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CHAPTER ONE

The city of Arcanum wasin mourning. Black bunting unfurled from open windows, and the flags of
every magica guild had been lowered to haf-mast. The ghostfire that burned insde the city's spherica
street lanterns had been altered in hue; once golden, it was now scarlet, and would remain so for one full
week. Many shops and offices were closed, and thousands of the city's mages had turned out to observe
the funerd pyrethat raged in the center of Temple Square—all to witnesstheritua burning, al to mark
the passing of Argus Cade.

Inthat grieving city, very few others were out and about this night, and those who were gave no
notice to the ornate slver carriage that swept through the streets. It floated sllently aong, crimson lantern
light splashing upon its surface, taking the twists and turns of its route with a deftness that revedled the
kill of itsdriver. The slver vehicle whispered through the city severa feet above the cobblestones. The
carriage doors were emblazoned with alion about to pounce, the family crest of its occupant. At each of
the four corners of the carriage was an image of aslver dragon curled in amysterious repose.

Perched upon the carriage's high seat was aman draped in deep blue robes, aheavy vell covering
hisface. Hishands were held out in front of him and from hisfingertipstendrils of crackling cobat energy
gparked toward the ground far below, fingers of cerulean fire investigating the road ahead of the carriage.
He was a navigation mage, just as his father had been, two generations spent perfecting the sorcery of
trangportation. It was aworthy endeavor. Honest work for an honest man.

Insde the vehicle was Leander Maddox, the man whose family crest adorned itsdoors. The
carriage made the dightest of hums—generated by the navigator's magic—but it waslittle more than
white noiseto him. Leander was lost in thought, adrift in the aching sadness | eft behind in the wake of the
desth of his mentor and grestest friend. He forced himsdlf to focus on the task that lay before him.

As Argus Cade's apprentice, it fell to him to close down the old sorcerer's residence and to collect
whatever papers or journds he might have I eft behind.

"Argus" Leander whispered to himsdf, raisng amassve hand and covering hisfacewithit. A Sgh
escaped him and he shuddered, settling more deeply into the velvet seet within the carriage.

Theloss pained him deeply. Argus Cade had been the grestest sorcerer of his generation, a master
of the magical sciences, an adviser to kings and prime ministers, but to Leander dl of those things paled
besi de the man's kindness and courage. He had been more than amentor. He had been an example.

Leander had lost his own father as aboy, and Argus had always given him the guidance he would
have wished for from afather. And in the midst of the political games and power struggles of the
Parliament of Mages, Argus had never compromised his beliefs, never dlied himsdf with anyone who did
not share them, and never kept silent to avoid controversy. He was his own man, and had earned great

respect for that position.

Leander glanced out the window at the street |anterns, scarlet ghostlights throwing red shadows on
the nearby homes and shops as the carriage climbed through the winding street that led up into August
Hill, the most exclusive neighborhood in Arcanum. How often as ayoung man had he trod the
cobblestones and steps of thishill on hisway to Arguss home? Still each doorway, each sgn hanging
outside the window of apub, wasfamiliar.

The navigator dowed the carriage as the street twisted once more, rising up toward the pinnacle of
August Hill, where homes hung dongside the ground itsdf, magic woven into every bit of architectureto
keep them aoft. Lower down, the buildings were constructed upon the ground, but as the terrain became
steeper, the houses were merely anchored to the earth, jutting out at level angles from the side of the hill.



The sadnessin his heart made Leander close his eyes again. He had been here only three nights
padt... the very night that Argus had died. With his eyes closed he could not stop his mind from dipping
back in time, from rdliving again those tragic fina hours of agreat man. Argus had been in hisbed, the
lamps burning low, agloom settling upon his chamber. He had aways been thin, but Argus had become
amog skeletal. Hislong, hooked nose even more prominent than usud, jutted from his sallow,
westhered face.

From time to time Argus would open his eyes and there would be alight in them, a spark, and he
would laugh and reminisce about the days when he had first met Leander. As aprofessor at the
University of Saint Germain, Argus had taken the burly, leonine man under hiswing, and when they were
seen together, other mages would remark on what an odd pair they made.

Inlater years, well after the death of Arguss beloved wife, Norah, the mage had grown withdrawn,
keeping his own counsdl, and allowing only Leander into his private thoughts. Other than his household
servants, the outside world saw Argus only rarely, though he made his opinions known to Parliament and
to the heads of the guilds often enough. Leander was a professor at the university himsdf, now, in the
very chair Argus had once held. He had been the great sorcerer's student, his apprentice, and hisonly
red friend.

