifted his shoulders. “Is everyone ready?”

      Sike chopped her hand, indicating they should move to their left.

      Kado started out. He walked slowly, leading Gambel behind him. Ceravier walked at their side, with the Iron Viper bringing up the rear.

      Already, Kado’s heart was beating faster. His world had dissolved into a haze of shadow. Although he could see quite clearly through his own Aspect’s magic, everything beyond was murky gray. The cries of the animals continued in a chaotic chorus, making it impossible to discern a single sound. Kado would never hear the Anahka Tai coming. He needed to spot them.

      More than once, he swiveled his head, thinking he’d seen a figure, only to discover a stump or a tree. But he needed to remain vigilant. He and Ceravier were the companions’ only eyes. The Anahka Tai could be anywhere, at any moment.

      He shot a panicked glance skyward, suddenly worried they might drop from the trees. But the canopy was blanketed in shadows, a haze of branches and leaves. There could be a hundred Anahka Tai in the treetops and Kado would never know.

      He placed one foot in front of the other, leading the group through the woods. Massive trunks cluttered their path. They drifted past like ships in a foggy sea. The trees black limbs twisted for the sky, reduced to silhouettes in the murky void. Sike’s grim warning circled around and around in Kado’s head, heightening his fear.

      The Anahka’s magic will obscure them until they are an inch from our nose … When we tread upon the spot they have chosen, they will strike …

      Kado’s throat tightened. With every step, he expected a blade to stab from the shadows or an arrow to pierce his heart. It was as if the darkness itself was watching, its hungry eyes crawling over Nyoki, knowing he couldn’t be protected.

      Slowly, the group crept forward, inching through the shadow-smothered woods. Gambel’s grip on Kado’s hand was getting tighter and tighter. Every now and then, Sike would tap his shoulder and point. She was leading them on a zigzagging path, probably trying to confuse their predators.

      Then suddenly, the animals fell silent.

      Kado froze. His head snapped from side to side as he scanned the shadowed woods, seeing nothing. Sike widened her stance, her jinota slowly rising. Ceravier’s fur bristled. Nyoki was as still as a stone. Gambel’s grip had tightened painfully.

      Kado’s heart was pounding in his ears. His hand was shaking, but whether it was his own limb or the vanara’s that trembled, Kado didn’t know. His other hand was slick on his oscran stick. He could picture them now, the Anahka Tai lurking through the darkness, surrounding the companions, closing in. The attack would come at any moment.

      Yet the shadowed woods remained motionless and silent. Eventually, Sike nodded, and they started forward again.

      After a while, Kado realized the screeches of the forest had resumed, although he couldn’t have said when. He wondered if it was their own passing that had spooked the animals. But then he remembered they would recognize Sike, and his stomach twisted tighter.

      “This is it,” the Iron Viper whispered, waking Kado from his fear-fueled daze. “Hurry, we need to get the gate open.”

      He saw that they had stopped at what looked like a giant tombstone, embedded in the trunk of an ancient tree. A thin crack split the stone along its center. Or perhaps it was two slabs, fitted neatly side by side.

      He threw a questioning glance at Sike, who nodded. These stones must be the entrance to the salkai tunnels. He extracted his fingers from Gambel’s and shook them. The vanara was squinting around at the shadows, his apelike features crinkled with fear.

      Turning back to the gate, Kado tilted his head to one side. There were symbols scratched into the stone, so worn they were barely visible. Then his eyes narrowed when he noticed the inscription.

      Kota da ika soto … Act before the future has passed.

      “I can read it,” he whispered. For a moment, his astonishment banished any thought of their pursuers. “I understand what it says.”

      His mother had taught him and Abrel their letters when they were young. Kado could sound out most words when he saw them, although sometimes the longer words held little meaning. But this was different. He hadn’t just recognized the symbols; he understood them.

      “It says, act before the future has passed,” he whispered. “And it mentions three tribes. The featherwind, the swiftfoot and—” He shook his head. “I can’t read the other one. It’s too worn.” He glanced back at Sike. “How am I understanding this?”

      The Iron Viper was frozen, her jinota raised, her head bowed in concentration. Ceravier stood beside her, his fur bristling.

      “In the years after the Unraveling, many dark forces came to the Farawood, seeking the magic that was gathered here. The ancient salkai defended these woods. Those warriors used these tunnels to evade their enemies, and they will protect you too. Your ancestors guide you, Kado. Reach out to them. There will be a way to access the gate. A way that only a salkai could open. Now hurry.”

      Kado’s breaths were coming quicker. He could almost feel the dark presence of the Anahka Tai closing in.

      A way that only a salkai could open … He noticed there was a peculiar indent in one of the slabs. It was the shape of a triangle with two squares beneath it, like a crude drawing of a tree with double trunks, and was about an inch deep.

      When he looked at the other slab, he saw the same indent in that side too. Only this indent was filled with a piece of stone, cut to fit perfectly inside it.

      “I think they are a pair of keys,” he said. “But one of them is missing. Maybe the salkai warriors would carry the second key, and that’s how they got in.”

      Sike didn’t answer. Her head was cocked as she strained her ears over the shrieking animals. He could only imagine what it would sound like in her mind. Did she hear that beastly wail all over again?

      Kado swallowed. Sike couldn’t help him; he wasn’t even sure Ceravier’s vision could make out the shape of the indents. Their job was to guard the party. Kado’s job was to get them to safety.

      Suddenly Sike’s stance shifted. Ceravier was inching forward, a low growl rumbling in his throat. The Anahka Tai were getting closer.

      Kado spun back to the gate, his heart clenching. A way that only a salkai could open …

      Squinting, Gambel shuffled in next to Kado, his hand flapping around until he found the indent in the stone. He traced its contour with a leathery finger.

      “It’s not a key,” the vanara whispered. “Too simple to copy. More likely a trap.”

      Kado bit down on his lip. A trap? Then suddenly, he craned his neck forward.

      “The two indents aren’t the same shape,” he breathed. “Not quite. They’re like skeleton keys. Each side has a different number of teeth.”

      The empty indent had two squares under the triangle. But the indent that contained the stone key only had one square, which was much wider. The key, however, also had two squares—a perfect match for the empty indent, rather than the indent it was currently placed inside.

      “I think they’re meant to be swapped,” Kado said. “The key needs to be taken out of this side and placed in the other.”

      “Too simple,” Sike hissed. “Anyone could move the key over and open the gate. Think quickly, Kado. Hurry.”

      Kado’s eyes moved back to the ancient inscription. Act before the future has passed. His brow knotted.

      “No … Before the future is past. The present!” he gasped. “An instant … That’s it! The salkai must have had their own key. The first key goes into the empty indent, and the salkai key takes its place. The trick is to swap them over instantly.”

      “Instantly?” Gambel echoed. “But you don’t even have a second key.”

      “I’ve got something better.” Kado reached into his pocket and pulled out the ring, dangling it in front of Gambel. “Skeleton keys,” he explained. “I just need to wedge one into the indent to replace the stone key when I take it away.”

      Gambel frowned skeptically. “But it won’t be an exact fit.”

      “I don’t think it matters,” Kado said. After all, this was a salkai puzzle. “I think the trick is the speed.”

      “Can you do it that quickly?”

      Kado shuffled through his skeleton keys until he found one that looked the right length, and unhooked it from the ring. “Nothing moves as fast as a salkai—”

      The breath was snatched from his words as an arrow thudded into the dirt, a few yards from Sike. Kado and Gambel spun toward her. The Iron Viper had a finger pressed to her lips. Neither she nor Ceravier moved a hair.

      The Anahka Tai had found them.

      Another arrow hit, thumping into a trunk. But this shot was even further away. The assassins didn’t know where the companions were. Not exactly. Kado’s Aspect must be concealing them.

      With a surge of dread, he realized the shadow smoke had thinned. His concentration must have faded while he was puzzling over the gate. All around them, the forest screeched and wailed.

      Moving as slowly as he could, Kado reached back and lifted Nyoki out of the hood. Then he hugged the creature to his chest and turned to face the slabs, shielding Nyoki with his body.

      Another arrow thudded into the soil. Kado flashed a glance over his shoulder. The bolts were getting closer. It was only a matter of time before the enemy got lucky. His gaze snapped back to the gate. He tapped Nyoki’s claws, letting him know he had to hold on of his own accord.

      Then Kado reached out with the skeleton key, holding it just in front of the gate, and sucked in a breath.

      The only shadows nearby were those from Kado’s own Aspect. Nothing that could help him move faster. He could sense the gloom within the tunnel—the shadow essence in the Weaving—a slight warmth he could almost feel, like the sun through a curtain on a winter’s day. But his Aspect wasn’t strong enough to connect to it through the slabs.

      Kado was going to have to do this alone.

      The ancient salkai weren’t Aspects, he reminded himself. They were just fast, like me. It would be as simple as swiping a coin from a pocket. Nothing moves as fast as a salkai thief.

      There came a sharp twang, followed by a thud. Kado froze, a bead of sweat running from his temple. An arrow had hit the next trunk over.

      As if announcing the companions’ doom, the beasts of the forest fell quiet. Shadows floated around them, revealing only ghostly trunks and silence. The moment seemed to hang for an eternity.

      Then an arrow punctured the dirt. Ceravier leaped back with a roar. A whistle came from the treetops. Another answered it. Then another.

      Please, Mother, lend me your speed, Kado prayed, and burst into motion.

      He whipped the stone key out of the indent and shoved his skeleton key in behind it. A sharp hissing erupted from beyond the gate as he slammed the stone key into the indent on the other side.

      Instantly, the slabs swung inward, revealing a tunnel that bored through the tree trunk, deep into the earth.

      Kado gasped with relief. It was short-lived. The animals had begun to scream once more.

      He looked around to see the dirt peppered with arrows. A wall of bowfire was sweeping across the shadowy undergrowth, spraying dirt and leaves, moving irrevocably toward the companions.

      “Go!” Sike shouted, shoving Gambel through the opening. Her jinota swirled, batting away an arrow.

      Ceravier bounded into the tunnel after the vanara, trailed by a hail of arrows. Kado threw Nyoki to Gambel and then turned to Sike.

      The Iron Viper was already diving past him. She grabbed Kado’s shoulder on the way. He leaped with her, the shadow smoke dissipating just as the ground at his feet exploded with arrows.

      Kado landed hard on his rump. He twisted his head from side to side, frantically searching the tunnel mouth. Finding what he was looking for, he lurched forward, slapping his palm onto a triangular stone on the wall. Immediately, the hissing sound cut off.

      Beyond the opening, a veiled figure, clad in black and steel, was striding toward them, two blades held out at its sides. Both were blazing with aqua-green sorcery.

      Then the salkai gate swung closed with a boom, leaving Kado staring at the ancient slabs and sitting in the darkness.
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      The tunnel trembled in silence. Kado turned as he sat, catching Nyoki as the creature dived at him from Gambel’s arms.

      Kado gave a start when a hollow clang echoed a few feet away. It took him a moment to realize the sound had come from beyond the salkai gate—an arrow striking the slab outside.

      “Will that hold them?” asked Gambel in a nervous whisper.

      Kado gave one of the slabs a tentative shove. “I hope so. I mean, I think so. They feel pretty solid.”

      A handful more arrows clacked against the stone. Then they fell silent.

      The vision of the Anahka warrior, stalking toward them as the gate closed, still burned in Kado’s mind. If the companions had been just a few seconds slower …

      From the direction of the arrows, there had been at least three warriors firing at them. But there had to be more. Sike had described the Anahka Tai as a formidable threat, even for her. The Iron Viper had barely been able to protect Nyoki from the Molok Tai in the Tower of the Twisted Stars, and these assassins were chosen from the fiercest and most powerful of those.

      “We need to get out of here. Before the Anahka Tai find a way to get to us,” Kado whispered, his gaze moving along the passage. It ran beyond sight, disappearing into the gloom. A rough and earthy corridor, riddled with roots from above, like something that had been dug by a giant worm.

      It was only when Gambel’s crystal blossomed with red light that Kado realized they had been in utter darkness. Yet his vision had stretched for at least twenty yards. His eyesight was growing sharper.

      “Phew, the world has color again,” the vanara said with a shaky grin.

      Sike made a chopping motion along the corridor. “This part of the tunnel system leads east,” she said. “It emerges about a hundred yards from the banks of the Silk River and the border of the Gilded Empire. Once we cross the river, the Anahka Tai cannot follow, lest they provoke their queen’s covenant.”

      “That’s a relief,” Gambel said. “A nice stroll through the tunnels, and then we’re free.”

      Sike shook her head. “The Anahka Tai know we entered the tunnel. Now they will turn their eyes east, and try to ambush us as we exit.” The Iron Viper’s words were clipped with urgency. “Already our enemy will be racing to beat us to the other side. Our only hope is to reach the river and cross it before them.”

      “Cross it?” Kado repeated as he climbed to his feet, cradling Nyoki. “But I can’t swim.”

      “We’ll be with you,” Sike told him. “But first, we have to escape these tunnels. Can you see clearly?”

      Kado nodded.

      “Good, take the lead,” Sike said. “The salkai designed these passages to confuse any pursuers. You must choose our path. Trust the Mother, and keep heading east. Feel the memories of your ancestors, like you did when you figured out the secret of the gate.”

      Kado hugged Nyoki to his breast and stepped forward. He couldn’t feel the memories of any ancestors. It had been his street wiles that allowed him to figure out the gate, not some connection to his salkai heritage. All this looked like to Kado was an old tunnel.

      But he needed to be strong; the others were depending on him. Even if it felt like his knees were ready to wobble and betray him. Kado had no idea where east lay, but he knew how to head in a straight line. It was the only thing that stopped his crew from getting lost in Darkfae’s sewers. And Sike had just pointed the way.

      He lifted Nyoki, placing him in the hood, and looked back at his companions.

      Sike offered a grim nod. “Now we close our mouths and move. The next time we speak will be in the Gilded Empire.”

      Kado tried to imitate the Iron Viper’s stoic expression, but fear tugged at every muscle, making his lips want to quiver. He quickly repaid Sike’s nod and turned his gaze forward.

      “Let’s go.”

      Kado took off at a full sprint, the earthy walls flashing past in a blur of roots and shadow. He could tell from the bobbing red glow that Gambel was a step behind him. Ceravier and Sike would be bringing up the rear.

      Ahead, the passage was a gaping void of darkness, shrinking away as Kado sprinted toward it. Here and there, spears of dusty light, no thicker than a figure, slanted down from the roof, puncturing the gloom. It must have been how the ancient salkai vented the tunnels.

      He remembered what Sike had said about the Anahka Tai using the shadow essence to follow the tunnel. In his mind’s eye, he could see the veiled warriors bounding through the forest above, racing to ambush them. If the enemy reached the exit first, the companions would emerge into a hail of arrows.

      Kado lengthened his stride, pushing the group to move faster. He could feel the tunnel’s shadows lifting his limbs, driving him forward. Earlier in the treetops, he had moved quickly. But now, with only flat ground beneath him, it felt more like gliding than sprinting. Kado had never run so fast.

      The light from Gambel’s Aspect crystal was growing dimmer as Kado pulled away. He kept one eye on its red glow upon the wall, making sure he didn’t get too far ahead.

      Suddenly, a junction bloomed out of the shadows. The tunnel forked in a V, both paths heading forward. Kado took the left branch without hesitation. It was slightly larger, its earthy floor more worn from travel.

      A little way on, the passage split again. This choice was easier. Only one path led in the direction they traveled. After that, the tunnel speared forward in a straight line.

      A puff of misty green streaked past Kado’s vision, but he paid it no heed. Probably just one of those plants that shot spores that Sike had told him about. Then it was gone.

      Kado was running faster with every step, aided by the shadows. He could picture the Anahka Tai in the tangled forest falling behind. There was no way their enemy could move as fast as the companions were through the tunnels. His mouth stretched into a smile. They were going to make it.

      “Kado, stop!”

      The urgency in the Iron Viper’s voice pulled him up immediately, his boots skidding across the dirt.

      He glanced back at Sike to find her kneeling beside Ceravier, wrapping what looked like a bandage around his snout. Gambel was sliding to a halt too, his furry arms flailing.

      “Gas,” Sike said, jerking her chin along the tunnel. “Poison. The Anahka Tai are flushing us out.”

      She finished tying the rag around Ceravier’s maw and tugged it tight. “Quickly! Cover your mouths,” she hissed at the others.

      Kado sipped a quick breath and clenched his lips together, even as he grabbed Nyoki out of the hood. The little creature’s eyelids were already drooping. Kado snatched the corner of his cloak and wrapped it over Nyoki’s face, then he bundled the creature under his arm.

      A cloud was billowing around them, staining the shadows green. The spears of light that lanced the corridor were tinged with green as well. The Anahka Tai must have found the openings in the tunnel and poured their poison through the vents.

      With his free hand, Kado grabbed the other corner of his cloak and held it over his own mouth. He turned to see how Gambel was doing.

      Just as the vanara’s eyes rolled back in his skull. He swayed for a moment, his long tail swishing, and collapsed.

      Sike caught him before he hit the ground. She thrust a finger forward. Kado didn’t need to be told twice.

      He started running. Although now, his feet felt less sure. His steps were falling more sluggishly. He didn’t know whether it was the Anahka poison that had weakened him, or if the shadows themselves had been corrupted. It was awkward enough trying to run without moving his arms. His only choice was to keep going.

      The tunnel drifted by in a smoky green blur. Kado’s eyes were beginning to water. He could hear Sike’s footsteps, thudding behind his own. He could only assume she was carrying Gambel.

      They needed to make it to the tunnel’s end before the poison overwhelmed them. Kado just hoped that the bandage Sike had used was enough to protect Ceravier. If the glamor-cat fell, Sike would be truly blind. How could Kado carry them all on his own?

      He kept moving forward, stumbling as much as running, clutching his cloak to his mouth, his other arm gripping Nyoki. When the passage forked, Kado took the left path again. This time it was a pure guess. His vision was too blurry to make out any details. His lungs were burning. He couldn’t seem to suck enough air through the fabric. His steps were growing heavier.

      He tried closing his eyes, and trusting the darkness to guide him. But his toe caught a root, sending him sprawling. It was only a firm shove from Sike that kept him on his feet, the sheer momentum driving him forward.

      When the tunnel split into three, Kado took the central path. He hugged Nyoki tighter as he ran. His only thought was to reach the other side.

      Then, suddenly, the green haze began to fade.

      Kado’s feet stumbled back into a rhythm, his stride recovering as the shadows turned gray once more. Keeping Nyoki covered, Kado let the cloak drop from his own mouth. The air tasted damp and earthy, but the bitter tang of the gas was gone.

      He flashed a glance behind him. Sike ran with Gambel draped over one shoulder. Kado didn’t know how she managed it; the vanara was as large as she was. Gambel’s eyes were closed, his apelike head bobbing with Sike’s every step.

      Please, Mother. Let him only be unconscious.

      The ground beneath Kado’s boots hardened, the earth giving way to slabs of gray stone, like that of the gate. Out of nowhere, their path abruptly ended. A wall emerged from the darkness ahead.

      At first Kado thought he had taken a wrong turn. Then he spotted a triangular stone panel, like the one at the other entrance. He slapped his palm against it as he bolted past. The wall split in two, swinging open a second before Kado bowled straight into it.

      Then he was running, leaping over roots and bushes, the forest streaming by in a blur of trunks. Sunlight sliced through the canopy, blinding in the aftermath of the shadowy passages.

      The companions had barely left the tunnel when an arrow thumped into the dirt, an inch from Kado’s toe. He dived to the right as bowfire peppered the undergrowth less than a yard ahead. The exact spot he had been heading toward.

      Kado’s heart tightened. A figure in black was streaking through the woods beside him. Another dark shape rippled through the trees overhead. Belatedly, he remembered to conjure the shadow smoke. The cloud swelled around him, turning his world into a haze of gray.

      He spotted Sike on his periphery, bounding between the trunks. She no longer carried Gambel. Kado didn’t have time to consider what that meant. Then Sike dived between two trees and was gone.

      Kado clutched Nyoki to his breast and kept running. An arrow whistled past his ear, thudding into a nearby trunk. The shadow smoke would obscure him from the Anahka Tai’s sight, but the best he could hope for was that it bought him some time. The shadowy dome of his Aspect was only fifteen feet across. Sooner or later, a shot would get lucky.

      He veered to the left a moment before another arrow zoomed by. His eyes widened as the flight of the black arrow slowed and curved back around, shooting straight toward him.

      Kado just managed to twist his body to the side, the arrow missing Nyoki by a whisker. This time he heard a woody thwack as the barb hit a tree. The sound was followed by a beastly roar.

      Kado put his head down and sprinted. Sike said the tunnel emerged near the bank of the Silk River. He strained his ears, listening for the rush of water, but could make out nothing but his own steps crashing through the undergrowth and the pounding of his heart.

      He almost shouted in alarm as a figure appeared out of the shadows in front of him. Kado had a second to register who it was. Then Gambel was tugging on his arm, leading them on a diagonal path.

      Nyoki was squealing, his little claws clutching Kado’s chest. All around them, Anahka Tai arrows were punching the forest floor in a spray of bowfire. It was only a matter of time until one struck its mark.

      “Are you alright?” Kado shouted to Gambel as they plunged through the undergrowth.

      The vanara shook his head. “Think about it later. Get ready to jump!”

      “Jump?”

      Kado skidded to a halt as the trees abruptly ended. He found himself standing on a cliff, some thirty feet high. Below, a wide river swirled lethargically by.

      Kado stared in horror into those swirling watery depths. It was only when he heard a splash that he realized Gambel had already jumped. The vanara must have assumed Kado would simply follow.

      “It’s alright, Nyoki,” he whispered, clutching the creature tightly. “We’ll find another way.”

      He frantically scanned the forested clifftop. There were no handholds. Everywhere he looked was a sheer drop to the water. The other bank was some fifty yards away, down at the same level as the river. The forest resumed on the far shore almost immediately.

      Kado’s eyes narrowed. The Farawood’s towering trees were thick on the other bank, their long shadows shooting out over the water.

      “If I can shadow streak,” he whispered, more to himself than Nyoki, “it will carry us across the river.” He threw a glance over his shoulder.

      Just as Sike burst from the tree line.

      “Go, Kado! Jump!” she yelled.

      Ceravier had already sprung past and was diving for the water. An arrow streaked through the air an inch above the panther’s skull. Sike bounded after him.

      Dark figures were sweeping through the treetops toward Kado and Nyoki. Kado heard the twang of a bow being drawn. He sucked in a breath and turned back to the river.

      “Hold on, Nyoki.”

      Kado leaped from the clifftop.

      The Silk River swirled beneath them, its watery depths growing larger as Kado flew and fell. He kept his eyes on the far bank, stretching—reaching for the shadows—willing them to transport him the way they had in the Tower of the Twisted Stars. Trying to shadow streak.

      A strange, floating sensation fluttered in Kado’s chest. It was as if he were a leaf, swirling on the breeze. But instead of the shadows transporting him instantly, his flight began to slow.

      The river was still rising to meet them, but it was more of a gradual fall, like he was gliding. He could feel the shadows supporting him, carrying him further. When he glanced back, he saw his cloak was billowing. Ahead, the shore was getting closer, the tree line growing larger. They had almost reached it.

      Kado landed, roughly, a few feet short of the bank. He tumbled into the muddy shallows, just managing to lift Nyoki before his own head went underwater.

      Kado jerked back up with a gasp and a splash, his heart racing. It took him a moment to notice the water only came to his knees. Then Gambel was yanking his hand, hauling him onto the shore.

      Seeing Kado and Nyoki were safe, the vanara collapsed, panting. His orange hair stuck to his body in long, dripping clumps and his breaths were ragged, but he seemed unharmed.

      Kado turned, searching for Sike. He found her a little way down the bank, standing with her jinota raised, her chin lifted toward the forest. Ceravier sat by her side, his wet fur glistening, his green eyes fierce and narrowed.

      Kado followed the glamor-cat’s gaze. Two figures, clad in black, were prowling along the clifftop. Their veiled heads were fixed on Sike.

      The Iron Viper whirled her jinota in a slow circle, as if in a challenge, and the Anahka Tai lowered their bows. After a moment, they turned and vanished into the Farawood, slipping into the shadows between the trunks. Kado noticed a white falcon following overhead.

      The Iron Viper breathed a sigh as the enemy retreated.

      “Are you alright?” she asked when she rejoined the others, slinging her jinota over her shoulder. Although her milky eyes were pointed into the distance, Ceravier was looking straight at Gambel.

      The vanara, who was still on his hands and knees, nodded without saying a word.

      “Are they gone?” Kado asked, wiping a strand of wet hair from his eyes and peering at the forested clifftop. The tree line was bare. There was no hint that two Anahka Tai assassins had been standing there only a moment before.

      Sike reached up and clapped a hand on Kado’s shoulder.

      “In the end, there were only four, and those two are all that remain,” she said wearily. “Even then, it was a narrow victory. Those Anahka Tai upon the cliff were Rhasani the Wary and X’ki the Unseen, two of the Scorched Queen’s most deadly assassins. Within their shadowy magic, the only eyes I could trust were Ceravier’s. Then, as soon as the enemy realized …”

      Sike’s words faded and she shook her head. “We have escaped our foe, and crossed the boundary of the Gilded Empire. Yet it would not be wise to delay. We move as soon as Gambel is ready.”

      Kado placed Nyoki on the ground. The little creature plonked down onto his rump, his legs sticking straight out in front of him. His head was lolling, his eyelids drooping heavily. Kado’s lips tightened.

      “Don’t worry,” Sike said. Although she looked into the distance, Kado knew she had noticed his expression. “The Anahka Tai’s poison is designed to render their enemy unconscious, not kill them.”

      “Unconscious?” Kado echoed, frowning. “That means—”

      “They were attempting to take us alive,” Sike said. “I thought that bowfire was a little inaccurate for Anahka Tai.”

      “So where to now?” Kado asked.

      “If we follow the bank, we should reach Dwabida Teechi before nightfall. Then we meet with the others. Darganon and the Scorched Queen will discover what it means to incur the might of the Wardens of the Realm.”

      Kado’s chest rose at the Iron Viper’s words. They had made it. They had escaped Darganon’s clutches. Once the full team had assembled, they would take back the Tower of the Distant Moons. With the Wardens of the Realm standing in front of Nyoki, Darganon didn’t have a chance. The time for running had ended.

      Kado looked down at Nyoki and sighed. But as he scooped up the little creature and the companions started out along the shore, he threw a glance at the forested clifftop. As he eyed the gloom between the trunks, Kado couldn’t shake the feeling the shadows were watching.
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      The companions arrived in Dwabida Teechi just as the day was fading.

      From the moment Kado spied the first buildings through the forest, his head had been swiveling excitedly. Any feelings of dread he’d carried dissolved the closer they got to the city. He almost expected to find the Wardens of Lor lined up at the city’s edge—the mightiest heroes in the world, welcoming their teammates.

      Even in Darkfae, legends of the Golden Knight were abundant. Accounts of his unrivaled strength, towering shield, and gleaming armor. Some of the tales even claimed the knight could fly.

      Kado didn’t know quite what to expect from the other Wardens. The description of Stormstrider changed with every telling. Sometimes, he was a great warrior that hurled lightning and rode a chariot that was pulled through the sky by an ice dragon. Other times, he was made of lightning, and was the ice dragon. But one thing they all shared was that Stormstrider was a being with formidable strength and power.

      Ozar the Conjurer was more of an enigma. A mysterious figure who walked with one foot in this world, the other on the Shore of Lost Souls. Some folk claimed he was an agent of the Scorched Queen. Of all the Wardens, his name was spoken with the most fear.

      Then there was Sike, the Iron Viper. Kado had witnessed what she could do firsthand.

      Now, from all across the Five Realms, the heroes were converging. Each with godlike powers. All of them Aspects, like Kado. Together, they would journey to the Tower of the Distant Moons and defeat Darganon once and for all. Then no one would ever threaten Nyoki again. Darkfae City would be free. And who knew, by the end of this night, Kado might find himself made a Warden as well.

      “Do each of the Wardens protect a specific realm?” he asked Sike, suddenly curious.

      He knew that the Golden Knight guarded the Hallowed Kingdoms and Ozar the Conjurer patrolled the Empire of the Withered Sun, but he wasn’t sure about the others. If Kado was accepted onto the team, he might find himself stationed in the Shivering Sands.

      Sike gave a brisk nod. “Each Warden has a designated territory. It allows us to focus our efforts. We patrol the areas where we are most needed.”

      “And this is your realm,” Kado said. He’d heard the Iron Viper’s legend. “The Gilded Empire.”

      Sike kept her milky gaze forward. “With the Silent Empress’s blade masters and centaur knights, I spend most of my time in the Farawood Forest.”

      “And what about you?” Kado asked, turning to Gambel. “Do you have a territory too?”

      The vanara shook his head in a flurry of orange hair. “Only the Elder Wardens have a designated territory,” he said glumly. “It helps spread the workload. I am only a minor Aspect and therefore more like a … junior Warden? So I mostly just get passed around.” Then he suddenly brightened. “But I get to see a lot of interesting places.”

      Kado’s gaze dropped to the street as they walked, his thoughts swirling from one vision to another. It made more sense for him to be made a junior Warden first, like Gambel, even if Kado was a Prime Aspect. But, as the vanara had pointed out, he would still get to visit all sorts of interesting places. And the Wardens would surely protect Nyoki, even if Kado was only a junior member.

      He wondered how many other Wardens there were. Certainly none that he’d ever heard of. But then, before he met Sike, he hadn’t heard of Gambel either. Kado supposed he’d find out soon enough.

      He smiled as he strolled and drew in an indulgent breath. For the moment, all of his fears and worries had drifted away. Darganon and the Scorched Queen had faded into distant threats, unable to reach the companions within the bounds of the Gilded Empire. Nyoki was safe, surrounded by the Five Realms’ mightiest heroes.

      As his gaze wandered, Kado felt like his adventures were already beginning. He had always imagined that other cities would look much like Darkfae, perhaps cleaner. This city was unlike anything he had ever imagined. He hadn’t even dreamed that such a place could be real.

      Dwabida Teechi, the City of Lanterns.

      The Silk River meandered past the city, marking the bounds of the Gilded Empire. The vast waterway was bustling with slender, curved boats, each spilling with crates and netting. Most were manned by only one sailor. Rather than rowing, they pushed their vessels along with single oars three times their own height.

      Kado didn’t know if Dwabida Teechi was bigger than Darkfae, but he suspected it might be. It was impossible to tell where the city ended; it sprawled back from the river for miles, bleeding out into the woods. Even in the city’s heart, there were more trees than buildings. The strange, drooping-leafed giants native to this part of the forest.

      Surprisingly, most of the buildings were stone, not timber. From their pale brown color, which perfectly matched the mud on Kado’s boots, he guessed they were built out of clay from the riverbed.

      Every structure had a twirling spire or a dome. Every entrance, an archway. The windows were round, encircled with mosaics. Sweeping verandas and balconies fronted most buildings, stonework masterpieces of ornate arches and circles. Many were guarded by ferocious-looking statues of centaurs or dragons.

      But the most striking feature was the colorful lanterns for which the city was named. They hung in lines that crossed the streets. Glowing orbs of brilliant yellow, purple, and red. Although the evening sun still blushed over the treetops, the lanterns made Dwabida Teechi seem even brighter, more alive. Every veranda and balcony glowed with lanterns too.

      Music unlike anything Kado had ever heard—long keening notes with a strange, warbling rhythm—floated out from every second or third building. The buzz of a dozen different tongues hummed in his pointed ears. He had never come across so many people all in one place, even at the Black Bazaar.

      The people of Dhazanda were some of the smallest humans Kado had ever beheld. Most were only a little taller than children. It was suddenly obvious where Sike had gotten her tiny frame. Their skin was pale, their hair, most commonly arranged in long braids or topknots, ranged from light brown to fiery red.

      Almost every Dhazandan appeared to be a simple angler or waterman. It certainly seemed that way from the fishy scent that drifted from the river. Many wore the same style of shallow-coned hat as Sike’s. Only theirs were made of straw, not metal. And that was just the humans.

      At the base of one of the river bridges, a pair of centaurs stood watching the crowds from beneath suspicious brows. They held long spears, and their broad chests and torsos were garbed in gleaming silver and green armor that flowed down onto their horse-like bodies. Kado saw other centaurs too, unarmed and dressed in fine coats and collars.

      The centaur guards’ wide-set eyes followed Kado as he passed.

      “Don’t worry, they’re not as mean as they look,” Gambel said cheerily. “They’re just as likely to give you a lecture in philosophy as run a spear through you. Although, they are also just as likely to run a spear through you. Don’t be too concerned. Being this far west in the Empire, most of the folk who live here are Dhazandans. Farther east is where you will find all the centaur cities.” The vanara gasped and slapped Kado’s wrist with a furry hand. “You really need to see those! Some of the magisters’ manses are even decorated in gold. And they are letting in visitors now, after the centaurs changed their laws a few years back. Before that, if a vanara took—”

      Sike clicked her tongue, and Gambel’s words dwindled with a sigh. Kado hardly noticed. He couldn’t seem to stop his head from turning. With every step, the sights only got stranger.

      He saw a Dhazandan woman holding the leash of a frill-necked lizard the size of a dog. Another man was ambling along, riding on the back of a giant turtle. His smile was so wide that his eyes were half closed.

      The Dhazandans were nothing like the humans of Darkfae City. Their warm natures glowed as brightly as their colorful lanterns. Nearly everyone smiled and waved as the companions passed. Peddlers called and beckoned. And it wasn’t because they recognized a Warden of the Realm.

      Sike had removed her hat, appearing much the same way as when Kado had first met her. He had no idea how she had hidden her jinota. She seemed twenty years older as she clutched his arm, looking for all the world like an elderly blind woman.

      To begin with, Kado thought he really was guiding her. Then he noticed the white falcons, perched on buildings and branches alike. Ceravier had taken the form of a mangy tabby and was trailing circles around Kado’s ankles, almost tripping him more than once. Hiding their true identities, apparently, was all part of the plan.

      “The Wardens are famous,” Gambel had explained when they first arrived. Although he had whispered loudly enough to make Sike’s cheek twitch. “Can you imagine how people would react if they knew there were two Wardens in their midst? Let’s just say we wouldn’t be moving very easily. That’s why we have to wear disguises.”

      The vanara, Kado noted, was dressed the same as always. Gambel claimed that vanaras were too common to draw attention, despite the fact they had yet to spot another. Kado was also certain that the Iron Viper had less frivolous reasons for concealing the Wardens’ identities.

      As for Kado … Sike had told him to remove his hood, and he had secreted Nyoki under his cloak. Apart from that, it seemed Kado wasn’t in need of a disguise either. One of the first things he had noticed was the number of silver-haired heads among the brown.

      Unlike vanaras, there were a lot of salkai in Dwabida Teechi. It was a peculiar vision that Kado’s eyes didn’t quite know how to register, seeing full-blooded salkai standing taller than the diminutive Dhazandans. Although he noted the salkai’s clothing tended to be shabbier, and they always trailed a step behind the humans.

      Kado had smiled and waved at some of his kinsmen, but they only dropped their eyes and kept walking. One salkai girl had even looked frightened. In the end, Kado had given up. Perhaps these salkai didn’t care for half-breeds either. His brow creased at the thought. There was still so much about his own people he had to learn.

      “Here we are,” Sike said.

      Kado looked up to see they had stopped at what he guessed was a tavern. Only this tavern was unlike any that he had seen before.

      It didn’t appear to have a front wall. Stools and tables spilled almost to the street. Inside, they stretched on and on, reaching deeper inside the building. The timber ceiling dripped with colorful lanterns. A sign on a post outside had letters Kado couldn’t read. Beneath it was a depiction of a centaur with a bow.

      Sike jerked her chin, indicating the group should move forward. Kado started out through the Dhazandan crowd. It felt odd being taller than almost everybody else. Even Sike’s diminutive height seemed average. Although it did little to make their passage through the crowd any easier.

      The tavern was already bustling, despite the early hour. Kado suspected Sike had chosen this place for that very reason. After all, she and Ceravier were in disguise. The Wardens were probably meeting in secret, which Kado supposed was wise. Any one of these people could be spies for Darganon or the Scorched Queen.

      “Keep your eyes to yourself,” Sike warned, confirming Kado’s suspicion. “And don’t talk to anyone unless you have to.”

      Kado peeled open his cloak and sneaked a look at Nyoki. The little creature’s mouth widened immediately. Kado quickly closed his cloak again.

      Gambel walked beside them, his head swiveling in a mop of orange hair. His eyes were sparkling, and seemed to be doing everything but keeping to themselves.

      More than once on their trek through town, Sike had to call the vanara back from a colorful stall that had snared his interest. Kado wasn’t sure who had been more disappointed, Gambel or the peddlers. None of the merchants had shown any interest in Kado. He wondered if they had some inbuilt sense that warned them he only had a single coin in his pocket.

      Sike continued to lead the companions through the tavern, her arm hooked around Kado’s, making it appear like he was leading her.

      Deeper inside, there were more couches than tables. Each was smothered with enormous cushions. There was a long bar on one side, its counter hooded by a stone arch and decorated with mosaics. The entire place was lit with yellow and amber lanterns. The orbs hung from the ceiling, brushing the tavern in a warm light.

      Sike led the group over to a table in the corner. She accepted Kado’s help finding her chair. Kado sat next to her, making sure to wrap his cloak over his lap to keep Nyoki concealed.

      It was only once Kado was seated that he realized the cushion was much too tall and made him lean uncomfortably. Only one of his feet managed to touch the ground. He looked around, thinking about depositing it on an empty chair, but those all had large cushions of their own.

      Ceravier leaped onto the table between Sike and Kado. The tabby cat sat there, licking his paws, his tail swishing. Kado noticed that there were four empty chairs. One for Gambel and each of the other Wardens.

      Gambel was about to sit down when Sike nodded toward the bar. The vanara gave her an exaggerated wink, and slipped away through the crowd.

      “You’re not worried he might draw too much attention?” Kado asked. “He’s the only vanara I’ve seen in the city.”

      “There isn’t a village on Lor that doesn’t have at least one vanara wandering aimlessly through it,” Sike said. “Usually with their mouths gaping or asking baffling questions. People stopped paying attention centuries ago.”

      Kado looked over at Gambel who was making his way through the crowd, smiling and nodding at everyone he passed. Indeed, to the last person, they all ignored him. Not that Gambel seemed to notice.

      Kado remembered how, from time to time, a vanara would visit Darkfae. Now that he thought about it, they all had a kind of wide-eyed curiosity that was unaffected by the hostile city.

      “What do we do now?” he asked, turning back to Sike.

      “Now we wait.” The Iron Viper twitched a frown as Kado shuffled around on the cushion. “And try to look comfortable.”

      Kado stopped moving, but it still felt like he was about to tip over. He knew he was too self-conscious to look anything but comfortable.

      “Just stay present,” Sike told him with a sigh.

      Kado did his best to forget the cushion. As his focus returned to the tavern, he became aware of the music drifting through the rumble of voices. He quickly located its source.

      A pair of musicians were playing in an alcove overlooking the main floor. The first was a tiny Dhazandan man who plucked a stringed instrument that towered over him. It looked like a giant lute that had been stood on its end.

      The woman beside him tapped a small wooden drum. Her voice was a haunted and delicate wail that brought a tear to Kado’s eye. Her skin had a slight blue sheen, and shimmered like fish scales.

      “If that singer doesn’t have a touch of mer about her, I’m a drunk monkey,” Gambel said, grinning as he returned and dropped three mugs onto the table. He bounced into a chair just as overly cushioned as Kado’s. Although the vanara somehow managed to appear as if he was lounging.

      “I thought I saw Stormstrider,” he added, leaning across the table conspiratorially. “But it was only a statue of a dragon with a beard.” He sat back and shook his head. “I don’t know why a dragon would have a beard.”

      The vanara was about to take a swig of his drink when Sike touched his arm. “Take it easy, Gambel. You need to keep your wits about you. We have to make sure when the …”

      The Iron Viper continued speaking, but Kado didn’t hear; her voice had suddenly faded in his ears. He found himself leaning forward, his enormous cushion forgotten.

      Kado had just noticed the most beautiful woman he had ever beheld.

      She was garbed in the simple dress of a villager, a plain cloak draped across her shoulders, but Kado couldn’t shake the feeling that he was gazing upon royalty. Her long black hair flowed down her back, perfectly complementing her warm olive skin. Her dark eyes glistened with wisdom. She was noble, pure, how Kado would imagine a goddess.

      The woman moved through the tavern as if the floor was gliding, carrying her along. Before her, the crowd parted effortlessly, folk absently stepping aside or turning their shoulders to let her pass. And even though the woman towered over everybody—wherever she was from, she was clearly not Dhazandan—no one so much as glanced in her direction.

      Kado, however, was magnetized. Yet as strikingly attractive as the woman was, not a single romantic thought entered his brain. She was so dignified, so gracious, that he suddenly felt like a grubby child. The voice of every person who had ever called him scruffy echoed in his brain. He found himself longing only for the woman to notice him, simply acknowledge that he was alive. Then her head turned, and Kado’s breath caught.

      She looked straight in his direction.

      Kado’s stomach rolled as the woman’s dark eyes roamed over him, appraising, scrutinizing. Then his stomach rolled the other way when she headed straight toward their table.

      “Hey, look it’s—” Gambel started excitedly, but Sike cut him short with a shake of her head.

      The woman’s eyes never left Kado as she moved through the crowd. He shuffled uncomfortably, not caring how the cushion billowed beneath him. His hands that clutched Nyoki were growing clammy on his cloak, but he found he couldn’t look away. Was it his imagination, or was there a quiet anger that simmered in the woman’s dark gaze?

      Finally, Kado tore his eyes away, and turned to look at the others. Surely they would give him a sign if the woman was dangerous? But Sike was sitting calmly, staring straight ahead. Gambel’s apelike maw was stretched into a grin that showed both rows of teeth and an ample display of gums. Ceravier was standing straighter, his tail slapping from side to side.

      Kado wasn’t surprised when the woman lowered herself into a seat across from Sike—leaving an empty chair between her and Kado—and offered the Iron Viper a stiff nod. It was the barest of gestures, but Kado thought it had the air of respect. Sike dipped her head in kind.

      Gambel was grinning at the woman expectantly. She gave the vanara a faint smile, which only made his grin widen. Kado found it hard not to smile himself. In that instant, the woman had transformed from being utterly intimidating to once more radiating the aura of a beautiful queen.

      Her gaze flicked over Kado before returning to Sike, a dark eyebrow lifting.

      “Kado,” Sike said, her voice so quiet he had to lean in to hear. “I would like to introduce you to Daialla Bravenshield, the leader of the Wardens. Although we simply call her Daia.”

      “Leader?” Kado’s mouth fell open as he stared at the woman anew. “But that means you’re … you’re the …”

      “Golden Knight,” finished Gambel, nodding proudly. “Behold Lor’s greatest hero in the flesh before you!”
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      Gambel’s comment drew a frown from Daia, although the hint of a smile played on her lips.

      “The Golden Knight,” Kado repeated, whispering so quietly he barely heard it himself. “But you’re a … a woman.”

      He cringed the moment the words left his mouth. If Daia had worn a smile, it was gone now. She arched an eyebrow in a manner that made Kado feel like he was withering.

      “I’m sorry. I mean, I think that’s great,” he said quickly, his brain furiously searching for a way to explain the genuine wonder he felt. “It’s just that everyone assumes you’re a man, so I think it’s fantastic how surprised they would be when …”

      Kado’s voice faded. He’d run out of breath and thoughts all at the same time. “I suppose that’s what’s wrong with it though,” he added in an embarrassed mumble.

      Inwardly, he cursed his stupidity, and then cursed it again. Sike had made it plain that if Kado wanted to have any part of the Wardens, the Golden Knight was who he needed to impress. He couldn’t imagine getting off to a worse start.

      The Golden Knight turned her arched eyebrow upon Sike. “My instructions were to slay the Hunter on sight.”

      “You got my report,” Sike said, flicking her chestnut braid irritably over her shoulder. “My assessment was that the boy possessed attributes that were more valuable to the Mother in a living body. Yet I did not rely on my counsel alone. I took Kado before the Guardians of the Wood. Auba judged him favorably.”

      “Knowing that I would never oppose the will of the Spirit Father,” Daia said, a slight smile brushing her features. She spoke with the round and rolling accent of those who hailed from Albancinia. “A very subtle manipulation … and a more gentle hand than your usual approach, Iron Viper.”

      Gambel chuckled uncomfortably, but Sike’s milky gaze remained staring forward. The Golden Knight’s whisper of a smile faded as if it had never been there, and the table fell into an uncomfortable silence.

      Kado was so stunned by the exchange, his embarrassment instantly fled. At that moment he wished his cushion would swallow him. He remembered what Gambel had said about their visit to the Guardians being more about Sike and the Golden Knight than it had been about Kado.

      Sike had only been protecting him, after all. The Golden Knight had given Sike orders to kill him, for no other reason than the Way his Aspect belonged to. Orders the Iron Viper had disobeyed.

      Suddenly, her warning about needing to impress the Wardens’ leader took on a more sinister meaning. It wasn’t only a place on the team he had to lose. If the Golden Knight wasn’t convinced he could be trusted, Kado could lose his head. Nyoki would be orphaned.

      At last, Daia let out a sigh. “I trust your judgment, old friend,” she said, her tone softening. Her dark eyes returned to Kado, moving to his cloak as if she could see straight through it. “The creature remains safe, then? This one you have been protecting?”

      Sike nodded.

      The Golden Knight’s gaze never left Kado. “A Warden of the Realm, one of the bravest heroes that has ever lived, holds you in high esteem, child. I hope you understand that value. Apparently, you hold no such value for yourself.” She clicked her tongue. “The boy is a mess, Sike.”

      Kado felt his cheeks redden. His pointed ears were burning. He didn’t know what shamed him more, being called a boy, a child, or a mess. It wasn’t exactly fair, either. He had just trekked through a forest, crossed a raging river, been in a battle, and run through an underground tunnel.

      Although, so had Sike and Gambel, and the Iron Viper’s long vest hung perfectly straight—Kado suspected the garment was too frightened to do otherwise—and Gambel’s bright-yellow waistcoat was as bright and yellow as ever. The plain circlet he wore on his brow was gleaming like it had been recently polished.

      Kado let out a sigh, which only succeeded in drawing back the Golden Knight’s scornful attention.

      “I see that you gave the Hunter the garments of his predecessor.”

      “Gifts from Auba, not me,” Sike said in a clipped voice. “The Spirit Father deemed him worthy of those as well, Daia.”

      The Golden Knight’s gaze rolled down to Kado’s feet. There could be no doubt of the anger that simmered in her eyes.

      “Your predecessor used those boots to murder people in their sleep,” she said. “Great people, whose loss the world feels deeply. She used that cape to fly over the walls of a citadel and slaughter the innocents within.”

      “I knew the cloak could fly!” Gambel exclaimed, sitting forward. After a glance at Daia, he shrank back again. “It’s terrible what Zujha the Cruel did, though. Slaughtering all those people and everything.”

      Kado had to stop himself from shifting uncomfortably. The cloak had helped him to fly too. Or at least glide. How else could he have leaped so far as to cross the breadth of the Silk River when they were escaping the Anahka Tai? At the time, Kado had been trying to shadow streak, but the more he’d thought about it, the more convinced he’d become that it was the cloak that carried him.

      “Your predecessor used the Mother’s gifts for great evil,” Daia said, her gaze remaining fixed on Kado. “I caution you, Aspect. Use them more wisely. If you place but a single toe onto the path of the Predator, we will act. It is more than Sike’s and the Spirit Father’s trust you need to gain.”

      Her rolling, steely words sent a shiver along Kado’s spine. Yet, for some reason, he got the feeling Daia wasn’t talking about herself. At least she had moved on from the question of whether or not Kado should be executed.

      Suddenly all his dreams of joining the Wardens of Lor seemed like a childish fantasy. The fact that Kado was an Aspect didn’t seem to matter at all. Indeed, that was the very thing that was working against him. He couldn’t help but recall the ominous words of the Spirit Father.

      Of all the Aspects we have lost, none have wandered from the light as often as the Hunter.

      Kado racked his brain, looking for the words that might convince Daia he could be trusted. But before he could find any, Gambel spoke first.