Leander felt blessed to have had Argus Cadein hislife.

But there were things other than grief haunting him now, though al of them connected to Arguss
death. Not all of the old mage's ramblings had been sensible, not al of them accompanied by that spark
in hiseyes. Indeed, some of the things he had said as his spirit was dipping away, as hisbody and mind
werefailing " him, had confounded Leander grestly.

The hum of the carriage grew louder and the world outside its windows darker, with only the faintest
hint of red hues. There were only afew homesthis high upon August Hill and, thisfar from the ground, it
required great effort and magica skill for the navigator to carry them here.

Leander bardly noticed. Histhoughts had been in turmoil ever since Arguss death, but in among that
jumble there was something more subtle that was bothering him. Though it was nonsense, it haunted him
more with each passing hour.

In hisrambling Argus had said thingsthat were. . . smply impossible. The ravings of afevered
brain.

They had to be.

Severd times Argus had seemed to be on the verge of deep, eyeidsfluttering, only to have hiseyes
snap open and stare into the dim bedchamber and to whisper, asif afraid someone would hear:

"Theboy. | must seeto the boy."

At the end, when every breath camein arattling rasp and seemed likely to be hislagt, the old
sorcerer had let hishead |oll to one side and, spying Leander, had thrust out a hand and clutched hisarm
with aferocious, preternatura strength.

In that moment, though he had tried to deny it to himself, Leander had seen utter clarity in Arguss
eyes. Totd focus.

"Timothy," the old man had rasped. "I have kept him well hidden these years, but the secret must be
reveded now. To you, Leander, and only to you. Y ou must promiseto look after him. Ton this one thing



more than any other, | must have your vow."

Despite the clarity he saw in Arguss eyes, Leander had told himsdlf that it must be the nearness of
death talking. Norah Cade had died while giving birth to their only child, Timothy, and the traumaof his
entrance into the world had been too much for the infant; Timothy himsdf had died within an hour of his
mother. It seemed to Leander that Argus had woven an intricate fantasy for himsdlf in which the boy had
lived.

Argus had been dying, and al Leander had wanted was to comfort him. The aged mage had asked
for hisvow, and to give him solace Leander had agreed, promising that he would look after Timothy asif
the boy were hisvery own son.

Onefind, rattling breath had been Arguss only response, and then the sorcerer had succumbed to
the one enemy magic could never overcome. Death had whispered through Argus Cade's bedchamber.
The old man'seyeswere dull, his chest ill, and thelight in the room, even in the world itself, had
diminished.

In the rush of detailsthat followed, the many things necessary to prepare asuitable memorid,
Leander had pushed hisgrief aside. It lingered, though, ahollow achein his chest and the pit of his
stomach, and Argussfinal words aso lingered, echoing, coming back again and again.

Impossible, Leander thought.

Y et it was with a certain dread curiosity that he glanced now through the window asthe carriage
drew up in front of the Cade estate. The house was enormous. It had been shaped and reshaped many
times upon the whim of its master. Gablesjutted from the roof and vine-covered |atticework spilled down
the sides, dangling below. Only the southernmost side, where the house faced the peak of August Hill,
was anchored to the ground. Otherwise it sprang from the hill a an angle that seemed, in comparison to
the level homesin most aress of the city, to be aspectacle of strange geometry.

The navigator moored the carriage at the base of the grand staircase at the front of the house,
"Shal | wait for you, Master Maddox?' the navigator called down to him.

Leander pushed open the door and stepped out over the sheer drop down August Hill, onto the
daircase that lay in the shadow of Cade mansion. He glanced up at the navigator's veiled face.

"Pease do, Caigphas. | do not know how long | shall be. However, if you need to rest, be at ease.”
"Thank you, Sr."

With that, he left the navigator and began the trek up the marble stepsin front of the house. Far
below, Leander could see the city, the golden lights that gleamed within the homes and the scarlet
ghodtfire of the street lanterns. An orange glow flickered at the center of Arcanum, and it warmed him to
seethat the remains of Argussfunerd pyre still burned. It was as though the old mage had not gone yet,
not completely. There was till atether that connected Leander to his dead mentor, for another hour yet.
Another hour.