      “We named the boots the Boots of Traceless Passing,” he said with a sagely nod. “I came up with that one myself. We haven’t thought of a name for the cloak yet, so I think I’ll just have to call it the Shadow Cloak. Which isn’t very imaginative.”

      Daia drew in a breath and seemed to awaken, as if she had been lost in a dark dream. She turned to Gambel and smiled. “And how are you, my dear vanara?”

      “I’m very well thanks, Daia,” Gambel said politely. The grin still hadn’t left his face. “I hope this day finds you smiling.”

      “You always make me smile, Gambel,” Daia said, although her expression darkened quickly once more. “Yet in recent weeks, I have had little reason to do so.”

      “Where are the others?” Sike asked, scratching Ceravier behind the ear. The tabby cat was watching the Golden Knight intently.

      Daia’s mouth tightened as she turned back to the Iron Viper. Seeing that look, Kado’s heart sank. He knew even before she said it.

      “I’m sorry, Sike. The other Wardens aren’t coming.”

      “Not coming?” Sike repeated. “But you received my report.”

      “I did.” Daia looked around the tavern as she spoke, as if she considered every patron a possible threat. “And what you have learned corresponds with what we have uncovered ourselves.”

      Almost reluctantly, Daia’s eyes left the patrons and returned to Sike. “But I’m afraid Darganon and the Molok Tai are only a portion of Xypera’s schemes. After all these centuries, the Scorched Queen begins to emerge from the shadows. From her dark throne in the Withered Palace, she pulls her strings, tightening her net all across Lor. Darganon and the Tower of the Distant Moons are just the beginning.”

      Kado’s arms tightened around Nyoki. Just the beginning? What else had the Wardens learned? It had to have something to do with the growing power Auba had mentioned. But after all Kado and the others had been through, with everything Darganon was planning, how could there be anything worse? Whatever it was, it was enough for Stormstrider and Ozar the Conjurer to be needed elsewhere.

      The thought made Kado’s spirit tremble. His concerns over whether the Golden Knight trusted him suddenly seemed unimportant.

      “So if Darganon and the heart shard are only one portion,” Sike said, planting her elbows on the table. “What about the rest of it?”

      “Vronak has withdrawn the minotaur nation from the Empire of the Withered Sun and claimed the Halls of Despair for himself,” Daia said gravely. The musicians’ haunted melody drifted across the tavern, making the Golden Knight’s words seem even more menacing. “His ships have been sighted as far south as the coast of Ko’Han.”

      Kado looked from Daia to Sike, trying to follow the implications of the exchange. He couldn’t understand how the minotaur nation leaving the Scorched Queen’s empire could be a bad thing.

      Although Sike’s expression didn’t change, Kado saw her knuckles whiten at the mention of the minotaur king. He remembered what Gambel had told him about the minotaurs holding Sike captive in a terrible dungeon. Could that dungeon have been these Halls of Despair that Daia spoke of?

      “What about the others?” Sike asked. “That only explains Hak’s absence.”

      Stormstrider, Gambel mouthed when Kado looked confused.

      “Ozar is investigating reports of the ogre clans moving through the Icebound Mountains,” Daia said. “There are rumors they seek to make an alliance with the Vagrani.”

      “But most of the ogre clans broke away from the Scorched Queen two years ago,” Gambel said. He reached for his mug, but after a glance at Sike, changed his mind. “Why would it matter what they’re doing now?”

      A shadow crossed Sike’s features. “If their allegiance no longer lies with the Empire of the Withered Sun, the ogres can move against the other realms without invoking the wrath of the Covenant. Darganon is the most powerful lord in the outlands of Southern Ellantya. Added to the ogres and the minotaurs, that means we have three independent nations, unbound by the Covenant, building their forces. And all of them are on the doorstep of the Hallowed Kingdoms.”

      “So the Scorched Queen looks innocent, but in reality, she is the one behind everything,” Gambel whispered, realization dawning across his apelike features. “That’s actually not a bad strategy.”

      “The will of a mortal, even one as powerful as the Scorched Queen, is no match for the wisdom of the Mother,” Daia said. “We, as Her Aspects, must stand against this threat. Four Wardens and four enemies.”

      Four Wardens and four enemies? Kado bit down on his lower lip. From the way the Golden Knight was speaking, it sounded like she wouldn’t be helping them either.

      Sike seemed to notice as well. “Four enemies, Daia?”

      “I need to return to Peropolli,” the Golden Knight told them. “King Tagius grows weaker every day. Soon, he will continue his journey on the Cycle of Life. Whispers swell of an uprising, a movement to seize the crown by factions opposed to the rule of the Hallowed Throne.” Daia shook her head. “If Peropolli shifts allegiance and joins the Empire of the Withered Sun, the Scorched Queen will have a foothold in Albancinia and control over the Hallowed Kingdoms’ eastern border.”

      “And if the uprising is internal, and led by someone with a legitimate claim to the crown, it won’t invoke the Covenant,” Sike said. “But what of Jarademis? Or the others, for that matter? Surely the Endless Ones must be concerned.”

      “Jarademis is concerned,” Daia said. “But his hands are tied until Xypera breaks the Covenant and attacks openly. The Silent Empress, as you would well be aware, believes all that is unfolding is doing so according to the sacred destiny—yet that doesn’t necessarily mean she will take no action. Nycrus simply restated his nation’s ability to rise to any challenge. And Aryacus, of course, believes that no realm should interfere in the affairs of another.”

      “All the while, the Scorched Queen is moving her pieces into position,” Sike said, her mouth a grim line. “We need to act, Daia. Now. For too long you have stayed my hand against Xypera and her minions. You said it yourself—Darganon is just the beginning of the Scorched Queen’s schemes.”

      The Iron Viper sank back in her chair, her tone quieting. “We have all felt it, Daia, even the Guardians of the Wood. These dark ripples, these infections in the Weaving. A power is growing in the corners of our world. There are places where the Mother’s healing has been interrupted. It can only be the Scorched Queen’s vile sorcery. By the time Xypera gains a new heart shard, it will be too late. How many more people have to disappear before we act?”

      Disappear? Kado frowned, thinking back to the laborers he’d overheard on the wharf. Hadn’t one of them mentioned people going missing in Nidlehead or Paddlers Rest?

      “The Wardens serve the Five Realms,” Daia said, her rolling accent taking on the clipped edge of authority. “We cannot act against an Endless One, not unless the Covenant is broken. You, of all people, don’t need reminding that the Wardens are not protected by the Covenant. That is why we must stay present, remain vigilant.”

      Sike tensed but kept her silence. Beside her, Ceravier sat watching the Golden Knight, his tail swishing from side to side.

      Daia reached out and placed her hand over the Iron Viper’s. “Our pieces are moving as well, old friend. Do not lose faith in the Mother’s design. The Wardens will be victorious.”

      Kado swallowed the sudden tightness in his throat. After everything Daia had just explained, he couldn’t see any way the Wardens could help them. He had allowed himself to indulge in a child’s dream, placing his hope in the protection of heroes. Now that hope had been snatched away.

      Don’t worry, little guy, he thought, stroking Nyoki who slept beneath his cloak. I won’t let Darganon hurt you.

      This was the path the Mother had laid for him. Kado would do whatever he needed to.

      “Your role is perhaps the most vital,” the Golden Knight continued, holding Sike in her dark gaze. “Of all the Scorched Queen’s servants, none are as dangerous as this trade lord, Darganon. Ozar’s familiars have confirmed your report. Darganon has indeed seized the Tower of the Distant Moons, and there he has taken the Sky Stone of Darkfae City.”

      “Then the Wardens agree with my assessment,” Sike said.

      Daia nodded. “Out of all the possibilities, Ozar believes your theory is the most plausible. In seven days, the moons will form a ternary alignment. Using the Tower of the Distant Moons, Darganon will draw upon celestial magic to create a star cord, and bind it to the Weaving and to our world. He will then use that conduit to create a heart shard for his mistress, filling it with celestial power.”

      “And if Darganon makes a new heart shard for his queen,” Gambel said in a shaky voice, “she’ll be freed from the Covenant and able to attack the other realms openly.”

      Daia’s gaze moved slowly around the table. “Make no mistake, if Darganon succeeds in his plan, nothing will stop the Scorched Queen from covering the world in darkness. And from everything we have learned, that assault will begin with the Hallowed Kingdoms.”

      “That’s why protecting Nyoki is the most important thing,” Kado said, holding a hand over his lap.

      The Wardens of the Realm might be too busy to protect them, but at least Daia seemed to grasp the threat that Darganon posed. Who knew what other resources she had at her command? Kado had to try to get help in any way he could.

      “Darganon needs Nyoki for his spell,” he added. “Without Nyoki, Darganon can’t create a new heart shard. And without the heart shard, the Scorched Queen will remain bound by the Covenant.”

      “That is why your role is so critical,” Daia said, although her eyes moved back to Sike as she spoke. “The Scorched Queen’s forces won’t cross the Silk River, but Darganon might be bold enough to take the risk. As the ternary alignment draws closer, he will grow more and more desperate.”

      Kado’s stomach clenched at the Golden Knight’s words. Ever since they had escaped the Anahka Tai and into the Gilded Empire, he had allowed himself to relax, believing they were safe. It hadn’t occurred to him that Darganon wasn’t bound by the same covenant as his mistress.

      Kado twisted in his chair, scanning the crowded tavern. A sea of strangers … Any one of them could be an agent of Lord Darganon.

      “Something about all this doesn’t add up,” Sike said. “Darganon is more than some common criminal who has risen above his station. How could he have acquired this kind of power so quickly? Ten years ago, we weren’t even aware of his existence. What have the Wardens been able to learn?”

      Kado looked over at the Iron Viper in surprise. Even he knew that Darganon had been a force to be reckoned with for a lot longer than a decade. It proved how little the rest of the world cared about what went on within the walls of Darkfae City.

      “The answer to your question is darker than we ever could have imagined, old friend,” Daia said, and the trembling note in her words caused Kado’s breaths to quicken. “After we received your report, we made some investigations. The more we looked, the more we uncovered.

      “Darganon’s name turned up again and again, from Dhazanda to the Bitterwind Isles, and beyond. Although seemingly outmatched, time after time, he bested his opponents. Not in war, but in negotiation. Some very powerful entities simply crumbled before Darganon’s will, without explanation. Then we discovered the truth.”

      The Golden Knight’s dark eyes moved slowly around the tavern. Then she leaned forward, placing her forearms on the table, her voice dropping to a whisper.

      “We believe that, long ago, when he was still little more than a child, Darganon acquired Abananzer’s Coin.”

      Sike’s posture immediately stiffened. Gambel sank into his chair and let out a low whistle.

      “What’s Abananzer’s Coin?” Kado asked, confused.

      “A powerful item of dark and chaotic magic,” Sike told him, her voice grim. “According to some, it dates back to the lost continent of Galhadyra, home of the Endless Ones. No one knows for sure how the coin was created. It takes on the appearance of an ordinary coin from whatever currency it is around. Then, when the master of the coin gifts it to another, it returns magically to the master’s pocket, leaving the receiver cursed.”

      “The coin steals the fortune—or luck, as it is known to the ill-informed—of whoever it is given to,” Gambel added. “It steals their fortune and their descendants’ fortune, for generations and generations. Then it transfers all that fortune to the coin’s master.”

      The vanara looked at Kado and nodded in a manner that seemed to ask for a nod in return. “Remember how I told you that the power of fortune is like a wave that goes up and down, keeping everything fair? Well, imagine a magical coin that steals all the up waves, leaving the victim with only the downs.”

      Given Gambel’s Aspect, Kado expected him to find the coin repulsive. But the vanara suddenly appeared more thoughtful than disturbed. He studied Kado for a long moment before dropping his gaze to the table. Kado noticed that Ceravier was watching him as well.

      “I think I’ve seen it,” he whispered, turning from Sike to Daia. “It looked like an ordinary copper coin. A beggar’s coin. Darganon gave it to a Borlish captain in exchange for his ship. At the time, I couldn’t understand how the Borleman could make that bargain. But Darganon wasn’t bargaining. He was cursing the Borleman and stealing his ship!”

      “Darganon has been using Abananzer’s Coin for decades,” Daia said. “It’s how he amassed his power, acquiring lands, warriors, and even magical beasts, like the Dread Hounds of the Crae. He achieved all this right under our noses, hidden behind the walls of Darkfae City.”

      “But how can you be sure?” Sike asked. “Abananzer’s Coin has been lost for almost a century.”

      “Ozar found the connection in Lord Darganon’s past. Or should I say Lord Dagano’s past—that is his family's name in the Albancinian dialect. Darganon changed it to the more common form, probably to distance himself from those who harbored ill will toward his ancestors.”

      The Golden Knight flicked another glance around the tavern before continuing.

      “The Dagano family were one of the most powerful houses in Sorolla, perhaps all of the Hallowed Kingdoms. For centuries, they wielded their influence over the great port city. It is rumored that the king of Sorolla himself bent his knee to their will. Now it becomes clear how the Daganos amassed their fortune.”

      “Abananzer’s Coin,” Sike said.

      “The Daganos held on to that power until Darganon’s father and uncle—Coba and Grico—rose to the head of the family,” Daia said. “The brothers didn’t share the cunning or caution of their ancestors. They were villainous swine, cruel and gluttonous, and amassed too much, too quickly. The brothers flaunted their power, and the secret of Abananzer’s Coin was discovered by their rivals.”

      Gambel blew another low whistle. “And a group of angry, cursed trade lords is not to be trifled with.”

      “Indeed,” Daia said. “Along with the king of Sorolla, they united against their common foe. Coba Dagano betrayed his brother to his death, and fled the Hallowed Kingdoms with the coin and his young son, taking refuge in Darkfae City.

      “But the lords of Sorolla were not so easily deterred. Desperate to remove the coin’s curse, they struck a bargain with the Nine Families of Darkfae, and Coba’s hideout was swiftly revealed. Only, when the assassins arrived, they found Dagano singing to himself in a drunken stupor. His young son and Abananzer’s Coin were gone.”

      “Let me guess,” Sike said. “Neither were ever found.”

      “Despite many searches,” Daia answered with a nod. “Then, many years later, under the name Darganon, the trade lord we know began his ascent to power.”

      “But surely the Nine Families, or the lords of Sorolla, would have realized who Darganon was,” Kado said. “It’s not much of a name change. Someone who knew Coba or Grico would have realized. Especially when Darganon started using the coin.”

      “Unless Darganon killed them,” Gambel said in a whisper.

      “Darganon planned his ascent carefully,” Daia said. “For decades, he bided his time, waiting for the moment to strike. By the time he finally acted, his father’s rivals had long since continued their journey on the Cycle of Life, and Abananzer’s Coin had become little more than a fable. Coba Dagano was slain almost ninety years ago.”

      Kado’s eyebrows lifted. “Ninety years? But Lord Darganon is nowhere near that age himself.”

      “Darganon is over a hundred years old,” the Golden Knight said. “The power of Abananzer’s Coin rejuvenates him, sustaining his life.”

      “He’s living off the fortune he steals,” Gambel said with a shudder.

      Kado’s eyes fell to the table. Over a hundred years … Could Darganon really be that old? Kado had always found it odd that Darganon and Umah used to be rivals. Umah had even referred to the trade lord as an old man. Kado had assumed Umah was just being colorful.

      “Darganon destroyed the Nine Families of Darkfae,” Kado said, his gaze lifting and moving around the table. “When he took control of the city, he was simply avenging his family. But not the men who betrayed his father—he was punishing their descendants. Now he is turning his sights toward the Hallowed Kingdoms. He wants revenge on the lords of Sorolla who brought down his family.

      “I heard him whispering to his pet vulture about it,” Kado added when Daia tilted her head inquisitively. “Something about restoring his family’s honor and wearing the crown of their enemies. Vakheela said that if Darganon performed for her grandmother, he could name his prize. He is already the most powerful lord in the Lawless Outlands. That must be what he wants—the crown of Sorolla.”

      “If he delivers the Scorched Queen a new heart shard,” Sike said, “allowing her to break the Covenant that has bound her for millennia, Darganon could ask for more than the crown of Sorolla. Xypera would name him High King of all the Hallowed Kingdoms. He would lift the Dagano name higher than his ancestors ever imagined.”

      “And all from the power of one magical coin,” Kado said, wrapping his arm across Nyoki protectively. “Maybe that’s how Darganon ignited the Sky Stone too. Maybe he used the coin to somehow steal the stone’s power.”

      Sike didn’t answer. She dipped her chin slightly, the way she did when she was listening out for something. Kado strained his ears as well, but all he could hear was the babble of the crowd and the lamenting voice of the singer.

      “Awakening the Sky Stone is beyond the power of Abananzer’s Coin,” Daia said. Her tone was distracted, her eyes watching Sike carefully. “Nor could Darganon have used it to discover the secrets of the ancient celestial magic he is attempting. Ozar believes that the power that will be drawn by the Tower of the Distant Moons during the ternary alignment is more than enough to fill the heart shard. Almost too much.”

      “Xypera doesn’t like to take risks,” Sike said, her attention returning to the group.

      Gambel let out a gasp. “Then Darganon must have uncovered the celestial secrets some other way. After all, he has a taste for collecting magical things. The dread hounds, and those river wyrms, too. Maybe he—”

      “There is a wizard, Oralan, who the Scorched Queen placed in Darganon’s service,” Daia said, cutting Gambel short. “A minor sorcerer, and certainly not from Xypera’s inner circle. Our information is that he has never even met the Scorched Queen. We can only assume that this Oralan is the one who is guiding Darganon.”

      Kado sat forward. “Oralan was the name of the wizard who made the spirit replicas. He must have taught Darganon about celestial sorcery as well.”

      “Too much is unknown to start making assumptions,” Sike said. “Even without the other Wardens and the strength to retake the tower, our mission remains the same. We need to prevent Darganon from creating a new heart shard for his queen.”

      “Why don’t we just trick Darganon into giving the coin to one of us?” Gambel asked. “Then all we have to do is figure out some way to hold on to it.”

      Sike’s cheek twitched irritably. “That would only leave one of us cursed. The coin can only pass ownership by being stolen—without the current master’s knowledge. We can’t even take it by force.”

      “Even the Daganos would steal the coin from their sires when they sensed their influence was waning,” Daia said.

      “And Darganon would never risk such a precious item …” Kado looked over to see Daia watching him. He pressed on, his confidence growing. “Both times I’ve seen the coin, Darganon pulled it from his breast pocket. I think he keeps it on him, always. ”

      With a shiver, Kado remembered how Darganon tried to pass him the coin. He said it was a gift, something to make Kado truly suffer. Darganon hadn’t just been trying to kill him—he’d been trying to curse Kado to increase his misery. Was there no end to Darganon’s cruelty?

      “Remember,” Daia said. “There are only seven days until the ternary alignment. Darganon will be obsessed with finding the creature. You need to leave Dwabida Teechi immediately.”

      Kado shook his head. “I still don’t see why the Wardens can’t unite and take back the Tower of the Distant Moons. If we defeat Darganon then all the other threats will be neutralized too.”

      He looked over at Sike, hoping for her support. They needed the strength to beat Darganon, not to run away from him. After all, uniting the Wardens had been Sike’s idea to begin with. But one look at the Iron Viper’s face and Kado knew the cause was lost.

      “The Tower of the Distant Moons is protected by stone dragons,” Sike said, “and Darganon is sure to have it guarded by every Molok Tai under his control. Last time, he attacked us with river wyrms. We know that he controls the Dread Hounds of the Crae. Without the other Wardens, we won’t be strong enough. Daia, are you sure you can’t fight with us?”

      “I am sure, my friend,” Daia said, her expression softening. “We need to leave tonight. All of us. I have to get back to Peropolli. And there’s something else. I need to take Gambel with me.”

      Gambel clapped and let out a whooping cheer. Then he remembered himself and shrank down into his seat. The look of pure fury on Sike’s face was enough to make Kado shiver.

      She spat a curse. “You’re taking Gambel as well! You show up here, claiming that my mission is the most important of all the Wardens’, but you don’t even help? At least send us Marnuk, or one of the others.”

      Kado’s eyes flicked between the Golden Knight and the Iron Viper. Sike was right. If Daia left tonight, he and Sike would be as vulnerable as they had been in the Farawood Forest. Only worse—this time, they wouldn’t even have Gambel.

      Daia’s expression didn’t waver. Although her facade remained calm, somehow, it was more than a match for Sike’s anger.

      “These are challenging times, old friend,” she said, her tone smooth and consoling. “Every day another threat emerges. We have never been stretched thinner. If I thought I could spare more Wardens, I would. I can only ask the Mother for wisdom, and pray that I choose wisely. But I have not left you without resources.

      “Darganon does not have to be defeated,” she added, turning to Kado deliberately. “Not yet. He is both the Scorched Queen’s most formidable ally, and the simplest to thwart. We only need to keep the creature out of Darganon’s clutches until the ternary alignment passes. Once the other threats have been seen to, the Wardens will return and capture the trade lord.”

      The Golden Knight threw a glance toward the street before continuing. “And I have given you help, old friend. I have arranged your passage out of the city. Geofric Robare will captain the vessel himself.”

      Kado didn’t know who Geofric Robare was, but from the way Sike’s shoulders slackened, he knew it was someone she trusted. As if sensing the change in his master, Ceravier relaxed also, and began licking his paws.

      “Even the skies aren’t safe anymore,” Daia continued. “This was the most secure route I could think of—sailing along the Silk River, keeping within the bounds of the Gilded Empire. The ship is fast, and will reach the port of Nsamba in four or five days. The Silent Empress has already sent a force of blade masters and centaur knights to meet you.”

      “There might be another way,” Sike said, stroking her narrow jaw. “My monastery lies just to the southeast of here. The Temple of the Whispering Minds has defenses. Perhaps not as strong as the Guardians’, but it is no feeble magic, either. Nyoki will be safe while we wait for the alignment to pass.”

      Daia pursed her lips. “I don’t know, Sike. That path will take you outside the Gilded Empire. The Anahka Tai still stalk those woods. If you sail the Silk River, you might be out in the open, but the rules of the Covenant will protect you.”

      “Either path has its dangers,” Sike conceded. “I will leave the choice to Kado. He is the one the Mother has chosen to protect Nyoki.”

      Kado blinked, caught off guard as every head at the table turned toward him.

      “I don’t know,” he said, glancing down at Nyoki. “Both paths are dangerous, but they have their merits too.”

      The idea of sailing, and all that water, made Kado uneasy. In the treetops, he could move swiftly, aided by the shadows. A boat could be easily followed … but it would be harder to spot any pursuit in the thick of the Farawood Forest. Even with Sike’s Aspect, the Anahka Tai’s shadow magic had allowed them to surround the companions without being detected.

      The image of X’ki the Unseen and Rhasani the Wary prowling along the clifftop still burned in Kado’s mind. Sike had described them as being the Scorched Queen’s most deadly assassins.

      “We’ll take the boat,” he said, his eyes flicking to Ceravier. “The Silk River is wide—wider than I imagined rivers could be. That should protect us from any attacks from the shore. And on the water, we’ll be within the bounds of the Gilded Empire.”

      “It is settled then,” Daia said when Sike nodded. “Geofric is ready to sail tonight. In a few days you’ll be safe in Nsamba. Your only job until then, old friend, is to protect this creature on the journey.”

      No, Kado thought, his mouth tightening. It was his job to defend Nyoki. Even Sike had said so. That was why the Mother had chosen him. A Hunter protects their pack.

      But there was another grim idea that had been brewing in Kado’s mind and swirling around his stomach. The failure of the Wardens to come to their aid had only solidified his dread. The Scorched Queen was spreading her darkness across the world. The other Wardens had their hands full.

      The final wisps of Kado’s doubt drifted away. He knew then he was not mistaken. The Mother hadn’t just chosen him to protect Nyoki. She had given Kado the abilities of the Hunter, the most powerful Way of all the Aspects … The Mother had chosen him to stand against Darganon.

      Now he and Sike would be making that stand alone.
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        * * *

      

      Within the hour, the group had left the glow of the tavern and gathered in the woods beyond the city’s bounds. They had to be at least a mile out from the town proper, but Kado could still see the colored lanterns twinkling between the trees.

      Above, only the white moon was visible, beaming between the leafy canopy. Almost half of its pitted surface was illuminated. The last time Kado had seen the moon, it had only been a crescent. When was that? Last night? The night before? He couldn’t remember. Was Darganon looking up into those same heavens now, growing more desperate as the alignment drew closer?

      Kado hugged Nyoki to his breast, taking comfort in the forest’s shadows. Ceravier and Sike stood beside him. Daia stood with Gambel on the other side of the small glade. During their hike from the city, the group had hardly spoken. They all felt the enormity of what lay ahead.

      The Golden Knight’s grim warning still echoed in Kado’s mind, filling his heart with dread. If Darganon succeeds in his plan, nothing will stop the Scorched Queen from covering the world in darkness …

      On the other side of the glade, Daia offered a solemn nod. Sike returned the gesture in kind.

      “Geofric is already waiting for you on the ship,” Daia said. “Even if the Scorched Queen has spies in the city, you will be halfway to Lekomi before the sun rises. Once the ternary alignment has passed, and the situation in the north is settled, the Wardens will gather and take back the Tower of the Distant Moons. Wait for my word in Nsamba. We’ll reconvene at Fireheart Mountain.”

      Sike nodded again and folded her arms across her chest.

      Nyoki leaned out of Kado’s grasp, his claws reaching for Gambel. The vanara’s apelike face puckered with a sad frown.

      “Ooh, I’m going to miss that little guy,” he said, his tail curling around and tickling Nyoki under the chin. “I’ll miss you guys too,” he added, looking from Sike to Kado.

      A thick lump rose in Kado’s throat. He’d met Gambel less than two weeks ago, but it felt like he was losing one of his dearest friends. Kado respected Sike deeply, but she wasn’t exactly the most cheerful company. Until that moment, he hadn’t realized how much Gambel did to keep the darkness from their hearts. Now that darkness was all they had. It would just be Kado and the Iron Viper.

      “Take care, my friends,” Sike said, her voice uncharacteristically tender. “We all face great danger, but the Mother watches over us.”

      “And your eyes are sharper than any,” Daia said with a smile. “That’s why the Mother has asked you to guard this creature.”

      Kado frowned and clutched Nyoki tighter. That was the second time Daia had forgotten that the Mother had chosen him to protect Nyoki. He suddenly wondered if Nyoki was the creature she was referring to. The Golden Knight had made no secret of her mistrust of Kado’s Aspect and his ability not to stray onto the path of the Predator. He suspected Sike’s mission was as much to keep an eye on him as Nyoki.

      Kado looked at the Iron Viper to find her staring into the woods at a point beside Daia’s elbow. But Ceravier was peering straight at him.

      Kado let out a quiet breath. Any thought of asking to be made a Warden of the Realm had long since evaporated. He already knew the answer. Even asking would be foolish.

      A few hours ago, he had been certain the Wardens were going to join forces around them. They were supposed to travel to the Tower of the Distant Moons and defeat Darganon once and for all.

      Now, he and Sike were alone. The Wardens couldn’t help them. Daia was even taking Gambel.

      If Darganon or the Scorched Queen did attack before they reached Nsamba, what could Kado do? He was no Warden. He could barely control his Aspect. How could he ever be the partner the Iron Viper needed?

      The Golden Knight nodded again, and raised her wooden shield. It was only the size of a dinner plate, so small that she’d been able to secret it on her back beneath her cloak.

      “Stand on my boots and hold on tight, Gambel,” she told the vanara.

      Gambel obeyed immediately, wrapping his furry arms, and even his tail, around the Golden Knight’s middle. It made Kado realize how tall Daia was. She towered over the entire group, making them seem like children.

      “Are you ready to travel, my Lady?”

      Kado gave a start at the sound of the stranger’s voice. His head swiveled as he searched for the owner, but the companions were alone. It had sounded like an old man—stern and severe, yet dripping with reverence.

      “Yes, Sir Boderic,” Daia said with a quiet smile. “It is time to go.”

      It was only when Kado saw that her shield was glowing that he realized it had been the source of the voice. Within moments, its light blossomed across the glade, shooting out between the trunks in radiant shafts.

      Kado squinted, peering at the shield anew. It wasn’t just glowing, it was changing, growing taller, taking the shape of a towering crest. Its planks had been replaced by the smooth sheen of steel.

      Behind it, Daia was encased in a shimmering field of white. Kado had to turn away, covering his eyes as her radiance grew. At last, the light faded, the woods returning to shadow, and Kado looked back. His jaw fell open.

      Gone were Daia’s simple villager’s dress and cloak. Now she was garbed in resplendent armor. The way it gleamed in the moonlight, it might have been silver. Indeed, the swirling trimmings on each plate were wrought in gold.

      She wore a silver helm with gilded wings that swept up from its sides. Her shoulders were armored in massive, sharp-finned pauldrons, each bigger than Kado’s head. From between them, hung a cape of absolute white. She was the very vision of the Five Realms’ greatest hero.

      The Golden Knight.

      Kado suddenly wondered which Way Daia’s Aspect was. He realized it had never been mentioned. But it had to be something formidable. Perhaps Auba was wrong about the Way of the Hunter being the strongest Aspect. Kado certainly couldn’t imagine himself ever being as powerful as the woman who stood across from him.

      Gambel was staring up at the Golden Knight with wide eyes, his arms clasped around her middle.

      “Keep safe, my friend,” Daia said. Kado didn’t fail to notice she had used the singular. Her voice had a metallic echo within her large helm, sharpening her rolling accent. “And, Gambel? Hold on tight,” she added as she thrust her shield into the air, her winged helm tilting toward the stars.

      In a brilliant burst of light, the Golden Knight blasted skyward.

      Kado found himself staring at the empty space where she and Gambel had just been standing. He jerked his head up in time to see the Wardens soaring away, a streak of light shooting across the sky.

      Then they were gone, leaving the heavens dark but for the pale glow of the white moon. Kado and Sike stood alone in the forest, the shadows thick around them.
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      Before the moon had even set, they sailed from the City of Lanterns.

      The boat slipped noiselessly from its moorings in the dead of night. Kado stood on the deck, black water rippling either side of him, his eyes scanning every shadow, his arms wrapped around Nyoki. The companions had wasted no time, traveling straight to the harbor to meet Daia’s contact the moment the Golden Knight had taken to the skies.

      Now, the twinkling lights of Dwabida Teechi were growing smaller as the boat pulled away, the silhouettes of the Farawood’s great trunks looming tall on either bank.

      Ceravier sat beside Kado, his green eyes glowing in the darkness. Sike had her jinota drawn and her chin dipped, listening.

      Kado remained awake and vigilant throughout the night. Stay aware. Stay present. This was his duty as an Aspect, why he had been chosen by the Mother. Their allies had left them. He and Sike were all that stood between Darganon and Nyoki.

      Kado didn’t know if he would be strong enough to defeat what Darganon and the Scorched Queen threw at them. He didn’t know how he could protect his pack. But he wouldn’t let that evil catch them unawares. If Darganon came for Nyoki, Kado would be waiting.

      Yet for five days they had sailed, and still no attack had come.

      For five days Kado had stood on the deck, scanning the tree-lined banks, never letting Nyoki out of his sight. Now, at last, with their ship due to reach its destination that evening, Kado was beginning to relax. He even dared to believe they might have made it already.

      When they reached the port of Nsamba, the Silent Empress’s warriors would be waiting—an entire army of centaur knights and Dhazandan blade masters that Daia had negotiated. In a few hours, Nyoki would be safe, beyond the Scorched Queen’s clutches, and Darganon’s plan to draw celestial magic from across the heavens would fail. Kado and the Wardens would have won.

      He breathed deeply, savoring the earthy scent of the forest, and leaned out over the railing, watching the Farawood drift by. After five days of quiet sailing, he was even starting to get used to the water. The morning was bright. The sun had cleared the treetops, turning the river silver.

      Their ship, the Tsangila, was making its way downstream along the Silk River, heading for the coast and the port of Nsamba. The river had grown wider the further they sailed. Until now, Kado guessed it was over two miles across. And although they had passed many ports, some large, some small—Sike had said that the Silk River was a major trade route in the Gilded Empire—most of the way, the Farawood Forest had been thick on both banks.

      According to Captain Robare, they had made good time from Dwabida Teechi. Still, Kado would have preferred if their confines weren’t quite as constricted.

      The Tsangila was a modest ship, about twenty-five feet long, with a single mast and a square sail. Sike had said it was called a cog. It had a small, raised stern, from where Captain Robare would steer, and a smaller deck on the prow where sometimes Czubo or one of the other sailors would stand with a telescope. Below deck, the hull was tiny and cramped, with even more tightly-cramped cabins.

      Kado had elected to spend his nights up on deck, sleeping with Nyoki under the stars. Kado was more than used to sleeping outdoors. He was even getting used to sleeping in the open, without his back against a wall. He would stare up into the heavens, letting the familiar sounds of the Farawood Forest lure him to sleep, even if the slush of water had been a little unnerving at first.

      Kado missed Gambel more than he expected, but the days alone with Sike offered opportunities to train. Although the Iron Viper refused to teach him anything new, they had spent hours together, practicing the movements Kado had already learned, correcting and perfecting them.

      He might not know if he was strong enough to defeat the Scorched Queen’s minions, but he knew how to make himself stronger. Every day, the gap between Darganon’s immense power and Kado’s ability to stop him was shrinking.

      His confidence was growing. So was his Aspect. At night, he practiced on deck under the glow of the stars. His strength was building gradually. But his speed was developing, quite literally, in leaps and bounds.

      Kado was starting to feel his Aspect more deeply, learning how to call on the shadows to aid him, to carry him, constantly pushing the threshold of his power. Experimenting, testing the boundaries. Pressing further and further, moving quicker and quicker.

      He could call on his Aspect to dash, flitting through the darkness like a shadow himself. On a good night, he could cover a distance of fifteen feet in the space of a heartbeat. The Boots of Traceless Passing helped too. They seemed to grip the shadows, bringing Kado to a sharp yet smooth halt, allowing him to keep his footing. And he had begun to work his oscran sticks into his movements, practicing dashing through the shadows to deliver a blow to the ship’s mast or an imaginary foe.

      He had even tried shadow streaking again, although he hadn’t been able to replicate the feat. Sike told him not to be discouraged, and that shadow streaking was one of the most difficult disciplines for a Hunter to master. Kado first needed to become one with his Aspect. Her advice, though welcome, made no difference to his performance.

      Kado had, however, achieved some success with his cloak, even taking a few experimental leaps, attempting to glide on the shadows. The most he had managed was around twenty feet—which was all the space the deck would allow—and he wobbled in the air like a man on a tightrope. But he was getting better.

      Part of him almost wished that Darganon would attack. Kado wasn’t foolish enough to believe he could overcome the trade lord’s immense brawn, but with Kado’s newfound ability to dash through the shadows, he had a good chance of striking before the large man could even raise his fists.

      Kado gave a start when something brushed against his leg, waking him from his musings. He quickly scanned the sunny deck, admonishing himself for his lack of concentration.

      “Stay aware. Stay present,” he muttered as he spotted the culprit. Ceravier was winding between Kado’s ankles, his tail swishing. The glamor-cat was in the same form he had taken throughout their voyage—an increasingly grubbier black and white moggy.

      Kado’s eyes didn’t linger on Ceravier. He let out a breath of relief when he spotted Nyoki, crawling around in a tangle of netting. The boat’s railing was solid timber for the first foot or so, meaning there wasn’t much chance Nyoki could topple over the side. Unless he flew … Nyoki had been getting better at flying. Often he would try to imitate Kado as he trained, flapping his wings and swooping back and forth across the deck on Kado’s heels. The idea of the little guy wandering away while Kado was distracted sent his heart fluttering.

      Nyoki climbed to his feet as Kado approached, his round head tilting curiously. He pointed a claw at Kado’s chest.

      “I told you not to stray too far,” Kado said, as he scooped up the creature. His gaze moved to the trunks that lined the riverbank, eyeing the shadows between them. “We haven’t made it to Nsamba yet.”

      It wasn’t long now. Just a few hours, and he and Nyoki would be safe. Kado wondered if he would feel safe when they arrived. Since the day Abrel was taken, all those years ago, Kado had lived with one eye looking over his shoulder. He never dreamed he would ever feel safe again.

      But with the growing power of his Aspect, he began to dream that day might actually arrive. If only the forces arrayed against him weren’t the most powerful lord in the Lawless Outlands and the immortal queen of a sorcerous empire.

      And, Kado added with a kind of mental plea. If that day ever did arrive, it would help if it was actually a night—when the midday sun beamed down, scorching away every shadow, Kado was as helpless as the boy he had been in Darkfae City.

      “I thought I would find you here.”

      Kado looked around to see Sike striding across the deck. He should have realized when he saw Ceravier that the Iron Viper wouldn’t be far behind. Out here on the river, the glamor-cat was Sike’s only real source of vision—at short range, anyway. More than once, Kado had spotted a white falcon soaring above the treetops.

      “Follow me,” Sike said, nodding to the other side of the ship. “There is something I want you to see.”

      Kado trailed after her, hoping Sike was going to show him some more combat moves. Ceravier padded along beside them.

      As Kado crossed the deck, he glanced up at the stern, where Iskreek, the first mate, was grinning happily and waving, flapping both hands.

      Kado smiled and waved back. To begin with, he had been a little intimidated by Iskreek on account of his appearance—the first mate had only a single eye in the center of his forehead. Kado had heard of cyclopes, of course. The fearsome giants from the isles of the Festering Sea. But Iskreek was neither fearsome nor a giant. He had a scraggly tangle of brown hair and couldn’t have stood taller than five feet. Although, he was wider than most people Kado could think of.

      They had spent many hours together, chatting under the stars while the rest of the crew slept. Kado had never been much of a storyteller, but Iskreek didn’t seem to mind. He loved nothing more than to nod along and listen.

      Currently, he was manning the tiller—which, now that Kado thought about it, was unusual in itself. Captain Robare normally steered the ship during the day.

      “Look to the western shore,” Sike said, snatching Kado’s attention. “It is a sight rarely seen by those in the cities of the Gilded Empire.”

      Kado looked out over the river. He turned Nyoki around so the little creature could see too, and lifted his other hand to his brow.

      On the western bank, the forest had been cleared, the tree line cut back for two or three miles. Between that and the shore were sprawling fields of tall, spindly plants, lined in the neatest rows Kado had ever seen.

      People were walking up and down the rows. The tools they carried glinted in the morning sun. In other areas, where the soil was bare, folk were hauling what appeared to be wagons that towed gigantic rakes.

      “Do the plants grow in those neat lines all by themselves?” Kado asked. Two weeks ago, he had never even seen a tree up close—besides the Ghoul Tree, which had been dead for centuries—but as far as he knew, nature was rarely this orderly.

      “The fields are cultivated,” Sike said. “Those are cheringa trees, harvested for their milk and timber.” She nodded her chin toward the shore. “What do you notice about the people working them?”

      Kado placed Nyoki down and squinted across the water. At night, his salkai vision had been sharper than ever. But during the day, the sun was starting to make things a little fuzzy on the edges. The Tsangila was sailing down the middle of the river, making it at least a mile to the shore. The people weren’t much bigger than specks.

      “They all have silver hair,” he said, squinting harder. “Are they …”

      “Salkai,” Sike said with a nod. Kado noticed her expression was grim, almost angry. “They work these fields as long as there is light in the sky. For their efforts, they are fed and given a place to sleep. Yet the profits earned are kept by the owners, some of the wealthiest centaur magisters in the Gilded Empire.”

      Now that Kado looked closer, he thought he saw a roundness in the people’s shoulders, a resignation in the way they moved, their feet shuffling.

      “But why don’t they demand their fair share?” he asked. “Surely the magisters realize that the fields wouldn’t run without the salkai’s efforts. In Darkfae, even the lowest crew member gets their cut of the spoils.”

      “Some do,” Sike said. Although her tone suggested that some meant few. “A great number of salkai simply migrated to the cities, but the folk here know nothing else. They have what they need to survive, and they do the work of their parents before them. Like many salkai, they are lost, their sense of purpose adrift. Do you see that stronghold up on that hill?”

      Kado’s gaze shifted to the horizon. He could just make it out in the distance—a series of shallow hills that rose out of the forest like the humps of some giant green caterpillar. One hill was much taller than the others, and was gray, as if built entirely out of stone. Upon its crest, there appeared to be some kind of structure, although it was too far away to decipher what type of building it was.

      “The salkai were once custodians of these woods,“ Sike told him. “But in the dark years after the Unraveling, malevolent forces gathered here, seeking the Farawood’s magical riches. The first of them was N’kanandwa the Defiled, Lord of the Trolls. Although he was called the troll lord, N’kanandwa was a human—a dark sorcerer who had learned to command the wicked creatures spawned by the Unraveling, bending their minds to his will. Desperate to plunder the Farawood’s treasures, he gathered a troll horde of thousands, and besieged the great forest.”

      The Iron Viper lifted her jinota and pointed it toward the hills. “There, on that hilltop, the salkai made their stand, and defeated N’kanandwa and his hordes. But the troll lord was only the first of many. For more than half a century, the ancient salkai held back invaders of every kind. Sorcerous warlords and their minions, ogres, fauns, even nahgra.

      “At last, seeking to secure the borders of their realm, the forces of the Silent Empress came to the salkai’s aid and drove the darkness away. An army of Dhazandan blade masters and centaur knights fought with the salkai warriors, liberating the forest. These lands have been part of the Gilded Empire ever since.”

      “What happened to the salkai warriors?” Kado asked. He glanced down to check on Nyoki. The creature seemed amused for the moment, slapping at Ceravier’s tail as it swished from side to side.

      Sike’s lip curled. “The centaur lords were gracious enough to permit the salkai to remain in the lands that had been their home for millennia. They were grudgingly welcomed into the Gilded Empire, but they were not made citizens.”

      “Not citizens?” Kado echoed, thinking of the salkai he had seen in the City of Lanterns. He remembered how they had walked a step behind the humans.

      “The centaurs barely saw them as people,” Sike said. “Inspired by Esonymei, the Silent Empress, the centaurs pride themselves on their sophistication, being the elegant ponderers of subtle thought. They viewed the salkai custom of living in harmony with the land as wild, even barbaric. Such practices were quickly outlawed. Within a handful of generations, the old ways of the salkai were lost to all but a few.”

      Sike gestured to the sprawling fields. “The salkai were noble, simple people. The warriors who were once the Farawood’s custodians had little option but to make do with what they knew best—the forest itself. They shared their knowledge happily, but their kindness was easily exploited. Now you look upon a people who no longer tell their stories, who no longer remember their way.”

      Kado’s eyes fell to the river, his gaze lost in its swirling depths. His whole life, he had been told that he was somehow less because of his salkai ancestry, that they were a shameful people with no nation or god. The few salkai he had met had been deckhands or the servants of traveling merchants. Those with quicker tempers were usually criminals. Kado soon learned to cover his pointed ears and claim only his human heritage.

      But since meeting Sike, he had discovered the salkai had once been heroes and warriors. Noble custodians of an ancient forest. They had carved sacred sites out of stone, created tunnel systems with intricate entrances. And now, strongholds that could withstand a horde of trolls.

      Kado’s shoulders lifted. The blood that ran through his veins made him stronger. His salkai heritage had given him his keen eyesight, his agility, his speed. They were as much a gift as his powers from the Mother were. Or perhaps those gifts came from the Mother too.

      “How do you know all this,” he asked, looking down at Sike. “About the salkai, I mean. As far as I can tell, you’re completely human, a Dhazandan. Or aren’t you?”

      Sike gave him one of her rare smiles. “Yes, Kado. I am human, and from Dhazanda. You cannot see it from here, but beneath those trees, not far from the salkai stronghold, is the Temple of the Whispering Minds, the monastery that is my home. These days, the monks are gentle, philosophers without knowledge of weapons, but the man who raised me was salkai. He had not forgotten the ancient ways, and taught me much about your people.”

      “What happened to that monk?” Kado asked, glancing at Nyoki. “Is he still alive?” Sike’s tales inspired him, but they couldn’t compare to hearing the stories firsthand.

      “Sadly, he is gone,” Sike said. “There was a period when I was away from the monastery for many years. When I returned, he had continued his journey on the Cycle of Life.”

      “Many years,” Kado repeated, pressing his lips together. “That was when you were captured by Kronag, the minotaur king.”

      Sike answered with a small nod. From the lack of surprise on her chiseled features, Kado guessed she knew that Gambel had shared the story.

      “Gambel told me that the minotaur king imprisoned you in a stone cell,” Kado said. “Deep beneath the ground, cutting off your connection to the Weaving and its living creatures.”

      He couldn’t imagine what it would be like to lose the Mother’s gifts after using them for so long. Kado had barely started his journey, and already he felt uneasy whenever the sun chased away the shadows. If he ever found himself without his powers, Sike’s story might save him.

      “How did you escape?” he asked. “Without your Aspect, you would have been helpless.”

      “At first I was,” Sike said slowly. Her tone was more musing than bitter, like someone recalling a long-faded memory. “Without my connection to the animals, I was truly blind. So weak, I could barely move. The only beasts I knew were those Kronag sent to break me. Forcing me to kill, again and again.”

      She fell silent, the only sound the slush of the water upon the hull.

      “Yet as dark as the world might become, the Mother never forgets Her own,” she said after a while. “Over time, my Aspect continued to grow. One day, I became aware of other lifeforms. Smaller, simpler minds, deep beneath the ground. Through them, I was able to pass messages to others.”

      Kado remembered the sensation of tiny eyes crawling over him aboard the Borlish ship and in the fields outside Darkfae. He tried not to imagine what those creatures might have been.

      “It must have been terrible,” he whispered, his voice cracking.

      Sike reached up and clapped Kado on the shoulder. “With the Mother in our heart, there is never any true suffering. As dark as those years were, they taught me what is worth fighting for in this world.”

      “The Scorched Queen,” Kado said. “Gambel told me that Xypera has never stopped hunting you.”

      The vanara also said that Sike had waged a vendetta against the Scorched Queen’s bloodline, but Kado thought it was wise to keep that part to himself.

      “Indeed she does,” Sike said, letting her hand fall. “Yet here I stand. If Xypera wants to capture me, she’s going to have to do better that a handful of Anahka Tai.”

      Kado cast a sideways glance at the Iron Viper. He knew what Sike was saying. In the forest, the Anahka Tai hadn’t been a threat to her at all, only Kado and the others.

      “I have learned that the evil on Lor extends far beyond the Scorched Queen,” Sike said. “In many ways, it was on my journey home from the minotaur’s isle where my true nightmare began. It forced me to see the pain in the world, wickedness I had never known from the safety of the monastery.”

      The Iron Viper’s mouth twisted with a bitter sneer. “Man is cruel to his brother, but his cruelty to nature knows no bounds. Animals don’t think like people. Thought is not even an accurate description. They have ideas, instincts, they communicate through pictures. But their emotions, their feelings—their hopes, their pain, their fears—are indistinguishable from ours.”

      Though her face remained still, a silent tear ran down Sike’s cheek as she spoke. “I watched through the animals’ eyes. I felt their suffering, their hearts bleeding as if they were my own. I came to the aid of as many beasts as I could, but the task was beyond me. That was when I knew what my sacred duty was, why I had been chosen as an Aspect.”

      She gestured toward the forest. “My Warden’s territory is that of the Gilded Empire, but I am rarely needed in the cities. So I stand as the protector of the wild. I am the Keeper. I defend those who cannot defend themselves. Whether that be against the wickedness of mortals or the Scorched Queen herself.”

      “That’s why you protected me and Nyoki,” Kado whispered, glancing down at the little creature. Ceravier was rolling on his back with Nyoki climbing all over him. “Now I am an Aspect too. Auba said that a Hunter defends their pack, and I will protect Nyoki until my last breath. But I can’t believe that’s all the Mother wants from me. Once we get to Nsamba, that task will be done.”

      Even once the ternary alignment had passed, Kado knew the threat to the world wouldn’t be over. Darganon would never forget his ambitions. The people of Darkfae City would continue to suffer. Darganon needed to be stopped once and for all. And if Kado was right, the Mother had set that task for him too. But with the power Darganon had at his disposal, how could Kado ever succeed without the help of the Wardens?

      He looked down at Sike, waiting for her to say something, but she remained silent.

      “Once this is done, what will happen to me, Sike?” he prompted. “What will I become?”

      The Iron Viper clicked her tongue. “You’re still upset about Daia not accepting you.”

      Kado let out a sigh. He and Sike had already spoken about the meeting in Dwabida Teechi—on more than one occasion. If Kado held any hope that he’d misinterpreted the Golden Knight’s intentions, Sike had quickly dispelled it. According to her, Kado was lucky to be breathing.

      “But it doesn’t make sense, Sike,” he said. “Every other Prime Aspect is already a Warden of the Realm. The Mother chose me to be the Hunter. Even the Golden Knight can’t argue with Her wisdom.”

      “Daia is not the only Warden who is wary of the Way of the Hunter,” Sike said. “And with good reason.”

      “But how can I be judged by the actions of those who came before me, people I have never even met?” Kado pressed. “Besides, you only said that Daia hadn’t accepted me for now. I thought maybe once—”

      “Just be patient,” Sike cut in. “You’ll get a chance to prove yourself. The Wardens of the Realm are only a team. You said it yourself—the Mother chose you to be an Aspect, an aspect of Her. Nothing can take that away from you. One day, Daia and the others might come to accept your Way. Until then, simply walk the path the Mother has laid for you.”

      “But how can I do that on my own?” Kado asked. “Without help, without a team? My Aspect has only just awakened. I am still learning to use my powers. Lor is a stranger to me beyond the walls of Darkfae City.” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t even know where to go.”

      “I assumed you would venture into the world to look for your brother.”

      “It’s too late for that. Abrel, he—” Kado heaved a sigh that was thick with sorrow. Although it had been years since that day, saying it out loud still sent a stab of pain through his heart. “My brother is dead.”

      Sike stared straight ahead, saying nothing. Kado knew she was waiting for him to continue.

      “When Abrel was first taken, our friend Umah used his contacts to learn what he could,” Kado said quietly. “Months went by without hearing anything. Then finally we learned the truth. The men who took Abrel sold him to Ghost Worshipers from the Ahzuman Sea. My brother was sacrificed in one of their unholy rituals. I will never forget my mother’s face the day Umah told us. The rage, the hurt. It was hardly a day later when we found her—”

      Kado stopped suddenly, his eyes glazing as the final chilling detail slotted into place. “That must have been when she confronted Darganon,” he breathed. “That’s when he had his men kill her.”

      Kado suddenly became aware of how the deck was swaying beneath him. The air felt too thin. It was like Darganon’s hand was clamped around his neck once more.

      “The Ahzuman Sea,” Sike repeated, as if tasting the word. Her expression was clouded, unreadable.

      Kado could only swallow and nod.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, placing her tiny hand on his back.

      Kado eased out a breath, a sense of peace rippling through him at the Warden’s touch. It was only when his shoulders slackened that he became aware of the tension that had been pinching them together.

      “I know what it is to have a loved one who is taken from you,” Sike added softly. “But the Mother will guide your heart, and you will find your place in this world. An Aspect goes wherever they are most needed.”

      “And what about you?” Kado asked, turning to his mentor, his stomach knotting. “Will you stay with me after this is finished? Will you still be my teacher? Even if I’m not a Warden?”

      Sike’s blind gaze remained forward. Whether she stayed silent because she considered the answer to be obvious, or too painful to hear, Kado didn’t know.

      What happened once Sike had delivered Nyoki to safety and fulfilled her duty to Daia? Would she leave Kado as well? Like his mother, like Abrel? Would he and Nyoki be on their own again?

      Kado breathed another sigh and looked toward the shore. The salkai fields had ended without him noticing, the trees resuming, hugging the riverbank.

      “I was hoping I would find you two together.”

      Kado turned to find Geofric Robare, their captain, standing behind them.

      He was a slender, careful-looking man, with the near-black skin of those who came from the Fortuitous Sea. With his round spectacles and graying, cropped hair, he seemed more like a bookkeeper than a ship’s captain. But according to Sike, sailing was just one of Robare’s many talents.

      Like Gambel, the captain was a minor Aspect, and a Warden of the Realm. He was also the Golden Knight’s most trusted associate. Sike said it spoke of Daia’s concern that she had left them in his custody.

      Upon seeing Robare, Kado had begun to smile. But one look at the captain’s expression, and Kado bent and scooped up Nyoki.

      Kado hadn’t quite understood the nature of Robare’s Aspect when it was explained to him, but it had something to do with seeing ‘the truth in all things’, which apparently made him excellent at spotting danger.

      “What is it, Geofric?” Sike asked, the tension in her voice mirroring the sudden fear that pulsed in Kado’s heart.

      “Something is wrong with the ship,” Robare said in his deep voice, his jaw tightening. “Or rather, the river.”

      Sike dipped her chin, the sun glinting on her circular hat. A moment later, her head shot up. “The current is swelling. Rapidly.”

      Robare nodded. “Our enemy is making their move. Look.” He pointed upstream to where the river curved. High over the forest to the north, smoke was spiraling from the treetops. “I think that smoke is coming from Gbundi Bada.”

      Sike whipped around, planting her hands on the railing. Kado saw three white falcons break from the canopy and take to the sky.

      “Darganon was only biding his time,” the Iron Viper hissed. “Waiting for his moment to strike.”

      “What’s Gbundi Bada?” Kado asked nervously.

      “A dam,” Robare said. “It regulates the flow of the Nhemwili into the Silk River. That reservoir irrigates half the region. If the dam has been destroyed, the wave that would be sent downriver could …” The captain threw a glance back at Iskreek. Already, the stout little cyclops’s feet were wide, the tiller shaking in his grasp. “It will tear this ship apart.”

      Kado cupped Nyoki’s head, hugging him to his chest. “Darganon is trying to sink us?”

      He could still imagine the waters of the Grim River swirling around them, dragging them under. Compared to the Silk River, the Grim was only a trickle.

      A wind was building, stirring Kado’s hair, lifting the hem of the Shadow Cloak. He could hear it now—a distant rumble, growing steadily louder as the wave roared toward them.

      He dashed to the railing where Sike stood, and peered over. Water was frothing against the hull, rippling waves in their wake. When his gaze lifted, he saw they were sailing along the very center of the river. It was more than a mile to either shore.

      Kado stepped away from the railing, clutching Nyoki. The roar of the wave was growing louder. Then he turned to the rear of the ship, and his stomach heaved. There it was …

      A thundering mountain of water, surging downriver toward them.
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      Kado could only stare as the wall of water grew closer.

      All this time, he had expected Darganon and the Molok Tai to attack, a fight he and Sike could win with oscran sticks and a jinota. But now, all of Kado’s Aspect powers and training amounted to nothing. He was helpless. His enemy was all around him.

      A watery giant was about to crush them in its maw and devour them whole.

      The river swelled, surging ahead of the wave. Sike darted across the deck in a streak of movement. “Find something to hold on to!” she shouted, waking Kado from his dread.

      He sprinted after the Iron Viper, clutching Nyoki to his chest. Already, smaller waves were sloshing over the sides of the vessel. The roar of the river was getting louder and louder.

      Robare was shouting at the crew to lower the sail. Up on the stern, Iskreek’s single eye was wide with terror. He gritted his teeth as he wrestled with the tiller. The wheel was jerking and shaking as if it had a mind of its own.

      The boat lurched suddenly beneath them. Kado staggered, just managing to stay upright with one arm holding Nyoki. The little creature was trembling, his claws digging into Kado’s shoulders.

      The thundering rumble of the river swelled, smothering every other sound. Kado threw a glance skyward. His throat tightened. The sun had almost reached its zenith, shortening the shadows to patches at their feet.

      He made a dash for the rear of the ship, his heart clenching. If he and Nyoki were washed overboard … The river’s roar was deafening. It would break over them any second. Kado would never make it in time.

      Then there was a single, icy moment where the world seemed to slow. The air turned strangely cooler. The wave loomed over them, a giant that blotted out the sun, blanketing the deck in shadow.

      Kado leaped into a glide. He flew across the ship, letting the Shadow Cloak carry him, Nyoki clutched under one arm. They slammed hard against the wall that supported the elevated stern. Kado just managed to snatch the railing of the stairs that led down into the hull.

      Then the wave broke over them.

      Kado’s world turned white. His vision was swallowed by frothing water. From somewhere above, he heard a scream. Nyoki was screeching, his claws biting into Kado’s flesh.

      Fear obliterated any conscious thought. Kado could only grit his jaw and grip the railing. The furious might of the torrent pulled against every inch of his body, tugging him away. He expected his feet to slip, but the Boots of Traceless Passing stayed firm.

      He caught a glimpse of Sike, her stance low and wide, her jinota stabbed into the deck. Water sprayed all around her. Ceravier was crouched at her side, now in the form of a silver panther, snarling as his claws scraped across the timbers.

      A wave sloshed between them, and the vision was gone. Another shout rang out over the thunderous water. There came a shriek of splitting timber.

      The ship heaved, pitching from one side to the other. Kado was thrown sideways. His grip slipped to his fingertips, but he caught himself at the last second. The world had tilted dangerously. A dark shape tumbled by—the mast wrenched from its base. It was swept overboard in a surge of water, a tangle of timber and sail.

      Kado’s muscles burned. His arms were trembling, threatening to betray him. Nyoki was screeching.

      “It’s alright,” Kado shouted. “I’ve got—”

      Another frothing wave snatched his words away, drowning his vision in white. The deck was rocking back and forth. A bucking beast, trying to eject them. Kado caught a glimpse of the forest. There was another wild splash, and his vision suddenly cleared.

      Trees whirred by as the ship hurtled downriver. With a flash of hope, he realized the main swell had moved past them. Although other smaller waves were crashing over the deck in the wake of the watery monster.

      Kado gasped a breath, and then another. Gradually, the rocking subsided. The waves that broke over the deck lessened.

      The world grew quiet as the swollen current roared away, surging downstream. His shoulders slumped with relief. They had made it. The ship had stayed afloat.

      Kado clutched Nyoki to his drenched breast and looked out over the devastation. The mast was gone, a shattered stump rising in its place. The front half of the railing dangled over the side of the ship like a wayward ladder.

      Sike stood in the center of the deck, her jinota stabbed into the timber. Beads of water glistened on her bald skull, her single plait draping over her shoulder. Her hat was gone. Ceravier crouched beside her, his fur slick over his muscled form.

      “It’s alright, Nyoki,” Kado said, stroking the trembling creature. “We’re safe now, we—”

      He stumbled suddenly, the movement cutting off his words. The Tsangila had lurched to a halt. It was only then that he noticed how close the forest was. The trees were towering over them; the ship must have hit the bank. The Tsangila was beached.

      Shakily, Kado started out across the deck. He brushed a clump of silver hair from his eyes and looked back at the raised stern. Captain Robare was standing at the tiller, his knuckles bloodied. There was no sign of Iskreek. Robare must have steered them toward the shore.

      Sike dropped into a crouch, and then jumped, leaping onto the stern. Kado raced up the stairs after her. Ceravier bounded beside him. When he got to the upper deck, Kado skidded to a halt.

      Iskreek was sprawled across the timbers, his neck bent at an impossible angle. His single eye stared into the heavens, unblinking. Robare was slumped over the tiller, his chest heaving.

      “You did well, Aspect,” Sike said, placing a hand on Kado’s shoulder.

      His eyes blurred with tears as he placed Nyoki on the deck. Please, Mother, he prayed. Let it only be Iskreek.

      Kado bit down on his lip and turned his gaze over the ship. Near the prow, Bajuni, one of the Dhazandan sailors, was climbing to his feet. There had been three crew members manning the craft that morning. Kado just hoped the others were strong enough swimmers to have survived.

      “Something isn’t adding up,” Sike said. Her head was bowed, her ear tilted toward the heavens. “That wave was big enough to cripple most ships, but Darganon must have known we had a good chance of surviving.”

      “What are you thinking?” Kado asked, looking at the Iron Viper.

      “The amount of power it would have taken to breach the dam …” Sike shook her head and fell silent.

      Kado’s gaze followed Sike as she moved over to Iskreek and knelt beside him. She reached out, gently closing his one eye, and laid her other hand on his forehead. Kado wondered if she was saying a prayer.

      Nyoki had crawled over to Iskreek as well, and was staring at the cyclops sadly, his little claw resting on Iskreek’s foot. A hard lump rose in Kado’s throat.

      “Darganon never would have spent that much power without being certain of the result,” Sike said, standing. “That wave was only meant to cripple. Darganon wanted to slow us down.”

      “Or beach us,” Robare whispered, lifting his head from the tiller. His round glasses were speckled with water. “The killing stroke is yet to come.”

      Kado looked across the river to the far bank. Then he turned and peered into the woods on the nearby shore. Between the giant trunks, the forest was in darkness. The enemy could come at them from any direction.

      “Darganon must have grown desperate,” Kado said. “He needed to stop us before we reached Nsamba. But we’re still in the Gilded Empire. He risks violating his queen’s covenant.”

      “Not necessarily,” said Robare, wiping a hand across his jaw. “The Silk River forms the boundary of the Gilded Empire. We just passed Lake Weba on the eastern shore.” He looked at Sike. “That’s an oxbow lake, if I’m not mistaken?”

      Sike nodded.

      “An oxbow lake?” asked Kado, looking from Sike to Robare.

      “It’s a lake that’s formed when a river cuts through a meander neck, shortening its course and creating a new channel,” Robare said. “The lake is what’s left behind. We were sailing on that new channel when the wave struck us. The boundaries of the Five Realms were drawn up over two thousand years ago, when Lake Weba was still part of the river. Which means—”

      “We have strayed beyond the bounds of the Gilded Empire,” Sike finished. “Darganon’s forces could fill these woods without risking the Covenant.”

      Kado strode across the deck and scooped up Nyoki. “Then we have to get to the other side,” he said. “Back to the Gilded Empire.”

      “Lake Weba is more than three miles away,” Robare said. “Even if we cross the river, we’ll still be outside the Empire.”

      “And that’s what Darganon will be expecting,” Sike said. Her milky gaze was lowered, but Ceravier was prowling the deck, peering in every direction. “That wave was sent to stop us, but Darganon couldn’t have known exactly where we would be washed ashore, or even which bank. He’ll be expecting us to head south or east—back to the Gilded Empire.”

      “We don’t have a lot of choice,” Robare said, gazing across the wreckage. “This ship won’t be sailing again for some time. Our best option is to follow the river until it meets its old course and the boundary of the Empire, and Darganon knows it.”

      “There is another choice,” Sike said. “We strike west, to the Temple of the Whispering Minds, my people’s monastery. It will give us the head start we need. By the time Darganon figures out we haven’t traveled in the direction he expected, it will be too late. We’ll be safe, under the protection of the monastery’s magic.”

      Kado turned toward the western shore. He could still see the gray stony hill of the salkai stronghold poking above the trees. The place where his people had defeated the troll hordes.

      “Or we can stay here,” he said, turning back to the others. “Stand our ground and fight. There are three of us, all Aspects. We can dig in and send word to the Silent Empress’s army in Nsamba.”

      Sike shook her head. “Help would never arrive in time. Only two days remain until the ternary alignment. Tomorrow night, all three moons will be full. Darganon cannot afford to wait any longer. He will come for Nyoki. Our only chance is to stay ahead of him.”

      As if comprehending Sike’s warning, Nyoki’s wings drooped. Kado hugged the creature tighter.

      “Even now, a darkness closes around us,” Sike said, and the fear in her tone made Kado’s stomach tighten. “Something is coming. The animals can sense it.”

      Kado took a step toward her. “The Anahka Tai?”

      “Perhaps.” Sike inclined her head. “When we escaped them before, two Anahka Tai remained. Their method never changes. With only two warriors left, one would have returned to report to their queen. But the other—”

      “Always remains on its prey,” finished Captain Robare as he stepped up to the railing. He peered at the western bank as if he could see through the trees to the forest within. Behind his round spectacles, his eyes grew more and more narrow. At last, he heaved a sigh and shook his head. “If any Anahka Tai is out there, I cannot say where.”

      “Nor will you be able to,” Sike said, her voice grave. “We are beyond the boundary of the Gilded Empire. The Scorched Queen’s servants can move freely. It is no ordinary Anahka Tai who follows us. It is X’ki the Unseen.”

      Robare raked his fingers through his graying hair. “Apprentice of Zujha the Cruel.”

      A shiver ran up Kado’s spine at the captain’s words. Zujha, the last Hunter, who had fallen to the path of the Predator. What chance did Kado stand against a warrior who had been trained by a master of his own Way?

      “There is something else,” Sike said in a whisper. Her head was bowed, but like Robare, Ceravier was peering toward the riverbank. “The forest, it’s too quiet. Something moves through the trees, a great darkness and terror. When the Anahka Tai hunted us before, the animals screamed in warning. Now, every creature is fleeing.” The Iron Viper lifted her head. “We need to move. Stay aware. Stay present.”

      “I’ll grab my supplies,” Robare said.

      “Not you, Geofric,” Sike said. “Your role is to protect what remains of your crew. Once Kado and I leave, you will be safe. It’s Nyoki that Darganon and the Scorched Queen want.”

      Kado’s brow tightened. He went to place Nyoki in his hood, but Sike stopped him with a hand on his arm.

      “We need to move quickly,” the Iron Viper said. “Nyoki rides with Ceravier.”

      Kado drew in a breath and nodded. “And if Darganon’s forces find us, Nyoki and Ceravier can still get away.”

      Sike didn’t answer. She slung her jinota across her back and leaped over the side of the ship, landing on the shore in a crouch. Ceravier bounded after her and let out a mighty roar. Nyoki was perched on the glamor-cat’s back like a mounted rider.

      Kado shook Robare’s hand and then jumped after them, letting his cloak unfurl. He caught the forest’s shadows and glided down to the riverbank.

      On the deck of the Tsangila, Robare raised a fist in salute. Sike and Kado responded in kind. Slowly, Kado pulled his cowl over his head, his gaze turning toward the forest. The Iron Viper straightened.

      Then they started running. They ran as the sun grew long. They ran as the sky began to darken.

      By the time Sike collapsed, the day was already fading.
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      Sike dropped to the undergrowth, landing hard on her hands and knees.

      Kado swooped down from the treetops, his cloak spread, gliding on the shadows. He rushed over to Sike’s side at the same moment Ceravier bounded up, Nyoki clinging to his back.

      “I’m alright,” Sike panted, her chest heaving. She remained on her knees, but flapped a hand at Kado. “Just give me … a minute.”

      Kado bit down on his lip and stared at his mentor for a long moment. Then he turned his hooded head, scanning the forest. The sun had dropped below the leafy canopy. The woods were growing darker.

      For once, the shadows brought him no comfort. The Farawood was hushed, as if the trees themselves trembled in fear. A suffocating gloom lurked between the trunks. Kado could almost feel it closing in, surrounding them. They all could.

      The hairs on Ceravier’s neck bristled. The panther’s velvet coat was once again a purple-black, the color of absolute night. His green eyes moved constantly, searching, his short ears twitching. Or perhaps it was Sike who scouted for danger.

      Kado had sensed it as he leaped through the treetops. Something was wrong with the forest. It was too quiet. A cloud of despair drifted in the air, seeping through the woods, getting ever closer.

      His gaze returned to Sike, his mouth tightening. Guessing the Iron Viper’s age was impossible—it seemed to shift and change like the day’s weather—but Kado had always thought of her as being somewhere in her early middle years, about the same age as his mother.

      Now she seemed older than fifty. Her face was drawn and lined. Her long braid had lost some of its color. Her limbs, usually lean and rippling with strength, looked weaker, almost frail.

      “Sike,” he whispered, dropping to his knees beside her. “Something’s wrong, I can tell. What is happening to you?”

      The Iron Viper shook her shaven head to say she didn’t know. It struck Kado that she wasn’t thinking clearly.

      “Not far now … Keep heading west … The monastery …” Sike paused and sipped two quick breaths. “They have healers … and gryphons.”

      Kado placed a hand on her shoulder. She looked so small. It was hard to believe it was the same powerful Warden he’d spoken with that morning.

      They had taken off from the riverbank in a blur of speed. Sike ran in the lead, firing through the forest on her vaulting stride. Ceravier tore after her, Nyoki clinging to his back, squealing with delight.

      Kado had followed through the treetops, springing from branch to branch, and gliding through the shadows. He didn’t know whether it was fear that fueled his flight, or his Aspect getting stronger, but he had never moved so quickly.

      He’d felt a ripple of pride when he first pulled ahead of Sike. He was moving faster than the Iron Viper! But as the day wore on, Sike lagged further behind. Kado had to slow his pace to let her catch him.

      Then, as the afternoon grew longer, Kado’s anxiety had deepened. Sike kept running, setting a pace that few mortals could match, but her feet pounded the undergrowth heavily, her steps unsteady. Kado had fallen back as he ran, keeping one eye on Sike, the other on the forest.

      The first time she had staggered, Kado dashed to her side. But the Iron Viper had shrugged out of his grasp and kept running. She collapsed a few minutes later.

      “Sike, we have to keep moving,” Kado said, nudging her gently. “I can carry you.”

      Sike shook her head. Then she turned and looked up at him and actually smiled. Kado let out a sigh.

      “Just need to sleep,” she murmured, rolling over onto her side. “An hour, at most. I’ll be fine.”

      A bolt of fear shot through Kado. Something wasn’t right. He was beginning to worry that she might have been poisoned, although he couldn’t fathom when. They had shared every meal. Captain Robare had been sent by the Golden Knight and could surely be trusted.

      Perhaps Sike was the victim of some dark sorcery. Could Darganon or the Scorched Queen strike at them from a distance? Kado knew almost nothing about spellcraft, apart from the wild magic that riddled Darkfae City, but he always thought you had to be close for it to work.

      “Sike, please.” A lump was rising in his throat. “Try to stay awake. I think—”

      “Kado, listen,” she hissed, cutting him short. Her sharp tone gave him a spike of confidence; it sounded like the Sike he knew. “I am just weak, overexerted. It has happened before. The Mother will strengthen me. One hour.” She closed her eyes.

      Kado looked over at Ceravier. The panther was standing tall, staring at Sike. Nyoki sat up straight on the glamor-cat’s back, watching her too.

      Kado’s brow creased as he stood and surveyed the darkening woods. The quiet of the forest filled him with foreboding. X’ki the Unseen could be out there right now, watching them. Ready to strike.

      Kado’s heart was beating faster. He could just make out the gray stone of the salkai stronghold through the canopy. It looked close, perhaps a couple of miles—so near that the hill’s incline obscured the structure on its crown.

      Sike had said that her monastery wasn’t far from the stony hill. With the Iron Viper’s tiny frame, she would certainly be light enough to carry. But she had sounded so certain. Maybe she did only need to rest.

      Kado wanted to believe that more than anything. After all, they had been running for hours. And if Sike believed it was safe to go to sleep, surely they had to be far ahead of their pursuers. If anyone knew the Anahka Tai, it was the Iron Viper.

      “One hour,” he whispered, looking down at his mentor. “Then I am carrying you. Watch her carefully,” he added, turning to Ceravier and picking up Nyoki. “I am going to keep a look out.”

      With Nyoki under his arm, Kado scaled the nearest trunk and climbed to the treetops, as high as the branches would allow. The extra height expanded his field of vision, but revealed little more than an ocean of leaves, dusted in gold from the falling sun. Still, this spot provided the best vantage. Kado needed to be vigilant.

      “Stay aware. Stay present,” he whispered, glancing down at the others.

      Ceravier had stopped prowling in circles and lain down at Sike’s side. Kado was confident he could reach them in seconds if he glided on the shadows. Right now, his role was to watch out for danger.

      “The Hunter protects their pack,” he whispered, as he sat on the branch, shuffling Nyoki into a more comfortable position. The little creature seemed to be the only one unaffected by the Farawood’s ominous silence. He just stood in Kado’s lap, looking about curiously.

      Kado heaved a sigh. He didn’t know what he would do if Sike didn’t wake. Even on the rooftops of Darkfae, he’d never felt so alone, so vulnerable. On those cold nights, there was always the crew to go back to, even if it meant a beating from Grag or Mister Harlington, and Kado always had Umah to watch over him.

      Mother, he prayed. If you can hear me, please let Sike be alright. Don’t let her leave me. I know you want me to protect Nyoki. I’ll try to walk your path, but I’m not strong enough on my own. I need her.

      The nightmares that Darganon and the Scorched Queen could throw against them drifted through Kado’s mind on an endless and haunting parade. The Molok Tai … The Anahka Tai … Dread wyrms … Stone dragons …

      Whatever this ‘terror’ was that Sike had warned them of, Kado was sure he could sense it too. An aura was growing around them, a cloud of hatred he could almost see. He tried to gauge if it felt closer, but had no way to tell. He only knew the darkness was seeping toward them, as gradually and inevitably as the day was fading.

      Would he turn around to suddenly discover his enemy right behind him? Would he look down to find an Anahka Tai blade at his throat? The assassin that hunted them was called X’ki the Unseen.

      “Stay aware. Stay present,” he told himself once more, hugging Nyoki close and keeping his eyes on the forest.

      Not for the first time, Kado wondered what would happen if he stopped running, if he simply let the darkness catch them. He wasn’t bold enough to believe he could defeat an Anahka Tai. Not down here, in the forest. But from the stronghold where his ancestors had defeated N’kanandwa and his troll hordes? Could Kado find some advantage there? Could he hold the enemy at bay until help arrived, like the ancient salkai did all those years ago?

      The idea terrified him, but there was another thought that frightened him even more. What if the darkness that closed in was Darganon himself?

      Maybe that was the path the Mother had laid for him.
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      Kado didn’t know how to measure one hour, not without a timepiece, but he suspected it was less than that when he dropped from the treetops.

      Around him, the forest was spilling with shadows. Night was quickly falling. He found Ceravier still lying at Sike’s side. The panther lifted his head and peered at Kado with a single green eye.

      Kado placed Nyoki on the ground and knelt beside them. Carefully, he reached out, touching Sike’s shoulder. He snatched his hand away. The Iron Viper’s flesh was ice cold.

      “Sike,” he whispered, rolling her gently onto her back. “Sike, can you hear me?”

      He almost laughed with relief when her eyes fluttered open. “Need rest,” she murmured. “A little longer. One hour.”

      “Sike, we have to go,” Kado pleaded. He threw a glance over his shoulder. The darkness was pressing in on them. He could feel it, a nameless dread that was strangely familiar. They didn’t have much time.

      “Please, Sike. Don’t leave me,” he whispered when her eyes drifted closed once more. “I can carry you, but I don’t know the way to the monastery. I need you. Nyoki needs you.”

      “West.” Sike’s voice was more like an expiring breath. “Get close … They will find you.”

      Kado stood, his gaze roaming the forest. The gloom was thick between the trunks.

      “Do the monks have healers?” he asked, only half-thinking he would receive an answer.

      “And gryphons … Save Nyoki … Fly away.”

      Kado looked down at Sike, his gut knotted with worry. This time, he knew she would not awaken. His gaze lifted to find Ceravier and Nyoki both watching him. They all needed him. Sike needed him.

      How could Kado tell them that he didn’t know what to do? That he hadn’t learned enough, that he wasn’t strong enough. His whole life, he’d had someone to guide him. His mother, and then Umah, even Mister Harlington. Sike had been there ever since he fled Darkfae City. Now, he had no one.

      Kado was on his own.

      “A Hunter protects their pack,” he whispered, pulling himself tall. “We just need to keep moving, and find somewhere safe.”

      Sike had said that the monks would find them if they got close. Her monastery was near the stony hill …

      Kado looked up through the canopy, searching for any sign of a white falcon, but the heavens were clear. Stars were already sparkling into existence in the velvet sky. All around, the Farawood Forest was silent. No breeze stirred the leaves. No birds chirped, not even the insects. The world was utterly quiet.

      Kado’s face paled as the realization dawned. Sike’s words from the boat trickled back to him. Without my connection to the animals, I was truly blind. So weak, I could barely move …

      “There are no animals,” he breathed, his head slowly turning as he studied the forest anew. “None at all. That’s what is wrong with Sike. She has lost her connection to the Weaving.”

      A sickening wave of dismay washed over Kado as he saw the truth. This had to be part of Darganon’s plan. Somehow, he had frightened the beasts away. Weakening Sike, leaving them vulnerable. Sike had warned them on the boat. She’d said that every creature was fleeing.

      Kado’s eyes scanned the treetops. His salkai vision was sharp, heightened by his Aspect. The shadowed branches were still. There wasn’t a single bird, anywhere. On the ground, nothing stirred between the trees. No reflective gazes watched them from the undergrowth.

      He rushed over to the closest trunk and dropped to his knees. Snatching a rock, he turned it over. Beneath, the soil was bare. His hands moved furiously, brushing at the damp leaves and foliage, digging around the roots.

      Nothing. There weren’t even any insects. Not a single ant or worm. No wonder Sike collapsed; her strength was gone.

      The Farawood felt suddenly hollow, a lonely dark that seemed to echo in its emptiness. Empty but for the malicious aura that was gathering about them. Their enemy. The helplessness of their situation pressed down on Kado like a mountain.

      Slowly, he rose and walked back to the others. Ceravier stood at his approach, looking up with the expectant faith of an animal, trusting that Kado would do something.

      His heart tightened as he knelt beside his mentor. He had never wanted to hear her voice so badly. She looked so tiny, so frail. Kado had no idea how old the Iron Viper really was. Gambel had said she was much older than anyone suspected. What if her Aspect was all that sustained her?

      When Sike had been held captive by the minotaur king, she had survived by reaching out to creatures far below the ground. Kado could only pray that she would do that now. Sike didn’t have to survive for seventeen years, just long enough for him to get her to a healer.

      “I’m going to carry her,” he said, standing and picking up Nyoki, placing the creature on Ceravier’s back. “You two will need to ride together.”

      Kado turned his gaze to the gloom-filled woods. He didn’t know how he would find the Temple of the Whispering Minds. Sike said it lay to the west, but he wasn’t entirely sure where that was, either. But it was close to the stony hill. That was the best he had to go off. He would just keep moving in the direction they had been headed.

      Even now, he could feel the aura of dread growing thicker around them. Getting closer. Sike had said that a great darkness and terror was moving through the forest, the animals fleeing before it. A bead of sweat ran from Kado’s temple. What sort of power did Darganon command that could frighten away every living creature?

      Then a cold howl echoed through the woods.

      Kado’s knees threatened to buckle. His mind flashed back to an alley in Darkfae City, and a rat scurrying to the safety of a street drain, a line of cockroaches scuttling behind it … He suddenly recognized the aura that was growing around them, an insidious dread that had gripped his heart before.

      As if conjured by his fear, a howl echoed through the forest again. It was quickly answered by its brethren. Kado’s blood chilled. The darkness was closing in from either side.

      The Dread Hounds of the Crae.
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      Kado rushed over to Sike and dropped to his knees. He brushed back his hood, his eyes flicking between the trunks, moving from shadow to shadow.

      The forest was too thick. Night smothered the woods completely. Even with his salkai vision, he could see no further than twenty feet in any direction.

      Now that Kado had identified the aura of darkness, he could better gauge its distance. He’d grown familiar with the feel of the dread hounds while hiding with Nyoki on Darkfae’s rooftops. Kado didn’t know how fast the hounds could move in a forest, but in the city, they would be four or five blocks away.

      Nyoki felt it too. The little creature was whimpering as he hugged Ceravier’s back. The panther was standing tall, his nostrils flared, his fur bristling.

      Kado remembered Darganon’s boast about the dread hounds having learned Nyoki’s scent. Once the enemy had learned where the Tsangila ran ashore, the hounds would have easily picked up Nyoki’s trail. Now they were closing in.

      “The shadow smoke,” Kado breathed, suddenly remembering. Last time, it had confused the dread hounds, allowing him and Nyoki to escape. Kado could only hope it would work again.

      Please, Mother, he prayed. Lend me your strength. Help me protect my friends.

      Kado reached out to his Aspect, calling the shadows forth, gathering a cloud around him and his companions.

      His stomach tightened. Although the shadow smoke obscured him from view of those on the outside, to Kado, it had always been as clear as looking through a fine mist.

      But now, in the gloom-filled forest, it only made the darkness deeper. It was like wearing a veil at night. Kado had to strain his eyes to see the nearest trunks. Still, if it saved Sike and Nyoki … He would just need to move carefully.

      “Sike,” he whispered, touching her hand. The Iron Viper didn’t stir. “I’m going to lift you, but it’s alright. I’m taking you home.”

      Kado pulled up his hood. He leaned in, sliding his hands under Sike’s shoulders and knees, scooping her into his arms. Then he planted a foot forward, and rose.

      As he stood, a new fear crept into Kado’s soul. Sike barely weighed anything. It was like he was carrying a small child. Unbidden, an image flashed into Kado’s mind—his little brother Abrel, his hand outstretched, begging Kado not to let the men take him.

      Kado shook his head, pushing the image away. “Let’s go.”

      He started out at a jog. He tried to move carefully at first, worried that he would stumble and hurt Sike. But even as the gloom limited his vision, the shadows lent him strength.

      Kado felt the subtle tingle of his Aspect responding, reaching out to the shadow essence in the Weaving around him. He gathered those shadows close, calling on their aid. His strides began to flow more smoothly.

      A cold howl broke through the night. Was it nearer than the last? Kado couldn’t tell. His steps were falling more quickly now, his boots padding the undergrowth without a sound. Silhouetted trunks flashed by faster, and faster. Soon they were a blur as his pace intensified.

      Then Kado was racing. A streak of darkness rippling through the forest. Swerving the trunks as they loomed out of the night, never breaking stride. He leaped a fallen log, his cloak billowing, the shadows carrying him over in a fluid glide.

      He glanced at Sike as he ran. Her eyes were closed, her head lolling. Ceravier bounded along beside them, having no trouble matching the pace of the shadows. Nyoki clung to the panther, making a little whimper.

      Another howl echoed through the night. A knot of dread wound around Kado’s heart. This time, there could be no doubt. The hounds were getting closer.

      The shadow smoke hadn’t fooled them.

      Had they grown too familiar with Nyoki’s scent? Perhaps they’d learned to detect the shadow smoke itself. Or maybe it was Sike or Ceravier the hounds could sense. Kado realized it didn’t matter. The beasts were closing in. He could feel their aura growing thicker, a suffocating cloud of hatred and dread.

      “At least I’ll see better,” he muttered as he let the shadow smoke dissipate.

      Immediately, the forest lightened. The shadows grew sharper. White moonbeams slanted down through the canopy. He caught a glimpse of gray stone through the trees ahead. The stony hill and the salkai stronghold. Sike’s monastery had to be close. The ground beneath Kado’s feet was steadily rising.

      Another howl shattered the night. Its brother quickly answered. It sounded as if the hounds were right behind them.

      With a stab of panic, Kado thought he spied a shape flitting through the woods. A deeper darkness against the gloom. Although it seemed too small to be a dread hound. But even as he found it, the shadow was gone.

      Kado lengthened his stride. His heart throbbed in his ears. His breaths were ragged. Sike was getting heavier with every step. Beside him, Ceravier was panting. Nyoki had his eyes scrunched, his arms wrapped around the glamor-cat, squealing.

      The hounds’ aura was growing thicker. It felt like the enemy was closing in on every side. Kado shot a glance skyward, convinced there was something moving through the treetops. But all he saw were branches and leaves.

      Another howl rang out. The closest yet. He didn’t know how Sike’s monk friends would find them. What if they didn’t spot Kado in time? What if they weren’t keeping an eye out at all? He could only pray that the Temple of the Whispering Minds had tall walls and a strong gate, and that the monks would be quick enough to slam it behind them. Sike had said they were peaceful philosophers, not warriors. If the dread hounds got inside their monastery …

      Kado’s panic swelled as he ran. Surely the Mother hadn’t led him here simply to risk the lives of innocent monks. Perhaps the Mother wasn’t leading him to their monastery at all. What if She had laid a different path?

      The ground continued to rise beneath his boots. He caught another glimpse of gray stone, as if the branches had parted to reveal it, just at that moment.

      His gut told him to move forward, to reach the Temple of the Whispering Minds. But another part of him, a more logical part, argued. He needed to level the odds against them. This was a way he could gain an advantage, something beyond his Aspect.

      Kado would draw on the strength of his ancestors.

      He ducked to the left, making a line for the salkai stronghold. Ceravier ran beside him, Nyoki clinging to the panther’s back.

      The further they went, the more certain Kado became. This was the site where his ancestors had staged their final defense, where they had defeated the troll hordes. The Mother couldn’t have provided a more perfect refuge.

      The stonework looked solid from what he had glimpsed through the trees. After all these long centuries, the stronghold was still standing. Kado hadn’t yet been able to see what sat atop it. Perhaps it was a fort. Maybe a castle with a grate or a portcullis.

      “The monastery,” Sike murmured suddenly, startling Kado even as his heart swelled with relief at hearing her voice.

      “I am following … the path …” Kado panted, breathing hard as he ran, “of the Mother … Following my ancestors.”

      The hounds’ cold howls were growing louder. Slavering snarls of rage and hunger. A vision filled Kado’s mind—massive jaws snapping closed, an inch from his foot on a Darkfae rooftop.

      Kado snatched a glance over his shoulder. His breath caught. He could see the dread hounds now. Crimson eyes like red suns, bobbing through the woods.

      His gaze snapped forward once more. Sweat streamed along his temples. He willed his legs to move faster, calling on the shadows, but found nothing; he was already moving as fast as he could. The snarls of the hounds were drawing closer.

      Then suddenly the forest opened.

      Kado skidded to a halt, Ceravier pulling up alongside him. They found their path barred by a curved wall of gray stone, about waist height. Above and behind it, the stone rose again.

      Kado’s head snapped from left to right. Then he craned his neck skyward. They were standing at the base of what looked like a giant stairway. The massive blocks ringed their way toward the heavens like a circular, stepped pyramid. He realized this was the stony hill he had spied rising out of the forest.

      Kado couldn’t see much from where he stood, but there had to be at least twenty steps, each about three feet high. The salkai stronghold must be at the top. He turned to Ceravier.

      “Can you leap—” he started, but the panther had already sprung, landing atop the first step in a single bound.

      A ravenous howl tore across the night. At any moment, Kado expected the hounds to crash through the trees behind them.

      There was no time to lift Sike onto every step and scramble up after her. Kado had spent his life climbing; a vertical jump of three feet was no problem. But he had never attempted it while carrying a person. Would he be strong enough?

      Another howl echoed, startling Kado into action. He gritted his jaw, and leaped. At first he thought he wouldn’t make it. Then he felt a lifting sensation as his cloak caught the shadows. He landed on the step without a sound.

      “Not here,” Sike whispered, stirring in his arms. “Monastery.”

      Kado didn’t have time to answer. He jumped again, and again, carrying them higher. Ceravier bounded ahead, pouncing from step to step. Nyoki clung to the glamor-cat, his little wings flapping with every jump.

      After the ninth or tenth step, Kado looked back toward the forest, his chest heaving. He could see the canopy rippling as the hounds passed beneath, snapping branches, fluttering leaves into the night. They had almost reached the base of the hill.

      Kado grimaced and jumped another step. His arms and legs were aching. As large as the stone steps were, they would be no obstacle to the giant dread hounds. Kado needed to reach the salkai stronghold.

      As he leaped up the final few tiers, the structure loomed into view. A sickening fear rose in Kado’s throat. Perched upon the hilltop wasn’t a fortress.

      It was a circle of pillars.

      They stood tall under the starry night. Columns of pale stone, at least twenty feet high. The pillars ringed the flat hilltop, making a circular courtyard about a dozen yards across.

      Yet as he reached the last step, Kado’s hopes lifted once more. He saw that there wasn’t one ring of pillars, but two. The pillars of the inner circle were spaced evenly between the columns in the outer ring, shrinking the gap between them. Kado would have to twist just to squeeze himself and Sike through.

      A slathering bark tore across the night. Kado snapped a glance behind them. His insides clenched. The dread hounds were bounding up the massive stepped structure as if it was a grassy hillside.

      He let Sike’s legs drop, hugging her close as he squeezed between the pillars. He was dimly aware of Ceravier leaping past him.

      Kado kicked with the last step, launching his body through the opening, and crashed onto the stone, landing painfully on his back. Sike landed on top of him. His heels gouged the stone as he dragged them frantically backward, away from the columns.

      Barely a second later, there was a great snarling and gnashing of jaws. Long snouts were pushing between the columns. Snapping, slathering, barking. Four crimson eyes blazed with hatred on the other side of the pillars.

      Kado’s eyes flashed from pillar to pillar, worried that the strength of the hounds would prove too much. But the ancient columns that had defeated the troll lord held once more.

      The dread hounds threw back their heads and howled at the night. Their impotent cries echoed across the forest.

      Kado drew a slow breath and tried to calm his racing heart. Moving as gently as he could, he lifted Sike off him, lowering her to the stone.

      At last, the dread hounds fell silent. Their crimson eyes disappeared into the dark beyond the pillars, no doubt seeking another path to reach their prey. Kado twisted where he sat, eyeing the hilltop nervously. But after the quickest of inspections he let out a sigh.

      They were in a circular courtyard of pale gray stone. Pillars ringed the area completely, spaced too closely together for the dread hounds to pass through. Kado and his pack were safe. The Mother had sheltered them.

      Beyond the pillars, he could see out over the forest, a rolling ocean of leaves under the starry night. The white moon floated low in the sky, the horizon making the sphere a distorted giant. Its glow slanted between the pillars and across the courtyard, striping the ancient stone in moonlight and shadow.

      Kado lifted Sike and carried her to the center of the courtyard. The columns might hold the dread hounds at bay, but he wasn’t taking any chances. Ceravier lay down beside his master. Nyoki remained where he was, clutching the panther’s back, but his yellow eyes were fixed on Kado.

      Kado stood there watching Sike, his arms folded tightly across his chest. She looked weak, a frail ghost in the light of the moon, but at least her breathing appeared steady. Her chest rose and fell in a regular rhythm. Every now and then, her head would turn, or she would murmur words that Kado couldn’t make out. Her eyes didn’t open.

      Frowning, Kado moved over to the pillars’ edge. The dread hounds were prowling along the tree line at the base of the steps, snarling. Kado had seen them act that way once before. The hounds knew their quarry had eluded them.

      “Thank you,” he whispered. Although whether he was talking to the Mother or his salkai ancestors, he couldn’t have said.

      He ran his fingers along the smooth pillar beside him, admiring the craftsmanship of the ancient stone. Had his ancestors stood in this very place, making their stand against N’kanandwa’s hordes?

      The salkai could have easily halted their enemy, raining a hail of arrows as the trolls scrambled up the enormous steps. Even if some made it to the crest, the pillars would have forced them to enter one at a time, only to meet a salkai blade.

      Now it was Kado’s turn to face an overwhelming enemy. Would he find the same courage as those ancient salkai warriors, or had they been just as frightened as he was?

      His gaze lifted to the white moon, a bloated sphere floating low in the heavens. The other moons were already high in the sky, half-obscured by wisps of cloud.

      The emerald moon was so close to being full that Kado had to look twice to be certain it wasn’t already. The amber moon was a mere slice away. A stark reminder of what was at stake, how close they were. Tomorrow night, the moons would form a ternary alignment.

      Kado crossed back to the center of the courtyard. Ceravier was curled up next to Sike. Nyoki was standing, his wings drooped, watching them both with wide eyes.

      Kado’s brow tightened as he knelt beside the Iron Viper. He was no healer. The best he could think of was to lay a hand on Sike’s arm, hoping to comfort her.

      “Temple,” she whispered, stirred by his touch. “Whispering Minds.”

      “It’s alright, we’re safe,” Kado told her, as he glanced over his shoulder. He hoped she couldn’t hear the uncertainty in his voice. “I just have to think of a way out of here.”

      Sike needed to rekindle her connection to the animals, but unless they could escape the dread hounds’ aura, that would prove impossible. And the hounds would never abandon their prey.

      Kado didn’t know how long Sike could last without her Aspect. He kept telling himself that she had endured the minotaur’s dungeon for seventeen years, but it did nothing to lessen his anguish. He needed to get help soon. Perhaps he could—

      Kado froze. Slowly, he turned his head, the hairs on his neck rising. He had only just become aware … Ceravier was standing, his back arched. A low growl rumbled in the glamor-cat’s throat.

      Kado leaped to his feet and spun in a circle, his cloak swirling. He found nothing. The courtyard was empty but for the stripes of moonlight that slanted across the stone. He could still hear the faint snarls of the dread hounds below. It didn’t sound like they had moved since Kado last saw them. So why was Ceravier growling?

      Then the shadows on the far end of the courtyard began to thicken. A rustling voice hissed through the quiet of the night.

      “After all these years … At last, the Hunter has returned.”
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      Kado drew his oscran sticks, a shiver running through him. What he had assumed was a patch of darkness between two pillars suddenly moved as a figure stepped out from behind them.

      Somehow, he had followed them. Zujha the Cruel’s apprentice, the last of their Anahka Tai pursuers.

      X’ki the Unseen.

      The Anahka Tai cut an unmistakable silhouette, framed against the sphere of the giant white moon. A figure dressed in swirling black.

      That flowing material wrapped around the warrior’s skull, revealing only a pair of yellow eyes that glinted in the darkness. And where the Molok Tai wore leather armor over their shadowed garb, this warrior wore plated steel—sharp metal plates that covered only his forearms, shins, and one shoulder. Curved blades crisscrossed his back.

      A familiar symbol adorned his round and silver belt buckle: Twin daggers, crossed within a flame. A variation of the Molok Tai’s symbol, the same emblem that had marked the giant crate in the Borlish ship’s hull.

      Kado’s gaze flicked to Sike and Nyoki. Then he stepped between his companions and their enemy.

      His mind was a cloud of fear. This was an Anahka Tai, one of the Scorched Queen’s most deadly servants. Kado was all that stood between the assassin and his friends. At least he had Ceravier.

      Beside him, the glamor-cat growled and sank lower, ready to pounce. Yet their enemy didn’t move. A warrior, clad in darkness, a silhouette against the moon.

      “Look at you …” The Anahka’s words slithered through the night in a hissing whisper. “You wear her cloak and boots, but you are little more than a trembling child. You will never be worthy of my master’s garments, much less her Aspect.”

      Kado widened his stance, planting one foot forward, his other leg stretched out behind him, just as Sike had taught. He drew an uneasy breath and called forth the shadow smoke, letting it swell around himself and Ceravier.

      “Zujha was a murderer,” Kado said, his grip tightening on his oscran sticks. “She walked the path of the Predator.”

      The Anahka Tai laughed, a harsh and mocking sound. He took a step forward, into the dome of the shadow smoke.

      “I can see you perfectly well, child. The shadows only obscure you from those who are beyond their bounds. You stumbled clumsily upon your gifts. It should have been me. I have dedicated my life to the shadows.”

      Kado let the shadow smoke dissipate. X’ki had just confirmed something that Kado had been wondering about himself. Anybody standing inside the shadow smoke could see as clearly as he could, viewing the world through a wispy veil. That’s why the companions had survived the enemy’s bowfire at the entrance to the salkai tunnel. The Anahka Tai hadn’t been able to see clearly; they had been firing from beyond the edge of the shadow smoke.

      A well of dread rose up inside Kado as it dawned on him just how wide the chasm was between his own knowledge of shadow magic and that of his enemy’s. X’ki the Unseen had trained for years in dark arts that Kado could only imagine. X’ki had been instructed by Zujha the Cruel, an Aspect, and a master of the Way of the Hunter. Compared to the Anahka Tai, Kado was a boy who had been practicing with sticks.

      But if X’ki believed Kado was weak and naive, it might just give him the element of surprise. If he could land a quick blow … That could be his only advantage. His only hope. That, and the Mother. Sike had said that those who followed the Mother’s will would always be stronger.

      “Shadows are born from the light,” Kado said. “One defines the other—both are the Mother’s power.”

      He didn’t need the shadow smoke. His real power lay in the natural shadows—the manifestation of the Mother’s essence in the Weaving—and the hilltop was smothered in them. The silhouettes of the columns slanted like bars across the courtyard, sharpened by the moon’s stark glow.

      “Your master never understood this,” Kado added. “That’s why she failed.”

      He coiled his muscles, expecting his taunt to draw his opponent into attacking. But the Anahka Tai didn’t move. Kado’s eyes narrowed. X’ki the Unseen was wary of him … wary of the Mother’s power.

      Ceravier growled and crept forward, but Kado flicked an oscran stick, telling him to stay. “Remain near Sike,” he whispered. “She needs you. Protect Nyoki.”