Hewaved hishand infront of Argussdoor and aflicker of violet light danced between hisfingers, a
spdl that was akey. Asfar as Leander knew, he was the only person dive who had the spell-key to the
Cade edtate. He stedled himsdlf for the task ahead of him, arranging the dead man's papers, sorting what
should go to the university for posterity from what ought to remain secret and known only to Leander.
There was research Leander would continue on Arguss behdf, but there were other things aswell, things



no one else should ever discover. That was the nature of magic.

The door swung open. The house had been empty since its master's death, al of the servants
dismissed and everything left precisdy asit had been.

Leander passed a hand over the Alhazred dragon insignia upon thewall and the lamps blazed to life.
The foyer of the great house was bathed in awarm glow that reved ed the portraits upon the walls, the
wooden gryphons that sat atop the posts at the base of the stairs, and the elegant Morrigish carpet that
ran dong the corridor ahead aswell as up the circular staircase that wound through the heart of the
house,

Inside, Leander brushed his fingers thoughtfully through histhick beard. There was nothing for him to
do but begin thework he had come for. He crossed the foyer and started up the airs.

Vertigo made him grasp the handrail tightly as he went up and up, around in circles, this Saircase
aways seemed far longer to him than it actualy was. If he chanced alook down, hisvison would swim,
for the foyer seemed so far below.

Leander paused and shook his head, chuckling softly to himself. Argus had been fond of
conjure-architecture, and it was just like him to build a staircase that would touch the senses, that would
inspire thoughts of grandeur and magnificence. The young mage took another step and focused upward.

A flutter of black wings dapped the air and talons swung down toward his face.

"Caw! Caw!" screamed the raven asit glided past him, circling back around and then soaring
upward. A moment later it cameto roost haf adozen steps from where Leander now crouched with his
hands up in defense. His heart was pounding in his chest and violet light sparked from hisfingers, but now
Leander drew along bresth and let it out dowly.

"Accursed bird,” the young mage muttered. "Y ou vex me, Edgar. Truly you do."

There were other words, other curses, that might have flowed from him then, but instead L eander
paused and stared at the rook. Sowly he shook his head. Thiswas not right. Not possible. Many mages
had anima familiars, companions whom magic had made far wiser than the average beast. The wizards of
old had begun this tradition and some kept it up even to thisday.

Thisrook with silken black feathers and glittering ebon eyes had been Argus Cade'sfamiliar. But in
all thelore Leander had read, and in al of his experience, afamiliar was supposed to die with its master
or mistress. Y et Edgar was not dead. The rook perched upon the curving stairs ahead, gleaming shadow
eyeslocked upon Leander himsdlf, asthough the bird thought him an intruder.

"Out of the way, Edgar," Leander muttered. "I've no idea how you survive, but | am here at your
magter's behest to carry out hisfina wishes.”

"Caw!" cried therook. And it cocked its head to cast him awithering glare. "Fina wishes?' Theniit
shook itswings out, feathers ruffling. Y ou doubt him. Y ou should not.”

A chill raced through his bones and images of Argussfina hour flashed in hismind. Nothing was as
it should have been. Edgar's presence, Arguss strange ravings. Before Leander could demand an
explanation, the rook cried out again and took flight, soaring higher and higher up through the tunnel
made by the circular stairwell. Leander caled after him, but Edgar only cawed and then began to glide
round and round under the high ceiling at the top of the house, like a carrion hunter awaiting the
weskening of itsprey.



Leander climbed the remainder of the stairs at afurious pace, questions and suspicions, wonder and
impossibility filling hismind. When he at last reached the top, Edgar circled hishead.

"What do you mean, rook?"' he demanded. "Tdl mewhat you mean."

"Tdl you? Caw! I'll show you!" the bird replied, and with asingle beat of hiswings, Edgar began to
guidehim.

Therook led him aong one hallway after another, through doors he had never seen, and around
cornersthat appeared to be solid walls until one looked at them from a certain angle. The entire place
echoed with the whimsy of aconjure-architect. Argussfancy once again. There were hals without
windows, and corridors with windows that showed impossible views, yet had no doors.

At last the bird led him into ashort, narrow, featureless hall without portrait, mirror, or tapestry. The
only adornment in this particular corridor was asingle door, sheathed in black fire and scarlet mit,
barred by glittering green razor wire and blueice.

The sight of it took Leander's breath away. In dl his years with Argus he had never seen this door,
and now that he had, hisimagination ran rampant with curiosity at what it might hide. "What indl the
worldsisthis?'