      Kado knew he had to strike soon or the element of surprise would be lost. But he couldn’t seem to make his feet move.

      “You cannot save your companions, child,” the Anahka Tai hissed. “You can’t even save yourself. I am the servant of a true goddess, the Scorched Queen.” He reached up and peeled back the swirling material that covered his features.

      Kado sucked in a sharp breath. The face that he looked on wasn’t human. X’ki’s flesh was scaled like a reptile, his eyes yellow and slitted, and hooded by a scaly brow. Two fangs curled down from his lipless maw. His ears were little more than slits in his scales.

      “You’re a snake man,” Kado said, trying to keep the quiver from his voice.

      “I am nahgra,” hissed the Anahka Tai.

      He drew his curved blades from over his shoulders. Their magic ignited, washing the courtyard in aqua-green light, turning the pillars’ shadows black. “Blessed people of the Scorched Queen. When I deliver my queen her prize, I shall become the most blessed of all.”

      The Scorched Queen’s prize … Nyoki. Kado’s gaze lowered to one of the columns of shadow that slanted across the courtyard. He stepped sideways, placing his foot within.

      The next moment, he shot forward.

      Kado gathered the shadows, calling on them to propel him toward his foe. He dashed across the courtyard in a ripple of darkness.

      They clashed at the circle’s edge, framed by the sphere of the white moon. Kado went to strike, but pulled his blow at the last moment, uncertain it would have landed, or landed hard enough. Instead he let the shadows carry him, sliding past his opponent.

      The Anahka spun to face him. “Coward! You shame my master.”

      Kado stepped carefully back, his eyes never leaving the nahgra. His hands were slick as they gripped his oscran sticks. This warrior had trained his entire life. An efficient killer who had risen above the rank of Molok Tai. If Kado made a clumsy move …

      A few weeks ago, he had been a simple thief. All Kado had was his Aspect—his gift from the Mother—and the speed of his ancestors. That wasn’t nearly enough, but it had to be. For Sike and Nyoki. There was no one else who could help them.

      Without warning, the Anahka Tai dashed forward. Kado darted to the side in a swirl of shadow. He saw no opportunity for a counter strike. He couldn’t afford a careless blow. One mistake and this enemy would end him.

      Kado kept moving, sliding away from his opponent, slipping from one column’s shadow to the next. Waiting for an opportunity. He flashed a glance at his companions.

      Ceravier stood beside Nyoki and Sike, his back arched, his fur bristling. The glamor-cat seemed to have understood the command to stay, and was reluctantly obeying. Kado’s mouth tightened. Sike looked weaker every time he glanced at her.

      “The Mother betrayed my master,” the nahgra hissed, “allowing those beasts to destroy the legendary Zujha the Cruel. But I will take my revenge. I will destroy the Mother’s chosen.”

      X’ki swept across the courtyard. His blades arced toward Kado, aqua-green sorcery streaming in their wake. Kado moved without thinking.

      Hours of practice awoke the reflexes in his muscles, guiding his movements. He twisted as the Anahka’s sword drove past, and snapped his oscran sticks down, attempting to disarm his opponent. But X’ki was already swirling away.

      A second blade flew at Kado’s neck. He ducked under the blow and sidestepped. His foot caught a pillar’s shadow, using it to propel him across the stone. Another sidestep brought him behind his enemy.

      The Anahka Tai was still turning when Kado spotted his opportunity.

      He stabbed his oscran stick, slamming the butt into his opponent’s middle, just below his chest. A hollow clunk announced that a nahgra’s scales were harder than a man’s belly. Or perhaps he wore armor under his swirling black garb.

      X’ki snarled. He jerked his elbows back, sweeping his blades apart in twin arcs of aqua-green sorcery. Then he pounced.

      Kado ducked at the last moment. Two crescents of light whirred through the space his neck had just occupied. He slid his foot, snaring a column of shadow and zipping away, putting distance between him and his opponent.

      The Anahka Tai considered Kado for a long moment, his scaly head tilted to one side.

      Kado held the nahgra’s gaze from across the courtyard. His breaths were as short and shallow as his racing heart. His palms felt so slick he worried the oscran sticks might slip from his grasp.

      The nahgra watched Kado for a moment longer. Then he hissed in disgust and turned on his heel. And strode straight toward Sike and Nyoki.

      “No!” Kado screamed. He darted forward, the shadows hastening his flight, even as Ceravier pounced between the enemy and Nyoki.

      But attacking Nyoki was never the Anahka’s intention. Too late, Kado saw the ruse. He couldn’t rein in his momentum. The Shadow Cloak was billowing, carrying him across the moonlit courtyard. The Anahka Tai spun to face Kado, his luminous blades waiting.

      A second later Kado crashed into him. He just managed to lift an oscran stick, deflecting a strike that would have cleaved his skull in two.

      X’ki whirled in a circle, his swords trailing ribbons of aqua-green sorcery. The light was dazzling. Behind it, the Anahka Tai’s heel arced around, booting Kado in the jaw. The force of the blow sent him flying. He landed hard a few yards away.

      A shimmering blade was firing toward Kado. His vision was still swimming from the Anahka Tai’s strike.

      Panic shot through Kado, jolting him into action. He flipped over, his boots scraping the stone as he scrambled backward. A luminous sword missed his toes by an inch, smashing to the courtyard in an explosion of aqua-green sparks.

      Kado kicked back, launching himself upward, but stumbled again before he found his footing. His heart was thundering in his ears. He rolled as another blow plunged down, crashing to the stone.

      This time Kado succeeded in scrambling to his feet. His opponent came after him, slicing, stabbing, swiping. The nahgra’s snakelike features were twisted with fury.

      Kado fell back under the onslaught, ducking, dodging, retreating across the pillared courtyard. From somewhere beyond his line of vision, Nyoki was squealing.

      Then something hard slammed into Kado’s spine. His retreat suddenly ended. The Anahka Tai loomed in front of him. Kado had nowhere to run. He had reached the pillars at the courtyard’s edge.

      X’ki the Unseen snatched Kado by the collar of his cloak. With a strength Kado could never hope to match, the Anahka yanked him closer and then thrust him away again, out between the circle of pillars.

      Kado pedaled his arms frantically, expecting to topple down the hillside. But the Anahka’s grip tightened, jerking him to a halt.

      An icy wind scraped across Kado’s face, blowing his cowl free. His body leaned backward on an impossible angle. The edge of his heels were all that touched the courtyard floor. He would have fallen were it not for the nahgra’s scaled hand clasped around his collar.

      Kado turned his chin and looked down. Below, the colossal stepped hillside fell away toward the forest. The dread hounds prowled hungrily below, their crimson eyes blazing in the dark, waiting.

      “This is the end for you, little Hunter,” the Anahka Tai hissed. He twisted his grip, knotting Kado’s cloak around his throat, choking him. “At last, my master’s gift will be—”

      A tremendous roar filled the night. The Anahka’s grip suddenly loosened. For a second, Kado’s gut lurched as he fell. Then the shadows caught him. His cloak billowed, carrying him back to the courtyard. He landed just in time to see Ceravier’s jaws lock around the Anahka Tai’s ankle.

      X’ki snarled and kicked the panther away. Ceravier coiled, ready to pounce again. Kado glanced down. He still gripped his oscran sticks, and the Anahka Tai was distracted, focused on Ceravier. This might be Kado’s last opportunity. If he hesitated, and failed … The image of the nahgra hurting Nyoki flashed through Kado’s mind.

      He exploded forward, dashing along a column of shadow.

      With a howl of determination, he stabbed an oscran stick into his opponent’s throat—in the exact spot Sike had shown him. This time, Kado felt the weaker scales crunch beneath his weapon. X’ki’s eyes widened in surprise.

      Kado was still moving. His arm swung around, his elbow held high. The second oscran stick smacked the side of the Anahka Tai’s skull, just behind his slitted ear.

      The nahgra swayed drunkenly. His blades dropped from his grasp, clattering to the stone, their aqua-green light fading. For a moment X’ki seemed to awaken, then he crashed unconscious to the courtyard floor.

      Kado slumped to his knees, his shoulders sagging. His chest heaved with ragged breaths. He let out a sigh when he spotted Nyoki. The little creature was standing next to Sike, a claw resting on her thigh.

      “Thanks, boy. You really saved me there,” Kado said, scratching Ceravier behind the ear as the panther nuzzled up to him. “We better tie him up before he wakes. Then we need to figure out a way past those dread hounds and find Sike’s monastery.”

      Kado stood and hooked his oscran sticks to his belt. Then he grabbed the fallen Anahka Tai by the ankles and dragged him away from the pillars’ edge.

      Restraining the unconscious assassin was easier than Kado expected. He didn’t know much about knots, but he was fairly certain the tangle of rope that had once been his belt—and now bound X’ki’s wrists tightly behind his back—would hold. Kado even tore a strip off the Anahka’s swirling black garb and bound his ankles too. Then he flipped the assassin over so that he was lying on his stomach, just to be sure.

      Kado rose and bit down on his lip, eyeing his captive. After a moment he crouched again, and turned X’ki’s head to one side. Kado only wanted the Anahka Tai to be incapacitated, not suffocated. He just hoped the assassin didn’t regain consciousness too quickly.

      Then he moved over to Sike and knelt beside her. He pressed the back of his hand to her forehead and pulled it away with a frown. The Iron Viper felt even colder than before. Her breaths were so shallow Kado could hardly hear them.

      “We need to get her to a healer,” he said, looking at Nyoki. The little creature was standing on the other side of Sike, his claw still resting on her thigh.

      “I just need to think of a way out of here.”

      Kado sat with a sigh and hugged his knees. His eyes swept the rolling forest below. Beyond the ring of pillars, moonlit trees sprawled away in every direction. The salkai stronghold was a perfect circle.

      During the fight with X’ki, Kado had lost any sense of which way they had come, or which way they were headed. All he knew was that the Temple of the Whispering Minds was somewhere nearby. Sike had said they only needed to get close enough and the monks would find them.

      “But first I need to find a way past those hounds,” Kado said, scratching Ceravier behind the ear as the glamor-cat strolled over.

      For a wild second Kado considered using himself as a distraction while Ceravier carried Nyoki to safety, but quickly dismissed the idea. That would only leave Sike on her own. Besides, it was Nyoki’s scent that the dread hounds were chasing, not Kado’s.

      His eyes drifted to the Anahka Tai’s blades scattered on the courtyard floor. A shiver ran up Kado’s spine. How close had those blades come to taking off his head? If it wasn’t for Ceravier, the enemy would have Nyoki already.

      This assassin had tracked them all the way from the salkai tunnels, through hundreds of miles of dense forest. Never giving up, relentlessly following their trail. Darganon would never give up on Nyoki either.

      The full weight of that realization slammed into Kado like a fist. Tomorrow night the ternary alignment would strike. Darganon and the Scorched Queen’s time was running out. They would never place their faith in one lone assassin, even if he was the leader of the Anahka Tai. Darganon’s next agent could be on their way already.

      “We need to get out of here,” Kado whispered, rising to his feet. “More will be coming. Maybe all of them. Maybe—”

      He stopped short. Suddenly, he became aware … The air was turning cooler. An aura of fear was growing around his heart, threatening to drown his soul in darkness. At his side, Ceravier had begun to growl once more.

      Then Kado’s gaze lifted and his insides went cold.

      Two pairs of crimson eyes watched him from beyond the pillars. The dread hounds’ massive paws were perched on the final step, looking through the columns the way a smaller animal might peer out from its pen.

      Yet they made no sound. They sat quietly, as if some greater force compelled them to obey.

      Then a monstrous roar shook the world. It seemed as if the forest itself shivered at the might of it. Kado raced to the other side of the courtyard, looking out between the pillars.

      Something large was crashing through the woods. The leaves of the canopy billowed in the moonlight, as if torn by a formidable wind. The shriek of splintering timber cut through the night.

      Sike let out a tormented groan. Kado’s head snapped toward her. The Iron Viper was writhing on the floor like someone in the grip of a terrible fever.

      Kado rushed to her side and fell to his knees. He reached out, gathering Nyoki close. His eyes flicked up constantly as the roar from the forest grew louder. Beyond the pillars, the dread hounds sat in silence, Nyoki fixed in their burning red gaze.

      No, Kado realized, his brow creasing. They weren’t looking at Nyoki at all. They were staring at the Iron Viper …

      “Sike?” he whispered, grasping her shoulder. Her convulsions lessened slightly when Ceravier arrived, but her head still turned from side to side.

      “Sike,” Kado repeated. “Can you hear me? Can you—”

      His breath caught as an enormous shadow fell over them, banishing the moonlight, smothering the hilltop in darkness.

      The next moment the night erupted with an explosion of stone. Rocks and debris flew as the ancient pillars were blown apart, blanketing the courtyard in a cloud of gray. Kado threw himself over Sike and Nyoki. The little creature screeched and huddled against the Iron Viper, shuddering.

      Then the world grew still and silent. Slowly, Kado looked around. Curls of dust drifted and rolled, appearing almost luminous in the glow of the moon. Kado’s hands were shaking. He tried to rise, but his knees had turned to water.

      Looming above the dust-filled clouds, a tumble of pillars crumbled before it, was what could only be a stone dragon.

      Its head towered over the columns that remained standing, its massive jaws gaping, displaying a legion of stone teeth the size of spears. Its segmented neck coiled up like a charmed snake.

      Although Kado could only see the stone dragon’s head and neck, its serpentine body trailed down the hillside. Its claws, small in comparison to its immense body, were perched on top of the rubble. Even the dread hounds shrank before its majesty, slinking away into the darkness.

      The dragon was made entirely of stone. Long, rocky whiskers curled out from the sides of its nostrils. Two stone horns curved up from behind its skull. The only color was in its eyes. They looked like gigantic gems, maybe rubies. That terrible gaze flooded the courtyard with crimson light.

      Trembling, Kado pushed himself to his feet. Every part of him wanted to turn and flee, to get as far away from this monster as possible. But he made his legs move the other way, walking around to stand in front of his companions.

      A Hunter protects their pack. But how could Kado ever protect them against this? A dragon, created from stone and sorcery, that even the dread hounds feared? Compared to this monster, Kado was an insect.

      Sike’s words drifted back to him like some terrible dream. If Darganon has taken control of the Tower of the Distant Moons, he would have gained mastery over the stone dragons that defend it …

      “At last I have you, little half-breed,” barked a triumphant voice that boomed across the courtyard. “This is where your journey ends.”

      The dragon’s enormous skull slithered forward, revealing the saddled rider upon its neck. Ceravier emitted a deep growl as the dragon’s head snaked down, lowering its rider.

      Kado’s mouth twisted with anguish. His hands closed around his oscran sticks, drawing them from his belt, even as his fear swelled into a desperate rage.

      “Darganon.”
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      Kado threw a glance back at Ceravier. “Go!” he shouted. “Take Nyoki and run!”

      He sensed a movement behind him and only hoped the panther had obeyed. If Kado could hold Darganon off for long enough, he and Sike might be done for, but at least Nyoki would escape.

      That was all that mattered. They needed to keep Nyoki out of Darganon’s hands. It was the only way to prevent the trade lord’s celestial ritual. It was the only way to deny the Scorched Queen a new heart shard and the means to conquer the world.

      “How convenient,” Darganon whispered, stroking his pointed goatee with his thick fingers. “The half-breed, the devilkin, and the Iron Viper. All in one place.” He gave a sneer and dismounted, swinging his leg over the dragon’s neck and landing in the courtyard with a heavy thud. “What happened to the monkey?”

      Kado’s jaw tightened, fear and anger surging through his veins as he beheld his enemy, the man who had taken everything.

      Darganon was garbed in the same manner as when Kado had seen him last—black loose-fitting breeches that were pulled up to his nipples, leaving his chest and bull neck bare, and a thin white jacket that looked more like a bathrobe and hung past his thighs.

      Never taking his eyes from his enemy, Kado reached for his oscran sticks, drawing them across his body. Move fast enough, and not even the strongest warrior will defeat you, Sike had once taught him.

      That was Kado’s only chance. Strike quickly, and without warning. X’ki the Unseen might have been able to match his shadow speed, but the Anahka Tai had been trained by a Predator. A hulking giant like Darganon was a different story. A blow to the side of his bald skull, and the trade lord should crumple.

      It was a long shot, but it was the only shot Kado had, the only way to save them all. He just prayed it would be enough to break Darganon’s hold on the dread hounds and the stone dragon. And if it wasn’t, it might still buy Ceravier and Nyoki time to get away. Taking Darganon down was all that mattered.

      Kado’s brow lowered. He pulled his cowl over his head.

      “My faithful hounds never lose a scent,” Darganon boomed, striding forward. He paused a couple of yards inside the pillars’ edge, and peered down at the fallen Anahka Tai. “My good queen’s servant played his part, I suppose. Pity he won’t be rewarded.”

      With a snarl, Darganon stomped his massive boot down onto the nahgra’s neck. Even from where Kado stood, he heard the bones and scales splintering.

      Behind Darganon, the stone dragon loomed. Its head turned slowly, its glowing eyes sweeping crimson beams across the pillared courtyard, washing Kado in its bloodied hue.

      Suddenly, a mocking squawk cut through the night. Kado looked up to see Frix the vulture land atop one of the pillars in a flutter of grayish feathers. Its hooked beak opened as it uttered another loud caw, its goggled eyes following its master.

      Darganon smirked at his pet, but his black gaze deadened as it returned to Kado.

      “Never forget that I own you, half-breed.” The trade lord’s voice was a coarse whisper. “I decide how you live, and how you die. This is how it ends.”

      Kado snapped a glance over his shoulder, and almost laughed with relief. Ceravier and Nyoki were gone; Sike lay in the courtyard alone. The glamor-cat had obeyed.

      Please, Mother, he prayed. Let them make it to safety.

      “Your plan has failed, Darganon,” Kado said, turning back to his tormentor. He slid a step sideways, placing his boot into a column of shadow. It stretched all the way to Darganon. “Nyoki has escaped you again. Without him, you can’t complete your spell. You will never create a new heart shard for your queen!”

      A cruel smile twisted on Darganon’s lips. “No, half-breed. My plan is unfolding perfectly.”

      Kado didn’t wait to hear any more. In a burst of movement, he shot forward, the shadow essence in the Weaving propelling him toward his foe. He threw his arms wide as he flew, ready to slam his oscran sticks into the sides of his enemy’s skull.

      Lightning quick, Darganon’s hand shot out.

      Kado’s flight jerked to a halt as meaty fingers clamped around his throat. His eyes widened in a shock of pain. It felt like a dozen fists had pounded his stomach all at once. He stared up into Darganon’s sneering smile, agony blurring his thoughts.

      Kado’s arms flopped to his sides. His oscran sticks toppled from his grasp, clattering to the courtyard floor. He was dimly aware of his feet dangling, kicking at the air. His eyed rolled down as a wet, warm sensation filled his belly and groin.

      At first he thought Darganon had punched him in the stomach. Then Kado noticed the hilt of the blade, still gripped in the trade lord’s fist. Kado’s tunic was seeping blood.

      Darganon barked a laugh and shoved Kado away. He flew across the courtyard as easily as if Darganon had thrown a doll, crashing to the stone. Frix the vulture let out a taunting squawk.

      Kado rolled onto his side and sucked in a wheezing breath. The world was turning from red to white. His entire body began to shiver. A sharp burning sensation was blazing in his abdomen, a searing pain he could not yet feel. Or perhaps a pain too intense for his mind to register.

      A pool of blood was growing on the stone, leaking out from under him. And through his suffering, Darganon’s cruel laughter echoed.

      “I don’t need your devilkin for my spell!” His words boomed, a triumphant bark inside Kado’s skull. “That creature was simply the only thing that could have stopped me.”

      Kado grimaced, groaning as his thoughts tried to slug through the cloud of his pain. Nyoki was the only thing that could have stopped him? What was Darganon saying?

      “Yes,” Darganon sneered, laughter rumbling in his coarse whisper. “The devilkin could have untethered the star cord from the Weaving. It could have reversed the flow of celestial power, sending it back across the heavens. But now, that threat to me has ended. The devilkin will never stop my magic!”

      Even through his mind-numbing agony, the bitter truth of Darganon’s words tore at Kado’s heart. Sike, the Golden Knight … The whole time, they all had it wrong. They had it backward. Nyoki wasn’t the key to completing Darganon’s spell: Nyoki had been the key to stopping it.

      Muffled booms thudded in Kado’s mind as Darganon stomped slowly toward him.

      “Now your little devilkin will never get near the Sky Stone. The Tower of the Distant Moons is guarded by a thousand Molok Tai! By this time tomorrow, it will be too late. The star cord will be bound to this world once more, and the heart shard will be created.”

      Kado wheezed another breath. He looked up to find Darganon looming over him. A giant, painted red by the stone dragon’s gaze. A tormentor given form.

      “Then why?” Kado whispered, his voice ragged with pain. “Why are you here now? Why hunt Nyoki if he is no longer a threat to you?”

      “Hunting it? I haven’t hunted that devilkin since the night I moved the Sky Stone from Darkfae City. I must admit, I was a little startled when you infiltrated the Tower of the Distant Moons. But then your vanara friend destroyed that path too. No, I haven’t been chasing your devilkin … Not for the longest time.”

      Darganon’s black eyes smoldered with triumph as they lifted, drifting over to Sike. “I have been chasing the Iron Viper.”

      As if she’d heard Darganon’s words, Sike let out a tortured moan.

      “Look at the mighty Warden now,” Darganon whispered. “Not so mighty at all. It seems her spirit doesn’t agree with her connection to my animals. But it makes her easier to control.”

      “Leave her alone,” Kado grunted. He tried to push himself to his feet, but his arms and legs wouldn’t obey. His body was numb. An icy tingle was growing in his stomach, leeching into his chest and groin.

      Darganon’s steps boomed on the stone as he stalked away. His boots passed in front of Kado’s eyes in a dark blur.

      For a moment the world went quiet. Then the trade lord’s snarling, triumphant voice echoed across the courtyard, piercing Kado’s haze of suffering.

      “The Iron Viper is a critical part of my plan. With the Warden in my possession, I will be able to safely claim the heart shard … for myself! A power fueled by magic from across the stars. I will be unstoppable!”

      “You will lose … Darganon,” Kado whispered through his pain. “The Scorched Queen … will never share her power.”

      “Share?” Darganon barked a laugh. “I’m sure she wouldn’t. But by then it will be too late. Once I have the heart shard, I will become more powerful than the Endless Ones themselves! The Hallowed Kingdoms will be the first realm swallowed by my new empire. I will crush the descendants of my family’s enemies beneath my heel! I will curse their bloodlines for generations, as they have cursed mine. Even as they beg for mercy and name me their new god. While the Endless Ones watch helplessly, rendered impotent by their ancient covenant.”

      “No,” Kado breathed. “The Scorched Queen will find a way … She will make you pay for your betrayal.”

      “Oh, I don’t doubt that she will try. In time, Xypera will learn to tolerate me as her equal. Yet I have no intention of making an enemy of Lor’s most powerful sorceress. I have a plan to assuage the Scorched Queen’s anger. In recompense for my betrayal, I shall offer Xypera her most sought-after prize—the Iron Viper.”

      Kado groaned and clenched shut his eyes. The pain in his soul rivaled the agony in his body. They had gotten everything wrong. Darganon had been one step ahead of them the entire time. His plans were more terrible than they had ever imagined.

      Nyoki had been the one thing that could have stopped Darganon’s spell. Now, nothing could prevent him from betraying the Scorched Queen and creating a heart shard for himself. Darganon would be invincible. His empire would grow, covering the land in the same suffering and misery as Darkfae City. While Sike was destroyed by her greatest enemy.

      Kado couldn’t bear the thought. His body shrieked in agony. His heart wailed with rage. A thousand fires had ignited in his belly. Darganon had destroyed the lives of everyone Kado ever loved. His mother, Abrel, Umah, and now Sike as well. The pain was too much.

      “End it,” he whimpered, twisting his neck to peer at Darganon’s towering form. He couldn’t stand it any longer. “You’ve won. Just kill me.”

      “Kill you?” Darganon’s bald head tilted with feigned concern. “But I already have, half-breed. No man can survive a stab wound like that. You will die … In an hour or two. After all the irritation you’ve caused, I wanted to be sure that you suffered.”

      His words were punctuated by the vulture’s mocking squawk.

      Kado’s eyes drifted closed once more. He must have lost consciousness for a moment, because when he looked up again, Darganon was looming over him, Sike draped across his arms. Against Darganon’s hulking form, she seemed smaller and more fragile than ever, like a withered child.

      “You know, half-breed,” Darganon said, peering down at Kado over his pointed goatee. “I liked your mother, at first. But after I sold your brother, she became decidedly less … amorous. You should have seen how her eyes bulged as my fingers tightened around her neck.”

      Darganon threw back his head and laughed. “Even in death, those eyes glared at me defiantly. I told my men to leave her that way when they dumped her in the alley. I wanted Malita to see. I wanted her to be found like that.” His smile drained, his meaty face contorting with rage. “But you, half-breed. You are worth less than her. You, I will simply leave to die.”

      The trade lord’s steps boomed as he stomped away. Grimacing, Kado lifted his head in time to see Darganon throw Sike over the stone dragon’s neck and climb up after her.

      With a moan of torment, Kado let his head slump back to the stone. Soon, the pain would take him, and his suffering would be over. At least Nyoki and Ceravier had escaped. And Gambel. No, Kado thought groggily. Gambel wasn’t here.

      The crimson glow faded when the stone dragon withdrew, returning the courtyard to moonlight and shadow.

      Kado’s gaze rolled skyward as the dragon took flight, blotting out the stars. Pain was swelling inside him, overwhelming all but the simplest of thoughts. Everything was wet. His clothes were drenched. The pool of blood around him was growing larger, seeping across the stone. Another harsh squawk cut through the night, but Kado thought it sounded more distant.

      As his world blurred and turned black, the last thing he remembered was an image of Sike, slung over the stone dragon’s back. Darganon carrying her away.
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      Being dead didn’t feel anything like Kado expected.

      He became aware of the sounds first. Furniture creaking. A faint rustling of cloth. Someone was moving quietly beside him.

      Weakly, Kado inched open his eyes. They quickly fluttered shut again when a bright light blinded him. Everything hurt. It felt as if his brain was on fire. Although … The wet stone beneath his body was gone. He was lying on something soft and cushioned, and dry.

      He open his eyes again, more carefully this time, and saw that he was in a brightly lit chamber. Its walls were white, or perhaps a pale yellow. Was this the great waiting room he had been told about? The place where souls rested before setting sail on the Ethereal Sea and continuing their journey on the Cycle of Life?

      “We didn’t expect you to wake so soon.”

      Kado rolled over, toward the voice. His body waited until he had finished moving before screaming at him in agony.

      He scrunched his eyes shut, overwhelmed by the pain. As it slowly receded, he opened his eyes once more, and found himself looking up into the smiling face of a kindly old man.

      At first, Kado panicked, thinking it was Umah. Had the old thief died too? Then he realized this old man was too plump, and his skin was light brown. He had a wild, medium-length beard—equal parts gray and auburn—that was considerably longer around his chin. And he was hooded. Umah never wore a hood or a beard, and he hadn’t been plump since he was a toddler.

      “Where am I?” Kado asked. “Is this the great waiting room at the Harbor of Souls?”

      The old man chuckled. His laugh was soft and gentle, and immediately disarming. “Oh, I hope not. As far as I am aware, we are still in the Farawood Forest.”

      Kado let out a sigh and closed his eyes. He was alive. Somehow, he had survived.

      I’m lying in a bed, he realized suddenly. That’s why it seemed so strange. A bed with a pillow. Despite his pain, Kado didn’t think he had ever felt so comfortable. He hadn’t slept in a real bed since his mother died, and Kado had shared that one with Abrel.

      Abrel … Kado’s eyes snapped open. He lifted himself up on one elbow, ignoring the pain in his abdomen.

      “My companions,” he said, his voice breaking. “A little creature with wings, and a panther. He’s really a glamor-cat. They—”

      “Are perfectly fine,” the old man said calmly. “That’s one smart glamor-cat. If he hadn’t alerted us … Well, let’s just say that if we hadn’t found you when we did, you wouldn’t have lasted much longer. Our healers worked through the night to save you. It seems the will of the Mother was with them. You’re an extremely blessed young man. And resilient.”

      The old man paused, his lips tightening apologetically. “Your friends are waiting outside, I’m afraid. You can see them when you’re strong enough to rise. We don’t allow animals indoors.”

      Kado let out another sigh and lay back down. “Nyoki’s not an animal. He is a celestial being, from across the stars.”

      Nyoki had been the key to thwarting Darganon’s plans, but they hadn’t figured out how until it was too late. Darganon had said it himself—Nyoki could have untethered the star cord from the Weaving. He could have reversed the flow of celestial magic. But now everything was lost. It was a sign of Darganon’s confidence that he had even admitted the vulnerability.

      “He took her,” Kado whispered, turning and looking up at the old man. A vision stabbed into his mind, painted red by the stone dragon’s gaze: Darganon carrying Sike away. “My friend. No, she was more than a friend. She was a teacher, a mentor. She protected me. And Darganon captured her. The Iron Viper.”

      The old man nodded slowly, the gesture of someone who had already heard bad news.

      Kado’s eyes narrowed. Behind the old man was a large window. Beyond that, Kado could see what he’d first assumed was more of the forest. Now he realized it was too orderly, despite its colorful plants and flowers. It was the most wonderful garden he had ever beheld. And the way the old man’s shoulders sagged with sorrow …

      “You knew her.” Kado’s gaze moved around the bright room, seeing it anew. “I’m at the Temple of the Whispering Minds, the monastery where Sike was raised.”

      The old monk nodded again. Although, this time, a wistful smile brushed his lips. “Sike was once my teacher too,” he said softly. “Many, many years ago.”

      “So this is her home.”

      When Sike told him her monastery had healers, Kado had imagined ones like those in Darkfae City, alchemists who peddled remedies and potions. But the wound he had suffered … These monks were true healers, like those spoken of in legend. The work they had done was nothing short of miraculous.

      Cringing in anticipation, Kado pulled aside the covers and lifted his tunic. His mouth fell open. Although slightly red, the flesh of his belly was perfectly healed. Darganon’s blade hadn’t even left a scar.

      He looked up, amazed. “How did you …”

      The old monk chuckled. “Not only Aspects are blessed with the ability to call on the Mother’s power. But this?” He shook his head, as if he couldn’t quite believe it himself. “It’s like the Mother Herself healed you. When we found you last night, you were barely alive. For many hours our healers worked and prayed. Finally, when your breaths became even, we brought you here to rest. No one expected you to wake for two days or more. You are truly the Mother’s chosen.”

      “Your wounds have healed perfectly,” the monk added as Kado pulled his tunic back down. “Most of the pain you feel is simply from cramped muscles.”

      Kado pushed himself up into a sitting position. The old man was right. Moving hurt a little less this time, as if his body was getting used to working again. If only he could say the same for the ache in his soul.

      “You said you found me last night …” Kado frowned as his thoughts started to gather. “That means the ternary alignment hasn’t happened yet. Sike could still be alive! We need to get word to the Wardens of the Realm—before the sun sets!”

      “The Wardens of the Realm?”

      Kado nodded. He shuffled his body, sitting up straighter. “The Golden Knight. She can save Sike.”

      “The Golden Knight?” The old man looked taken aback by the suggestion. “Sike is the only Warden we have ever been on speaking terms with. I suppose we could send a letter to Doma or Peropolli. Maybe the next time the Golden Knight visits—”

      “It will be too late by then,” Kado cut in. “We have to act now. Before tonight. Captain Robare,” he breathed, his gaze dropping. “He might be able to get word to Daia. He could …”

      Kado’s words expired with a heavy breath. Even as he said it, he knew it was a fool’s hope. The alignment was tonight. It would take most of the day just to hike back to the ship, let alone have time to send a message to Daia.

      “We have to do something,” he said, his eyes lifting. “How many warriors do you have at the monastery?”

      “Warriors?” The old man chuckled. “We are spiritual scholars and philosophers. Our monastery is a place where one seeks wisdom and inner peace, not war. Were it not for the mystical barrier that surrounds us, we would have fallen to the outside world long ago.”

      Kado slumped back to the pillow. Sike had warned him that the monastery had no warriors, but he’d felt compelled to ask anyway. He had to try something, anything. His mind was racing.

      He needed to let the Wardens of the Realm know that Sike was in danger. He needed to tell them what Darganon was really planning. The Wardens had their sights focused on the Scorched Queen, but if Darganon claimed the heart shard for himself, how far would his darkness spread? A lord with the power of the Endless Ones, but not bound by the Covenant? Darganon had conquered the Lawless Outlands with only Abananzer’s Coin. The Wardens needed to stop him before it was too late.

      But Kado had no idea how to reach the Golden Knight, or even Gambel. Let alone any of the other Wardens. Daia said they were heading to Peropolli, which was in the Hallowed Kingdoms, but that was all Kado knew. Although he was fairly certain that a message couldn’t get there in one day, even if he had known where to find Daia and Gambel. Darganon may as well have won already.

      “It’s all my fault,” he said, gazing up at the pale ceiling. “Sike tried to warn me, but I went to the salkai stronghold anyway, thinking I would find some advantage, a way to steal victory from our enemies like my ancient ancestors did. I should have trusted Sike. I should have trusted my instinct.”

      The old man bobbed his head. “Admitting one is powerless is always difficult. It is much easier to look for a weapon, to strike at others to prove that you are strong. But this is the lesser path.”

      “Lesser path?”

      “A wise woman once told me that exerting power over others does nothing to strengthen you. Indeed, the desire to possess such power is a weakness in itself. True power is knowing that you don’t require anything.”

      “That doesn’t help Sike,” Kado said, his eyes filling with tears of shame and frustration.

      The old monk huffed. “Funny, she was the one who taught me that.”

      “I should have kept running,” Kado said. “That’s what I am good at—being fast, hiding. We could have made it. You could have shielded us at your monastery. Instead, I thought I could be a warrior. But I’m just a lowly thief. Hiding is my specialty.”

      “And being cunning,” the old man said with a smile. “An ignorant thief quickly finds himself in a dungeon.”

      Kado dabbed at his tears with a palm. Now the monk really did sound like Umah. Wincing with pain, he pulled back the covers and swung his feet off the bed.

      “I’d like to see my friends now, if I may,” he said. “Ceravier and Nyoki. You said they were waiting outside.”

      The old man nodded and took Kado’s arm, helping him stand. “Give it a few breaths,” he said. “You’re body isn’t used to being upright.”

      Kado smiled his thanks, and waited for the room to stop swaying. “I’m sorry. I never asked your name.”

      “Call me Bao,” the old monk said, bobbing his hooded head. After a moment, he added, “If you like, I can continue to refer to you as the nameless young man.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m Kado,” Kado said. “Kado Tacana. I guess I’m not thinking straight yet.”

      Bao chuckled. “This way,” he said, leading Kado by the elbow. “Take it easy now.”

      Kado walked, one arm hooked around Bao’s, letting the monk guide him. From the moment he had awoken, Kado had felt at ease in the old man’s presence. There was something about him that was comfortingly familiar. Kado wondered if it was because Bao was Sike’s family, or maybe it was just his warm and kindly nature. Kado supposed it didn’t matter.

      His legs were shaky to begin with, but they moved more surely with every step. Although he did find himself glancing down at his bare feet, nervous they would fail.

      “Where are my clothes?” he asked, his eyes moving from his own trousers to Bao’s. It seemed they had outfitted Kado in some of the old monk’s garments. He and Bao were dressed identically. Only Bao wore a large cowl that covered his head and shoulders, and Kado’s neck was bare.

      “Your cloak and boots are back in the room where you awoke,” Bao said as they walked. “Along with your belt and your oscran sticks. Your other clothes, I’m afraid we had to burn. All the blood, you see.”

      Kado breathed a sigh. They had saved his oscran sticks and the belt Sike had given him—that was the main thing. The Shadow Cloak and the Boots of Traceless Passing too. He couldn’t have cared less about his old rags from Darkfae.

      “One of our students is about your size,” Bao added when he noticed Kado’s scrutiny. “It made dressing you easier.”

      “Thank you,” Kado said. He felt better knowing he was wearing some nameless student’s clothes, instead of those belonging to the old man next to him.

      The monks’ garb wasn’t too bad. Simple trousers and a short-sleeved, high-necked tunic, they were made of a woven material that seemed extremely durable, despite being light and comfortable. Their color was a non-offensive gray. And even though Kado had been sleeping in them, not a single crease marred the fabric. He almost dared to feel … neat.

      “They’re a great fit,” Kado said. “Please thank the student when you see him.”

      “Her,” Bao corrected, his eyes glistening with amusement. Kado would have chuckled himself, had his heart not felt like it was dragging three feet below him.

      His gaze fell, and he kept moving. They had already journeyed along one hall and walked into the next by the time he realized he hadn’t needed the shadows to carry him; his legs were strong enough to move on their own. Not that Kado would have had much luck finding any shadows.

      The entire monastery was bursting with light. There weren’t many windows, but the white walls were paper-thin and framed in slender timber, allowing the sunlight to blush straight through. The planked floor was pale. There were even openings in the roof. The darkest shadows were a wispy gray.

      “Here we are,” Bao said.

      Kado frowned, confused. The old monk had come to a stop at a blank wall. Then he took hold of the timber frame and slid the wall open, revealing a vibrant garden. From the ease with which the wall slid, Kado wondered if it really was made of paper.

      He had no sooner stepped outside than something brushed against his leg. Kado looked down to find Ceravier winding around his ankles, his tail curling after him. He was in the form of a panther, although smaller than usual, about the size of a medium dog.

      Kado reached down and scratched the glamor-cat on the scruff of his neck, drawing a loud purr.

      “You did well, boy,” he said, rising with a sad smile. He wondered if the animal knew what had happened to Sike. “You saved me and Nyoki. Where is the little guy?” he added, looking around the garden.

      Kado spotted Nyoki immediately. The creature was rushing to meet him, half-waddling, half-flying, his tiny arms and wings flapping. He let out a squeal of delight as Kado scooped him up, burying his round head into Kado’s shoulder.

      His eyes brimmed with tears once more. It was like he was so full of them that they spilled for the slightest of reasons. But these tears, he could not contain. Nyoki was alive!

      “I thought I was going to lose you,” he whispered, cradling Nyoki against his breast.

      Bao was watching them with his kind smile. “Your friends missed you terribly,” the old monk said. “Ceravier mewled most of the night. Only once your breaths became even, did he curl up and sleep.”

      “I’ve never seen him look this way,” Kado said, peering down at Ceravier. The glamor-cat had stopped weaving between his ankles and was sitting on his foot. Instead of black, his fur was a mottled brown and gray. As Kado watched, the colored patches of his coat seemed to swirl and move, swimming before Kado’s eyes.

      “Ceravier is displaying his true form,” Bao said. “A rare thing for his kind. It shows complete trust on the side of the animal. He is no stranger to our monastery, and he knows that he is safe here.”

      Kado’s gaze lifted, roaming the grounds. There were a handful of other buildings, each of a plain and square design, and constructed out of the same paper-thin material as the building he had awoken in. Kado could make out the faint silhouettes of people moving around inside.

      “Which one is the Temple of the Whispering Minds?” he asked.

      “Oh, that building is long gone,” the old monk said. “Only the name stuck. Now many buildings stand in its place, each of them crafted with love.”

      Kado smiled and nodded. The buildings were handsome, in a sort of simple, modest way. But it was the sprawling garden that housed them that made him draw in a breath of awe. He had never seen an area so beautiful.

      Lawns rolled down to a river that sparkled in the morning sun. Paths meandered along the hillside, crossing and intertwining, each lined with gardens that spilled with turquoise leaves and pale orange flowers. Between those were towering trees, their drooping branches bathing all in their shade. It reminded him of the plants in the Heart of the Farawood. Kado wondered if the Mother had finished healing the Weaving here too.

      Birds sang, their voices rising over the rustle of the river. He saw other monks strolling the grounds, their heads bowed, garbed in the same hooded gray.

      “Umah would love this place,” Kado said, his mouth curling sadly. “He always said he wanted to live by a river.”

      But Umah was as doomed as the rest of them. Perhaps even more so. For years, the old thief had hidden in Darkfae City, right under Darganon’s nose. Once Darganon created the heart shard, there would be nowhere Umah could hide. Darganon would never rest until every person who challenged him had been destroyed.

      Kado hung his head. For a moment, with the wonder of the monastery and the joy of finding Nyoki and Ceravier, his sorrow had been pushed aside. Now it returned, crashing down in a wave of despair that threatened to drown him.

      “My friends and I need to leave this place,” Kado said, turning to Bao. “If we stay, we will only bring danger. There is a man called Darganon who will never stop hunting us.”

      “The one who took Sike,” Bao said, his expression darkening.

      Kado gave a grim nod. “Darganon has taken control of the Tower of the Distant Moons. He plans to use its power to perform a terrible magic—tonight, during the ternary alignment. By the time the sun rises, no corner of this realm will be safe from his fury.”

      “There will always be corners,” Bao said with a smile. “And this monastery is one of them. No evil can ever strike us here.”

      Kado looked up at the monk. “You told me this monastery is surrounded by a mystical barrier. Is it like some kind of magical shield?”

      “Not a shield as such,” the monk said. “But like the Heart of the Farawood, this is a special area of the forest. A place where the Weaving is unstained, and brimming with the power of the Mother—harmonious, peaceful, gentle. Evil simply will not find us here. If they attempted to, they would walk straight by. For centuries, we have remained untouched by the outside world. Only those who seek us humbly, thirsting for wisdom, may enter. Or those who are invited.”

      The old man turned to Kado, taking one of his hands in both of his. “Now, I extend that invitation to you, Kado Tacana. To you, and your friends. Stay and be safe. No evil can touch you here.”

      Kado looked away, his gaze roaming the tranquil gardens.

      “Darganon has to be stopped,” he said, but even in his own voice, he heard the weight of hopelessness. “He has found a way to draw celestial power from across the heavens, from the very source of the Sky Stone. Tonight, when the ternary alignment occurs, he will draw on that thread once again, and bind it to the Weaving and our world. Sike said it was called a star cord. Once bound, celestial magic will pour through that conduit. Darganon plans to use that magic to create a new heart shard.”

      “Like those of the Endless Ones,” Bao said, folding his arms over his ample chest. “An ill tiding indeed.”

      “Only Darganon won’t be restrained by the Endless Ones’ Covenant. He was supposed to create the heart shard for the Scorched Queen, but he plans to take it for himself and offer Sike to the Scorched Queen as consolation. That’s why he took her. Nyoki is the only one who can stop it all from happening.”

      Bao arched an eyebrow. “This little creature?”

      “He arrived the same night that Darganon first ignited the Sky Stone,” Kado said, stroking Nyoki’s round head. “Auba, the Spirit Father, said that Nyoki came from beyond the stars, and his arrival was something Darganon had not expected. Nyoki managed to escape, which was when I found him.”

      Kado raked his fingers through his silver hair. It felt like a lifetime ago, but it wasn’t even three weeks. His life on the streets of Darkfae was a dream now, a hazy image that took more and more effort to recall.

      “Darganon said that Nyoki was the key,” Kado continued. “Sike, me, Gambel—even the Golden Knight—we all thought Nyoki was needed to complete the celestial ritual. But last night Darganon told me the truth. Nyoki is the only way to stop the magic. Something about him being able to untether the star cord from the Weaving and reverse the flow of celestial power.”

      To Kado’s surprise, Bao actually chuckled. “Inherent in every peril, the Mother hides its solution,” the old monk said. “There are legends of those who achieved similar feats during the Unraveling. Mystics who found a way to unbind poisonous threads from the Weaving and send them back to their heavenly source.”

      “Nyoki is no mystic,” Kado said. “I don’t even know what sort of creature he is. But it’s clear he’s only a child.”

      “Yet the auspicious arrival of your little friend cannot be overlooked,” Bao said. “There can be no doubt that he is here to counter the very evil of which you speak. The mystics were not the only ones to dabble in reversing threads of celestial power. There are tales of ancient entities, accidentally summoned during dark celestial rites. Sometimes these entities were guardians, invited by the Mother to restore the Weaving to balance. Perhaps your little friend has abilities you aren’t even aware of.”

      “Sike told us something similar,” Kado said, looking down at the creature in his arms. “She spoke of entities that were accidentally summoned along with the celestial magic, cosmic balancers sent to reverse the flow of star cords. But she spoke of other entities being summoned too—innocent entities—who needed to be sacrificed to complete the magical rituals. Nyoki seemed so helpless. We just assumed …”

      Kado’s voice faded. Why hadn’t they realized? It seemed so obvious now. Nyoki had to be one of these cosmic balancers. After all, he had moved the planetarium. Why couldn’t he have other powers Kado didn’t know about?

      “Well that is it then,” Bao said, dusting his hands. “The path forward is clear. Simply take Nyoki to the Tower of the Distant Moons and stop Darganon from completing his dark magic. Then rescue Sike and bring her home.”

      Kado blinked, astonished at the bluntness of the monk’s tone. Just hearing those words sent fear surging through him. The fact that he had been contemplating that exact same thing only made it more terrifying.

      Kado heaved a sigh. “You don’t know how much I wish that was possible. But what can I do? Even if I wanted to put Nyoki in that sort of danger, I would never make it in time.”

      “What can you do?” Bao repeated. He clicked his tongue. “And you claim to be a student of Sike’s. You are an Aspect, Kado. You must follow the path the Mother has laid for you.”

      “I know I’m supposed to follow Her path,” Kado said. “Sike always tells me the same thing. And I have tried. Honestly, I have. I thought I was listening to the Mother. I thought She was guiding me toward the salkai stronghold. I believed my shadow speed would give me an advantage against Darganon, but it wasn’t enough. He is fast as well as strong, and he is surrounded by a thousand Molok Tai. There is no way that I can beat him. He’s too powerful.”

      Bao eyed Kado sternly. “If Sike was here, she would say that you have allowed yourself to believe you are powerless. A warrior always knows their worth. This is the wisdom of the ancient salkai.”

      “What would you know about being a warrior, or a salkai for that matter?” Kado asked. “You told me this monastery was a home for scholars.”

      The old monk gave Kado one of his warm smiles. “I recognize a salkai’s heart when I see it.” He reached up and peeled back his cowl, revealing a head shaved almost to the scalp.

      And two large, pointed ears.

      “You’re a salkai too,” Kado breathed. Was that why he’d found the old man so comfortingly familiar? “Sike told me about her old mentor. You must be his son.”

      “Thankfully not,” Bao said with a chuckle. “For many years the Iron Viper has guided us, protecting the wilds beyond our monastery. She has been a mother to us all. Her mentor, may his soul journey in peace on the Cycle of Life, was my great-great-great-great-grandfather.”

      Kado’s eyebrows lifted. Gambel had said that Sike was old, but Kado had never imagined that old.

      “Don’t even think about asking me,” Bao said, throwing Kado a wink. “It is never polite to discuss a lady’s age. The Mother’s power is infinite, and Sike is one of the greatest Aspects to have ever walked this world. Not even the Scorched Queen could break the Iron Viper. Sike will endure again, no matter what this Darganon fellow does to her.”

      “Not this time,” Kado said, swallowing the lump in his throat. “Darganon’s dread hounds frighten away every living creature within their aura. Their presence does something to Sike. It tortures her. Besides, Darganon is strengthened by his own magic. His life has been prolonged too. The Golden Knight said he was over a hundred years old, but he doesn’t even look half that age.”

      “Just like the Endless Ones,” Bao said. “There have always been those who prolong their lives in unnatural ways. But their sorcery is never a match for the power of the Mother.”

      “I wish that was true, Bao,” Kado said, cradling Nyoki’s head to his shoulder. “But my Aspect has only just awakened. My connection to the Mother isn’t strong enough. Twice I have confronted Darganon, and both times he has beaten me easily. And now he is guarded by stone dragons and an army of Molok Tai. Compared to such power, I am nothing.”

      Bao turned and grasped Kado by his shoulders, holding his gaze for a long moment. Kado didn’t think he had ever seen a pair of eyes look so stern, yet so gentle, all at the same time.

      “I am only a quarter salkai,” Bao said softly, “but the spirit of our ancestors runs deep at this monastery. It always has. Those ancient warriors never complained they did not have enough—they knew the Mother had blessed them with all they required.

      “Listen to my words, Kado. Open your spirit to their truth. The Mother did not choose you to be one of Her Aspects because you were strong.” The monk lifted a hand from Kado’s shoulder and tapped his chest with a finger. “She chose you because of your heart. That is your true power, the greatest power of all the Mother’s warriors. A power that can never be lost. She chose you, Kado Tacana.”

      Kado met Bao’s gentle gaze, but it was Sike’s voice that echoed in his mind. Open your eyes to the gifts the Mother has provided …

      Kado turned away and nodded, his gaze dropping to the grass. That was it … It was like Sike was always trying to tell him. He just needed to find a way to use the gifts he already had. He had been trying to use his Aspect the wrong way—to gain strength, to fight. He needed to draw on the Mother’s power to heighten his other abilities, to complement them.

      Kado could climb. He could leap. He could sneak. He was fast. His Aspect was the Hunter. His boots quietened his steps. The shadows carried him, making him even faster.

      “Nothing moves as fast as a salkai thief,” he whispered.

      “Bah! The words of arrogant humans,” Bao said, scowling. “The original saying is, ruka sa kida o salka akori tepo. The wind cannot catch a salkai who moves with purpose.”

      “Then that’s even better,” Kado said, licking his lips as his mind started to whir. His heart was beating quicker. Maybe there was a way to stop Darganon and rescue Sike after all.

      “That was my problem,” he said. “Last time, I tried to beat Darganon head-on. But I am a thief. I need to do what I do best. I’ll sneak into Darganon’s tower, disrupt his magic, and rescue Sike before he even knows I am there.”

      Bao clapped Kado on the back. “Now that sounds like the strategy of a cunning salkai. Sike would be proud. You and your little creature just have to slip inside the tower without Darganon noticing.”

      “Nyoki …”

      Kado groaned, his gaze falling to the creature he held. And just like that, all his hopes came crashing back down. His heart sank with them, dropping from his throat to his stomach. He’d forgotten about that part. Nyoki was the only way to stop Darganon’s magic.

      “It’s too dangerous,” he said, shaking his head. “Risking my own life is one thing, but if Darganon realizes Nyoki is close, and he has a chance of disrupting the celestial magic … I would be taking Nyoki to his death. I’m supposed to protect him.”

      “Yet there can be no doubt the Mother has laid this path for both of you,” Bao said. “Don’t let your fear deny this little creature his part to play. The Mother has a purpose for your ward too. Perhaps it is Her will that you lose Nyoki.”

      Kado looked up at the old monk sharply. “How can the Mother ask that? Even to save Sike, even to save the Five Realms? How can She ask me to sacrifice Nyoki? He’s only a child, an innocent. I can’t do it, Bao. I can’t lose him.”

      “That, too, is a valid decision,” Bao said. “The Mother’s wisdom is gentle. She guides us, but never condemns the choices we make. Our will is always our own. A mother’s love is unconditional.”

      The monk turned and gazed out across the monastery. “If your heart craves peace, the Mother won’t ask you to give any more. My invitation to you and your friends still stands. You can dwell with us here, in safety, and live out the rest of your days.”

      Kado drew a deep breath, the damp earth mingling with the sweet aroma of flowers. A few weeks ago, he would have found the scent strange. Now it was the most comforting smell in the world.

      Why couldn’t he seek safety for him and his loved ones? Was that too much to ask? His whole life, Kado had lived in darkness and danger. He had lost everyone he ever loved. Bao had said that no evil could tread here. Kado could keep Nyoki safe forever.

      Or he could trust the Mother, and deliver Nyoki into the jaws of the enemy.

      Could Bao be right? Did the Mother want Kado to lose Nyoki? Would She ask that much? Could She be so cruel? How could he even contemplate taking Nyoki anywhere near that tower? But then he thought about Sike, and Umah. Kado’s face folded in anguish.

      Beside him, Bao let out a sigh. “The Mother never gives us a task beyond the measure of the tools She has provided—something else that Sike taught me. Did she ever tell you how she became an Aspect?”

      “I thought Aspects were chosen by the Mother.”

      Bao dipped his head. “Indeed, but the Mother’s gifts will remain dormant until they are awakened by a powerful act. Whether that act is one of great bravery or cruelty sets the path for the Aspect’s journey.”

      “Auba told me something similar. He said that it was the act of saving Nyoki that awakened the Aspect within me.”

      “Sike was only a child when my ancestor found her,” Bao said, his gaze turning distant. “She was wandering in the woods, with barely a rag to cover her. The poor little girl, blind and all alone.”

      Kado’s brow crumpled at the image. For some reason, he’d always assumed Sike’s blindness was a result of her powers, like some kind of magical trade.

      “My forebearer found Sike surrounded by a pack of wolves,” Bao continued. “Brandishing only a stick and a fierce expression. She was protecting a baby falcon that had fallen from its nest. Later, when the monks asked the young girl how she could have acted so brazenly, Sike told them that the wolves weren’t evil, only hungry.”

      Bao chuckled again, but it held little mirth. “Even as a child, Sike knew. Although her Aspect powers had yet to awaken, she had complete faith in the Mother. When the monks asked if she was aware of the danger, Sike just shrugged and told them it was what the Mother wanted. Not long after that, her connection to the animals began to deepen.”

      “You’re saying that I should trust the Mother will protect us,” Kado said, glancing down at Nyoki.

      “In a way. Sike’s story tells us that the Mother guides with purpose, always. Sometimes that purpose cannot be foreseen, even by the wisest among us. Not a single wolf or falcon died that day, but a powerful Aspect was born. And through that brave and selfless act, a little blind girl learned how to see.”

      Kado’s gaze moved to the river, watching its waters swirl by. To follow Sike’s example meant he would have to believe in the Mother’s wisdom. He had to trust that She wouldn’t have laid this path before him without giving him the tools to complete it. That She would give him the power to protect Nyoki.

      Wasn’t that what Sike had been trying to teach him all along? That Kado needed to seek nothing? That the Mother had already given him all that he needed? Sike hadn’t only been speaking about his Aspect and his shadow powers. She had taught Kado about his people. She had shown him the proud heritage of the salkai.

      Why couldn’t he crack Darganon’s defenses the way he had figured out the ancient salkai gate? Why couldn’t he sneak Nyoki into the Tower of the Distant Moons like they had sneaked into the Fortress and the Borlish ship?

      Kado could move like a ripple in the night, dashing through the shadows. He could disrupt Darganon’s magic before he even realized Nyoki was there. Kado had all the tools he needed. So why was the idea so terrifying?

      “I understand what you’re trying to tell me,” Kado said, his shoulders slumping. “But when Sike followed the Mother, she was only putting herself in danger. I will be gambling with Nyoki’s life too, the very innocent the Mother charged me to save. It feels like She is telling me to do two different things that work against each other.”

      “I’ll admit, it’s quite the conundrum,” Bao said, smiling mildly. “Oh, I almost forgot these,” he added, digging past his ample belly into the pocket of his tunic. “We very nearly burned them with your trousers.”

      Kado stared at the objects Bao handed him. His skeleton keys and his copper coin … His very last coin. Three weeks ago, he had fretted over that coin, wondering how far he could make it stretch. He never could have imagined that he would still have it now.

      He never could have imagined any of the things that had happened since the night he found Nyoki … That Kado would have gained magical powers. That he would have met the Wardens of Lor, indeed become friends with them. That the Iron Viper would have taught and trained him. That he would have been given a magical cloak and boots from a luminous bear and the Guardians of the Farawood. That he would be tasked with the mission of stopping Lord Darganon and saving one of Lor’s greatest heroes.

      He stared at the coin in his hand and shook his head in wonder. Just three weeks ago … How could Kado have possibly known? But the Mother had known, and She had laid that path ahead of him.

      And just like that, Kado saw the truth.

      He could no longer deny the Mother’s wisdom. The Wardens of the Realm were beyond reach: Kado was the only one who could stop Darganon's magic in time. Kado was the only one who understood the true threat of Darganon’s schemes. It was into Kado’s care that the Mother had trusted the one creature that could sever the star cord from the Weaving and reverse the celestial magic. Sike was right; Kado already had the tools he required.

      All he needed now was the courage to use them. He was the Hunter, and he would protect his pack. He wouldn’t let any harm come to Nyoki. Kado wasn’t a child anymore. He wouldn’t lose Nyoki like he had lost Abrel. Kado could never abandon Sike to the Scorched Queen.

      Then he remembered one of the last things the Iron Viper had said to him, and the final piece of the Mother’s plan fell into place.

      “Sike told me you keep gryphons here,” he said, looking up at Bao. “Could they carry me to the Tower of the Distant Moons before the ternary alignment?”

      The old monk wiped a hand across his jaw. “Gryphons? Indeed we do. That occurred to me earlier when you mentioned sending a message to the Golden Knight. A gryphon would never make it to the Hallowed Kingdoms in time, but the Tower of the Distant Moons? You should arrive just after sunset.”

      Kado thought back to when he and Sike had watched the moons from the deck of the Tsangila. Just after sunset … He couldn’t remember exactly what time the moons had risen, but that should leave him with at least an hour or two to complete his mission.

      “That will be enough,” he said, pressing his lips together. “It will have to be.”

      Bao clapped Kado’s shoulder and chuckled. “Gryphons. You see, the Mother never gives us a task beyond the measure of the tools She has provided.”

      “How soon can I leave?” Kado asked. Now that he had decided what to do, every part of him was itching to be underway.

      “We will have to prepare the gryphon for flight,” Bao said. “And you’ll need to get your things together. We can provide anything you are lacking. Embwe, one of our scholars, is particularly versed in the movements of the stars and moons. She can prepare you for what to expect during tonight’s alignment. But most of all, you need to eat.”

      As if it had understood the monk, Kado’s stomach issued a loud grumble. He suddenly realized how hungry he was.

      “And you will look after Ceravier until I return?” he asked, glancing down at the glamor-cat at his heels.

      “Of course.” Bao bowed his head toward one of the buildings. “I will find Embwe and meet you in that hall over there. Join us once you’ve said your goodbyes.”

      Kado squatted on his haunches, placing Nyoki on the ground as the monk walked away.

      “Stretch your legs while you can,” he said to the little creature. “We have a long flight ahead.”

      Kado’s mouth tightened as he watched Nyoki waddle across the grass. His stomach was churning, and it was more than just his hunger.

      If Kado was wrong, he would be taking Nyoki to his death. This went beyond placing his faith in the Mother. It was more like jumping off the edge of a building without knowing how high the roof was. Could he really trust the Mother that much?

      “I trust you, Sike,” he whispered, scratching Ceravier behind the ear as the glamor-cat nuzzled up to him. “I won’t let you die. And, Mother, if you can hear me, don’t let me fail. Show me the way.”

      He looked up to see Nyoki standing on the grass, his little arm lifted, a claw pointing at the sky.
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      Kado fired across the heavens toward his enemy. Toward Sike. Beneath him, the gryphon soared, its wings stretched majestically, gliding on the high winds.

      Kado leaned forward as they flew, pressing his body against the beast’s feathered neck, cradling Nyoki between them. His cape snapped and billowed on the speed-driven gusts.

      He remembered what Daia had said about the skies not being safe, but Kado didn’t have the luxury of traveling cautiously. He was the Wardens’ only hope of thwarting Darganon’s plans. If the trade lord succeeded, his first act would be to hand Sike over to the Scorched Queen.

      Kado just prayed to the Mother he wouldn’t be too late. Sike was so weak already. Every minute that passed, her chances of survival grew thinner.

      The flight from the monastery had taken the entire day. The heavens had already darkened, stars sprinkling the newborn night. An ocean of clouds rolled by below, the gryphon’s enormous silhouette rippling over their moonlit surface.

      It felt like Kado was at one with the night. The shadows were thick around them. He was an Aspect of the Mother. The Way of the Hunter.

      The wind cannot catch a salkai who moves with purpose.

      Nyoki had his little face buried against Kado’s chest. Was it fear of heights, or terror over their approaching destination that gripped the creature’s heart? Kado whispered words of comfort, telling Nyoki it would be alright. But each time, a pang of guilt stung Kado’s heart. He couldn’t shake the feeling that his words were a lie. He couldn’t forget Bao’s haunting warning. Perhaps it is Her will that you lose Nyoki …

      Kado pushed the thought away. He would do whatever he needed to do to keep Nyoki safe, and he would trust the Mother. She wouldn’t give him a task without providing the tools to complete it.

      His grip tightened on the gryphon’s feathered mane as the beast dipped her wings, banking across the night. That this majestic animal was a blessing from the Mother, Kado could not deny.

      She was a truly noble creature. Her head and wings were that of a giant, white-feathered eagle. Her body and tail were those of a lion, covered in golden fur. Kado didn’t know which looked sharper, her claws or her long beak.

      Wintermane, the monks had named her, on account of her snowy plume. And, luckily for Kado, the gryphon flew all by herself. There was no requirement for him to do anything but hold on tightly.

      Bao had assured him that Wintermane was the smartest of all the gryphons the monks cared for, and was quite capable of understanding complex commands and plotting a course to the Tower of the Distant Moons. According to Bao, gryphons were masters of navigation, flying thousands of miles to migrate from the Iyakoma Highlands all the way to the Icebound Mountains.

      It was another fact for which Kado was thankful. He would have had no chance of finding the tower on his own. At first, he believed he could simply fly north and he would spot the tower from the sky. Now he realized how foolish that notion had been.

      The enormity of the world was beyond anything he had ever imagined.

      That morning, Kado had gaped in wonder as Wintermane took to the sky. The world had dropped away beneath them, and the land opened up, extending in every direction until his eyesight blurred, or the ground just curved away.

      The vision had moved him to tears. It was as if the Mother Herself was stretched out before him, leaving Kado to marvel at Her splendor. They had traveled northwest from the Temple of the Whispering Minds, soaring over the unimaginable expanse of green that was the Farawood Forest.

      The Silk River meandered beneath them, slicing through the trees in a path of twisting silver. Kado had been surprised to note how many other smaller rivers slithered down from the highlands to meet it. He had felt a ripple of dread when he spotted the Tower of the Twisted Stars rising above the treetops.

      As they flew further north, the green had faded, giving way to the yellowed grasslands of the Ngolian Plains, home to fierce nomadic tribes of lizard-riding warriors. Eventually, even the yellow grass faded, the earth turning red and craggy as they neared the fringes of the Shivering Sands—the sprawling desert known to the Dhazandans as The Wadjir.

      Then, as the day began to fade, and the land and heavens darkened, so had Kado’s spirits. A pool of foreboding was rising in his soul as his destination grew nearer—the Desolate Vale, a barren canyon in the fringes of the Bakuma Mountains.

      Now, Kado’s gaze moved to the horizon where the amber moon floated. A full and swollen disc, its burnished light dusted the cloud tops. The emerald moon was already high in the sky.

      This night, all three moons would be full. When the emerald moon reached its zenith, the other moons forming a line across the heavens beneath it, the ternary alignment would be complete.

      Embwe, a scholar at the monastery—whose expertise lay in ancient celestial rites and the patterns of heavenly bodies—had given Kado a quick and extraordinarily enthusiastic lesson on the movement of the moons before he left. The mathematics had confounded him, but the positions and angles of the alignment weren’t important. What mattered was the time. And with that, Kado had committed to memory the only critical detail. Embwe had been clear.

      Once the white moon rose, he would have just under an hour.

      A celestial conduit would open, and magic from beyond the stars would pour into the heart shard, giving Darganon the powers of a god.

      Unless Kado and Nyoki stopped him. That was the Mother’s will. If Kado failed, if he couldn’t protect Nyoki while he reversed the flow of the star cord, Darganon’s cruelty would cover the land, and Sike would be enslaved or dead, at the mercy of the Scorched Queen.

      Kado leaned closer to the gryphon’s feathered neck, hunching his body protectively over Nyoki. His eyes never left the horizon, watching for the sliver of white that would announce the final moon’s rising. Yet, as they reached their destination, the horizon remained dark.

      They landed upon a towering ridge that overlooked the Desolate Vale—a steep and rocky canyon over ten miles wide, surrounded by pale and jagged mountains.

      Wintermane’s claws had no sooner scraped the stone than Kado leaped from the saddle. As the gryphon hunkered down, nestling her large head onto her paws, Kado picked up Nyoki and crept over to the cliff’s edge, and looked down into the valley.

      A second later, Kado dropped to his knees. He could only stare at the sight that greeted them. He had expected to find a single structure, like the Tower of the Twisted Stars, a lone figure rising up into the night.

      Instead, he was startled to see not one tower, but two. They soared into the heavens, competing with the peaks of the surrounding mountains. The first was clearly the Tower of the Distant Moons, a virtual mirror of its sister in the Farawood Forest. The second was also a behemoth, rivaling the height of the celestial clerics’ tower. It had to be a half-mile wide at its base.

      Kado’s eyes narrowed as he examined the second tower. The entire structure appeared to be made of scaffold. Timber poles, crisscrossed and roped together, supported a web of planks and ladders. The tower itself must still be under construction.

      And perched upon the crown of that great framework was Darganon’s prized jewel, a sight that sent a shiver along Kado’s spine.

      The Sky Stone.

      As he stared into that eerie purple light, Kado’s throat tightened. It seemed wrong to find it here, away from Darkfae City. There, the Sky Stone had covered three city blocks. Here, it revealed how staggeringly wide Darganon’s scaffolded tower had to be.

      Yet it was what lay at the foot of the towers that made Kado’s soul blacken—a sprawling encampment, so large it was more akin to a makeshift city. It surrounded the two towers for a mile in every direction, spilling toward the canyon walls. But this camp was not a collection of tents.

      It was a sea of cages. Even from this distance, Kado’s sharp salkai eyes could make out the figures huddled within.

      “There has to be thousands of them,” he breathed, his jaw clenching as he hugged Nyoki close.

      Darganon had promised Vakheela he would gather the resources her grandmother required. It appeared Sike wasn’t the only consolation prize he was offering the Scorched Queen.

      Kado’s heart broke as he thought of all the people from the Shackles. Helpless folk who barely had enough to eat, let alone a way to defend themselves. But there were so many cages; they couldn’t possibly all be from Darkfae City.

      He thought that when he destroyed the Borlish ship, he would have at least delayed Darganon and the Scorched Queen’s plans. Now Kado saw the truth. The cages aboard the Borlish ship had only been a fraction of their cruel ambition.

      Kado’s hands curled into fists as he watched. Even now, after nightfall, the people labored, pushing carts along ramps and scaffolded walkways. Others hauled ropes, lugging great slabs of stone. Adding to Darganon’s tower.

      Indeed, the entire camp was a hive of activity. Aqua-blue lights bobbed between the lanes of cages—Molok Tai warriors, guarding their prisoners. Bonfires dotted the encampment, adding their menacing red glow. Scattered around the cages were tents and other crude structures. Each of them was buzzing with Molok Tai and captives alike.

      Kado bit down on his lip as he surveyed the camp. There was no way around it. From any direction, he would have to cross the sea of cages to reach the towers. With a shiver, he remembered Darganon’s boast that he would be guarded by a thousand Molok Tai. Kado would have to slip past all of them.

      He only had one chance, but his plan was simple. Calling on his Aspect, and wielding the power of shadows, Kado would infiltrate the tower. He would sneak Nyoki inside and guard the little creature while he reversed the flow of the star cord. Then Kado would find Sike and escape before Darganon and the Molok Tai even realized they were there. It was a heist that even the great Umah the Wile would have been proud of.

      Above all, Kado needed to protect the creature he held. He couldn’t lose Nyoki.

      Kado’s gaze move to the eastern slopes of the valley. There, the mountains were lower, the rocky hills giving way to the encroaching desert. A pale, jagged line under the stark and starry night.

      When he saw the amber moon, dread rippled through him. In the brief period since he last looked, it had floated much higher in the sky. Soon the white moon would rise too. Once it did, they had less than an hour until the ternary alignment.

      Time was running out. Kado knew what he needed to do, but as he squatted there on the cliff, overlooking the enemy, suddenly his feet refused to move.

      What chance did he have against an enemy so vast? Kado was an insect about to enter a lair of monsters. If he did make it through the camp without being noticed, he would still have to climb to the peak of the tower.

      According to Embwe, Darganon’s magic would be triggered the moment the ternary alignment struck. The Tower of the Distant Moons would begin to draw celestial power from the heavens, binding it to the Weaving once again, and the star cord would be created.

      But they also knew from what Auba had told them, and Nyoki’s display at the planetarium, that Darganon was intending to draw celestial magic from the heavenly source of the Sky Stone itself.

      “And in order to complete that specific connection,” Embwe had said, “Darganon will need the celestial magic to flow through the Sky Stone first, before it hits the tower.”

      The monk had compared it to angling the sun through a magnifying glass. What they didn’t know, was how Darganon would achieve such a feat. Until now.

      “That must be what the scaffolded tower is for,” Kado whispered to Nyoki. “Darganon will beam the celestial magic down through the Sky Stone and across to the Tower of the Distant Moons.”

      But where did Nyoki have to be in order to sever the star cord and reverse the flow of the celestial power? At the Sky Stone itself, or in the clerics’ tower where Darganon worked his magic?

      Kado had no way to be sure. But if he picked incorrectly, he would have to scale both towers. And before he even got that far, he needed to make it through the enemy camp. There were a thousand Molok Tai, and that wasn’t even counting the stone dragons and the dread hounds. How could Kado protect Nyoki against all that? The Mother was asking too much.

      Then he remembered Sike.

      Kado’s head slumped. He was the only chance Sike had. Right now, she was being held captive in one of those towers. He needed to be strong, for her sake. He couldn’t let Sike be taken by the Scorched Queen. Not again.

      Slowly, Kado’s head lifted, his gaze hardening.

      “Open your eyes to the gifts the Mother has provided,” he whispered, remembering the Iron Viper’s words.

      The encampment was dark, and dripping with shadows, the two towers shielding it from the glow of the moons. The tall cages only deepened the gloom, the bonfires sharpening their silhouettes, creating lanes of darkness that Kado could follow. And the camp’s chaotic layout provided ample opportunity to weave his path and avoid the patrolling Molok Tai.

      The Mother had given Kado all the tools he needed. He still wore the monk’s garb under his cloak. The gray fabric was hardy and durable, even if the tunic was short-sleeved. With his black boots, cape, and oscran belt, the combination of black and gray would make him one with the shadows.

      And if he could conjure the shadow smoke so that it blended with the gloom of the camp, Kado would be virtually invisible. He only prayed to the Mother that none of the prisoners would give him away.

      “Alright, this is it, Nyoki,” he breathed as he undid the Shadow Cloak’s clasp at his neck. “Time to get into the knapsack.”

      Bao had given him a new backpack of hard-woven hemp, with straps that crossed over his chest. It was large enough to fit Nyoki inside, and small enough to fit under Kado’s cape. Although he would have preferred if the straw-colored straps were slightly less visible.

      “You’ll be safe in here,” he said, lifting Nyoki into the knapsack. “Just stay quiet and still.”

      With a deep breath, Kado stood and shrugged on the pack, interlocking the straps across his chest. Then he threw the Shadow Cloak over his shoulders, tightening the clasp at his neck, and walked over to Wintermane.

      “We’ll be back soon,” he said, stroking the gryphon’s feathered mane. “If we don’t return, fly home. Do you hear me? Home to Bao and the others.”

      Wintermane lifted her head from her paws and fixed Kado with one large eye. It was easy to believe Bao’s claim of the animal’s intelligence.

      Not for the first time, Kado considered simply flying over to Darganon’s tower and dropping down from above. But once more he discounted it. Kado’s only chance was to sneak inside without being spotted. Given the size of the gryphon, and the way the moons illuminated the heavens, an aerial approach would be impossible.

      Besides, he wasn’t even sure which tower he was supposed to take Nyoki to. Kado could only hope that something down in the camp would provide a clue.

      “We’ll be back soon,” he told the gryphon again, as he pulled up his cowl, covering his silver hair. Then he turned toward the camp, and froze. His stomach dropped.

      The white moon had risen. Kado had less than an hour.
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      Kado flitted through the enemy camp, his black cape rippling, dashing from shadow to shadow.

      Suddenly he skidded to a halt, his boots making barely a whisper as they slid across the dirt. He sank back into the gloom, pressing his body against the empty cage beside him. Three cages ahead, an aqua-blue sphere floated, dissecting his current path.

      A Molok Tai warrior.

      A moment later the light was gone, disappearing behind a row of cages. Kado could see its aqua glow flickering between the bars as it drifted away. The lane fell dark once more. Kado didn’t hesitate. He took off in a streak of movement.

      He gathered the shadows around him as he ran, his cloak lifting, quickening his stride. Moving as fast as he dared. He could feel Nyoki shivering through the backpack. Kado just prayed that the little creature didn’t start whimpering.

      It had taken less than a quarter hour to climb down the cliff and slip through the outer camp. He was more than halfway through the sea of cages already. But time was ticking away, minute by minute.

      So far, the Molok Tai had given no sign they were aware of his passing. Kado had weaved along the lanes created by the tall cages, keeping one eye on the towers, the other on the path ahead. He tried not to think about the scale of the surrounding enemy. If he pondered the odds for too long, his panic would begin to rise, threatening to overwhelm him.

      Just stay aware and stay present, he told himself, pushing the fear from his mind. He kept his head down and kept moving. Slipping from shadow to shadow.

      The light from the Molok Tai lanterns was starker in the gloom of the camp, shooting between the lanes of cages in shafts of aqua-blue. It was little trouble for Kado to amend his route, twisting this way and that, staying out of the guards’ path.

      In the end, he decided it was safer not to use the shadow smoke. With the orange glow of the bonfires that dotted the encampment, it would have been too difficult to blend the magic effectively, and a cloud of darkness firing through the camp would surely draw attention. Kado needed to move quickly. Time was already against him.

      The wind cannot catch a salkai who moves with purpose.

      He paused as another veiled warrior marched by in the opposite direction, less than four cages away. The moment the Molok Tai passed out of sight, Kado was moving again, darting to the next shadow.

      He needn’t have worried about the prisoners giving him away. Most barely noticed his passing. A few lifted their heads groggily as Kado dashed by, but none showed any interest or care. He caught only fleeting glimpses, but it was enough to see the prisoners were tragically thin, most likely starving.

      Humans made up the bulk of the captives. From their pale skin, he guessed the majority were Dhazandans from the Gilded Empire. He saw a family of mud-gnomes in one cage, hugging each other close, their eyes wide circles of fear in their grubby faces. Another pen barely contained a mountain troll that roared and wailed, shaking the bars in its giant claws.

      Kado’s mouth tightened as he moved between the cages. Thankfully, he hadn’t recognized anyone from the Shackles. Every cage he passed, he wanted to stop and unlock, but there were too many. Even if he’d had a month of nights, he could never hope to open them all.

      He had already seen the suffering that Darganon’s rule had caused in Darkfae City. It had killed Kado’s mother. It had killed Abrel. It had taken Umah’s life away. To see this suffering inflicted again, on these innocent people … If Darganon’s ritual succeeded, this sea of cages would only grow. Kado could never allow that to happen.

      He skidded to a halt once more, and planted his hands on his thighs. His breaths came heavy and fast, but he felt no tiredness. The shadows were thick around him, lending him their strength.

      Kado was near the heart of the camp now. The silhouette of Darganon’s scaffolded tower loomed over him, growing ever larger. Only a couple of hundred yards remained between him and the base of the structure.

      He could sense the nauseating waves of wild magic radiating from the Sky Stone. It was a feeling he had grown up with, a ripple of dread and despair that lurked in his heart. A hint of bile wanting to bubble in his throat. Kado didn’t know how he had ever endured it. The thought of what that vile sorcery had done to him—and all of Darkfae’s citizens—corrupting and poisoning them, year after year, made him want to vomit.

      Kado turned his hooded head. The white moon had risen above the mountains, a perfect circle in the eastern sky. The amber and emerald moons rode high in the heavens.

      He couldn’t see how they could form a line. Right now, they looked more like colored balls, tossed into the air by some mad juggler. But he knew better than to doubt Embwe’s wisdom. From the moment the white moon rose, the alignment had been set into motion.

      Kado turned his gaze back to the towers. It was time to make a decision. To which tower should he take Nyoki?

      Returning to the Sky Stone, to the very place where Nyoki had first appeared, made sense. If the celestial power was going to flow across to the Tower of the Distant Moons from the Sky Stone, surely that would be the best location to disrupt it?

      But then, Darganon would be performing his magic in the Tower of the Distant Moons itself. That was where the star cord would be focused.

      Then there was Sike. Whether Darganon succeeded in creating the heart shard or not, his need to appease the Scorched Queen would be just as fierce. He would be keeping the Iron Viper in whichever tower was more heavily guarded.

      Kado bent his knees, then straightened. In all his discussions with Embwe and Bao, they had never accounted for two towers. His best guess would be fifty-fifty.

      If only Gambel was here with his crystal of fortune, Kado thought with a pang of longing. Although something told him the vanara’s crystal would be glowing red either way.

      “Mother, guide my path,” he prayed. Kado took a step toward the Tower of the Distant Moons.

      And pulled up short.

      He squinted, peering into the gloom in the next cage over. The crouching figure seemed familiar … A distinctive mop of shaggy hair, and a young man’s frame that was larger than most warriors’.

      “Slogger?” he whispered, creeping forward.

      Although the figure had been crouching, his curly head lifted groggily, as if waking. Then he fell forward onto his hands and knees and crawled over to the bars.

      “Kado?” croaked a weak voice. “Is that you?”

      Kado darted over to the cage and dropped to his haunches. “Slogger. Yes, it’s me, Kado.”

      “What are you doing here?” the larger boy whispered, gripping the bars in his fists. “Gee, I can’t make out your features. It’s like your hood is full of shadows or something. If I hadn’t heard your voice, I wouldn’t have even known.”

      Kado’s breath caught when he looked into Slogger’s haunted eyes. His old companion was still built like a mountain, but his face was no longer puffy and round. Hollows were beginning to form on his cheeks. His skin was white and pasty.

      Kado and Slogger had never been friends, not exactly. But they had always shared a connection. A result, Kado supposed, of them both being outsiders.

      “I’m here to end all this,” Kado whispered. Even as he spoke the words he realized how far-fetched the idea sounded, but Slogger only gave him a solemn nod.

      “It’s because of that little creature, isn’t it? The one you saved from Grag.”

      Kado was silent for a moment. Then he bobbed his hooded head. Slogger hadn’t given them away in the Fortress. In fact, he’d stepped aside to let Kado escape. He couldn’t imagine Slogger betraying them now, not after Darganon had caged him.

      Kado shot a glance up and down the lane of cages, checking for the aqua light of the Molok Tai, but all he saw were shadows.

      “How did you end up here?” he asked. “I thought Mister Harlington kept the crew on Darganon’s good side.”

      “The crew is,” Slogger said. “But when Grag told Mister Harlington how I let you and that creature escape, he handed me over to Lord Darganon himself, and gave Grag a promotion.”

      “I’m sorry,” Kado said. “I never wanted to hurt anybody. I was only trying to save an innocent creature.”

      Slogger shook his shaggy head. “Don’t you be sorry for nothing, Kado. You only did what was right when no one else would. Lord Darganon’s the one who has done all the killing. That’s how you’re going to stop him, isn’t it? That creature, you’ve got it with you now.”

      Kado nodded. He could feel Nyoki shivering against his back.

      “I need to get into one of those,“ he said, turning toward the towers. Although he could only see one. Darganon’s new structure was so wide it obscured his view of the Tower of the Distant Moons. “But I have to choose correctly.”

      “I don’t know much about that,” Slogger said. “But Lord Darganon is—”

      He sucked in his words as an aqua-blue glow illuminated the row of cages. A Molok Tai silhouette stretched down the lane.

      Kado crept around the corner of Slogger’s cage, ducking away from the light. He was just reaching out to the shadow smoke when the lantern floated past, the Molok Tai continuing his patrol.

      Kado breathed a sigh as the darkness returned. Through the backpack, he felt Nyoki grow still as well.

      “Lord Darganon’s planning something big,” Slogger said, as the enemy turned out of sight, his aqua-blue lantern disappearing. “Even the slaves are whispering about it. Folk are saying that she is coming. The Scorched Queen!”

      “The Scorched Queen?” Kado echoed, a chill running through him as he thought of Sike.

      “They reckon she’ll be here within the week,” Slogger said. “All the people Lord Darganon has captured are for her. Some folk have been carted away already, into the mountains in the north.”

      “Why are they being taken there?” Kado asked, his eyes flashing to the jagged peaks.

      “No one knows. But they never take the troublemakers, only the quiet ones. It’s like the Molok Tai are vetting us or something.”

      Kado chewed his lip and tried to piece it all together. As far as he knew, the lands to the north of here were Jarademis’ realm, the Hallowed Kingdoms. The Scorched Queen must be intending to use the slaves in her invasion. But without the heart shard there wouldn’t be any invasion; the Covenant of the Endless Ones would stop her.

      The Scorched Queen obviously didn’t know about Darganon’s planned betrayal. And he must be playing along, lest he reveal his treachery too early. Was Darganon still planning to offer the slaves to his queen as a consolation? Or maybe he was intending to use them himself.

      Either way, Kado’s mission stayed the same. Without the heart shard, neither Darganon nor the Scorched Queen could realize their vile ambitions.

      “I need to stop Darganon’s magic,” Kado said. “That will thwart the Scorched Queen too.”

      “Only …” Slogger sounded uncertain. “Lord Darganon might not be the one performing the magic at all. His wizard, Oralan, is here too. There are rumors he is carrying out some kind of dark experiment in that scaffolded tower. The Molok Tai said the wizard even sleeps in there. People never bother to guard their tongues around me,” he added when he noticed Kado’s head tilt questioningly. “Maybe it’s because of the dull look in my eyes. I might think slow, but I can still think. And thinking is all you have time for in a place like this.”

      “Oralan,” Kado whispered, his eyes falling to the earth. According to Daia, the sorcerer had been placed in Darganon’s service by the Scorched Queen. Was Darganon even aware of that connection? Did the Scorched Queen already know of his betrayal?

      Kado’s gaze flicked up to meet Slogger’s. “What kind of dark experiment?”

      “We don’t know,” the larger boy said. “No one goes inside the tower apart from Oralan and Darganon. Even the Molok Tai don’t venture much further than the gates. They make us build from the outside.”

      “He must be here for a reason,” Kado said, bouncing on his haunches. “And it won’t be anything good. Oralan is the one who created the—”

      Kado stopped, his blood turning cold as he suddenly remembered. He had been so busy planning the other details with Bao and Embwe. How could they have forgotten? If Oralan had created another …

      “What is it?” Slogger asked, a note of panic creeping into his voice. “What’s wrong?”

      “Spirit replicas,” Kado breathed. “They’re a type of magical tracing device. Darganon can use them to track Nyoki. If he realizes we are close …”

      Kado’s hooded head snapped from side to side, his eyes sweeping the rows of cages. He almost expected to find a host of aqua-blue lanterns swarming toward them. If a spirit replica alerted Darganon to Nyoki’s presence, they could be surrounded at any moment.

      Kado didn’t think Darganon had retrieved the replica at the salkai stronghold, but with the wounded condition Kado had been in, he couldn’t be sure. And if Oralan was here, he could have easily crafted a new one … Did Darganon have another spirit replica in his possession already? Did he know Nyoki was in the encampment?

      No, Kado thought, his brow creasing. If that was true, they would have been swarmed and captured. If Oralan had created another spirit replica, it must still be in his possession. Or if Darganon truly believed Nyoki’s threat had passed, perhaps they hadn’t bothered crafting one at all.

      “I can’t take the risk,” Kado said. “I have to find the wizard, Oralan. If he has created another spirit replica, I have to destroy it before he or Darganon checks it again.”

      “Just like any job,” Slogger said, nodding.

      “Start with silencing the alarm,” Kado added, remembering the crew’s old ethos. The first step on any infiltration job was to make sure the guards didn’t sound the alarm. In this case, that meant Oralan and his spirit replica.

      Kado’s eyes narrowed. If the wizard was performing his experiments in the scaffolded tower, that was where Kado would find him. The scaffolded tower also housed the Sky Stone. And if his guess was right, and that was where he needed to take Nyoki in order to reverse the celestial magic, they could thwart Darganon’s designs without going anywhere near the trade lord himself.

      Then all that remained was finding Sike. But they needed to disrupt the star cord first. If Darganon claimed the power of the Endless Ones, Kado would never get near the Iron Viper, no matter where she was being held.

      And just like that, Kado knew which tower to head to. “How do I get into the scaffolded tower?”

      “That’s easy,” Slogger said. “Just climb. You’ll be able to scale the walls. They are only about fifty feet high. Only the Molok Tai are allowed through the gates.”

      Kado looked over at the tower and saw that Slogger was right. After about fifty feet above the ground, he could see the starry night peeking through the planks and ladders. And from deep within the structure’s heart, came a dull purple glow—the light of the Sky Stone reflected from above.

      “Thank you, Slogger,” Kado said, turning back to his old crew member. “I have to keep moving. I don’t have much time.”

      How much time did he have? Forty minutes? Forty-five? He glanced nervously toward the heavens. The three moons had moved closer to each other. They hadn’t yet formed anything that resembled a line, but they didn’t seem as scattered as when he had last checked, either.

      “But first, I’m going to get you out of here,” Kado said, his eyes moving to the padlock and the thick chain that wound around the cage door. A cheap and common lock, little obstacle to someone with the right tools. He slid a hand into his pocket and dug out his skeleton keys, passing them through the bars to Slogger. “Use these to free yourself. Then release the others.”

      Slogger’s lip curled determinedly, and he nodded again. “Some folk won’t leave, you know. They’re too scared.” Kado could almost see the thoughts gathering behind Slogger’s eyes. “I’ll free Senn first—she’s here too, by the way—she’ll be able to swipe a guard’s keys and help unlock the other cages. She’s an even better pickpocket than you are.”

      “It’s all about the distraction,” Kado said with a grin.

      “Together, me and Senn can release even more captives. We’ll start with the strong ones.” Slogger’s jaw grew tighter as he plotted. “Angry folk who’ll fight alongside us.”

      Kado shook his head. “Slogger, you have to run, not fight. Get away from here. Far from here. If I fail …” He stopped and shook his head again.

      Slogger reached through the bars and gripped Kado’s hand. “You can’t fail, Kado. They keep the stronger ones closer to the towers to work, but if someone collapses, that’s the last of them. You need to win, Kado. For all of us. This evil has to end.”

      Slowly, Kado rose and turned back to the scaffolded tower. It loomed over him, the Sky Stone’s ominous glow blushing from deep within. Slogger had only voiced what Kado knew in his heart already. This evil could not be allowed to continue.

      How many others would suffer in cages like Slogger and Abrel? How many innocent folk from Darkfae City were here, in this camp? Kado could never hope to defeat the Molok Tai and all of Darganon’s forces, but he didn’t have to.

      The Golden Knight had said it herself. Once the threat of the heart shard and the Scorched Queen had passed, the Wardens of the Realm would reclaim the tower and take care of what remained of Darganon’s forces.

      The Wardens had their part to play, and Kado had his. If everything went to plan, he and Nyoki could untether the star cord from the Weaving and reverse the flow of celestial magic without even entering the Tower of the Distant Moons. They could find Sike and escape before the Molok Tai realized they were there.

      Kado just needed to focus on the path the Mother had laid for him. That meant saving Sike. That meant protecting Nyoki.

      “This evil will end,” he said, looking back at Slogger. “The Wardens of the Realm will make sure it does. Just promise me that you will run, and take as many of the others with you as you can. Once I’ve done what I need to, I’ll come back and check that you made it out alright.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” Slogger said as Kado went to turn away. “It’s Umah. If you go back for anyone, make sure you go for him first.”

      “Umah?” Kado spun around and dropped back to his haunches. A shock of fear shot through him. Had Umah been captured too?

      “Slogger, what about Umah? What’s happened?”

      “You used to be one of his guys, yeah?” Slogger asked. “Well, I was too.”

      Kado’s eyes widened. He always knew that Umah had other associates who cared for him, but he’d never dreamed that one of them was Slogger. But now wasn’t the time for puzzling over surprises. At the look on Slogger’s face, a bead of sweat trickled down Kado’s neck.

      “Is something wrong with Umah?”

      “That’s just it,” Slogger said. “I don’t know. It’s been almost three weeks since I got captured. Then, a few days ago, Senn shows up here. She said the others have all been captured too. Either that, or they fled Darkfae City before the Molok Tai caught them. Now Umah has no one.”

      “Senn?” Kado repeated. “She was one of Umah’s associates?” Senn had always terrified Kado. She barely offered him a scowl whenever they passed. Kado had never imagined …

      “Senn told me about you, not Umah,” Slogger said, seeing Kado’s confusion. “The old man kept me in the dark as much as you. But Senn said we were the last of them. Umah’s been alone for almost a week now. You know how frail he is.”

      “I’ll go back for him as soon as I’m done here,” Kado said, rising once more.

      That’s if Umah wasn’t dead already … There was water in the clock tower, but Kado didn’t know if the old thief was capable of finding food on his own. He’d always complained that his knees weren’t strong enough to make it down the stairs. But then, Umah never failed to surprise Kado with his resourcefulness either.

      Within the backpack, Nyoki had started to shiver.

      “Free as many people as you can,” Kado said to Slogger, watching as he tested the skeleton keys one by one. On the third key, the padlock dropped open. “And then get as far away as possible.”

      “You stop that bastard,” Slogger said, looking up at Kado. “For all of us. For Umah.”

      Kado’s mouth became a grim line as he turned away. His gaze rose to the scaffolded tower.

      “Good luck, Slogger,” he whispered. He wasn’t sure if the larger boy heard him. Kado had already taken off in a ripple of shadow.
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      Kado sped through the last stretch of the encampment. He weaved between the cages, avoiding the floating lanterns of the Molok Tai, zipping from shadow to shadow.

      As he neared the scaffolded tower, he cut a wide path away from its gates, circling around to the side of the structure that faced the mountains. Construction seemed to be concentrated at the front, making it easier for him to slip past the final line of cages.

      Shielded from the moons’ glow, the darkness was thick at the base of the tower. The Molok Tai lanterns announced their arrival from yards away, blazing like aqua-blue suns. The few slaves Kado spotted were shuffling dazedly, their hollow gazes fixed on the earth.

      He paused when he reached the final row of cages. In the pen beside him, a woman lifted her head and peered at him groggily. She started to rise.

      Kado raised a finger to his lips, his heart quickening. The Shadow Cloak’s cowl would obscure his features, but his finger should be visible enough. He couldn’t imagine anyone in the cages being loyal to the Molok Tai.

      The woman snorted and slumped back down. Kado’s throat clenched with sorrow as he watched her trying to wriggle into a comfortable position on the rocky floor. He just hoped Slogger found some others besides Senn who could open more cages.

      Kado forced his gaze away. The Mother had laid a clear path before him. The only way to help these people was to thwart the power that caged them. They had to stop Darganon’s vile magic. Kado needed to get inside the scaffolded tower.

      He gave a start when Nyoki let out a quiet whimper. Kado reached over his shoulder and patted the knapsack reassuringly.

      Then he waited. His jaw tightened as he tracked a Molok Tai lantern that was floating along the front of the tower. Only a span of about twenty yards ran between Kado and the scaffolded frame. Once he left the maze of cages, there would be nothing to shield him. If the Molok Tai headed in his direction, Kado would have no choice but to retreat back into the camp.

      He was already creeping away from the lantern’s approaching pool of light, when the Molok Tai turned and marched back, his patrol looping around. Kado didn’t hesitate. He bolted out from between the cages, dashing across the open ground to the tower, and leaped.

      His fingers grasped the lowest level of scaffold. Kado swung over to the side of the platform that hugged the tower wall, putting the framework between himself and the encampment. Then he started climbing.

      His hands snatched one post after the other, scrambling up the ropes and planking. He could feel the shadows lifting his cloak, making his climb swifter. The gap between the scaffold and the tower wall was narrow. Kado’s grip almost slipped when a rock snagged his cape, drawing an indignant chirp from Nyoki.

      Kado’s eyes narrowed as he examined the stone more closely. The brickwork was rough, haphazard, as if it had been slapped together for no other purpose than to crumble away. Hardly the wall of some towering stronghold.

      Kado frowned and kept climbing. He froze whenever he caught a noise, or quickly scrambled higher when boots echoed on the platform beneath him. Other times, he had to pause when footsteps sounded on the planks above.

      With each delay, he wrestled with the burning urge to keep moving. Kado could feel the minutes slipping by. A quiet doom creeping toward them, as surely as the moons drifted across the heavens. He needed to reach Sike. He needed to stop Darganon’s magic before it was too late.

      Suddenly Kado froze as a brilliant light flooded the framework, illuminating his world in aqua-blue. A Molok Tai lantern was shining up from the camp below.

      Kado held his breath, not daring to move. Even on his periphery, he could see the scaffold’s webbed silhouette, painted starkly against the wall in the aqua-blue glow. Kado’s shadow would be painted just as boldly.

      He could only hope that his cloak and hood would disguise his outline. Too late, he realized he should have conjured the shadow smoke. Or would the lantern have simply illuminated the cloud as well? Within the backpack, Nyoki was shivering.

      Then the world darkened once more. The aqua-blue light drifted on, continuing its scan of the framing.

      Kado eased out a breath. He knew it was only a matter of time. Sooner or later, his luck would run out. As he moved through the encampment, he had seen the heavy bells hanging from hooks on poles, scattered between the cages. It would only take one Molok Tai to sound the alarm and the entire camp with be alerted in seconds.

      A gnawing dread clawed at Kado’s soul, telling him he was delivering Nyoki to his doom. His mind taunted him with visions of the Molok Tai, whipped into a frenzy as Nyoki was discovered, swarming over the scaffold to reach them.

      How could Kado hope to defend the little creature against a thousand warriors? But what choice did they have? Nyoki was the only way to reverse the flow of celestial magic. Kado could only move forward. They just couldn’t get caught, no matter the cost. He couldn’t lose Nyoki.

      Yet as Kado resumed his climb, reaching for the next plank, his eyes tightened. He had thought it was his imagination, a result of the hurtling dash through the camp. Now, there could be no doubt.

      Kado’s grip was growing weaker. His palms were getting clammy. A ripple of anxiety fluttered through him as he realized … Waves of wild magic were drifting out from the scaffolded tower. It was like being back in Darkfae City, yet somehow stronger, more concentrated.

      “It’s alright, Nyoki,” he whispered. Kado could feel the little creature trembling through the backpack.

      Was it fear that gripped Nyoki? Or could he sense the tug of the wild magic as well? Kado’s brow deepened as he hauled them higher and higher. Then, as he climbed above the height of the tower walls, the glow of the Sky Stone struck him in full.

      Kado clutched the pole, steadying himself as a wave of sickness moaned through his body. He could see it now, a dull column of purple, beaming down from the Sky Stone at the peak of the tower.

      With a jolt, he worried that the star cord had already been created. But that couldn’t be right; the moons had not yet reached their positions in the night sky. Without the ternary alignment, the celestial magic wouldn’t be powerful enough to fill the heart shard. That was the whole reason Darganon had brought the Sky Stone to the Tower of the Distant Moons.

      Besides, the celestial magic needed to flow through the Sky Stone, over to the other tower. This purple beam was flowing straight down. And it was emanating from the Sky Stone, not the heavens. But then, what was it?

      The purple beam itself was weak, diluted. As it drifted down from the peak of the scaffolded tower, its dim glow only spread a few yards from its core, leaving most of the tower interior in darkness.

      Kado squinted into the structure’s gloom-filled depths. The entire scaffolded framework was no more than a shell, a hollow cylinder. Inside the walls, the tower was empty, apart from what appeared to be a small village on its floor. A close huddle of buildings, darker shadows within the gloom.

      The Sky Stone’s beam drifted straight down, illuminating the village center in a dull shaft of purple.

      No, not a village, Kado amended, looking closer. This was more like a city … Although it was small enough to fit inside the tower’s half-mile base. There was something about the silhouette of the architecture that was eerily familiar.

      His eyes lifted, scanning the framework around him. Apart from the construction activity at the gates, there were only a handful of Molok Tai patrolling the scaffold at various heights. Kado could see the floating dots of their aqua-blue lanterns.