"Enter!" said the rook.

Leander could not help himsdlf. He laughed. "Idiot bird. You say it asif it isthe smplest thing in the
world. Even the greatest sorcerer, even the wizards of old, could spend alifetime deciphering the spells
used to bar thisdoor."

Edgar glided to the ground. When he had dighted, he hopped severa steps nearer the churning
magics that blocked the door. Then hetilted his head again and gazed at Leander.

"Caw! True, true!" said the rook. "But the wizards of old would not have the key! Only you! Caw!
Only you havethe key!"

Holding his breath, Leander stepped forward and waved his hand in front of the door. Sparks of
violet danced from hisfingersand dl of the magicsthat barred the door eveporated in an ingtant, leaving
only wisps of black flame and the chill of icein theair. Leander's breath fogged as he gasped in
amazement.

The door sprang open, spilling bright light into the corridor.

The rook's wings fluttered again as he took flight. With Edgar just ahead of him, Leander went
through the door.

The white sun shone warmly down upon the Idand of Patience, painting the sky agolden yelow that
stretched far out across the ocean. In every direction was beauty and desolation, the sky above, the
ocean below. The wind whispered through the tall Y aquistrees, their long fronds drooping down to hide
thefat, juicy fruit that dangled beneath their branches. The surf washed upon the shores of Patience, and
its hushed voicefilled the air asif in responseto the wind.

On arocky stretch of the small idand's shore, atumble of enormous stones had been arranged into a
promontory by time and the ocean's whim. At the end of that jetty aboy sat upon hisfavorite stone and
basked in the white sunlight. His body had arich brown hue, like the skin of the Y aquisfruit, and he held
in his hand along pole carved from a branch of that very sametree, chosen for itsflexibility. From the
hanging leaves of the gnarled Horax trees, further inland, he had made a strong twine. The boy had a



mind for such things and had created a spool upon which to wind the twine and acrank with which to
turn the spoal.

He had created this device, thisfishing pole, at the age of six. It made the catching of fish far eesier
than wading the surf with a spear. In truth, he enjoyed fishing now, and why not? The warm stones
benesath, the yellow sky above, the emerad ocean crashing againgt the rocks. . . and when the fish were
ready to be caught and eaten, they would let him know by tugging upon the bone hook at the end of his
line

Tranquility.

It was cdlled the Idand of Patience, after dl. Though he himsdf had given it that name.
Onthisfine day, however, that tranquility was interrupted.

"Caw! Caw, caw!"

The boy's eyes went wide and he laughed happily as he launched himself up from the rocks. He
nearly forgot al about hisfishing pole, then paused to quickly crank the spoal, reefing in the hook and the
shattered shellfish he had used as bait. He could easily build anew one, but better to take care now.
With the hook redled in, he put the pole over his shoulder and legped from stone to stone, deftly
navigating the treacherous rocks of the promontory until he reached the shore.

"Caw! Caw!" camethe cry of the rook once more. The boy saw it ahead, circling highintheair.
"Edgar!" the boy called excitedly.

But in his heart, that was not the word he shouted. In his heart he shouted, Father! For the arriva of
the rook meant that hisfather had cometo visit him again. It had been so long— months, by the boy's
reckoning—that he had begun to despair of ever seeing hisfather again.

The rocky coast gave way to beach, abroad expanse of red-hued sand that flew up behind hisfeet
as he sprinted aong the shordline, eyes searching for the door. Then he saw it and his heart lesped. As
always, the ornate door and its elegant frame had appeared where no door could possibly have been,
hanging in the air above the red sand, just afew feet from the surf.

The door hung open.
The boy's steps began to falter.

Therook cried again and fluttered to land atop the door frame, perching there and gazing at the boy
as he dowed his approach. The figure that had just emerged from the door and now stood upon the
beach, just as out of place in that peaceful spot asthe door itsdlf, was not hisfather. This man worea
heavy, deep green cloak with the hood thrown back. He was startlingly tall and broad shouldered, with a
thick beard and adark mane of hair falling around his face in such away that he reminded the boy of an
image hisfather had conjured once during alesson. The stranger reminded the boy of alion.

Y et he was not a stranger, not really. For though the face was unfamiliar to him, the boy had been
given hisdescription.