      Inside, the structure was deserted. Slogger had said that only the Molok Tai were allowed within the scaffolded tower, but they hadn’t ventured any deeper than the gates. Were the Molok Tai sickened by the Sky Stone’s magic too? Or were Oralan and Darganon protecting their dark secrets, ordering the guards to stay away?

      Kado’s gaze roamed the abundance of shadows that blanketed the hollow tower and its strange deserted city. Whatever the reason was for the Molok Tai’s absence, it only made his job easier. According to Slogger, this was where they would find Oralan and his spirit replica. And if the Mother had blessed them, a way to reverse the celestial magic too.

      Although, as Kado stared down into the tower, he began to wonder if the Mother had sent him here for another reason altogether.

      There was great evil in this place, a sense of ancient hatred. Kado could feel it emanating from the strange city as surely as he felt the sickening waves of the Sky Stone’s magic. Perhaps there was no difference.

      He threw a glance toward the mountains. The white moon hovered in the eastern sky, an entire moon’s span above the highest peak—another of Embwe’s signposts. The alignment was drawing closer.

      “Hold on, Nyoki,” he whispered. “We’re about to go for a dive.”

      Kado bounded from the scaffold and leaped into the tower. Within, the darkness was thick. He felt the Shadow Cloak balloon behind him, slowing his descent. It carried him and Nyoki to the tower floor in a gentle glide.

      Kado landed in a crouch. But as he stood, his salkai vision sweeping the cluster of buildings, another wave of nausea surged through his body. And beneath it, he caught the hint of a wailing whisper … The Shrieking Soulless.

      He staggered back a step as his mind finally captured what was familiar about the architecture. From where he stood, there could be no mistaking the distinctive skyline. The tall, pointed arches, the spired towers, the arched windows …

      Darkfae City.

      But this was Darkfae in its infancy … The buildings radiated out from the Sky Stone’s dull beam in a chaotic jumble, almost organically, as if born from the wild magic.

      Kado’s stomach sank as he remembered what Sike had told him on their very first night together. How an ancient evil from the site where Darkfae now stands had seeped into the Sky Stone, corrupting it, and causing the great Unraveling.

      According to Sike, some people claimed the village of Darkfae had grown by itself, spawned out of that ancient magic. Born, not built. So when Darganon moved the Sky Stone here …

      “He’s doing it all over again,” Kado breathed, retreating another step. He reached back to the knapsack to comfort Nyoki when the creature began to tremble once more. “Darganon’s creating a new Darkfae. That’s why there are no workers or guards inside the tower. They’re not needed. He’s not building the city … He’s growing it.”

      Indeed, even as Kado watched, the city warped and flickered, entire buildings blinking in and out of existence in the eerie purple light. Disappearing, only to return slightly larger, or with another spire or balcony. Roads stretched and widened before his eyes. While others shrank, or vanished entirely.

      Kado glanced at the tower walls. That’s why the stonework was so shoddy. They would surely topple when the city grew large enough. If they had any purpose at all, it was only to conceal the secret of the city’s magical birth.

      This was the beginning of Darganon’s empire. A new Darkfae City. A metropolis born out of wild magic. But why? The Golden Knight had said that Darganon wanted to punish his family’s enemies in the Hallowed Kingdoms. He had already extracted vengeance on the Nine Families of Darkfae. Why would he want to grow the city again?

      Kado could feel the waves of sorcery emanating along the street ahead. It rose in steamy ripples, like heat on a baked highway. Beneath it all, the Shrieking Soulless wailed and whispered.

      Nyoki was trembling uncontrollably now. Kado frowned and kept a hand on the backpack. For some reason, he found himself thinking of what Daia had said about Abananzer’s Coin, and how it took on the appearance of whatever currency it was in. It was as if this city was pretending too. A sentient presence, disguising itself as a mortal town. With a shudder, Kado wondered what its true form would look like.

      “It’s alright, Nyoki,” He said as he withdrew his hand, moving it to the hilt of his oscran stick. “This is the path the Mother has laid for us.”

      He started forward, heading up the main road of this weird and flickering city. No sooner had he stepped between the buildings than his concept of the scaffolded tower disappeared.

      Kado was home again, alone on the streets of Darkfae.

      Although strangely altered and alien, these were the same streets where he had grown. Streets where he had spent his nights shivering in the dark. This was the same city that had beaten Kado his entire life. Trapping him, weakening him, enslaving him. The same wild magic that had haunted his dreams. The same soulless whispers, mocking him with hopelessness and despair.

      Mother protect me, Kado prayed, swallowing the bile that rose in his throat. He could feel the power of the Sky Stone pressing down on him, making him smaller. An insect to be crushed.

      He was squeezing the hilt of his oscran stick so tightly his hand was shaking. He reminded himself that he was the Hunter, an Aspect of the Mother, following Her will.

      “The Mother never gives us a task beyond the measure of the tools She has provided,” he whispered, recalling Bao’s words. But the old monk had claimed that the saying was Sike’s.

      They were Kado’s guides now, Sike and the Mother. His shield against evil. He would trust them, and they needed him. They needed Kado the Aspect, the Hunter. And the Mother had not deserted him. The purple magic radiated weakly, and only at the tower’s core. Dark spired buildings loomed tall on either side …

      The streets were thick with shadows.

      Kado gathered them close, drawing on their strength. He felt the sickness recede slightly, as if shying away from the Mother’s touch.

      His head swiveled as he walked, moving through this strange other Darkfae. At every turn, he expected to run into a Molok Tai. Or worse, the dread hounds. But the streets were empty. The city was deserted but for the nauseating ripples of sorcery and the distant wail of the Shrieking Soulless.

      As they ventured deeper, the waves of wild magic swelled. Many times, Kado stopped and drew a deep breath, thinking he was about to vomit. Within the backpack, Nyoki had grown quiet. It seemed the little creature became calmer the more sickened Kado felt. Whatever dark power this was, it wasn’t affecting Nyoki as badly.

      Kado plowed forward, heading ever deeper into the city. Following the Sky Stone’s light. Twisting and turning through the flickering streets. He could almost feel the wild magic watching him like a sentient presence.

      When he reached the city’s center, Kado wasn’t surprised to find a Ghoul Tree. Just like the tree in Darkfae, it rose from the middle of a bare patch of earth, its leafless branches clawing at the sky. The dim column of light from the Sky Stone lanced the tree in a shaft of purple that disappeared down into its trunk.

      And in the base of that massive trunk was a gnarled hollow, a yawing cavern that burrowed between the roots and into darkness below.

      “This is it, Nyoki.” Beads of sweat were running down Kado’s temples. He felt as if he was about to pass out. “If Oralan is here, this is where we’ll find him. And if he isn’t?” His eyes followed the dim purple shaft to the peak of the scaffolded tower. “That beam connects to the Sky Stone. There might be some way we can disrupt the celestial magic from down here, before the alignment even starts.”

      Beyond the glow of the Sky Stone, the emerald moon was crossing the starry sky, approaching its zenith. Their time was running out. Sike’s time was running out.

      “Either way, I think we’re about to discover whatever it is the Mother wants us to find.”

      Kado crossed the street at a staggering run, stumbling more than stepping over the yawning threshold that dug into the Ghoul Tree’s trunk. He paused, clutching the gnarled opening with one hand, and was just thinking about turning and seeking another path when he realized …

      The waves of wild magic had lessened. Perhaps the tree was some kind of shield. Or maybe it was because the shadows had thickened. He only hoped the backpack was enough protection for Nyoki.

      Kado squinted, peering into the gloom. Ahead, a set of stone stairs spiraled down into darkness. No, not darkness, he realized, sensing the Weaving around him. Shadows.

      “That means there must be light too,” he whispered, as he started down the steps. “Stay aware. Stay present.”

      The deeper into the tree they ventured, the more the ripples of wild magic receded. The whispers of the Shrieking Soulless quietened, and at last fell silent.

      Kado kept one hand on the backpack in case Nyoki grew nervous. His other hand, he kept on the hilt of an oscran stick. His boots barely made a sound against the stone. If Oralan was down here, Kado’s best chance was to catch him unawares.

      He knew very little about sorcerers, but he’d heard they needed to concentrate with even the simplest of spells. And magic didn’t get much larger than what Darganon was planning. Hopefully, the wild power that was creating this strange new city would snare the wizard’s attention.

      As they neared the stairway’s end, Kado saw a purple light washing up the stairs to meet them. With each step, the light grew brighter.

      And as the light grew, Kado’s feet became more sluggish. He could feel an unseen force pushing against him, like he was wading through water against the current. At first he thought it was the Sky Stone’s magic, but this power didn’t sicken him. It was simply pushing him away, growing stronger the closer he got.

      It had to be some kind of magical barrier. Whatever dark experiment Darganon and Oralan were conducting down here, they didn’t want anyone getting near it.

      Kado’s feet were getting heavier with every step. It was as if the further he went, the more solid the force became. By the time he reached the bottom of the stairway, he could barely move.

      Kado dropped to his knees before a soaring arched threshold. A wave of wild sorcery hit him like a waft of heat from an open oven. Purple light flooded his vision.

      Grimacing, Kado forced his head up, expecting to meet Oralan’s sorcerous glare. Instead, what he saw in that purple light made his breath catch. A tall and vaulted chamber, the wizard’s laboratory stood empty. Almost.

      As Kado’s mind caught up with the horror of the scene, an even more frightening sound screeched to life behind him.

      Nyoki started screaming.
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      It was a wail unlike any Kado had ever heard the creature utter.

      Yet he couldn’t make his body move forward; the magical force was too strong. Something in the corner of his mind nudged him, warning that Nyoki was too loud, that he would alert the enemy. But Kado could only stare at the wizard’s chamber in horror.

      Scattered across the floor were the corpses of at least a dozen other Nyokis.

      Kado buried his face in his hands, overcome by what he saw. This was his worst nightmare given form. Nyoki, dead before him. Over and over, again and again.

      Each of these poor creatures was identical to Nyoki in every way. Although Kado could see no hint of injury, he knew they were dead as surely as he knew the sun had risen that day. He would have known from Nyoki’s tormented screams alone.

      Kado reached back and slipped the knapsack from his shoulders, thinking only to comfort Nyoki. He hadn’t stopped screaming since they’d arrived at the threshold. But no sooner had Kado unclipped the straps than Nyoki burst free and zoomed across the chamber, his wings flapping. Whatever force was holding Kado, it obviously had no power over Nyoki.

      The little creature’s screams quietened. His wings fluttered as he moved from one corpse to the next, never stopping for longer than a second, gently resting his cheek against each of his kin.

      “Nyoki,” Kado whispered. He let the knapsack fall and tried to crawl forward, but the weight of the magic held him back, keeping him in place. “It’s too late. There’s nothing you can do.”

      Nyoki didn’t respond. He kept moving between his fallen kin, a thin whimper escaping his throat. His wings were shivering uncontrollably.

      Kado’s gaze flashed around the chamber, his panic growing. There could be no doubt this was a wizard’s laboratory, but it had been deserted, and clearly in a hurry. What remained of its contents was scattered. Spilled shelves, vials, and papers, were strewn across the floor.

      The source of the purple light was immediately apparent. In the center of the chamber, a thick shaft of sorcery lanced down from the ceiling in a radiant column. It could only be a continuation of the beam from the Sky Stone, but its glow was much brighter here than it had been in the city.

      The beam stopped six feet above the ground, and gathered into a ball of glowing purple about two yards wide. Orbiting around the glowing sphere was a luminous violet ring. As Kado watched, a drop of magic floated sideways away from the sphere to add to the ring’s growing mass.

      “What kind of wizardry is this?” he breathed, his eyes moving to the ceiling.

      Above, the twisted roots of the Ghoul Tree pierced the vaulted roof, reaching down into the chamber. Purple sorcery dribbled from the roots too, dripping to the floor. Other tendrils were leeching out through the stone, like poisonous veins. Seeping into the Weaving.

      This had to be Oralan’s dark experiment that Slogger had spoken of. The purple magic must be what was creating the city above. For some reason, it made Kado think of Daia’s warning about the power from the ternary alignment being more than enough to fill the heart shard.

      What else were Darganon and Oralan planning?

      Kado’s eyes continued to move around the chamber. He was certain this had been Oralan’s lair. From the shelves, scrolls, and vials, it had all the trappings of what he would expect to find in a sorcerer’s laboratory. But then, why had Oralan abandoned it? And why in such a hurry?

      As Kado studied the chamber, another fact became apparent. If Darganon had another spirit replica, he wasn’t keeping it here. Perhaps Oralan had taken it with him. What if he was on his way to warn Darganon already? Would the spirit replica even be able to detect Nyoki among all these others?

      Kado’s thoughts were spinning, whirring through his mind too fast to capture. All this time, he’d thought Nyoki was the only one. But now …

      How many more of these creatures had the Mother sent to disrupt Darganon’s magic? Had this strange purple sorcery been luring them here to die? The same sickening force that Kado had felt in the city?

      The malevolent power of the Sky Stone.

      “Nyoki, stop!” he called, his eyes snapping back to the little creature and the identical corpses all around him. “We don’t know what this sorcery is. It could kill you too.”

      Again Nyoki ignored him. He was standing at least five feet ahead of Kado in the middle of the scattered bodies, perfectly still apart from his trembling wings. His yellow eyes were wide with sorrow. If the magic did have any effect on him, he gave no sign.

      Kado’s heart ached for his little friend. He tried to shove a knee forward, to inch across the floor, but it was no use. His limb refused to move.

      “Nyoki, come back to me,” Kado called. He shot a panicked glance over his shoulder. The stairway was the only entrance. From the way Nyoki had screamed, there was a good chance someone had heard them. “Please, we need to get out of here.”

      Unless … Kado’s eyes narrowed. Maybe they could reverse the celestial magic from this place. His plan had been to carry Nyoki to a location where he could disrupt the star cord. Kado had no idea how Nyoki would actually achieve that feat once they got there. What if the little creature was acting instinctively now, like he had at the planetarium?

      But the alignment hadn’t even begun. Did the star cord need to be active before Nyoki could reverse it? How much time did they have anyway? Without a view of the heavens and Embwe’s signposts, Kado had no way to tell.

      Suddenly Nyoki’s head snapped toward him, as if startled. Their eyes met for a long moment, Nyoki staring while Kado beckoned.

      Then the creature flapped his wings and took to the air. Kado was surprised by the strength with which he soared. With a surge of dismay, Kado realized where Nyoki was heading.

      “Nyoki, no!” he shouted.

      This time Kado managed to lurch forward. But he only made it a few inches before the magic gripped him once more. He was too late.

      Nyoki flew straight into the Sky Stone’s beam of light.

      Kado could only watch in horror as Nyoki floated among the purple sorcery, his wings slowly flapping. Then he drifted up and away, disappearing through the ceiling.

      “Nyoki!” Kado screamed.

      But the creature was already gone. Kado tried to struggle forward. He may as well have been pushing against the world. Whether the magic itself was getting stronger, or it was making Kado weaker, he couldn’t tell. He didn’t have time to consider it. He was losing Nyoki.

      Kado turned and bolted. He bounded up the spiral stairway, his stride growing stronger as he left the chamber behind. He took two or three steps at once, letting the shadows carry him.

      As he burst from the yawing mouth of the Ghoul Tree onto the city street, he caught a glimpse of Nyoki. The little creature was floating upward, carried on the shaft of purple light. Drifting slowly toward the peak of the scaffolded tower.

      “He’s heading for the Sky Stone,” Kado breathed.

      That had to be the place where Nyoki would reverse the celestial magic. But Darganon would never leave it undefended. If Nyoki arrived on his own, without anyone to protect him …

      Kado took off in a burst of shadow. His only thought was to catch Nyoki in time. He hit the side of a building and kicked off, using his momentum to take him higher. His cloak caught the shadows and lifted him, just high enough to snatch the building’s gutter. Kado hauled himself over.

      Then he was running, sprinting across the rooftop in a streak of shadow. Buildings shifted and rippled around him, as this strange new Darkfae flickered in and out of existence.

      His Aspect swelled as he ran, making him faster. He had barely left the Ghoul Tree behind, and already he was smothered in gloom. The meager light from the Sky Stone only spread a few yards, leaving the outer city and its scaffolded walls in complete shadow.

      Kado kept his gaze forward, locked on the scaffold beyond the city’s edge. It was the only way he could catch Nyoki. He had almost made it to the walls when the first alarm sounded.

      The enemy had discovered them.

      Kado vaulted to the next roof over, gliding on the shadows, even as the building disappeared behind him. Another bell rang out. Then another, and another. Although the rough stonework muffled the sound, he could tell that the camp was in a frenzy.

      Whether it was Nyoki who had raised the alarm, or Slogger releasing the prisoners, or even Kado himself, didn’t matter. They were doomed. Sike was doomed. As soon as Darganon heard that alarm, he would know his plan had been threatened.

      Any thought Kado had of stealth vanished from his mind. All he focused on was speed. He needed to find Sike. He needed to catch Nyoki.

      He reached the outermost building and leaped, out into the arms of the shadows. His cape billowed behind him. Kado banked, letting the shadows lift him, gliding over the walls like a bird on the wind.

      His feet were already running when he hit the first scaffolded platform. He shot a glance into the hollow tower. Nyoki was barely visible, a tiny speck in the beam of purple sorcery. He had traveled almost half the tower’s height. Floating gently higher and higher.

      Another bell sounded from the camp. Kado jumped, catching the platform above and hauling himself up. He leaped again, and swung up onto the next level, sprinted four or five paces, and leaped once more.

      With every other breath, he threw a glance at the purple shaft. Nyoki was growing smaller. Kado could barely find the creature in the Sky Stone’s dull beam. He snarled, pushing his limbs to move faster.

      Then a flare of aqua-blue swallowed Kado’s vision. He skidded, sliding under the Molok Tai’s blade at the last moment. The sword whistled over his head, trailing sorcerous light.

      Kado was running again before the Molok Tai even turned. He sprang, snatching the platform above. He had just pulled his feet up when a blade struck the plank from below, splashing aqua-blue sparks and chips of timber.

      Kado leaped and climbed again, clawing his way higher. Shouts were coming from all around him. Molok Tai lanterns flashed from every direction. The scaffold framework was a chaotic vision of rushing silhouettes and charging figures. His heart clenched as an arrow zoomed past his ear, thudding into the pole beside him. He scrambled up to the next level and stood.

      Just as a Molok Tai warrior rushed him.

      Kado sidestepped and twisted out of the way. His stomach lurched when his heel touched open air. He snatched a post a second before he toppled over the scaffold’s lip. The Molok Tai charged past, carried by his own momentum.

      Kado flashed a nervous glance over the platform’s edge. At this height, the drop wasn’t enough to kill him. But tumbling, injured, into a nest of Molok Tai would finish the job just as effectively.

      Ahead on the walkway, the Molok Tai reined in his momentum. Shoulders heaving, he turned and charged at Kado.

      Kado kicked off, swinging around the post that he clutched. He caught the Molok Tai in the chest with both feet, knocking him off the side of the platform. As his tumbling screams echoed through the night, Kado was already climbing to the next level.

      There, he paused, his head snapping from left to right. Black-veiled figures were charging from both directions, their aqua-blue blades streaming in the dark.

      Kado jumped, snatching the platform above. He hauled himself up, leaped to his feet, and sprang again. By the time the footsteps of the two groups came together, he was already three levels above them.

      He quickly scanned the platform, expecting another enemy, and let out a breath. This level, at least, was empty. For the moment Kado’s path was clear.

      Then his eyes roamed the scaffolded tower. The entire framework was dotted with the flickering lights of Molok Tai lanterns. With a stab of dread, he remembered the orbs made formidable explosives. He could only hope that fear of bringing down the tower would stay the warriors’ hands.

      Kado needed to do something. He had barely scaled a third of the tower. Although most of the Molok Tai were below him, there were others sprinkled through the scaffold above. And those below were climbing. They might not be as fast as Kado, but he would never make it to the top without being cornered.

      His throat tightened as he glanced at the shaft of purple light. He just caught a glimpse of Nyoki as the creature vanished up through the tower’s crown. Then he was lost in the glow of the Sky Stone. What if Darganon was up there, waiting? Kado’s time had evaporated. He was out of options.

      He broke into a dead run, sprinting along the curved platform that ringed the tower. There was a sudden shout, and footsteps echoed behind him. The Molok Tai had reached his level.

      As he ran, Kado peered over the platform’s edge. His insides heaved when he saw how high he was. He didn’t know if Gambel was right, and nighttime really did count as one big shadow. Kado fiercely wished he’d asked Sike to confirm the vanara’s theory.

      Kado tried to think back to the planetarium, and how Lor and the moons had moved through the sky. Gambel had to be correct. He was an Aspect, a Warden of the Realm. An Aspect of Chance, a little voice inside Kado warned.

      Then he saw the Molok Tai ahead, rushing toward him. If the vanara was wrong, Kado was dead either way. “Mother, guide my steps,” he whispered.

      Kado leaped off the side of the platform.

      He knew a split second of terror as the ground fell away. Then his cloak caught the night’s shadows and billowed behind him.

      He banked into the shadows’ draft, letting them carry him higher. He glided close to the scaffold’s edge, spiraling upward, following the curve of the tower. Poles and planks whirred past as he rose.

      When his momentum began to slow, Kado banked again, swerving back in. He landed on the platform beside him and sprinted, gathering his speed once more. After a few steps, he leaped back into the night.

      The shadows caught his cape, carrying him up two more levels. Again, Kado swerved back in. He bolted along the new platform, diving out of the path of a Molok Tai at the last second. From the corner of his eye, he caught a flash of aqua-blue—a blade swiping through the space his neck had just occupied.

      Then Kado was soaring upward, lifted on the night’s shadows. Intermittently, he would land, snatching a pole or bounding on and off another platform. Always moving forward, the shadows carrying him higher. The Molok Tai lanterns were far beneath him now, their aqua-blue lights growing even smaller and smaller. Bells echoed faintly from the camp below.

      Kado kept moving. His only thought was to reach Nyoki. The little creature was alone on the tower’s crest, under the full might of the Sky Stone. Where Darganon could be waiting.

      If this was Nyoki’s way of reversing the star cord and sending the celestial magic back across the heavens, Darganon would never allow it. He would strike the creature down before he even got close.

      Kado glided up to another level. He threw a glance eastward, and was startled to find jagged peaks right alongside him. The white moon floated above the mountains, drifting toward its sisters in a curved line. Soon, that line would straighten. Then it would be too late.

      It was only when a purple glow flooded his vision that Kado realized he was nearing the tower’s crown. He snatched hold of a railing a moment before the Shadow Cloak collapsed under the light. Without the shadows, he had no choice but to climb. He scrambled up the last couple of levels, snatching the platforms and dragging himself higher.

      He had no sooner hauled his body over the final lip and onto the tower roof than a wave of nausea flooded over him.

      Kado climbed unsteadily to his feet, holding an arm before his face. For a second he could detect nothing. After the darkness below, even the Sky Stone’s bruised light was blinding. It seemed to hover above him. A gigantic gem of dazzling purple, over two hundred feet from end to end.

      Instinctively, Kado gathered the shadow smoke, but after the initial wave of nausea, the sickness hadn’t lingered. It had been far more potent in the strange city below, as if that was where the malevolent power was gathering.

      Kado let the shadow smoke fade, and blinked as his vision cleared. He drew his oscran sticks, expecting Darganon’s barking voice to ring out at any moment.

      But the trade lord was nowhere to be seen. The roof of the scaffolded tower was bare. It was nothing more than a giant wooden platform. The only feature was an enormous timber framework, a web of beams that sloped slightly toward each other, the Sky Stone perched on its crown.

      Kado’s eyes flashed across the roof, desperately searching for Nyoki. With a bolt of terror, he spotted the little creature lying dead before him. His heart froze until he noticed the corpse of another Nyoki sprawled only a few feet away.

      Horror blackened Kado’s soul as his gaze roamed the roof of the tower. It was littered with the corpses of dozens of Nyokis, strewn across the rooftop as if they had tumbled from the sky.

      Then Kado’s head snapped up as he caught a familiar whimper. He spotted the real Nyoki under the timber frame that supported the Sky Stone. His little body was shuddering uncontrollably.

      “Nyoki!” Kado called, breaking into a run.

      As he got closer, he saw that Nyoki was huddled over one of his dead fellows, cradling its round head in his stumpy arms.

      Kado’s steps dwindled to a halt. His mouth twisted with sorrow as he watched Nyoki shiver and whimper. Whoever this little creature was, its death hurt Nyoki more than any of the others.

      Tears welled in Kado’s eyes. All of a sudden, he felt like an intruder. These were Nyoki’s people, his family. The creature he cradled was someone special. Someone Nyoki had loved.

      On his periphery, Kado was aware of the starry night and a nearby looming structure that gave off an ominous red glow. The Tower of the Distant Moons … Embwe’s instruction had been clear. Once the emerald moon reached its zenith, one by one, the others would fall into alignment.

      “Nyoki,” Kado whispered, his voice breaking. “I’m sorry, but we can’t stay. You need to do whatever it is you do. We have to reverse the celestial magic.”

      His eyes flashed to the Sky Stone as he spoke. The pyramid was inverted, its peak directed straight down, shooting its meager purple beam into the city. What should have been its base was pointed toward the heavens. Another of its faces was pointed toward the Tower of the Distant Moons.

      Darganon’s pieces were in position. All that remained was for the moons to align.

      “Nyoki, I’m sorry,” Kado pleaded, shooting another glance over his shoulder. Was it his imagination, or was there an aqua-blue sheen growing at the rim of the scaffolded tower? “There isn’t much time. Please, we need to reverse the star cord.”

      Kado’s eyebrows drew together. Maybe the ternary alignment did have to strike before the celestial magic could be disrupted. But the Molok Tai would reach them soon. Could Kado hold them off for that long?

      Suddenly a squawking caw sliced through the night.

      Kado’s stomach dropped. He broke into a dead run. Calling on his Aspect, he gathered the shadows to fuel his flight, praying to the Mother that he would not be too late. Despite his speed, it felt like the world was slowing down around him. The throbbing echo of his fear was all that he knew.

      He was still a dozen yards away when Frix swooped in and snatched Nyoki in its talons. The vulture soared up into the starry night with another mocking cry.

      Kado leaped as he reached the spot where Nyoki had been snatched. But even with the Shadow Cloak, Frix had already climbed too high. Kado’s fingers only swiped the air.

      Nyoki was screeching in terror as the vulture carried him away, his little claws reaching out to Kado. Just like Abrel had done in that alley, all those years ago … Kado sprinted, his chest growing tighter as Nyoki grew smaller. At last, the path ran out.

      Kado skidded to a halt at the tower’s edge. He could only watch in despair as Frix soared away, Nyoki dangling from the vulture’s talons.

      Kado’s gaze moved past them, following the trajectory of the vulture’s flight to a looming silhouette that beamed an ominous red glow across the dark. The Tower of the Distant Moons.

      Frix was delivering Nyoki to its master.
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      Kado’s blood turned to ice as he watched the vulture swoop through a round opening and disappear into the tower. He committed the window—its height and position—firmly to mind. It was the only clue he had to Nyoki’s location.

      Kado could only stare at the empty window. It felt like the rooftop was swaying under him. Even as his heart shrank with terror for Nyoki, the dark realization flooded over him like a drowning tide. Frix was taking Nyoki to Darganon.

      Any hope they had of disrupting the star cord and rescuing Sike without the enemy realizing had been swept away. Kado had seen enough of the scaffolded tower to know that the Tower of the Distant Moons had to be where the Iron Viper was being held. Now there was only one way to save her. There was only one way to save Nyoki.

      Kado needed to find Darganon.

      The air felt suddenly thinner. His chest was tightening with every breath. Kado forced himself to look away. His eyes swept the rooftop, searching for something he could use, some way to cross the yawning expanse between the towers.

      Nothing. The rooftop was bare except for the little creatures’ corpses. A ghastly reminder of the fate that Nyoki was rushing toward. Kado’s jaw clenched. His gaze moved back to the Tower of the Distant Moons.

      Were it not for the ominous beams of red light that swept from the tower, it would have been a dark mirror of its twin in the Farawood Forest. A perfect cylinder, looming high above the surrounding mountains, its crown ballooning into an enormous sphere.

      Then the color drained from Kado’s face as the realization dawned. He thought back to the tower in the Farawood Forest, his eyes moving to the spiraling columns of stone that coiled around the tower before him.

      Kado’s dread swelled. He staggered a step backward as he recognized the source of the ominous light.

      “The stone dragons.”

      The dragons spiraled up and around each other, their rocky, serpentine skulls snaking out into the night just below the tower’s crown. Their heads turned and writhed, constantly moving. Their eyes glowed, sweeping, ever-searching. Shooting red beams across the sky. It reminded Kado of a watchman’s lantern.

      His hands balled into fists at his sides. Stone dragons or not, that tower was his destination. That was where Frix had taken Nyoki, where Sike was being held captive.

      Even now, the Molok Tai were scaling the scaffolded tower, closing in. Kado could hear bells and shouts echoing from the camp below. If by some miracle he could fight through the hordes of Molok Tai, he would never make it back to the ground and climb the other tower in time. The only way was across.

      This was the path the Mother had laid for him.

      He looked toward the western peaks, wishing he had some means to summon Wintermane, but the gryphon was beyond his reach.

      Kado turned forward once more, to the gaping chasm of darkness that lay between the two towers. His brow lowered determinedly. He had his cloak. The night was filled with shadows …

      His gaze moved along the tower to the crescent-shaped balconies that curled out between the dragons’ spiraling forms. Sliced by the path of the dragons, the balconies weren’t long, but there had to be dozens of them, scattered across many levels. If Kado dived, he would only have to glide down to one to find a way inside.

      He flashed a glance over his shoulder. There could no longer be any doubt. Aqua-blue light was blushing up from below, its glow building along the rim of the scaffolded tower. The Molok Tai had almost reached the rooftop.

      Yet Kado couldn’t seem to make his feet move. The Tower of the Distant Moons was more than a hundred yards away. Between the two towers was a plunging drop to the canyon floor. Even with the Shadow Cloak to slow his descent, he would never survive a fall from that height. And if he could cover the distance, could he maneuver quickly enough to avoid the dragons’ sweeping beams?

      Kado drew a deep breath. He backed up a few steps, and closed his eyes. This was the only way.

      Mother, if you are with me, he prayed. Don’t let me fall. But if I die, please save the others.

      Kado opened his eyes. Around him, the aqua-blue glow of Molok Tai lanterns blazed at the tower’s edge. They had reached the top of the scaffold.

      “Mother, I place my trust in you.”

      In a streak of shadow, Kado bolted forward, and dived off the roof of the tower.

      The shadows caught him immediately, his cloak billowing. Wind whistled in his ears as he soared, gliding through the night, his arms stretched out behind him. But with every yard, he drifted lower.

      Kado kept his eyes fixed ahead. An ominous beam of red was sweeping across his path. The gaze of a stone dragon.

      He tilted his body, gently banking. It was enough to curve his flight. He winced as the crimson beam drew nearer. It missed the corner of his cloak by inches. Almost immediately, Kado had to swoop the other way. Another beam was slicing toward him.

      He dived at the last moment, swooping lower, out of the beam’s path. His flight accelerated with the maneuver, gravity adding its power to the shadows, firing him toward the other tower. Wind howled against him, brushing his hood back off his face, his cape snapping and fluttering.

      Kado soared through the night. Yet with every yard forward, he plunged lower and lower. His throat clenched as the tower’s crown grew further away.

      The tower’s curved walls filled his vision now, the giant, rocky bodies of the stone dragons spiraling up and around it. Kado was forced to swerve and dive again, dodging another beam. Then the tower was right before him.

      He tucked himself into a ball as he crashed onto a balcony. He rolled for several yards, bouncing across a tiled floor. His last roll brought him back to his feet.

      Kado swept his cape off his shoulder, his head spinning from the hurtling flight. The landing had been worse. It felt like he was bruised in a hundred places.

      He quickly took stock of his surroundings. The balcony he was on was about ten yards long, following the curve of the tower. A waist-high wall bounded its edge. Beyond lay the jagged vista of the eastern peaks, the white moon hovering above the ranges. Its ghostly light slanted across the balcony, sharpening the shadows.

      The swish of a blade was his only warning.

      Kado dashed forward, catching a shaft of shadow as a sword whistled past his cheek.

      He spun around to find two Molok Tai advancing along the moonlit balcony. Their eyes blazed with hatred behind their veiled headwraps. Their curved swords shimmered with aqua-blue sorcery.

      Kado widened his stance and slid a step backward. He felt a ripple of panic as his heel brushed the walled balustrade. His path had run out.

      Suddenly one of the Molok Tai charged. Kado shot to the side, zooming through the shadows. Too late, the veiled warrior tried to rein in his attack. His arms flailed, but it wasn’t enough. He toppled over the balustrade.

      Kado pressed his lips together as the doomed warrior’s screams echoed through the night. Then any thought was snatched away as the second warrior attacked, the magical glow of his blade streaming behind him.

      Hours of practice took over. Kado moved without thinking as the enemy lunged. He spun out of the warrior’s path, his oscran sticks whirring as he completed his hurtling turn.

      With a muffled thud, Kado’s weapon smacked the Molok Tai on the back of his skull, just below his ear. The warrior dropped with a louder thud, slamming face-first onto the tiled balcony, unconscious. His sword clattered to the floor a moment later, its aqua light fading.

      Kado let out a breath. His chest was heaving. He spared a second to make sure the Molok Tai wasn’t rising. Then he hooked his oscran sticks to his belt and rushed over to the balustrade.

      Kado leaned out over the waist-high wall, peering down into the night. A sea of cages, dotted with bonfires, were sprawled before him. Kado squinted. The camp was so far below he could barely make out the individual cages.

      Aqua-blue lanterns were buzzing all through the encampment. It reminded Kado of an agitated hive. Every now and then, a shout would echo. He just hoped that it meant Slogger’s quest to free the prisoners was succeeding.

      Slowly, Kado stepped back from the balustrade. He had seen no hint of the fallen Molok Tai, but from this height, the warrior never could have survived. A heavy dread closed over Kado’s soul. Had he just killed someone? Had he taken his first step on the path of the Predator?

      “No,” he whispered, his mouth tightening. Whether it was the Mother’s wisdom or Sike’s, he knew the answer. The Molok Tai had only reaped the consequences of his own actions. He was the one who had attacked. Kado had simply stepped aside.

      Still, Kado couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt and sorrow. Whoever that man was, he had a name, and maybe a family. Kado pushed the thought aside. He had to keep moving.

      When he looked skyward he saw the moons were drawing closer. Soon Darganon would work his celestial magic and seal Sike’s fate along with it. Nyoki could be dead already.

      Kado spun back to the tower, searching for a way inside. He spotted a door immediately. A solid stab of timber, embedded in a stone archway.

      He rushed over and yanked its bulky handle. It didn’t budge. Closing one eye, Kado bent and peered into the keyhole. It was an older lock. Sometimes that was a good thing, but if the tumbler had rusted, it could make his job even harder.

      Kado rose, sliding his hand into his pocket … and froze with a bolt of despair. His fingers had only grasped his last copper coin.

      He had given his skeleton keys to Slogger.

      Kado’s head snapped from side to side, his salkai eyes searching the balcony. There were no other entrances. Not even a window. He needed the key.

      He darted over to the unconscious Molok Tai and dropped to his knees. His hands moved furiously, patting down the warrior, looking for a belt, or pouches, or a pocket. He held his breath, hoping to hear the jangle of keys, but there was nothing. The warrior carried little more than his weapons.

      Kado’s head lifted, his features crumpling with anguish. The key must have been with the other warrior. Beside him, the Molok Tai groaned and stirred, apparently awoken by Kado’s touch.

      Kado’s eyes widened with alarm. He yanked out an oscran stick and smacked the warrior in the temple, dropping him again. Then he jumped to his feet and rushed back over to the door.

      He couldn’t help but try the handle one more time. Its stubborn thunk only reinforced his predicament.

      Kado’s eyes flicked up, roaming the tower. He had drifted lower than he thought. Now he was about a quarter of the way down from the crown. He needed to climb. But only a few yards above, his path was blocked by the rocky body of the stone dragon as it coiled around the tower.

      Given the dragons’ bulk, there was no way Kado could climb to the peak without crawling over each dragon a handful of times. He didn’t know if that would be enough to snare their attention, but he wasn’t taking any chances.

      Kado’s breaths were coming quicker. He could almost feel the seconds draining away. How long had it been since Frix snatched Nyoki?

      His gaze lifted to the heavens. The emerald and amber moons were as straight as a noble’s buttons. The white moon was drawing closer, meeting them on a crooked angle.

      “There has to be a way in,” he whispered, although he couldn’t have said just who he was trying to convince. “If I can’t climb up …”

      Kado spun around. He rushed to the balustrade and leaned over, scanning the tower. There were other balconies below, ones he could easily drop to. But they would be guarded by Molok Tai.

      Then he spotted the window. A narrow opening, about two stories beneath him. Only a smooth stretch of stone lay between the window and the balcony Kado was on. There were no handholds. Nothing to cling to.

      “I’ll have to glide,” he breathed, as he climbed up onto the balustrade.

      His stomach swam at the plummeting drop beneath him. He would have to dive out and then in again, somehow curving his flight back toward the tower. He didn’t know if he could control the Shadow Cloak to that extent, but there wasn’t time to ponder it.

      “Mother, guide my flight.”

      Kado dived. He shot straight down for a few feet, and then tucked in his head. He felt the shadows catch his cape and turn him, sending him toward the tower.

      For a split second, his vision was filled with gray stone. Kado flinched and twisted his body. The next moment he was firing through the window. He curled into a ball as he hit the floor, and rolled, his flight cushioned by thick carpet.

      Dazedly, Kado sat up and looked around, his mind scrambling to catch his bearings. He found himself in a long corridor, walled in black stone. It ran for about forty yards, without any doorways or junctions.

      Torches glowed in sconces at regular intervals, their flames wavering across the polished walls. Somehow, their orange light only made the passage seem darker. The carpet that had broken his fall was a deep purple, the color of night.

      “The Tower of the Distant Moons,” Kado whispered, climbing to his feet. His eyes narrowed as he peered into the gloom at the corridor’s end. He could just make out a black-veiled figure, standing at the head of the hallway.

      Kado pressed himself against the wall, fading into the shadows. He reached up and drew his cowl over his head, covering his silver hair.

      Stay aware. Stay present, he told himself. His eyes were locked on the figure at the end of the hall.

      Time was quickly evaporating, but he couldn’t afford to be reckless. If he was killed or captured … He was the only chance Sike and Nyoki had. It wouldn’t take long for the Molok Tai to figure out where Kado went. For all he knew, they could be swarming this tower already.

      He started off along the hallway, darting from shadow to shadow, zig-zagging across the passage to avoid the torches’ glow. The Boots of Traceless Passing were soundless on the thick carpet.

      As he approached, he saw the passage ended in a T-junction. A Molok Tai was standing with his back to the corridor, keeping guard. Kado’s steps quickened as he flitted closer.

      The first hint the Molok Tai even had that Kado was there, was when the oscran stick smacked the base of his skull.

      Kado caught the warrior as he fell, dragging him into the corridor, and lowering him carefully down. Then he darted over to the junction, peeking around the corner into the passage beyond.

      He pulled his head back, frowning. The passage was empty. Another long, dark corridor, lined with flickering torches, burrowed into the heart of the tower. This time, many passages led away on either side.

      And Kado hadn’t seen a single warrior … His frown deepened. This tower was where Darganon was working his magic. It should have been crawling with Molok Tai. Especially now that the alarm had been raised.

      He glanced at the veiled warrior on the floor. Sike had never mentioned how long being unconscious lasted, but something told Kado he should have hit the warrior a little harder.

      “Just keep moving,” he whispered, as he started down the new hall. He needed to find a way up to Sike and Nyoki. There had to be stairs around here somewhere.

      The tower’s layout was surprising. He had expected to find a mirror of the Tower of the Twisted Stars. Indeed, when he had shadow streaked through the portal, Darganon’s quarters had been the twin of the disheveled chamber.

      Yet this interior couldn’t have been any more different. Where the tower in the Farawood was an open shell, this tower was a maze of dark halls and passages. In some places, there were great oval windows, revealing the vista of the barren, rocky valley and the night beyond. In other places, the black walls seemed to stretch forever.

      He took one turn after another, darting from shadow to shadow, winding through the corridors. His heart pounded faster with every step, his pace becoming more frantic. Both Sike’s and Nyoki’s chances of surviving grew thinner every moment.

      Kado had been inside for several minutes already. He’d found no hint of a stairway, or a single other person. The only Molok Tai he had seen was the one in the first hallway. How could the tower be deserted?

      Kado’s steps dwindled to a halt. He pressed his body back into the shadows and turned from left to right, peering along the torch-lit hallway. Should he head toward the tower’s center? Perhaps there was a stairway there. For all Kado knew, he had been running in circles.

      Then suddenly, he froze. He thought he’d caught a sound. But after a few seconds, all he heard were his own shallow breaths, and the thump of his heart. He slipped out from the shadows and continued along the hallway.

      The attack came without warning.

      Kado gasped when he saw a flutter of movement. The next moment something very hard and blunt smacked into his temple. As his knees crumpled and his vision turned black, the Molok Tai’s voice rippled, as if in a distant echo.

      “Now, you little whelp. You know how it feels.”
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      Kado’s eyes snapped open. The first thing he realized was his head hurt like it had been whacked with a thousand hammers. The second thing he realized was that he was in a cage.

      He scrambled up onto his knees and clutched the bars in both hands. He was only dimly aware that the cage tilted with his movement. His thoughts were still swimming as if he had awoken from a dream. He got a sense of being suspended above an enormous room, wrought entirely of polished copper and filled with a dim purple light.

      But Kado only had eyes for the figure standing below, at the far end of the chamber. Even with his back turned, there could be no mistaking the hulking silhouette.

      Lord Darganon.

      And in his arms he clutched Nyoki, as if he was cradling a babe. Kado had to slap a hand over his mouth to contain his gasp when he noticed the little creature was shivering. Nyoki was alive! Kado’s eyes darted around the chamber, looking for Sike, but he could find no sign of her.

      Then he spotted the dread hounds. They were sitting a few yards apart on either side of Darganon, their monstrous forms throwing tall shadows across the floor.

      Carefully, Kado slunk back from the front of the cage, his gaze sliding from left to right. How long had he been unconscious? It didn’t feel that long. A few minutes at most. He still had time.

      Darganon had his back turned; he hadn’t yet noticed his prisoner was awake. A moment of surprise might be the only chance Kado had.

      Stay aware. Stay present … Kado’s eyes narrowed. He realized he was looking down on Darganon. The cage must be suspended above the floor, perhaps on an entirely different level.

      The chamber they were in was certainly vast enough. Kado knew from its domed and circular contour that it had to encompass the spherical peak of the tower. The entire chamber was made from tubes of gleaming metal, perhaps brass or copper. The floor was so polished it might have been glass.

      Darganon was standing on the edge of what looked like a gigantic, circular observation deck. His vulture, Frix, was perched on a railing nearby, its goggled eyes fixed on its master.

      Before them was an enormous round window. With its bolted metallic frame, it reminded Kado of a giant porthole. Beyond the opening, Kado could see the roof of the scaffolded tower. The inverted pyramid of the Sky Stone was directly ahead, turning Darganon into a mountainous silhouette, framed in purple.

      That same bruised purple glow drifted through the chamber like smoke, so dull it was barely reflected in the copper-tubed interior. There was no other light source, making it seem as if the night had been invited inside.

      Kado’s lips twisted with anger as he looked at Darganon, watching those thick hands cradle Nyoki. Those same hands had wrapped around Kado’s mother’s neck, choking the life from her. He wanted nothing more than to see those fingers curled and lifeless, unable to hurt anyone again.

      Kado scrunched shut his eyes and pushed the image away. Nyoki and Sike were counting on him. He needed to stay focused. He needed to get out of this cage.

      When he opened his eyes, the view through the tower porthole had shifted. Darganon was still facing the massive window, holding Nyoki. But now, the Sky Stone’s light had been sliced between two portholes.

      Kado noted other windows around the room, each of an identical size. Through them, the jagged mountain peaks were drifting by. He realized the entire observation deck was slowly rotating.

      The deck didn’t quite fill the round, domed chamber, but finished two yards shy of the perimeter. Surrounding the deck was an open drop to the level below. There, Kado could see giant cogs, beams, and wheels, which had to be part of the mechanism that was turning the floor.

      He remembered what Sike had said about the tower being built to harness the celestial power of the moons. The way the purple glow of the Sky Stone drifted through the windows … Everything was carefully positioned. It must have something to do with how the tower would focus the power of the moons with that of the Sky Stone. But then, why twelve windows when surely one would do?

      Kado had no way of knowing. The massive windows looked straight out, the metallic ceiling blocking his view of the sky above, but it appeared Darganon hadn’t yet started his ritual.

      Kado inched forward, moving as close to the bars as he could. There was something odd about the dread hounds as well. He couldn’t feel their usual aura of doom. They sat flanking Darganon, their backs to the windows. Kado noticed their eyes were no longer red, but white, and milky, as if they had been blinded. They were gazing straight ahead, toward …

      He pressed his face against the bars, trying so hard to look straight down that his eyelid fluttered. He sucked in a sharp breath.

      Sike.

      The Iron Viper was right below him. He could just make her out on his blurred periphery. It looked like she was strapped to some kind of frame. And she wasn’t moving.

      Kado’s gaze shot up. He had to help her. His only chance was to escape from this cage before Darganon realized he’d awoken. Maybe Kado could land a surprise attack, strike before Darganon saw him. Kado’s hand moved to his oscran sticks … and grasped at an empty belt.

      He bit down on his lip in frustration. Of course he’d been disarmed. For the first time, he turned around and was surprised to discover he was almost at floor level. An elevated landing curled across the rear of the chamber, overlooking the observation deck. Metallic stairways swept down to the deck on either side.

      The cage was suspended in front of the landing. Kado spotted his oscran sticks on a table nearby. The remainder of the landing was empty. There was no trace of the Molok Tai who captured him.

      Open your eyes to the gifts the Mother has provided, he told himself. He still wore his cloak and boots. All he needed was a way out of the cage.

      His eyes narrowed. The padlock didn’t look too difficult. His hand had almost reached his pocket when he remembered it only contained his last copper coin. He just hoped Slogger had made good use of the skeleton keys.

      Kado’s gaze moved to the bars. They looked bulky, and solid. A cold sense of panic was rising within him, muffling his thoughts. The Mother never gives us a task beyond the measure of the tools She has provided. He just needed to think clearly.

      The shadows were thick around him. So dull was the Sky Stone’s glow, it was as if the metallic chamber was filled with night. Indeed, the cage was blanketed in darkness. The shadows stretched all the way to the rear of the landing where his oscran sticks lay.

      “So the little half-breed awakes.”

      With a jolt, Kado spun back around to find Darganon smiling up at him. The giant man wore no shirt, only the same loose-fitting black breeches that were pulled up to his nipples, leaving his barrel chest bare. The Sky Stone’s purple light dusted his bald skull. Around his neck, he wore a chain so chunky it might have been used to secure a sea crate. From it, hung a crystal, as rough as a rock and the size of a fist. It gave off a faint violet sheen.

      The heart shard.

      “Just in time for my moment of triumph,” Darganon barked in his snarling voice, stroking his pointed goatee.

      Even now, on the cusp of victory, rage swelled beneath Darganon’s every word, his fury barely contained by his controlled facade. In his arms, Nyoki whimpered and cringed away.

      Darganon threw a meaty hand skyward. “As you can see, the time is almost here. Soon I will walk this world as a god!”

      Foreboding crept over Kado as he followed Darganon’s gaze. Three round windows punctured the domed ceiling. From where Kado was, he could see only a starry sky beyond. But the color of the glow at the rim of each window …

      His eyes moved back to the glassy floor, seeing it anew. He noticed them now, three faint discs of light, each about two feet wide and the color of one of the moons. They were inching across the chamber floor, mirroring the moons’ flight through the heavens, drawing ever closer to the center of the observation deck.

      There, etched into the floor at the very heart of the chamber, was a circle, about ten feet across. The purple glow from the Sky Stone was most concentrated inside this etched ring, as if waiting for the light of the moons to join it.

      Already, the faint disc of green light that represented the emerald moon was approaching the circle. The light representing the white moon was at the very edge of the observation deck. The amber moon was somewhere between the others.

      This diagram showed Kado what his naked eye had been unable to detect from outside—the subtle variances in trajectory as the moons approached a perfect alignment.

      Darganon bellowed a laugh. “Yes, half-breed. Now you understand.” His voice boomed around the metallic chamber. “The very instant all three moons reach the center of the engraved circle and join with the Sky Stone’s light, the conduit to the heavens will fully open. The star cord will be complete.

      “Celestial magic will flood into the heart shard, and I will have the power of the Endless Ones! I don’t need any spell or ritual—the tower will do the work for me. And even if your little devilkin was still alive at that moment, it could do nothing to stop me. Yet I am not a man to take chances.”

      Darganon’s black eyes had swept the floor hungrily as he spoke. Now they drifted up to Kado. “Fortunately, I have time for one last act as a mortal. The hour has arrived for you to watch your devilkin die!”

      “No!” Kado shouted, scrambling to the front of the cage. “Don’t you hurt him!”

      Darganon laughed again. It was a cold and mocking sound. Frix echoed its master with a squawk of its own.

      “Just the response I was looking for,” Darganon whispered. “But you see, now that you’re awake, there is nothing to stop me from hurting this creature.”

      His cruel smile widened as he spoke, his meaty fingers tenderly stroking Nyoki’s skull. “You took so long to get here, I was beginning to think I would have to do it without you. It seems I did not wait in vain. I wanted to see your face when I broke this creature’s neck. I wanted to break you as well.”

      “You’re just worried that Nyoki will stop your magic,” Kado shouted, his mind whirring. Panic threatened to overwhelm him. His only thought was to delay Darganon, to keep him talking. To keep Nyoki alive.

      Darganon snorted. “This creature is no longer a threat to me. None of them are. Or perhaps you didn’t believe me when I said the only reason I chased your little party was to snare the Iron Viper.”

      “You only captured her because she was weak,” Kado said, his lip curling. “If Sike was at full strength, she would have destroyed you!”

      To Kado’s surprise, Darganon actually nodded. “And what an ingenious snare it was, breaking the dam and sinking the ship, sending the Iron Viper scurrying into the woods where my loyal hounds waited.”

      Darganon’s black gaze drifted to the rear of the observation deck, below Kado’s line of sight.

      “If only you could see her,” Darganon sneered. “So lifeless, yet filled with power. Their power.”

      Cold terror clawed at Kado’s heart. He hadn’t been able to glimpse much of Sike, but he knew she wasn’t moving. Watching Darganon’s leering smile, Kado suddenly understood.

      With no other animals to sustain her, Sike had been forced to bond with the dread hounds. That’s how Darganon was controlling her.

      “The Iron Viper will be my final gift to the Scorched Queen,” Darganon shouted, barking every word. “But Xypera won’t be the only one who has an Aspect to serve them …” His black eyes drifted back to Kado. “… Hunter.”

      Kado shrank away, a new fear rippling through him. His mind flashed back to the salkai stronghold. He could still feel Darganon’s blade puncturing his flesh.

      “Yes, half-breed. I finally figured out what you are. At first, I couldn’t fathom how you had beaten X’ki the Unseen. Then I started to wonder. Why would the Iron Viper be interested in you, a wretched thief from the streets of Darkfae? She didn’t know about the devilkin’s power, otherwise she would have taken the creature to the Sky Stone herself. No, she was there looking for you.”

      Kado’s throat tightened as Darganon’s hand reached out, caressing Nyoki. The little creature had started to tremble once more.

      “Then, Aspect,” Darganon whispered, “as I watched you scale my tower, soaring through the night, I realized fate had indeed smiled upon me. For you are not just any Aspect. You are the most powerful of all the Ways. You are the Hunter.”

      Kado’s head swung desperately from side to side. He had to break out of this cage. With a snarl of frustration, he gripped the bars and shook them, but only managed to shake himself.

      If Darganon noticed Kado’s struggle, he gave no sign. “The Scorched Queen always had a Predator to lead her Anahka Tai,” he said, his thick lips curling into a smile. “Did you ever wonder why every Hunter before you has fallen? They fell because Xypera knew that pain was the road to darkness. She tortured them, twisting their spirits to do her bidding. Breaking them … as I will break you.”

      Darganon ran his fingers down Nyoki’s skull. Then, with a vicious burst of movement, he snatched the little creature by the throat.

      Kado froze. Time seemed to freeze also. It was as if the shock of seeing Darganon’s fingers around Nyoki’s neck had startled his mind into action. Or perhaps it was the Mother’s wisdom. Kado suddenly knew how to escape from the cage.

      He needed to shadow streak.

      “I own you, half-breed!” Darganon shouted. “I always have. I always will. I will strangle the hope from your spirit, as I strangled the life from your mother.”

      On the perch beside Darganon, Frix let out a mocking caw.

      Kado did his best to ignore them, and tried to focus. He had only shadow streaked once before, and that time, he hadn’t even been aware he was doing it. The ability to move through the shadows, to travel from one patch of darkness to another.

      Sike said it was one of the most difficult disciplines for a Hunter to master. She told him he needed to be one with his Aspect. He needed to feel and know the deepest part of himself.

      Kado tried to do that now, but all he felt was a surging panic and his pounding heart.

      “This is your first step, Hunter,” Darganon snarled, thrusting Nyoki forward. “You begin your path to becoming my Predator. You shall know pain. Now watch your devilkin die!”

      Kado scrunched shut his eyes. Frantically, he reached out to his Aspect, the deepest part of himself, but it only seemed to shrink further away. He tried to remember what Sike had told him.

      If you can’t feel the Mother, simply feel what you are feeling instead. It will show you the truth of who you are.

      “Open your eyes, half-breed!” Darganon bellowed. “Look at me! Watch your creature die!”

      That barking voice sent terror surging through Kado. He longed to check if Nyoki was still alive. But Kado also knew that opening his eyes would only seal Nyoki’s fate. Darganon wanted him to watch.

      Instead, Kado followed Sike’s lesson. He simply felt his fear, observed it. He felt his fear for Nyoki, his fear for Sike, for Umah. He felt his fear for the world should Darganon succeed. Kado felt his dread that he would never be enough, that his enemy was too powerful.

      But Sike’s lesson had one more piece of wisdom … ask yourself, Kado. If you can observe your thoughts, if you can witness your emotions … then, who are you?

      Suddenly, Kado realized. Beneath his fear he did feel something. A silent presence, like another pair of invisible eyes, observing everything. Something that was beyond the grasp of his fear.

      His Aspect … The shadows … The Mother … The Weaving … It was all the same. It was beneath everything, above everything. Inside everything. Inside him.

      The power of the Mother was everywhere.

      That was when Kado knew. Somehow, he felt the answer. That was how he had done it the first time, streaking from one shadow to the next. The Mother was everywhere. He hadn’t moved through the shadows: He’d moved through the shadow essence in the Weaving. The shadows were just his connection to Her power.

      Darganon’s furious bellow swelled to new heights. “I said, look at me!”

      But in a ripple of darkness, Kado was gone.

      From the floor below, he heard Darganon’s bark of surprise. The trade lord wouldn’t be able to see Kado at the back of the landing. From where Darganon was standing, it would appear Kado had simply vanished.

      Kado shook his head, ignoring his swimming stomach. If he’d moved through the bars, he hadn’t felt them. One moment he had been inside the cage. The next, there had been a rushing sensation, and he found himself here, on the landing.

      Kado couldn’t afford to wonder. He had only seconds until Darganon acted. If the trade lord realized Kado was free …

      He snatched up his oscran sticks, clipping them onto his belt. His eyes were already rising to the gloom nestled in the domed roof above.

      Kado shot forward in a streak of shadow, blurring across the chamber. It no longer mattered if he was hopelessly outmatched. His only thought was to get to Darganon before he killed Nyoki. The Hunter protects their pack.

      Frix let out a panicked squawk in warning. Darganon’s eyes grew wide as he spotted Kado firing toward him. That was all he had time for.

      Kado hit the trade lord feetfirst, bowling Nyoki out of his grasp, and sending all three of them over the edge of the observation deck. Tumbling into the shadows below.
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      Kado crashed onto a cold metal floor. A tiny squeal told him that Nyoki was behind him. Kado scooped the little creature into his arms and scrambled to his feet.

      Just as Darganon lurched out of the shadows.

      Kado darted back as a huge fist thundered toward him. The blow came so close that he felt the air brush his face. The trade lord’s knuckles slammed into the wall with the resounding clang of metal.

      Snatching an oscran stick from his belt, Kado scooted backward. He clutched Nyoki under one arm. Darganon came crashing after them, fists swinging in a blind rage. He didn’t seem to care whether he struck Kado or the pipework around them.

      Kado’s head swiveled as he searched for an escape. It felt like he had stumbled into the workings of some gigantic piece of machinery. Great beams crisscrossed the room in a chaotic web, tubes and pipes twisting between them. He realized they must have fallen into the chamber beneath the observation deck.

      The air was so warm and heavy it was hard to draw breath. A hellish light flickered, reflecting off the metalwork from furnaces that Kado couldn’t see. Every pipe hissed with steam, blanketing the chamber in clouds, blurring his vision. But clouds and steam weren’t all there were …

      The chamber was thick with shadows.

      Darganon’s fist lashed out once more. But Kado was too fast, dashing back in a ripple of shadow.

      Darganon let out a howl of fury, his thick features contorting with rage. He snatched a pipe from the wall beside him, wrenching it from its bracket. Then he stomped forward, and swung.

      There was a whoosh of air as Kado flitted back, the heavy pipe missing him by a finger. Nyoki squealed in terror. With a snarl, Darganon lifted the pipe for another blow. Kado sidestepped, ducking under a massive beam, putting it between them.

      The trade lord roared and clambered after him, but Kado was already slipping away on a shaft of shadow. When another low beam materialized out of the steaming clouds, Kado slid under it.

      His world was immediately swallowed by puffs of white steam. In his arms, Nyoki was trembling. Kado could hear Darganon’s steps thumping on the metal floor. He was drawing closer, but cautiously.

      The web of beams would prove more of an obstacle for the hulking man than it did for Kado. An opportunity not to be squandered. Open your eyes to the gifts the Mother has provided …

      Slowly, Kado pulled up his hood. He drifted back through the steam and shadows, his boots sliding noiselessly, working his way through the tangle of bars. This might be his only chance to finish Darganon. In the confined space and cloudy darkness, the advantage was Kado’s—a contest of sharp senses, stealth, and surprise. He just needed to find somewhere safe for Nyoki. Then Kado could fight properly.

      “Where are you, half-breed?” Darganon’s low growl rumbled through the steam-filled clouds. He sounded further away than he had the last time. “You can’t hide forever.”

      The sudden caw of a vulture drew Kado’s attention to the level above. He realized the floor of the observation deck was indeed made of some kind of thick glass; Kado could see straight through it.

      In the dim purple glow of the chamber beyond, Frix the vulture flapped its wings and squawked again, perhaps trying to alert its master. The dread hounds hadn’t moved at all. The faint colored discs that represented the moons were creeping across the glass floor, floating ever closer to the chamber’s heart.

      Kado needed to finish this quickly. If he believed Darganon’s boast that he didn’t need to perform a spell or a ritual, then it wouldn’t matter where the trade lord was when the alignment happened. The tower itself would draw on the power of the heavens. Even this chamber would be flooded with celestial magic, filling the heart shard. Making Darganon a god.

      Kado slid under a large diagonal beam, working his way across the room. Beside him, a colossal cog was spinning languidly, hissing steam or smoke. Its movement sent a network of other cogs whirring, turning the gigantic crank that rotated the floor above.

      “I know you’re there, half-breed.” Darganon’s voice sounded even more distant now. “The longer you frustrate me, the more I will hurt your little devilkin.”

      As if understanding the threat, Nyoki let out a whimper. Kado’s eyes narrowed as he peered through the steaming clouds. For a moment he had glimpsed it—a metal stairway, running upward along the wall at the rear of the chamber.

      Kado dropped to one knee and placed Nyoki on the floor.

      “Nyoki?” Kado whispered so quietly he barely heard it himself. “You need to get to safety.” He nodded toward the stairs. Thankfully, they lay in the opposite direction from where Darganon’s voice had echoed. “That way. Those steps lead to the chamber above.”

      He didn’t know how Nyoki’s power worked, or how he would reverse the flow of the star cord, but Kado couldn’t risk lingering. If the fight went for too long and the ternary alignment struck …

      Nyoki hadn’t moved. He was staring up at Kado, his wings drooping. Then, slowly, he lifted his stumpy arm and pointed a claw at the stairs.

      Kado smiled and nodded, tears brimming in his eyes. “Yes, go now, Nyoki,” he whispered. “And if you can’t get to safety, hide.”

      He stood as Nyoki fluttered off toward the stairway, half-waddling, half-flying, his little wings flapping.

      Kado’s mouth tightened, his eyes lifting to the glassy floor of the observation deck. The emerald moon had almost reached the outer rim of the etched circle.

      His gaze flashed to the dread hounds. They were as motionless as the last time Kado had looked at them. And, for the moment, Frix was looking down. The vulture’s bulging eyes were sweeping the floor, searching for its master. Kado just hoped Nyoki would have the sense to hide if it got too dangerous.

      Suddenly a great hissing filled the air. Kado’s cloak fluttered on the wind that rushed past him.

      In one furious gust, the clouds of steam cleared, turning the chamber into a web of metal girders. They glowed orange in the fiery light from a furnace on the far side.

      Kado found himself in a narrow aisle of beams and pipes. Some were still hissing, and dribbling steam. Around him, what had appeared in the clouds to be a chaotic web of metal, suddenly took order. A network of girders crossed in the room’s center, surrounding the cog mechanism, leaving a wide corridor around the perimeter. Unlike the deck above, this chamber was square.

      A grim chuckle drew Kado’s gaze forward. His stomach tightened. Ahead, at the end of the aisle, not twenty feet away, loomed Darganon.

      The heavy pipe was still clutched in his fist. His other hand was just dropping from a giant lever, obviously the mechanism that had cleared the steam. His features twisted into a malevolent grin as he glared at Kado. It was too late to conjure the shadow smoke. Darganon had already spotted him.

      Kado’s jaw hardened. He widened his stance and drew his other oscran stick. At least now that he wasn’t holding Nyoki, Kado could fight with both hands. He flicked a glance toward the stairs that ran against the far wall to see Nyoki crawling up them.

      Darganon’s eyes narrowed. His bald head turned, following Kado’s gaze. With surprising speed, Darganon spun away from Kado and bounded around the edge of the chamber after Nyoki.

      “No!” Kado shouted, his eyes widening.

      A massive beam ran at shoulder height beside him, and Kado leaped onto it. Darganon was charging along the chamber’s edge, his feet pounding the metal floor. Kado raced to intercept him, springing from beam to beam, skipping across the grid. Both were heading for the stairway.

      Nyoki uttered a squeak and fluttered his wings, hastening his flight. In a few moments, he disappeared from view at the top of the stairs.

      Kado bounded over to the next beam. He shot a glance at Darganon. The trade lord had almost reached the stairway.

      Kado gritted his teeth and leaped. Although the hellish glow of the furnace filled the chamber, there were still enough shadows to carry him. He swooped across the remainder of the beams and landed on the stairs, blocking Darganon’s way.

      His heavy pipe was already swinging. But Kado had the advantage of being five steps higher. He sprang, kicking off the chamber wall, and flew straight at Darganon. The pipe swept harmlessly beneath him. Kado struck, smacking an oscran stick into the side of Darganon skull.

      Kado landed on the step in front of his enemy and struck again. He stabbed his other oscran stick forward, driving it into Darganon’s bare chest.

      The trade lord stumbled back, gasping a wheezing breath. Kado didn’t hesitate. He slapped an oscran stick across Darganon’s jaw. His other stick was flying at his enemy’s neck when Darganon’s hand lashed out, catching Kado’s wrist.

      For a moment, their eyes locked. Kado grimaced and tried to jerk out of his captor’s grasp. But Darganon was too strong. His thick lips curled into a smile.

      He let go of Kado’s wrist, clapping his massive hand around Kado’s skull instead. No sooner had Darganon’s fingers clamped down, than he shoved, slamming Kado’s head into the metal wall.

      He cried out as his vision swam with pain. Darganon jerked Kado’s head back, and with a vicious snarl, slammed it into the wall again.

      This time Kado didn’t cry out. The chamber was growing dark around him. He couldn’t feel his feet. There was a ringing in his ears that made his entire head vibrate. He was dimly aware of his oscran sticks clattering from his grasp. He felt his head being jerked once more as Darganon flung him aside.

      Kado crumpled to the floor, fighting to stay conscious. Between his fluttering eyelids, he caught a blurry vision: Darganon stomping up the stairs after Nyoki, the heavy pipe still gripped in his fist.

      Bao’s words echoed in Kado’s mind. Perhaps it is Her will that you lose Nyoki …

      “No,” Kado groaned, shaking his head to clear the pain. He staggered to his feet, slapping a hand against the wall to keep his balance.

      Then he snatched his oscran sticks off the floor and stumbled up the stairs after Darganon. With every step, Kado’s head got clearer, although the ringing in his ears persisted.

      He burst from the top of the stairs onto the observation deck, and skidded to a halt. With a flash of shock, he found himself staring straight at Sike.

      The stairway had emerged at the rear of the observation chamber, under the cage and the landing. Sike was tied upright to a metal frame right in front of him, her milky eyes fixed ahead. Although this wasn’t her usual blind gaze. Sike really was seeing nothing. Even her mind seemed absent, like she was in some kind of trance.

      Kado ached to help her, but Darganon was stomping toward the chamber’s heart, bearing down on Nyoki.

      Kado bowed his head and raced after him, but he was already too late. Before he had even covered half the distance, Darganon drew back his pipe and swung.

      With a heavy, two-handed slog, he belted Nyoki across the chamber.
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      Lifeless, Nyoki flew across the metal chamber.

      He crashed into the curving stairway that led to the upper landing, and toppled, tumbling down the steps one by one. At last he thudded onto the floor of the observation deck and lay, unmoving.

      “No!” Kado screamed, skidding as he changed course, bolting toward Nyoki. But Darganon leaped ahead of him, barring his way. His heavy pipe swung. Kado darted away from the blow, changing course once more.

      Darganon stomped forward, his hulking shoulders heaving with fury, placing his mountainous frame between Kado and Nyoki. The trade lord’s cruel grin returned, stretching his goatee wider.

      Kado threw back his hood and glared at his enemy. Tears of pain and fury blurred his vision. His knuckles whitened around his oscran sticks. He hadn’t been strong enough to protect his pack. He had lost Nyoki.

      “It is over!” Darganon shouted. “Your creature is dead. Your mentor will soon belong to the Scorched Queen. But you, half-breed, you belong to me. You always have.”

      Kado opened his mouth to shout a denial, but the words died on his lips. It took every ounce of his willpower not to break into a smile. Behind Darganon, at the base of the stairs, Nyoki was stirring. The little creature was alive.

      Kado’s brow lowered. He kept his gaze on Darganon. One wrong glance could give Nyoki away.

      “You will grovel at my knees, Aspect,” Darganon sneered. “Soon the power of the Endless Ones will be mine. After all these years, my moment has arrived.” He waved a meaty hand at the colored discs that were gliding across the floor.

      With a flash of dread, Kado saw that the emerald moon had crossed the boundary of the etched circle. The other moons were drifting closer behind it. Time was slipping away. But he was frozen to the spot. He may as well still be locked in the cage. Any attack he made might cause Darganon to move and notice Nyoki.

      Kado longed to check on the little creature—he didn’t know how badly Nyoki was hurt—but he kept his eyes averted. Even with the shadows, Kado could never reach Nyoki before Darganon.

      Kado’s gaze slid to Frix with a ripple of fear. If the vulture spotted Nyoki … But Frix’s large head only followed its master.

      The dread hounds remained motionless, their milky eyes focused on Sike. It was like they were in some kind of trance, a symptom of their unholy connection. Perhaps Darganon needed the hounds in that state to keep Sike from waking.

      Kado’s mouth tightened as he turned to the Iron Viper. Her body sagged on the metal frame that held her. Yet her chin remained lifted, her unseeing gaze locked on the dread hounds, as if she was unable to look away.

      Kado needed to do something. Right now, he only had one advantage. Darganon believed Nyoki was dead.

      Kado’s thoughts whirred, looking for some way to exploit that weakness, but all he could focus on was keeping Nyoki safe. He needed to hold Darganon’s attention. If Kado could keep the trade lord distracted, maybe Nyoki could disrupt the celestial magic before Darganon realized the little creature had survived. It might be the only way to beat this monster.

      Hatred surging through his veins, Kado forced his gaze to meet his enemy’s.

      “Don’t glare at me with your childish righteousness!” Darganon barked. He paused and drew a heaving breath, an obvious attempt to calm his rage. “We’re not so different, after all. I, too, cowered on the streets of Darkfae, a babe scraping in the dirt to survive. But while you gave in to your fear and trembled, I used the pain to strengthen me, to ensure all those who wronged me paid their dues!” His voice swelled to a rasping roar again. “It is my boldness, and bravery, that made me your lord!”

      “I am nothing like you!” Kado shouted. “You’re a thief and a swindler! It wasn’t boldness that allowed you to take over Darkfae City. I know about Abananzer’s Coin. You cheated. You stole your power.”

      Kado expected Darganon to explode at the accusation, but he only chuckled.

      “No, Aspect. You are wrong. Many times I was tempted. Yet I refrained, daring only to use the coin in the smallest ways to sustain me. For fifty years I lived on those filthy streets, or in hovels not fit for an animal, waiting for my father’s enemies to forget our name. I should have been raised in my family’s palace, overlooking the sea! Instead I was forced to live off rats and roaches!”

      As he ranted, Darganon’s growl had swelled triumphantly. Now, it dropped to an almost reverent tone. “But Darkfae City has many gifts … I was still a boy when I first heard the call of its soul. I would have been satisfied with vengeance, to become a powerful lord in the Lawless Outlands. But in the cold of night, Darkfae would whisper to me, telling me its dreams. Urging me to be … more.”

      “The Shrieking Soulless,” Kado breathed.

      “The Shrieking Soulless?” Darganon’s tone was musing. “I prefer to think of it as a soul—the soul of Darkfae City. To most people, those whispers were an unintelligible wail, the lament of a ghost. To me, they were a promise, a call to greatness. I knew, even then, that I would be the one who awakened the Sky Stone. So I bided my time, and waited.”

      A shiver ran along Kado’s spine. He remembered what Umah had said about the Sky Stone’s wild magic burrowing inside you. Darganon had lived in Darkfae for over a century, listening to the whispers of the Shrieking Soulless, the faint wailing that drifted across the city, haunting it nightly.

      Then another shiver rippled through Kado when he realized he’d heard those same whispers below, in the scaffolded tower. Oralan’s dark experiment … Darganon’s arrogance had caused him to reveal too much already. Perhaps if Kado kept him talking, he might glean a subtle clue, a way to beat the trade lord.

      Above all, Kado needed to hold Darganon’s attention, giving Nyoki a chance to reverse the star cord.

      “There are no words in the wails of the Shrieking Soulless,” Kado said. “It was only Darkfae’s wild magic poisoning your mind. After all those years, I’m surprised you even remembered who you were.”

      “Oh, I remembered,” Darganon whispered. He turned to gaze upon the Sky Stone, his colossal chest rising. “At last my day arrived. I began to use Abananzer’s Coin the way it was intended. I started with those for whom my rage was fiercest—the descendants of the men who betrayed my family. As a boy I had watched as they laughed and tossed my father’s body into the Grim River. But I did not laugh. Not as I choked the life out of their children. Not as my blade ran through them, Abananzer’s Coin cursing their heirs for a thousand generations.”

      Darganon continued to stare at the Sky Stone, framed by its purple glow. The heavy pipe dangled in his grasp, forgotten.

      Kado took the opportunity to shoot a glance at Nyoki. His heart flooded with relief. The little creature was sitting up now. When he saw Kado looking at him, his wings rose happily. With a flash of panic, Kado glanced at Frix, but the vulture was still watching its master.

      “Indeed, Abananzer’s Coin gave me it all,” Darganon said, as he turned back to Kado. His black eyes were distant, as if recalling a dream. “One by one, the Nine Families knelt before me. But Darkfae’s gifts did not end there. I bargained with the Warlocks of the Crae, who handed over their dread hounds. I haggled with Borlish trade lords to acquire ships of slaves. The Crimson Sorcerers of the Bloodlands offered me their river wyrms. The coin even allowed me to win the Scorched Queen’s favor, performing tasks that could be achieved by no other. And so I was given a wizard, the one who showed me how to awaken the Sky Stone.”

      “Oralan,” Kado said. “The Scorched Queen is watching you, Darganon. Why else would she have placed that sorcerer in your service?”

      “Of course Xypera was watching me!” Darganon barked. “I needed her to believe that she was in control. I let her think the heart shard was for her. In return, she gave me the last of what I needed to secure my empire—the Molok Tai.”

      Darganon’s voice dropped back to a whispering growl. “But I never doubted Oralan’s loyalty. He might have begun as Xypera’s agent, but the wizard quickly learned he could achieve far more with me. It was Oralan who invoked the ancient magic, beginning the process that would culminate during the ternary alignment—the exact same celestial conditions as when the Sky Stone struck, three thousand years ago. Together, we awoke the stone and brought it here. A simple feat. All we needed was the light of the moons.”

      “If Oralan is loyal to you, then why did he flee?” Kado asked. Before he realized, he had taken a step forward. “Now, right before your moment of victory? I found his laboratory beneath the scaffolded tower. He’d cleaned it out. Oralan is gone. If I was to guess, I’d say he was reporting your treachery to the Scorched Queen. The wizard was never loyal to you at all.”

      For a second, terror flashed across Darganon’s eyes. His meaty fingers, still gripping the pipe, squeezed until Kado thought the metal would bend. Then, as if it had never been there, Darganon’s fear was gone, washed away in a swell of triumph.

      “Perhaps you are right, half-breed! But if you found Oralan’s den, then you no doubt saw our little experiment. Soon, the alignment will strike, and I will become as powerful as the Endless Ones. But that is only the start of my plans …” His dark eyes fell to the heart shard that hung from his neck. “For while I destroyed the Nine Families of Darkfae, I saved the most brutal retribution for my enemies in the Hallowed Kingdoms, the lords of Sorolla who banished my family, stealing our fortune.”

      Darganon’s eyes lifted, and the cruel smile that twisted his features sent a tremor of fear through Kado.

      “The celestial thread that will be drawn by the ternary alignment …” the trade lord whispered. “Heavenly power from the source of the Sky Stone … It will be as formidable as the Unraveling itself.” Darganon drew a deep and indulgent breath. “We could have filled the heart shard with a fraction of that power! It was Oralan who first suggested we could achieve so much more. When the ternary alignment strikes, celestial magic won’t just flow into the heart shard. The power of the Sky Stone will pour into our experiment, causing it to swell.”

      Kado’s face paled as the realization dawned. “That strange city that’s growing down there … The Sky Stone’s light is beaming straight into its heart.”

      Its glow was meager now, dull, but once the alignment struck … Kado remembered how the buildings had warped and flickered, blinking in and out of existence. Each time, they had grown larger when they returned. He had felt the waves of evil and hatred emanating from those streets, the hunger, wanting to be more. He remembered the purple sorcery in Oralan’s lair, its tendrils leaking out into the world, into the Weaving.

      Kado turned slowly to the giant window. Beyond, the Sky Stone glowed in the night, crowning the scaffolding tower. Kado thought its purple light looked brighter.

      “That’s what you’re doing,” he breathed. “You’re going to flood that city with celestial power. You want to recreate the world in Darkfae’s image! It will be like a second Unraveling.”

      Kado could picture it in his mind’s eye … The sphere of sorcery in Oralan’s laboratory, becoming larger and larger, its tendrils slithering out into the Weaving, threading their way through the city above, making it grow. At last, that strange new Darkfae would break through its walls and spread across all of Lor. Flashing, flickering, warping, covering the world in its evil. The horror was unimaginable.

      “A second Unraveling?” Darganon echoed, twisting his neck to follow Kado’s gaze. “However much I like that idea, the Sky Stone’s power is not what it used to be. The oceans will prove too much of a barrier, I fear. But this continent?”

      Darganon turned back to Kado with a sneer. “The Unraveling was wild, unruly. Although weaker, the soul of Darkfae has evolved. This time, the destruction will be guided—by me, a being with the power of an Endless One! Slowly, inexorably, my new Darkfae City will creep across the continent, spreading until it reaches every shore, covering every corner of Ellantya.”

      Darganon clenched a fist, his voice rising in a triumphant bark. “After a century of cowering, my family will rise again! And not just in Sorolla. The entire realm of the Hallowed Kingdoms will be remade. My family’s enemies will be enslaved, and I will be avenged. The name of Dagano will be remembered until the end of time!

      “But Darkfae’s appetite will not be so easily sated. The Lawless Outlands will be swallowed. In the east, the new Darkfae will claim the Gilded Empire too. Forests, deserts, mountains, they will all be devoured! It may take time, but what is another hundred years to a being who lives forever? I learned long ago that the slow and tortured death of an enemy can be the most gratifying.”

      Kado shook his head. “The Scorched Queen and the other Endless Ones will never allow it. The Wardens of the Realm will stop you.”

      “The Wardens?” Darganon chuckled. “I have already captured the Iron Viper. Once I have the heart shard, the Golden Knight herself won’t be able to challenge my power. As for the Endless Ones?”

      In a swirl of movement, Darganon spun to face the enormous window, clasping the heavy pipe behind his back.

      “Jarademis and the Silent Empress will be destroyed, along with their empires. The Scorched Queen will be more than happy to scurry away with her prize. And why shouldn’t she be? Xypera will have fewer rivals than she has had in two thousand years. Besides, she will have little choice but to tolerate my reign. My realm will be the greatest on Lor!”

      Kado’s soul blackened at the thought—the darkness and suffering the people of Darkfae had endured for centuries, spreading like a disease, swallowing one nation at a time. He could never let that happen.

      His eyes moved to the discs of moonlight drifting across the floor. The amber moon was approaching the etched circle, chasing its emerald sister. The white moon floated behind.

      “And how many innocents will die?” Kado asked, creeping a step forward. This was his chance to strike. While Darganon had his back turned. As long as that vulture didn’t squawk.

      “Innocents? Like your devilkin?” Darganon swung back around, his black gaze pouncing on Nyoki.

      Kado froze, his heart clenching. But Nyoki was lying down again, his eyes closed. Kado let out a breath of relief. He’d never wanted to hug the clever little creature so fiercely.

      “Don’t blame me for the death of these creatures,” Darganon said, turning to Kado. “Blame whatever force sent them here, to their demise. One after the other, day after day, when only a single creature was required to reverse the flow of the star cord, and only then, during the ternary alignment. I must admit, your little devilkin did cause me some initial anxiety. It was the only one that got away.”

      Kado’s eyes narrowed as Darganon spoke. The trade lord had just confirmed something Kado had been unsure of—the star cord needed to be active for Nyoki to reverse the celestial magic.

      But after everything Kado had just learned, he could never risk allowing the ternary alignment to strike. Darganon didn’t need a ritual; the tower would gather the celestial magic for him. It might only take a moment for Darganon to acquire the power of a god. Kado needed to take him down first.

      “They are surprisingly easy to kill,” Darganon added, smirking at the seemingly unconscious Nyoki. “Oralan sure did have his fun with them. Oh, the others tried to escape like your little devilkin, perhaps with plans to return at the appointed time. At first, I wondered, why would the might of the heavens send such feeble defenders? Then I realized …”

      Darganon’s hulking shoulders rose. “Oralan spoke of complications in ancient rituals, of balancing forces being sent by the heavens. But I saw these creatures for what they were—an act of desperation. And in that knowledge, my heart swelled. For even the heavens were powerless to stop me!”

      Kado’s gaze moved to the glassy floor. The amber moon had almost reached the etched ring. The emerald moon was well inside the circle, inching toward the chamber’s heart and the light of the Sky Stone. If he was going to stop Darganon, he needed to do it now.

      “The heavens might be powerless,” Kado said, taking a step forward. “But not the Mother. There is a power right here that is going to stop you. I am the Hunter. An Aspect of the Mother.”

      Kado would not make the same mistake again. Every encounter had honed his strategy. He just needed to keep his distance. It was only when he got too close that Darganon had snared him. And the large man grew tired easily. It wouldn’t take much for Kado to wear him down.

      “This is where I will defeat you,” Kado said, advancing another step.

      “Yes, Hunter,” Darganon said quietly. “I imagine you would.”

      Kado pulled up short. For the second time that night, fear had flickered across Darganon’s black gaze.

      Darganon was scared of him. He was wary of Kado’s power, the Mother’s power. He was a Hunter, the most powerful of all Aspects, and Darganon knew it. Then why did that knowledge only fill Kado with dread?

      As Darganon’s thick lips curled into a smile, Kado suddenly realized. He thought he had been keeping Darganon distracted, from noticing Nyoki. He thought he had been luring his enemy into talking and revealing his plans. Now Kado saw the truth.

      Darganon had been distracting him the whole time. Delaying him. But why?

      Kado’s eyes dropped to the floor. The amber moon was touching the etched circle now, but the white moon was still more than a yard behind. Why would Darganon reveal his hand before the ternary alignment arrived?

      “Yes,” Darganon sneered in his rasping whisper. “You believed you had time until the moons reached their anointed position … But the ternary alignment is only the punctuation, the last stroke that will complete the star cord. The celestial power of the heavens with tether itself to the Sky Stone long before that. Oh, look. Here it comes now.”

      Kado threw up a hand as a brilliant light flooded the chamber. The glow of the Sky Stone blazed with a sudden intensity.

      A dazzling cylinder of purple—two yards thick—shot out from the Sky Stone and across to the Tower of the Distant Moons. It beamed through the window, angling slightly down, filling the etched circle.

      Frix the vulture let out a squawk of triumph.

      The Sky Stone’s radiance grew, flooding every corner of the chamber. It was reflected in the glassy floor. It glinted off the polished metal of the curving stairs. It even glistened in Darganon’s black eyes.

      As Kado stared into those dead eyes, his enemy’s smile only widened. And in that smile, Kado understood the awful truth. That was what Darganon had been waiting for, why he had been stalling.

      The Sky Stone’s glaring purple light was everywhere. Every shadow had been banished. Kado was powerless.

      His Aspect, his connection to the Weaving and the Mother, was gone.
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      Kado’s head turned dazedly as he stared at the radiance all around him.

      The purple light of the Sky Stone reflected off every surface in the gleaming, brassy chamber, shooting from every angle. The deepest shadows—if they could be considered that—were pale and wispy things, so delicate they were almost white.

      The light was thickest in the chamber’s center, where the beam of celestial magic being channeled through the Sky Stone angled down, filling the etched circle. The only other spots of color were the discs of the moons, creeping across the floor.

      Kado could feel the absence of the shadows like a hollow in his spirit. He didn’t need to move to know that his steps would be slower. His limbs felt heavier, his feet unsure. The Shadow Cloak may as well have been the old blue scarf he used to cover his hair and ears.

      His world had been swallowed by that awful purple glow. The Sky Stone’s light. The hue of Darkfae City.

      After everything Kado had been through, after everything he had learned. He was right back where he started, a child at Darganon’s mercy. The same little boy who had been too weak to save Abrel. The same boy who couldn’t protect his mother.

      Kado was powerless.

      “Oh, don’t worry, half-breed,” Darganon sneered. “Your abilities will return … Just in time to serve me. Indeed, your position in my new empire will be higher than it has ever been. For you, my Predator, shall lead the Anahka Tai.”

      “I will never serve someone like you!” Kado yelled.

      On the edge of his vision, he could see Nyoki, lying at the base of the stairs, still feigning unconsciousness.

      Kado clenched his jaw. He might have lost his Aspect powers, but he still had Nyoki. They could still reverse the star cord. All Kado had to do was defeat Darganon before the moons completed their journey. But how? Even with his Aspect powers intact, Kado had never come close to beating the trade lord.

      He looked over at Sike, his mouth creasing. If he could find a way to wake her, perhaps they could overpower Darganon together.

      “You were born into my servitude,” Darganon said, raising his heavy pipe over his shoulder and stomping toward Kado. “And you will honor me, half-breed.”

      Darganon swung. Kado just managed to leap back as the pipe whooshed past his face. But it had been close. His feet had moved even slower than he anticipated.

      Kado slid back another step, taking note of the strangely foreign feeling of his muscles working on their own. The whole time, his gaze stayed locked on his enemy. He only needed to get used to the sensation. Darganon was fast for his size, but the speed advantage still belonged to Kado.

      He might not have the shadows, he might not be able to connect to the Weaving, but he still had his oscran sticks. He still had the moves Sike had shown him.

      Darganon snarled, and swung again. This time Kado ducked under the blow. His boots slid across the glass floor, bringing him up behind his opponent.

      Kado sprang, his cloak streaming in his wake. Frix squawked a warning, but an oscran stick was already flying. It made a satisfying crack as it struck the back of Darganon’s skull.

      Darganon bellowed with rage and spun toward the attack. Kado was already flitting away.

      “You belong to me, half-breed!” Darganon shouted, tramping after him. “You always have, since the day you opened your eyes!”

      Kado stepped sideways, never taking his eyes from Darganon. He dared not glance at Sike or Nyoki, even for a moment.

      Another step, and the beam of the Sky Stone slid between Kado and his opponent. A thick jet of purple light, slanting across the violet-tinged chamber.

      “You might have owned me once,” Kado shouted through the radiant shaft. “But you discarded that title. You gave me to Mister Harlington.”

      “And who do you think owns Mister Harlington?”

      Darganon’s growling whisper sounded almost lethargic. But his apathy was a ruse. A second later, he lunged at Kado, bursting straight through the Sky Stone’s beam.

      The pipe was hurting toward Kado’s skull. His salkai eyes tracked its descent. At the last moment, Kado twisted sideways out of Darganon’s path.

      As the large man stumbled past, Kado lashed out with an oscran stick, slapping the heavy pipe aside. His other weapon struck Darganon’s jaw. Darganon howled with rage. He swung a backhanded fist that met only air.

      Kado moved carefully across the chamber, his oscran sticks raised. Darganon turned slowly, his bare chest heaving as Kado backed away.

      He threw a glance at the floor, and his heart tightened. The emerald moon had nearly reached the chamber’s center where the Sky Stone’s light was most focused. The amber moon had crossed fully into the etched circle. The white moon followed a little way behind its sisters—a yard, or maybe two—but Kado’s time was running out.

      His gaze snapped to the fist-sized crystal that Darganon wore around his neck.

      “Every job your crew carried out for Harlington was done at my bidding!” Darganon’s voice boomed around the chamber. “Small jobs, yes. Insignificant. But you had to start somewhere. Perhaps some part of me always knew. It’s like I have been training you to lead my assassins your entire life.”

      Kado kept his silence and took another step sideways. His salkai eyes flicked back and forth, watching the heart shard swing across Darganon’s heaving chest. The trade lord was already tiring. Kado drew a careful breath.

      Then he shot forward. If he could just knock the gem off its chain … But a hefty swing from Darganon’s pipe forced Kado to pull away at the last second, abandoning his attack.

      Darganon chuckled. At the far end of the chamber, Frix squawked in agreement. Kado’s brow creased as he stepped sideways once more, keeping clear of his opponent.

      Darganon’s heavy pipe was three or four feet long. Added to his enormous arms, it gave him too great a reach. Kado would never get close enough to snatch the heart shard. Not while Darganon clutched that weapon.

      Kado shot forward once more. This time, as Darganon struck out, Kado swerved around the attack. An oscran stick flew, cracking Darganon on the back of the knuckles.

      The trade lord howled in surprise and fury. Frix squawked. The pipe dropped with a loud clang, chiming as it rolled across the floor.

      “I am an Aspect of the Mother,” Kado said, swiping the pipe with the side of his foot, sending it rolling over the lip of the observation deck. There was a resounding clang, like the peal of a bell, as it struck the chamber below. “You are a monster, poisoned by wild magic and your thirst for vengeance. A common thug who cheated and stole their way to power.”

      Kado’s eyes never left Darganon. The heavy pipe was gone, but Kado still needed to get the heart shard.

      “I fought for everything I earned!” Darganon screamed. “I gave everything! They cast my family out of their city! Had I been born in the Hallowed Kingdoms, I would have been hailed as a hero for accomplishing half of what I achieved! Yet the lords and nobles …” Darganon spat the word as if it was poison. “They refused to acknowledge it. They dismissed Darkfae as a city of thieves, labeling me a criminal. A felon from the Lawless Outlands. Now they will bow before their new god. And so will you.”

      “You will never be a god,” Kado said, “even if you steal the power of an Endless One. And I will die before I bow to you.”

      For a moment Darganon’s swollen features contorted with rage. Then, slowly, his furious expression drained. Seeing that anger so thinly contained, bursting at the seams of that mountainous form, sent a sliver of terror through Kado’s heart.

      He was so absorbed by that hateful glare that he only noticed the pale-green disc at the last moment. The emerald moon drifted into the center of the etched circle …

      And ignited.

      A jet of green light shot from the ceiling, angling down across the chamber to meet the Sky Stone’s beam.

      The ternary alignment was beginning. Once the amber and white moons joined their emerald sister, the star cord would be complete. Celestial magic would fill the heart shard, making Darganon a god.

      Darganon’s thick lips twisted into a grin that was more like a snarl. Then his rage exploded. He pounded after Kado, his slab-like fists swinging. Every strike drew closer and closer, while Kado scooted away.

      He evaded the final blow by skipping to the side, his cloak swirling with the movement. Another turn, and Kado circled behind his opponent, hooking an oscran stick to his belt as he went. His other weapon was already flying.

      Kado swooped in, cracking the oscran stick across Darganon’s knee. The hulking man wailed as he dropped.

      Kado never slowed. He snatched the chain from around his enemy’s neck, and yanked. Darganon’s head jerked to one side, but the chain didn’t budge. His hand shot out, seizing Kado’s wrist.

      As he felt that iron grasp, Kado’s eyes widened with fear. He brought his oscran stick down as hard as he could, stumbling backward when Darganon’s grip fell away.

      Kado rolled to his feet and swept his cloak back off his shoulder. His heel brushed the emerald shaft of the first moon. Beside it, the amber moon was already halfway between the edge of the circle and the chamber’s heart. The white moon was drifting closer to the etched ring.

      Darganon lumbered to his feet. He stood there, glowering in the green and purple light, his shoulders hunched and heaving, his nostrils flaring. The trade lord began to suck deep breaths, mastering his anger. When he spoke again, his voice was a menacing whisper.

      “Serve or do not serve, it does not matter. People like you always bow to people like me. You will bow, half-breed, and you will die … just like your mother.”

      Kado’s cheeks flushed with anger as he drew his other oscran stick once more. With a cry of fury, he dashed forward.

      Darganon swung, but Kado ducked under it. He sprang up, ramming the butt of the oscran stick into his enemy’s temple. His second stick flew, smacking Darganon’s jaw. On the other side of the chamber, Frix squawked. Just as a giant fist crashed into Kado’s skull.

      Kado reeled from the force of the blow, his head swimming. He could feel the blood trickling along his temple, and dabbed at it with the back of his hand.

      Darganon wore a dark grin. Kado saw that blood was dribbling from his enemy’s temple too. The bloody cut was a mirror of Kado’s own. Had Darganon struck that same spot deliberately?

      “Perhaps I will sell you after all,” he breathed in a growling whisper. “Like your runt of a brother. A half-breed is usually worthless. But then, you? An Aspect? Who can say?”

      Kado slid a step sideways, watching his opponent. He gripped his oscran sticks so tightly his fingers were going numb.

      At that moment, all he wanted to do was lash out at this man who had hurt him so badly. Kado had to finish this monster, once and for all. And if that sent him down the road of the Predator, so be it. It didn’t matter if it was the Mother’s path or not. At least Darganon would be gone.

      Kado drew a ragged breath, and charged. An oscran stick slapped Darganon’s skull. The trade lord didn’t even try to avoid the blow. His fist struck, belting Kado across the cheek backhanded.

      For a wild second, the chamber disappeared in a haze of darkness and a booming echo. Kado stumbled back, his pointed ears ringing. It felt like the tower was wobbling beneath him. Suddenly his leg gave out and he crumpled to one knee.

      His gaze fell to the floor. The amber moon had nearly reached the center of the Sky Stone’s light. The white moon was approaching the outer rim of the etched circle. With a snarl of defiance, Kado pushed himself to his feet.

      “Stay down, half-breed. You are no match for me without your powers.”

      Kado raised his oscran sticks and charged again.

      “You are weak!” Darganon roared. “Just like your brother. Just like your father!”

      Kado skidded to a halt. “You never knew my father,” he whispered, his voice quivering. “He was only a deckhand on the ship that brought my mother to Darkfae.”

      Darganon threw his head back and laughed. “Ah, Malita, such a storyteller. Say what you like about your mother, but she was always creative.”

      Kado darted forward and whirled into a spinning strike, smacking Darganon across the jaw. The trade lord barely flinched. His fist shot out, slugging Kado in the eye, sending him stumbling backward.

      “What I liked … about your mother,” Darganon shouted, breathing hard before swinging again. “Apart from her beauty …” His rage hadn’t lessened, but he was in control now, using that raw anger as a tool, a weapon. “… was her island!”

      Kado glared at Darganon from beneath his bloodied brow. “You’re lying.”

      “You never knew she was wealthy?” Darganon sneered as he staggered to a halt. “Oh, but she was … once. The daughter of an especially scrupulous merchant. Of course, I wanted that wealth for myself. A simple feat with Abananzer’s Coin. I took everything.”

      Kado howled and threw himself at Darganon again. But, this time, instead of landing a punch, Darganon’s hand shot out and clamped around Kado’s neck, stopping him mid-flight. Just like he had at the salkai stronghold.

      With a cry of wild panic, Kado brought up an oscran stick, belting Darganon across his bald skull. Although the blow drew blood, the large man didn’t so much as blink. His fingers only tightened around Kado’s throat.

      Kado gasped a wheezing breath. He kicked at Darganon, but his enemy simply held him away, Kado’s feet dangling helplessly above the floor.

      “Then, just when I was enjoying the rewards of your family,” Darganon said, flinching as an oscran stick belted his skull, “your father arrives.”

      Kado struck again. Darganon’s hand stayed locked around Kado’s throat, but his other hand came up, grabbing Kado’s wrist, forcing it down. The giant man grimaced as he twisted Kado’s arm back until the oscran stick clattered from his grasp.

      “Imagine my rage when I discovered this filthy salkai barbarian was betrothed to your mother! And worse, she already carried his half-breed child!”

      Darganon’s cheek twitched when Kado clobbered him again with his remaining oscran stick.

      With a snarl of fury, Darganon drew back his fist and slogged Kado so hard that black patches danced before his eyes. He was dimly aware of his last oscran stick dropping from his fingers, hitting the glass floor with a hollow click. Frix the vulture squawked with mocking delight.

      “Your father, a filthy salkai and his tribe of warriors!” Darganon barked, slogging Kado in the face again. All he could do was hang there in Darganon’s steel grasp.

      His vision started to blur as a giant fist crashed into him over, and over. The purple light of the chamber was growing darker, becoming black. He couldn’t remember the last time he had drawn a breath.

      Darganon yanked Kado forward, bringing his face so close that Kado could see the prickling hairs on his goatee.

      “But I destroyed every last piece of that filthy salkai tribe.” With a snort of disgust, Darganon tossed Kado away.

      He flew across the room, skidding along the sleek floor, crashing so hard that the air was driven from his lungs. He could only lie there, dazedly, trying to clear his head. His ears were throbbing. His blurry, dimming vision shifted to the circle of the amber moon.

      Just as it ignited in a jet of orange sorcery.

      Beams of light slanted down through the chamber—two from the moons, the other from the celestial magic that surged through the enormous window. A trident of purple, emerald, and amber.

      Beside them, the final moon crept ever closer. It was touching the etched circle now, a pale disc of white.

      Kado’s head shot up as Darganon loomed over him.

      “You killed him, didn’t you!” Kado cried, glaring at his tormentor. He realized he could only see out of one eye. The other was thick and swollen. “You murdered my father!”