His pace dowed. The boy walked carefully toward the man, hisfishing pole dung across his
shoulder. The man gazed at him with wide, astonished eyes, just as he gazed at everything else around
him. The rook looked on, quietly observant.



"Y ou're Leander Maddox," the boy said, barely able to hear the rasp of his own voice above the
aurf.

"l am," the massive vistor agreed with anod.

The boy hung his head, gaze fixed upon his browned feet in the red-hued sand.
"Then my father isdead.”

CHAPTER TWO

"Timothy?' Leander stared increduloudly at the boy, raising hisvoice to be heard over the rush of the
surf crashing down upon the beach.

The dark-skinned youth looked up from his sandy feet with tearsin hislarge eyes. "Yes™"

From his perch atop the mystical doorway, Edgar cawed loudly, mournfully, and then the rook
glided down to dight upon the boy's bare shoulder. "I'm sorry, kid," the bird said, managing to convey his
sympathy with both his eyes and histone.

"Thenit'strue?' the boy asked, gazing at Edgar, who seemed markedly different now that hewasin
Timothy's presence. "My father is dead?'

The rook bobbed up and down upon the boy's shoulder before answering. "Caw! | hate to be the
oneto tdl you, but yes. HEs gone, Tim."

A warm, moist breeze blew off the water and Leander was again struck by the enormity of the
deception that had just been revealed to him.

"Timothy," he said again, striding across the thick sand, away from the open door that would return
him to the real world and normalcy. He stared at this boy, this extraordinary, impossible boy. "Y ou're
dive" he proclamed, feding like asmpleton, but unable to overcome his astonishment.

Therook fluttered hiswings, festhers beating the air. "The kid'sjust learned that hisfather has
passed. How about alittle sympathy?' Edgar berated him.

Leander had never heard Argus Cade's familiar speak in such amanner and found it to be abit
disconcerting. He wondered if this new facility with language—albeit coarse language—was aresult of
his presence on the idand, or some aftereffect of Argussdeath. Or perhaps, hethought, Edgar always
had such an abrasive personality, and it was yet another thing hidden from me. Not that it
mattered, for the rook was right. In his shock, Leander had been deeply insenstive to the boy'sfedings.

"My deepest condolences, Timothy," Leander offered, bowing his head in gpology. "Please excuse
me. | am truly sorry for your loss. It'sonly that | am overwhelmed, you see, by the shock of finding you
here—dive"

The boy appeared to bein relatively good hedth. Hewasfit and dert, well muscled for achild of his
age, and his sun-darkened skin gleamed. Leander had dready noticed the pole Timothy held over his
shoulder and wondered at its purpose.

"My father warned me that you would react thisway &t first," Timothy said. His gaze had drifted to
the ocean, his sadness terrible to see. Now, though, heraised his eyes and studied L eander'sface. "He
told methat if anything happened to him, you would come, and that | wasto explain to you why I'm
here



"That can wait, Tim," Edgar suggested. "Take sometimefor yoursdlf. Y ou have the right to mourn
aswedl did."

The boy smiled sadly and reached up to gently stroke the rook's head. "That's dl right, Edgar. My
father prepared me for this. He told me Leander wasn't the most patient of mages. He shouldn't haveto
wait for thismystery to be explained to him."

The bird glared a L eander from the boy's shoulder. "Do what you haveto,” he said begrudgingly.

Leander fdt atremor of guilt go through him—the boy ought to be given time to mourn—but at the
sametime he could barely contain his curiosity. He had to know why his friend and mentor would strand
hisonly child thisway, abandon him, away from the world.

"Why, Timothy?' the mage asked, stooping to gaze into the boy's eyes. "Why this charade—why
did your father want the world to think you were dead?'

Timothy lowered himsdalf down onto the red sand, asif the weight of hisknowledge had finaly
proved too much, crushing him to the ground. Edgar fluttered from his shoulder to land beside him, as
though to stand sentry over the boy. The bird began to pace.

"Because | was born different,” Timothy said, running hisfingers through the dark red granules. He
did not look up, and Leander thought he seemed amost ashamed.

"Different, my boy?" The mage dropped to one knee in the sand and put acomforting hand on his
shoulder. "Different how?"

Timothy let the red sand Sift through his fingers as he contemplated his answer.
"Timothy?" Leander prodded.