      “Murdered?” Darganon echoed. “Oh, no. Not him.” He booted Kado hard in the gut, crumpling him where he lay. “Abananzer’s Coin did the work for me. I used it to defeat your father’s entire tribe. I took everything from them. Malita was overwrought, of course. So I promised to lift the curse if she would bequeath herself and her lands to me.”

      His massive foot slammed into Kado’s stomach again. He could barely hear Darganon’s chuckle over his own gasping breaths.

      “Your mother returned to Darkfae City with me … in a cage,” Darganon whispered. “While I left your father’s tribe cursed to wither and die in the desert.”

      Kado gritted his teeth and tried to push himself onto his hands and knees, but Darganon stomped on his shoulder, knocking him back down. His cruel chuckle echoed in Kado’s ears.

      “Never forget who your master is.”

      Kado lifted his head defiantly. The beams of the green and orange moons merged with the light from the Sky Stone in the chamber’s heart, washing him in a multicolored glow.

      Suddenly Frix began to squawk, an urgent, panicked cry. Kado turned, his blood running cold. The vulture was goggling at Nyoki, who was standing at the base of the stairs, his yellow eyes fixed on Kado. As he watched, the little creature took a step toward him.

      Kado’s gaze shot back to Darganon, but the trade lord was only staring at the sorcerous beams, his thick features awash with drunken hunger.

      Then, with a stab of terror, Kado saw Frix swoop across the chamber toward Nyoki. Yet even as Kado slapped a hand to the floor in a desperate attempt to rise, another dark shape lurched forward.

      One of the dread hounds pounced.

      Its massive jaws snapped closed around Frix, biting the vulture in two. The bird fluttered to the deck in an explosion of feathers.

      Kado’s eyes flashed to Sike. The Iron Viper’s chin was dipped as she hung on the metal frame, her jaw clenched with effort. As Kado watched, a bead of sweat ran from her temple.

      His gaze swung back to the dread hounds. Only one was staring at Sike. The other’s eyes were moving between Darganon and Kado, its tall ears twitching. Sike was still fighting, struggling to be free of Darganon’s hold.

      Darganon peered at the feathered mess that had been his pet, and shrugged. Then his black eyes drifted over to Sike.

      Kado let out a breath of relief. Darganon hadn’t noticed Nyoki. He must not have realized what Frix was after. Kado didn’t dare to check on Nyoki himself, lest he give the creature away.

      “Indeed, she is strong,” Darganon whispered, clasping his hands behind his back and taking a step toward the Iron Viper. “Pity there isn’t more time. She might have actually broken the bond. Alas, the ternary alignment is almost here. But before it arrives …”

      Darganon rounded on Kado with a leering smile. “It would be a shame if I needed to become a god to defeat such a tiny, powerless half-breed.”

      He reached into the pocket of his tall breeches and withdrew a coin, holding it up for Kado to see. It looked like any ordinary copper coin, a beggar’s coin, but Kado recognized it immediately.

      Abananzer’s Coin.

      “This shall be your final payment,” Darganon barked. He shoved the coin back into his pocket and clenched his fists, his knuckles cracking. “Do you know what it is like to die cursed, half-breed? Death takes longer. The pain is excruciating. The simplest of wounds can have the most wonderful … complications. It will be easier for you if you don’t resist.”

      “It won’t work,” Kado shouted, shaking his head. He flashed a glance at Nyoki. The little creature hadn’t moved any further. He was just standing there, watching Kado. “You already cursed my father. The power of the coin lasts for a thousand generations! You can’t curse someone twice.”

      Darganon lifted a massive shoulder in a half shrug. “Then I suppose it won’t matter. But I like to be prudent.”

      Kado let his head drop, frustration and despair welling inside him. He had been cursed, destined to be weak since the day he was born. Darganon was too strong. Kado didn’t have his Aspect powers. The Mother had deserted him.

      A few feet from Kado’s eyes, the pale disc of the white moon crept along the floor. It had moved inside the etched circle now, and was inching toward the chamber’s heart and the surging beams of its celestial sisters. The alignment was almost upon them.

      Kado’s heart ached when he looked over at Sike. The Iron Viper’s cheek twitched as she struggled. Even now, at the end, she was fighting. Just like she had since the very beginning.

      He had a sudden vision of the Sike from Bao’s story. The little blind girl, surrounded by wolves, protecting the baby falcon. Sike hadn’t yet earned her Aspect powers, but she had still been brave. She knew the Mother would never abandon her. Ever.

      Slowly, Kado’s head lifted. He might have lost his Aspect powers, but he still had the talents he had been born with, the first gifts the Mother had given him.

      Kado had relied on the shadows too much. He had come to believe that his Aspect was the only real power he had. But he had always been fast, even before he became the Hunter. He’d always had his wits. He’d always found a way to survive on the streets with no home or shelter, despite being terrified.

      These were the gifts that Kado always had, a power he’d never recognized. And all of them were gifts from the Mother. She hadn’t chosen Kado because he was strong. It was like Bao had told him.

      She had chosen Kado for his heart.

      With a howl of determination, he struggled to his feet. Darganon stood watching him, his arms folded, his eyes glistening with amusement.

      Kado pressed his lips together. People like Darganon always used their might to dominate those who were weaker. But it wasn’t real strength; it was their weakness, a hole within themselves they were trying to fill. That was the Way of the Predator. And Kado would always fight them.

      In the corner of his vision, he saw Nyoki, his wings drooping. Kado’s brow lowered. A Hunter protected their pack. Kado knew then what he had to do.

      The wind cannot catch a salkai who moves with purpose.

      “Now boy, come quietly,” Darganon whispered, beckoning Kado with a meaty finger. “Approach your master, and bow … half-breed.”

      “I am no half-breed.” Kado lifted his chin and stared at Darganon through his one uninjured eye. “I am the son of a salkai warrior. I am an Aspect. Even without the shadows, the Mother is with me. The salkai do have a goddess. We are the Mother’s children.”

      Darganon sneered. “Then let us see, warrior.”

      Kado roared and charged. He threw himself at his enemy, clawing, beating with his fists, scratching Darganon’s skin. Tearing at his clothing.

      It was a clumsy, savage attack, even wilder than the last. But, this time, Kado was more in control than ever. The attack was just a distraction. He only needed Darganon to give him the coin.

      “Enough!” With a violent jerk of movement, Darganon threw his skull forward, butting his forehead into Kado’s.

      Once more, Kado’s knees turned to water. As his vision blurred and his head swam, Darganon thrust a thick finger into Kado’s mouth, dragging his jaw open. Then he reached into his pocket and stuffed the coin between Kado’s lips. With a grunt of disgust, he shoved Kado away.

      “Now,” Darganon whispered as Kado crashed to the floor. “It is your time to die, slowly.”

      From where Kado lay, he spotted Sike. Her jaw was clenched as she struggled. Even under the hold of the dread hounds, she knew they were almost out of time.

      Grimacing, Kado pushed himself up onto one elbow. At the base of the stairs, Nyoki’s wings were raised as if he was about to take flight. Kado caught the creature’s gaze and shook his head, telling him to stay still.

      Darganon was ignoring them all. His eyes were locked on the converging beams of light. The ternary alignment was almost complete.

      The trade lord’s massive chest rose and fell, his eyes glistening hungrily as he watched the disc of the white moon drift toward the others. A bead of sweat glistened on his bald skull. Almost absently, he raised his fist before his face and uncurled his fingers.

      Darganon’s eyes suddenly widened. His palm was empty.

      “Looking for this?” Kado asked, pulling Abananzer’s Coin out of his pocket.

      Darganon’s head snapped toward Kado. “Why didn’t it …”

      “I told you the curse wouldn’t work twice,” Kado said. “The coin is useless on me.”

      Darganon marched over, his feet pounding the floor. He made a clumsy swipe for the coin, but Kado snatched it away.

      “Alright! Here it is,” Kado said quickly when Darganon raised his fist. Conjuring the meekest expression he could muster, Kado handed over the coin. Then he waited.

      Darganon’s gaze turned inward. His head gave a slight jerk. Suddenly he staggered back and slapped a hand over his heart.

      “What have you done?” he gasped, stumbling again.

      “I simply offered you a coin,” Kado said, his mouth curling into a smile. He opened his hand to reveal Abananzer’s Coin. It had magically returned to him.

      “But the coin was mine!” Darganon bellowed, the veins on his neck bulging.

      “Until I swiped it from your pocket and switched it with this one,” Kado said. He spat his last copper coin out into his other palm. “Abananzer’s Coin passes ownership when it is taken without the current master’s knowledge. So when you thought you were snatching it back from me, I was actually giving the coin to you.”

      Kado winked, even though it hurt to do so, and his swollen eye barely moved. “Ruka sa kida o salka akori tepo. Or, as you humans like to say, nothing moves as fast as a salkai thief. Abananzer’s Coin belongs to me now.”

      Darganon was still staggering, his mouth gaping in denial. He was growing thinner and frailer before Kado’s eyes. His chest seemed to sink in toward itself. His cheeks sagged, his once round face becoming as gaunt as a corpse. His goatee was paling, turning from black to gray to silver. His skin was wrinkling like burnt paper.

      Kado breathed a sigh as his gaze moved to the white moon. The pale disc was nearing the chamber’s heart, but he guessed they still had a minute or so until its light ignited. Then Nyoki could reverse the star cord, and this would all be over.

      When he looked back at Darganon, Kado found a shriveled old man, cowering. He suddenly remembered what Daia had said about Darganon being over a hundred years old. Once the coin passed ownership, the previous curses must have lifted, including whatever power its prior master had stolen.

      Kado climbed to his feet and looked down at his enemy. “It seems without all that good fortune you stole, your strength has deserted you, Darganon.”

      Darganon tried to shrink away from Kado’s approach, but fell, collapsing onto his rump. He clawed with a skeletal hand, but Kado slapped it lightly aside.

      “Just kill me, you thieving half-breed.” Although Darganon’s voice croaked weakly, the anger in his black eyes was as fierce as ever. “I could have made Darkfae great. I could have been a god! You have destroyed everything! All because of some pitiful devilkin.”

      Kado looked over at Nyoki and smiled. The little creature was wearing a pointed grin.

      “No. I won’t kill you,” Kado said, as he lifted the chain over the old man’s liver-spotted head. “I won’t start down the path of the Predator. Not for you.”

      Kado hoisted the heart shard into the air and swung it by its chain like a slingshot. When he let go, it flew so quickly he lost sight of it until it smashed into a thousand pieces against the chamber’s metal wall. Kado tilted his head, surprised. He thought a heart shard would have been made of stronger material.

      “Instead of killing you,” he said, turning back to Darganon. “I think I will leave you here, for the Scorched Queen. She can decide how best to deal with your betrayal. I hope you haven’t promised the Iron Viper already.”

      Kado’s eyes moved to the rear of the chamber. Sike was moaning softly, her head lolling from side to side, like someone waking from a fever. Darganon’s hold must have been broken when he lost the coin.

      With a flash of panic, Kado’s gaze shot to the dread hounds. But they were sitting calmly at the edge of the observation deck, panting. Now all that remained was for Kado to free Sike and for Nyoki to reverse the flow of the star cord.

      Kado scooped up Nyoki and made a dash for the rear of the chamber. He threw a glance at the etched circle as he ran. The white disc had almost reached the other beams in the chamber’s heart.

      When he got to Sike’s side, he put Nyoki down and set about working the knots that bound her wrists and ankles. Then he lifted her from the frame and lowered her carefully to the floor.

      Sike flapped a hand to tell Kado she was alright. Although she seemed shaken, she looked more stunned than weak. In fact, she appeared almost young again. Her wiry form was strong and muscular.

      “No time,” she whispered as Kado helped her to sit. “Need to sever the star cord.”

      Kado glanced over his shoulder, just as the final moon erupted in a brilliant shaft of white.

      The star cord ignited.
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      The deafening roar of magic filled the chamber. It reminded Kado of a raging fire. A thick wind buffeted his hair, causing his cape to flutter behind him.

      He could only stare at the surging beams of light that angled down from the ceiling, converging in the chamber’s heart. Pure white, vivid green, and bright-orange—one jet for each of the moons. And all of them were swallowed by a shaft of purple.

      The celestial power of the star cord.

      The beams of magic gushed like a raging river. But as their light converged in the etched circle, it fired away, back toward the Sky Stone in a kaleidoscopic stream of color.

      With a sinking sense of horror, Kado saw that wasn’t where the light’s path ended. A wild torrent of sorcery was gushing out from the Sky Stone, down into the scaffolded tower.

      “Oralan’s experiment,” he breathed, taking a step closer, the light dancing across his swollen, battered features. “That celestial power will flood the city below, causing it to grow. A new Darkfae will cover all of Ellantya.”

      A thin and shrieking laughter echoed beneath the magic’s roar. It took Kado a moment to recognize its source. Darganon’s barking voice was gone, replaced by the cackle of a crazed old man. He had dragged himself over to the curling stairs, and lay propped against them.

      “Kado, we need to reverse the celestial magic and sever the star cord!” Sike yelled over the rumbling sorcery. “Before it’s too late!”

      Kado’s eyes dropped to Nyoki who was standing beside him. The little creature was pointing at the converging beams. Then he lifted his claw and pointed toward the heavens.

      “I think he wants to go back into the Sky Stone,” Kado shouted, his brow crumpling. His gaze moved to the surging jets of light.

      And suddenly a cold weight dropped in Kado’s soul. The realization was like a punch to the heart. No, it couldn’t be. Not like this … There had to be another way.

      Nyoki had started to waddle forward, but Kado gathered the creature into his arms. He looked around to find Sike standing behind him.

      “It can’t be like this!” Kado shouted over the thundering magic, clutching Nyoki to his breast. “That magic will swallow him, kill him! We have to find a way for Nyoki to reverse the celestial flow from the outside.”

      “It might not kill him,” the Iron Viper called back. Her chestnut braid was billowing on the magical winds. “This could be how Nyoki will reverse the celestial flow—by traveling back along the star cord to its heavenly source.”

      As if to confirm the theory, Nyoki pointed his claw beyond the window, toward the Sky Stone. The torrent of sorcery that spewed down from the gem was growing thicker, pummeling the scaffolded tower.

      Unbidden, Bao’s words echoed through Kado’s mind once more. Perhaps it is Her will that you lose Nyoki …

      “Please, we can’t take that risk,” he shouted, looking back at Sike. “We have to at least try. There must be another way. There has to be.”

      Kado’s vision was a blur of colored sorcery. His eyes were spilling with tears. Even his swollen eye, which was barely open.

      “I can’t lose Nyoki,” he whispered, but the howl of the sorcery swallowed his words.

      Kado hung his head. Even as he denied the claim, he knew there could be no other way. If Nyoki didn’t reverse the celestial magic, the full power of the Sky Stone would be unleashed. That strange new Darkfae City would warp and flicker across the land, destroying all in its path.

      Deep down, Kado knew. Nyoki wouldn’t be harmed—this is what he came here to do. It was why the Mother had sent him. Nyoki would travel back across the stars to the source of the Sky Stone, reversing the celestial magic’s flow, severing it from the Weaving.

      Nyoki was going home.

      Kado hugged the little creature to his chest, tears streaming down his cheeks. Even above the rumble of the sorcery, he could hear Nyoki’s sorrowful whimper. He didn’t want to leave either.

      “Kado, you need to let go,” Sike said, reaching up and placing a hand on his shoulder.

      Kado didn’t answer; the lump in his throat had strangled his voice. In his arms, Nyoki was shivering.

      “It’s alright, Nyoki,” he whispered, although his words were little more than a croak. “It won’t hurt you.” Still, Kado couldn’t seem to make his arms move. He couldn’t put the little creature down. He couldn’t let go.

      Before them, the converging jets of the star cord roared and surged, splashing their kaleidoscopic light across the metallic chamber. Over by the stairs, Darganon was cackling with delight.

      Then Sike brought her head close to Kado’s, and the words she whispered shot through him like a bolt.

      “Nyoki is not Abrel. It’s not your fault your brother was taken. Holding on to this little creature won’t bring Abrel back.”

      Kado’s eyes moved to Darganon. The old man was laughing maniacally, the light of the sorcery dancing across his sunken features. He knew the devastation that was about to unfold.

      The malevolent magic that had poisoned Darkfae City for centuries would cover the entire continent. Nothing would escape its destruction. The Hallowed Kingdoms, the Gilded Empire, even the Farawood Forest … Kado could never allow that to happen.

      His gaze sank to Nyoki. The little creature still had a claw pointed at the Sky Stone.

      “He’s telling you it’s alright,” Sike said. “There’s nothing to fear. It’s time for Nyoki to go home.”

      Kado could only nod. A sob lurched up into his throat. Sike was right. Nyoki wasn’t Abrel. Holding on to this innocent creature would never bring Kado’s brother back. But he had walked his path. He had protected Nyoki, keeping him alive against the odds. Bringing him here, to this moment.

      Now it was Nyoki’s turn to walk his path, to perform the task the Mother had set for him.

      Slowly, Kado knelt and placed Nyoki on the floor. For a moment the little creature stood there, gazing up at Kado, his wings drooping. He pointed a stumpy claw at his own heart. Then he lifted it and pointed at Kado’s chest.

      “I love you too,” Kado said through his tears.

      Nyoki turned and began to waddle across the chamber. Kado had to fight the urge to race after the little creature. Every part of him wanted to scoop Nyoki into his arms. Keep him safe forever.

      Kado stayed on his knees as Nyoki moved away, waddling toward the roaring magic in the chamber’s heart. He felt Sike’s tiny hand touch his shoulder. Whether the gesture was to console him, or to stop him racing after Nyoki, didn’t matter. Kado simply took comfort in her touch. He reached back, his hand closing over hers.

      Ahead, Nyoki arrived at the etched circle and the thundering beams of sorcery. He turned and looked back at Kado. The blazing light painted the creature as little more than a winged silhouette, but Kado could see his claw was still pointed at the Sky Stone.

      Kado nodded through his tears to tell him it was alright. For a long moment they stared at each other across the surging magic.

      Then Nyoki turned, and stepped into the light.

      The sorcery flared, like oil splashed on a fire. A blaze of brilliant white, orange, and green. The celestial jets fired away through the enormous window, carrying Nyoki with them. Leaving the metallic chamber in shadows.

      Kado leaped to his feet and swept to the edge of the observation deck. His gaze stayed locked on the window.

      Beyond, the beam of celestial power that carried Nyoki streamed across the night, over to the scaffolded tower. It speared into the Sky Stone and was swallowed completely. Gradually, the sorcery gushing out from beneath the stone slowed and ran thinner, like a tap that was being turned off.

      The night became still, and fell silent. The inverted pyramid of the Sky Stone sat in its frame upon the scaffolded tower, blushing with soft violet light.

      Suddenly a brilliant jet of sorcery shot skyward, firing out from the top of the stone and roaring toward the heavens in a surging beam.

      It was only when Kado’s palms slapped the window that he noticed his cloak had lifted him on the shadows. He could only stare at the celestial current firing into the night, searching for his friend, but tears flooded Kado’s vision, making the world a blur.

      Yet as the light tore away, shooting into the starry heavens, he could have sworn he saw a figure, its wings drooping, its little claw waving goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      Nobody approached Sike and Kado as they walked back through the encampment. Kado doubted anyone would recognize Sike as a Warden of the Realm, not without her wide hat or Ceravier at her side. And even if they did, he was more than confident no one would bother them. Not with the giant beasts that tagged at their heels.

      Kado threw a nervous glance back at the dread hounds, but they were padding along behind, their heads turning curiously, their tongues lolling.

      At first he had objected when Sike told him the hounds would be joining them. But she had assured him that the animals were innocent, and only bent to evil by the will of their masters. She said they weren’t any different from ordinary dogs, only larger, although Kado couldn’t see it. Even if they did lick Sike’s hand affectionately.

      With the curse of Abananzer’s Coin lifted, the dread hounds no longer belonged to Darganon. Yet their bond with Sike had endured; she was their master now.

      Kado turned his swollen gaze forward. Around them, the flame-lit camp was in chaos. Groups of shadowy figures rushed here and there, paying little attention to each other.

      Kado was heartened to see that every cage he passed had its door flung open. His head swiveled as he walked, keeping a look out for Slogger, but found no sign of him. Although Kado did spy a horde of prisoners fleeing toward the mouth of the valley.

      He reminded himself that Slogger was with Senn. She would make sure they got away safely. And although Kado was tempted to search for them once he reached the gryphon, there was someone else he needed to see to first. Slogger would understand.

      The prisoners weren’t the only ones escaping the camp. The Molok Tai were fleeing as well. Apparently seeing their master defeated was enough to make them forget their alliance. According to Sike, the Molok Tai’s loyalty was to the Scorched Queen, and they would have turned on Darganon if they knew of his betrayal.

      The companions took the long path to the clifftop, hiking up the hillside rather than climbing. This trip felt harder though, even with the Shadow Cloak to aid him. Kado’s legs protested the entire way. It seemed now that the ordeal was over, every muscle and bone in his body had decided to hurt. He had never felt so tired.

      “They are truly magnificent animals,” Sike remarked when they reached the gryphon.

      Wintermane was waiting faithfully in the place Kado had left her, her enormous head and beak resting on her paws.

      Kado smiled as Sike ruffled the gryphon’s feathered neck. Even in her weakened state in the Tower of the Distant Moons, she had stood quietly and shed a tear for the vulture, Frix. Now, the Iron Viper showed no sign of hurt or injury. Her wiry frame looked more powerful than ever. A true hero, a Warden of the Realm.

      Kado couldn’t begin to imagine how strong Sike’s Aspect must be for her to heal so quickly. More than once, he had glanced skyward to see a white falcon circling above them. He could only marvel at the power of the Mother.

      “I will meet you at the Temple of the Whispering Minds,” Sike said, turning to Kado.

      “You’re not flying with me?”

      “Someone needs to care for the hounds,” she said. “Otherwise some other vile force would only capture these poor creatures. They will be cared for at the monastery, and make powerful and speedy mounts. I won’t be far behind you.”

      “You might even beat me,” Kado said, as he scooped up a handful of pebbles and climbed into Wintermane’s saddle. “There is somebody I need to visit first. If that’s alright.”

      Sike smiled and nodded.

      “Do you think we did the right thing?” he asked, pocketing the pebbles, his gaze moving to the towers. From where he sat, he could see the gigantic gem that was the Sky Stone. Its radiance was gone, its surface colorless. The only light it shed was the reflection of the moons and stars.

      “The right thing?” Sike repeated.

      Kado nodded. “Leaving Darganon there in the tower, alive. What if he escapes?”

      Even in his withered form, Kado felt a sliver of fear at the idea of Darganon remaining free.

      “You have nothing to worry about,” Sike told him. Although her milky eyes were held forward, Kado noticed both hounds were staring at the Tower of the Distant Moons. “There is nowhere on Lor where Darganon can hide from the Scorched Queen.”

      Sike nodded her chin toward the heavens. “My falcons have been circling the mountains. They found no sign of the wizard, Oralan. My guess is, he has reported back to his mistress already. Xypera will not take Darganon’s betrayal lightly. I wouldn’t be surprised if one of the more ambitious Molok Tai has taken him into custody.”

      “And what about the prisoners who escaped?” Kado asked, thinking about Slogger. “It could be dangerous out there. There were others, too. My friend told me that Darganon has been carting people into the mountains in the north.”

      “I will send word to Daia as soon as I reach the monastery,” Sike said. “The Wardens will do their best to find all those who were taken. We’ll make sure the refugees get the help they need, and find their way home.”

      Kado let out a sigh and nodded, his gaze drifting back to the camp. They had done it. They had stopped Darganon from becoming a god.

      In his arrogance, Darganon had mocked the heavens’ defenders. But just one of those little creatures had been enough to thwart his magical ambitions. Nyoki had been enough. He had been perfect. It was the Mother’s plan.

      Kado had rescued Sike, the Iron Viper, the mighty Warden of the Realm. Who knew? Maybe now he had proved himself, Daia might even let him join the team.

      Most importantly, Nyoki was safe. Kado had walked the path the Mother had laid for him. He was an Aspect, the Hunter. He had protected his pack. Nyoki was on his way home.

      Kado’s eyes lifted to the heavens, his throat tightening. The emerald moon had set, but its sisters still drifted through the night, twin circles of white and amber. He searched for a hint of purple, but all he could find were darkness and stars.

      “Do not despair,” Sike said, as if reading Kado’s thoughts. “No goodbye ever lasts forever.”

      Kado smiled and nodded, swallowing the lump in his throat. Sike was right. Whether it was the Mother’s wisdom, or some other intuition, Kado knew.

      One day, he would see Nyoki again.
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      The sky was still black when Kado flew over the walls of Darkfae City, although a grayish-blue sheen was touching the eastern horizon. Below, the streets seemed unusually quiet, almost peaceful.

      His eyes roamed the city, watching the spires and peaked roofs sail beneath Wintermane’s broad wings. Here and there, the orange flames of lanterns glowed in arched windows.

      Even after a few hundred miles, it was still an eerie feeling to look down from so high and be moving at the same time. Yet it was empowering, too. Never in his life had Kado dreamed he would fly! He wondered if this was how the Golden Knight felt when she zoomed through the heavens.

      As he gazed out over the city below, Kado’s eyes narrowed. Something about Darkfae seemed different … The rooftops that had once been so familiar, were suddenly too steep, their angles sharp and foreign. The sight was enough to sting his eyes after the rolling expanse that was the Farawood Forest. Yet it was only as he approached the clock tower that Kado became aware of the greatest change.

      The nauseating waves of wild magic were gone.

      He turned his hooded head, looking toward the heart of the city where, for the breadth of five blocks, Darkfae was bare. There was only a hollow patch of earth now, the ground rising up around it like a gigantic, empty bowl.

      The place where the Sky Stone had once stood, poisoning the city with its wild sorcery. Now, that magic was gone. Darkfae City was finally free.

      “Hold it here, girl,” Kado whispered, leaning forward in the saddle and patting the gryphon’s feathered neck.

      Wintermane pulled up, smoothly and immediately, her massive wings beating, hovering in front of the clock tower.

      Kado took one of the pebbles from his pocket and tossed it at the enormous clock face. It hit the glass with a clink.

      “Umah?” he called in a whisper, his stomach knotting as he waited for a response. “Umah, are you there?”

      Kado cocked his head as a series of muffled thuds and shuffling echoed from inside. They were soon joined by a chorus of rasping curses, which were abruptly cut off by a sharp and raking cough. Then the glow of a lantern spluttered to life within.

      A moment later, the massive clock swung open, creaking on its hinges.

      Kado was greeted with a round window into Umah’s disheveled hideout. The old thief was centered in that vision, a scowling face in a sea of wrinkles, his loaded crossbow hovering between Wintermane and Kado.

      “Umah, it’s me,” Kado said, pulling back his cowl and smiling. “Put that crossbow down before the gryphon eats you.”

      Umah’s scowl turned from irritation to confusion. Amazingly, his forehead managed to wrinkle even more.

      “Kado? What in the name of the Mother are you doing out there, scaring me half to death?” the old thief demanded. “And what happened to your face? Did you get in a fight?”

      “You could say that,” Kado said, chuckling. Destroy as many Sky Stones as you like. Some things about Darkfae City would never change.

      “Pack your belongings, Umah,” he added, his smile stretching into a grin as he patted the saddle behind him. “And wear something warm. We’re going for a ride.”
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        * * *

      

      A day later, Kado stood with Sike at the Temple of the Whispering Minds.

      He and Umah had flown through the day and all the next night, arriving at the monastery just before sunrise. Given Wintermane’s speed, Kado was a little surprised to find Sike there waiting for him. Although he had learned long ago not to underestimate the Iron Viper.

      Kado smiled as he watched Bao lead Umah away across the garden. The morning sun gleamed off Umah’s bald head, making his few wispy hairs vanish entirely.

      “This way, old man,” Bao said, flashing his warm smile. “Let me show you to your new home.”

      “Old man?” Umah’s face wrinkled into a scowl. It was the first time he had stopped grinning since he and Kado had arrived. “You’re older than I am! And a good deal fatter too!”

      For a moment Kado worried the monk might be offended, but Bao only chuckled and slapped Umah’s shoulder.

      “I can see we are going to be great friends, old man,” the monk said, looking back at Kado and winking. “Great friends indeed.”

      “That was a kind thing you did,” Sike said as the pair disappeared into one of the paper-walled buildings that surrounded the garden. Kado could make out the faint shadows of other people inside. “Helping that old man.”

      “It was the least I could do.” Kado’s gaze moved along the lawns and meandering paths to the river that rippled past the monastery. Around them, the forest chirped and chittered. “After Darg—after my mother died, I wouldn’t have made it without Umah. He was always there to teach and guide me. If it wasn’t for him, I don’t know who I would be. Umah always said he wanted to live by a river. So when Bao extended an invitation for me and my friends to stay here …” Kado lifted a shoulder in an apologetic shrug. “Well, Bao doesn’t seem to mind.”

      Sike offered one of her rare smiles. “Don’t worry, Bao loves people. If he had his way, half the Gilded Empire would be living here.”

      The Iron Viper was wearing another shallow-coned hat, its metallic finish glinting, dusting her face in shadow. Her jinota was strapped across her back. Kado wondered if one of the monks had fetched the weapon from the salkai stronghold, or if Sike kept a supply here at the monastery.

      He felt something brush against his calf and looked down to find Ceravier, in his true form—a small panther, about the size of a medium dog, his fur a swirl of brown and gray. The glamor-cat had been weaving between his legs ever since Kado arrived.

      “I think Ceravier has claimed you,” Sike said.

      “Claimed me?” Kado echoed. “But he’s your …” he frowned. Kado wasn’t quite sure what Ceravier was.

      “Familiar,” Sike said, nodding. “And, for a time, he was. Ever since I found him abandoned as a cub. But I have had many familiars, and I will have a great many more. For now, the hounds will be better suited to the perils I face.”

      Kado threw a nervous glance up the slope to where the dread hounds sat, their tongues lolling. He wasn’t entirely sure, but he thought their coats looked lighter.

      “And they are fully grown,” Sike added. “So I don’t need to wait for them to be big enough to serve as a mount.” She chuckled to herself. “Ceravier was taking too long.”

      “Ceravier can serve as a mount?” Kado asked, his gaze moving to the glamor-cat. His vision was still blurry from his swollen right eye.

      “Once he has grown to an appropriate size.”

      Kado pursed his lips, uncertain. “Shouldn’t we give Ceravier a say in things?”

      “From the beginning, it has been clear that your bond is something special,” Sike said. “I have never seen Ceravier take to someone so quickly. He has hardly left your side since you joined us, unless under a specific command from me. And he has already proved his loyalty.” Keeping her milky eyes forward, she bent and scratched the glamor-cat behind the ear.

      Ceravier was sitting now, licking his paws. If he was unsettled about the closeness of the dread hounds, he gave no sign.

      “In the hull of the Borlish ship,” Sike said, rising. “We crossed your path, didn’t we? Before we met up on deck.”

      Kado nodded. “Ceravier looked at me, but you didn’t.”

      “He was protecting you—from me.” Sike dipped her chin and gave Ceravier a reproachful frown. “He shielded you from my sight. No animal has ever done that. There can be no doubt the Mother has brought you two together. Just like with Nyoki.”

      Kado’s throat tightened hearing Nyoki’s name. His gaze rose hopefully, but not a single star could be seen. The morning sky was clear and blue. All through the previous night he had watched the heavens, searching for a purple light, but found no sign. He made a mental note to ask Embwe how to find the constellation that marked the source of the Sky Stone.

      Kado let out a sigh and reached down, patting Ceravier. He wondered if the glamor-cat missed Nyoki too. Ceravier pushed his head up to meet Kado’s hand, his fur changing from a mottled brown to a shadowy gray.

      “So what happens now?” Kado asked, straightening.

      “The Wardens will ensure Darganon’s scaffolded tower is destroyed.” The Iron Viper sounded weary but peaceful. “Along with everything inside it. The Tower of the Distant Moons and its stone dragon guardians will be returned to the Order of the Heavens. But our first priority will be to make sure all the escaped captives are safe. Then a search will begin for the others who were taken into the Bakuma Mountains.”

      Kado glanced at his mentor. “I thought the other Wardens were all busy with the Scorched Queen.”

      “Thanks to you, that threat has passed,” Sike said. “For now. Without the heart shard, Xypera will have no choice but to abandon her plans for the Hallowed Kingdoms, lest she incur the wrath of the Covenant. If she is wise, she will remain silent for quite some time—if she wants to distance herself from Darganon’s actions. Don’t worry, the Wardens will have more than enough time to rescue your friends.”

      Kado felt his shoulders slacken knowing that Slogger and the others would be alright. The Wardens of the Realm would ensure their safety. And now the people of the Shackles could return home in peace. It wasn’t just the wild magic that had deserted Darkfae. Umah said the Molok Tai had fled the city too, just hours before Kado returned.

      “And what will happen with the Sky Stone?” he asked.

      “Daia will rule that it is destroyed, most likely. Although I can see little value in that. Its power is gone. But Daia likes to be prudent.”

      Kado shivered as he remembered the strange flickering city inside the scaffolded tower. “Darganon spoke of another power. He claimed it was the soul of Darkfae City. We used to hear its whispers at night. Folk called it the Shrieking Soulless. The way Darganon spoke, he made it sound like it was alive or something. Is that even possible?”

      The Iron Viper remained silent for a long moment. Kado was beginning to wonder if he’d asked a foolish question when she finally answered.

      “That entity was merely a phantom, an echo of an ancient power. The spirit that corrupted the Sky Stone is long dead. And now, even its echo is vanquished.”

      “Vanquished?” Kado repeated.

      “For centuries, the Sky Stone, and the ancient spirit that poisoned it, festered together in malevolent magic. In the end they became one, an indistinguishable entity. When Nyoki reversed the flow of the star cord, every strand of power that lurked inside the Sky Stone was sent back across the stars, leaving it empty. What remains for the Wardens to destroy is little more than a shell.”

      Kado drew a deep breath and nodded. Sike had just confirmed what he already suspected. “That’s why Darkfae City felt different. I was right. The wild magic is gone.”

      “Darkfae can finally know peace,” Sike said. “Now it is the same as any other town on Lor.”

      Kado smiled at that image. An ordinary city, free from the grip of wild sorcery. Just a collection of buildings and people, like any other city in the world.

      Not quite like other cities, he realized, his smile fading. Darkfae was still in the Lawless Outlands. With Darganon gone, the criminal families that had always governed the city would return. Darkfae would never be normal. Not while it was ruled by men like Darganon. Kado’s brow creased.

      “And what of all the people Darganon cursed with Abananzer’s Coin? What will happen to them?”

      “When the coin passed ownership, everybody that Darganon cursed would have been freed,” Sike said. “Them and their descendants. The only one who is cursed now is Darganon himself. Unless you plan on giving the coin to someone else before we destroy it. After that, Abananzer’s Coin can threaten no one.”

      Kado’s gaze fell to the earth. If Darganon’s power had been lifted, it meant Kado himself had been released, unshackled from a curse he never even knew was upon him. For the first time in his life, his destiny was his own.

      “I don’t think Darganon will be alive for long anyway,” he said, thinking about the wrath of the Scorched Queen. “And he never had any children. That means the curse ends with him. I don’t feel any more powerful, though. I don’t think Darganon’s good fortune was passed on to me.”

      Sike dipped her head. “According to the Golden Knight, Darganon was a nobody before he began using the coin. The only good fortune you would have received is what he possessed at that time. All the power he stole would have returned to whoever he stole it from. My guess is, the younger Darganon didn’t have much fortune at all.”

      “He was an orphan on the streets of Darkfae,” Kado said. “Just like me.”

      “No, Kado,” Sike said firmly. “You are nothing like Darganon. I had my doubts at first. Especially with you belonging to the Way of the Hunter. Now I know the Mother’s wisdom is infallible. Your actions have proved that you are truly a champion of Her goodness and courage. An Aspect worthy of Her power.”

      Kado’s heart filled with warmth at his mentor’s words. “Thank you, Sike. And I have been thinking,” he added, looking at her uncertainly. “I thought perhaps now, after what happened at the Tower of the Distant Moons. I guess, what I mean is … I wondered if the Golden Knight would …”

      Kado’s words faded. Sike was already shaking her head.

      “As brave as your actions were, Kado, I don’t want you to be disappointed. It will take more than a single victory to overcome the Wardens’ fear of your Aspect. But, rest assured, your deeds did not go unnoticed.”

      When Kado uttered a quiet sigh, Sike took his hand in hers. “Just be patient, Kado. There will be other opportunities for you to prove yourself. In time, Daia and the others will come to accept your Way. And I’m sure Gambel will argue enthusiastically on your behalf.”

      Kado smiled at the thought of the exuberant vanara. “I’m sure he will. Until something else snares his interest,” he said with a chuckle.

      “And you have won my support already,” Sike said, giving his hand a squeeze and letting it fall. “Remember, the Wardens are only a team of mortals. The Mother chose you to be Her Aspect. She is our perfect self, our noblest ideal. Keep your focus within. Hold your attention on the Mother. Feel your connection to Her, to the Weaving, and to the world around you. That is how your Aspect will grow.”

      Kado’s eyes drifted across the garden, from the towering trees with their drooping branches, to the smaller plants with their turquoise leaves and pale orange flowers. Birds sang, their voices lifting over the rustle of the river.

      At that moment he could feel his connection to it all, in all the light and shadows. His connection to the Mother and the Weaving. He was a salkai, one of the Mother’s children. Her power was everywhere, a power that had always been inside him. He wasn’t the half-breed bastard of a nameless deckhand. He was the proud son of a salkai warrior. Kado had never been weak.

      He had only been frightened into believing he was.

      How many more folk were out there now, crushed by that same belief? How many people were there like Darganon, using fear to enslave others? How many children had been caged like Abrel?

      Kado’s mouth tightened. He knew then what he needed to do.

      “Thank you, Kado,” Sike said, waking him from his thoughts. “Thank you for coming after me.”

      “I couldn’t have done it without everything you taught me. And not just the training, your advice, too. Your wisdom”—Kado’s gaze turned inward as he remembered Bao’s tale—“and your example.”

      “Well, your training isn’t finished,” Sike said. “In fact, we have barely started. My duties as a Warden rarely take me beyond the Farawood Forest. If you stay here, at the monastery, we can continue your training. Properly.”

      Kado nodded, although the grim delight in Sike’s tone made him a little uneasy.

      For a long time they stood there on the grassy hill, watching the river drift by. Kado hoped Umah would have a nice view from his room. It would certainly be clean, and the monks would care for him as he grew older. More than Kado would have been able to. If his hunch was right, the Mother would be keeping him busy.

      “Here they come now,” Sike announced suddenly.

      Kado looked up to see two young monks crossing the lawn toward them. They were carrying what appeared to be a metal barrel. Although this one gave off a shimmering white glow.

      “The device is ready, Brave Warden,” the first monk said, bowing her shaved head as her companion gingerly placed the barrel down.

      Her companion, a slightly taller young woman, carefully lifted the lid on the shimmering barrel. It opened on hinges.

      Kado’s left eye widened, and his right eye tried to. It looked like the monks had captured the sky inside their magical barrel. Within, he could see clouds swirling through the stark blue heavens.

      Once the barrel was safely opened, the two monks stepped hurriedly away.

      “Place the coin inside,” Sike told Kado.

      Ceravier sniffed at Kado’s hand as he withdrew the coins from his pocket.

      “Two coins?” Sike asked, arching an eyebrow.

      “One was mine, the same coin I tried to give to you. I used it to trick Darganon,” Kado explained. “Abananzer’s Coin takes on the appearance of the currency around it, so they look identical. I am pretty sure I know which one is which, but I didn’t want to take any chances. I figured it’s safer to destroy them both.”

      After a glance at the monks, Kado stepped forward and dropped the coins into the barrel.

      Inside, the clouds suddenly rolled and darkened, like a gathering storm. The taller monk dashed over and closed the lid. Kado’s eyes narrowed. As it shut, he could have sworn he caught the faintest of whispers …

      A second later, a dull boom echoed from within. Wisps of smoke drifted out from under the edge of the lid.

      “Thank you, and pass on my thanks to Bao,” Sike said, as the monks gently lifted the barrel and shuffled away.

      Kado eyed the container dubiously as the monks departed. “Did that destroy it?”

      Sike’s only answer was a slight nod. Kado breathed a sigh. Part of him had worried he would be stuck with that coin for the rest of his days.

      And with that task, it was finally done. The last of Darganon’s evil had been defeated. Kado was finished. All he could think of now was one of the monastery’s soft beds and a hearty meal. The only problem was, he couldn’t decide which one he wanted first. But afterward …

      “About my training,” he said, turning back to the river and holding his gaze forward. “Can we still meet if I am close to the Farawood Forest, maybe somewhere near its edge?”

      “Am I to understand that you don’t plan on staying at the monastery?” Sike asked.

      “You once told me that an Aspect goes wherever they are most needed,” Kado said. His eyes lifted to the heavens. Nyoki was safe now; he was home. But the path before Kado led on.

      “I am disappointed about not being made a Warden. But I can be patient, like you said, and prove myself to Daia. I used to think I wasn’t strong enough on my own, that I needed the Wardens, but I was wrong. I was strong enough to protect Nyoki, and I will be strong enough to protect others, too. I don’t need to be a Warden of the Realm to help people. The Mother has given me all the tools I need.”

      He smiled down at Ceravier, who was sitting by his side. Then Kado’s gaze lifted once more, moving to the river’s far bank and the forest beyond.

      “Now, it is up to me to repay Her, to use these gifts, and walk the path She has set for me. Folk like me have always been beaten down by people like Darganon. With him gone, the Nine Families will return to Darkfae. There will be other lords, just as cruel, who will fight to claim power over the city. I’ve seen those sorts of battles before. It’s the innocent folk who really suffer.

      “I’m going home, Sike,” he said, squaring his shoulders. “That is the path the Mother has laid ahead of me. I’m going to protect the people of Darkfae City.”
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      The Anahka Tai cowered before the power of his dark queen.

      Despite the oppressive, suffocating warmth, his body was shivering. He pressed his forehead to the tiled floor, glad for the veil that concealed his features, hoping she wouldn’t anger at the sight of his trembling form. He’d heard whispers that the queen wasn’t fond of humans.

      Rise, Rhasani. Face me.

      The Scorched Queen’s voice rasped and slithered, not in Rhasani’s ears, but in his mind. A terrible echo that boomed and whispered all at once. The voice of his darkest nightmare, his greatest dream. The buzz of a thousand insects burrowing under his skin.

      Slowly, Rhasani lifted his gaze, daring to raise his forehead less than an inch. His eyes had no sooner touched the queen’s throne than they dropped again in terror. All that he was left with was the impression of a giant.

      It was said that no mortal could truly look upon the Scorched Queen’s radiance without bursting into flames. Rhasani very much doubted the truth of that claim, but he wasn’t reckless enough to test it either—he had been named Rhasani the Wary for good reason.

      He could only get a sense of her. An aura of terrible power, awesome to behold. The unseen waves of her magic rippled across the hall, suffocating, smothering. Withering.

      As brief as his glimpse had been, Rhasani knew it would be burned into his soul forever. A soaring pyramid, its stone utterly black, devoid of all light. Atop it, sat an immense throne, shaped like giant curls of flame. A deep red glow blushed below and behind it.

      A hallowed seat, floating in fire.

      The throne was an island of crimson in this infinite and empty hall. There were no windows. No light other than the Scorched Queen’s power. The grand doors were so far behind Rhasani that, if he had turned, his eyes would not have found them in the gloom.

      It felt like a lifetime ago that he had waited outside those black doors, pacing, his boots striking the crimson tiles of the Withered Palace beyond. Beneath his black-veiled headwrap, sweat had beaded along his temples.

      The Scorched Queen knew each of her Anahka Tai as intimately as their own mothers, but never before had Rhasani been blessed with an audience. That responsibility always fell to X’ki, or Zujha, or those who came before them. In that antechamber, Rhasani thought he had been frightened.

      Then her voice had beckoned, and Rhasani met the true face of terror. She spoke not even with words or thoughts, only a single command.

      Come.

      And so, trembling, Rhasani the Wary had entered her hall. A shadowy world where distance lost all meaning. Until he had sensed her. Overcome by dread, Rhasani—the warrior whose enemies cowered in his gaze—had dropped to his hands and knees.

      He could picture how he must look to his queen. A speck on that vast, lightless floor. It made Rhasani feel like an infant.

      “Almighty Queen,” he started, determined not to let his fear defeat him. He was an Anahka Tai. X’ki had named him second. The second always returned. Rhasani would make his report. He would win his queen’s favor, no matter the price.

      “My Queen, X’ki the Unseen is no more.” His words struggled out of his throat in a strangled whisper, his usual purring voice gone. “He was slain, by a—” Rhasani was about to say, ‘boy’ but stopped himself. He could never dishonor X’ki in such a way.

      “My Queen, an Aspect has awakened,” he said instead. “After all these years, a new Hunter has emerged.”

      The Scorched Queen said nothing. Rhasani could feel the burning wrath of her formidable power. A searing cloud of magic and despair and rage that pressed on his shoulders, threatening to bury him under its mountainous weight. At last, Rhasani could stand the silence no longer. He needed to please her.

      “My Queen,” he whispered. “Allow me to avenge my brother. The Hunter will never join us. He travels with a Warden. He—”

      Rhasani cut his words short. White fear stabbed into his heart as he realized his error. But it was too late.

      Warden? Which Warden?

      Rhasani’s hands began shaking in his gloves. He knew that when he spoke, his voice would quiver as well. But to deny his queen would mean a fate more horrifying.

      “The … The Iron Viper … my Queen.”

      The oppressive warmth that pressed down on Rhasani instantly thickened. He was like a trembling babe, no match for such formidable power. He collapsed, his veiled cheek slapping the tiles, as a dull crimson light blushed through the chamber.

      Somehow, the hellish glow only made the gloom darker. Rhasani’s eyes bulged as he sucked at an airless breath. It was as if the air had been stolen from the world.

      When his queen’s voice echoed through his skull, it rang with the power of a thousand peals of thunder.

      The Iron Viper will not steal from me again! The Hunter belongs to me! As has every Hunter before him. And if the boy refuses to swear loyalty?

      The way she had emphasized the word ‘boy’ told Rhasani that she knew it all, even that which he tried to hide.

      Then, Rhasani, you shall have your revenge. From this day, you go forth as an Anahka Tai commander … and master.

      Hearing those words, Rhasani had to choke back a sob of relief. He nodded so eagerly that he forgot his current position, knocking his head on the floor. The crimson glow suddenly faded, returning the hall to shadows.

      Rhasani gasped as the world breathed again. His surging fear began to swirl into something else, something far more powerful, and intoxicating. He had won his queen’s favor … He pushed himself up off the tiles, although he was careful to remain kneeling. Rhasani the Wary was not a man to take chances.

      Now, my loyal Anahka Tai, it is time that my rivals learned the wrath of the Scorched Queen’s power. The age of the Wardens is ending, and so shall the Covenant that has kept me bound. Even as we speak, my plans are quickening. One by one, the cities of the Hallowed Kingdoms will topple.

      The Hunter is not the only Way to emerge. Soon, there will be another. And they, too, will belong to me.

      The time of the awakening is nigh.

      Rhasani pressed his gloved fists together and bowed over them. “After all these long years, we will finally show our strength, my Queen,” he whispered, his usual, purring voice returning. “And what of Darganon? Should I have him destroyed?”

      It is my will that the traitor suffers. Torture the dog until his mind breaks. When his cries for mercy shatter into laughter … That is when he will be of use to me.

      “It shall be done, my Queen.”

      Rise Rhasani, and go forth. My will awaits.

      Rhasani bowed once more. “I shall journey to the Hallowed Kingdoms at once, my Queen. X’ki’s agent—”

      —now answers directly to me, the Scorched Queen finished, and Rhasani didn’t miss the threat in her tone. His grip on the Hallowed Kingdoms is tightening. But for you, Rhasani, I have saved the holiest of tasks. You must claim what is rightfully mine …

      Gather your warriors and the Beast of Blood, and journey to Darkfae City.
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        Any lover of fantasy will find this new series entertaining.
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      Thank you for taking the time to read The Rogue of Darkfae City.

      

      You can make a big difference. Honest reviews help bring my books to the attention of other readers.

      

      If you enjoyed the book, I would be very grateful if you could spend just five minutes leaving a review (it can be as short as you like) on its Amazon page.
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