"l can't do thingslike everybody esecan,” he sad, findly lifting hisgaze. Another balmy breeze from
the ocean ruffled his dark, curly hair and he squinted to keep the sand from hiseyes. "I can't do magic,”
he said. The revelation seemed to sap the strength from his body and he again returned his shamefaced
gaze to the rose-hued beach.

Leander frowned, bewildered. "Y ou are unskilled at the art? Not as adept as your father? But surely
that's no reason to—"

Edgar fluttered hiswingsin annoyance. "Listen to what the kid is saying, Leander," the bird
sguawked. "He can't do magic.”

The mage looked from the bird to the boy. Timothy amost seemed to have gotten smdller, asif he
waswithdrawing into himsdif.

"l can't say it any Smpler than that,” the boy explained. "My father told me that the world runson
magic, that it'sin everything, and it connects everyonein acircuit of sorcerous power. But not me. I'm
not part of that circuit. Thereésno sorcery in me. I've no magica ability at al.”

Leander was so astounded that he could only stare. These words Timothy spoke with smplicity
were words of horror or some morbid jest. To be entirely without magic was tantamount to being without
a heartbeat or being unable to breathe. But it was true. Of courseit wastrue. For Argus Cade to have
hidden his son away like this—at least now it had begun to make a certain bizarre sort of sense.

"l ...I'msorry for staring, Timothy. It'sjust . . . I've never heard of such athing,” he blurted out,



again feding ashamed by hislack of sengtivity. "That's utterly incredible.”

"Hukk! Hukk!" Edgar cried. "Now you see? That's why Master Argus opened the door, why he
created an annex here. It's a pocket dimension, but adjoining our own. Simple sorcery for one as skilled
ashewas"

"Was. .. 7' Timothy whispered, becoming increasingly agitated, digging hisfingers degper into the
red sand beneath him.

"He was safe here," the rook explained. " Protected.”

Questions flowed so fast and furioudy through Leander's fevered thoughts that the mage dmost
uttered aspell of tranquility to cam himsalf. Timothy appeared visibly upset, and Leander reached a
comforting hand toward the youth. "There now," he began, but the boy scrambled to hisfeet before he
could be touched.

"I'm sorry,” Timothy said, afirmnessto hisvoice. "But | think | do need sometime done." Heturned
and strode toward the emerald ocean.

"Yes, of course," Leander called after him, his own heart aching as hetried to make sense of it al.
Argus Cade had meant the world to him and now had passed from it, yet here was his son. A boy whose
care had been placed in Leander's hands. "Take al the time you need.”

An unpleasant sound came from somewhere deep down in Edgar's throat. " Got a bad fegling about
this," he squawked ominoudly as he watched the boy wade into the ocean waves. "Got abad feding.”

Leander was not certain precisely how long he smply stood there upon the shore of thistropical
idand in an dternate dimension, numbed by the enormity of the secret that had just been revedled to him.
The warm breeze off the water ruffled his green robes and the strong, sweet scent of blossoming fruit
trees made him entertain the ideathat thiswas all some sort of dream. Or aspell, perhaps. A spell of
enchantment could have caused him toimagine dl of this.

He turned toward the ocean, watching the waves rall in upon the shore. In the distance, asmall,
dark-skinned boy looked tiny and frail amid the vastness of the sea. Thisisn't a dream, hethought,
fedling the pangs of sadness. Nor wasit aspell.

Leander turned away from the sad scene of aboy in mourning to gaze about the land on which he
stood. It didn't gppear to be avery large idand, but more than sufficient for one young habitant. This
might be a pocket dimension, but it was clear to him that it shared many festures with the world of his
birth, and he wondered how far the idand was from the closest large land mass, and whether or not other
sentient beings dwelled upon thisworld.

The beach ringed alush jungle, an abundance of Y aquis treeswaving their frondsin the tranquil
windsasif to entice him closer. His somach gurgled with anticipation—he had always enjoyed the exctic
taste of the Y aguis fruit—and Leander realized that he had not esten amed in over aday'stime,
distracted as he had been by business and grief and now, by the incredible.

Further aong the shore and dightly inland, Leander spied an encampment he presumed must be the
boy's quarters. He shielded his eyes from the sun, squinting to make out more details of the place. Amid
aparticularly thick grouping of ancient Y aguis, alarge rectangular structure had been constructed above
the beach, suspended from thetrees. A thick band of smoke trailed up from the roof into the yellow sky.
There was another, larger structure below. Timothy certainly had adequate shelter in case the elements
should change their mood from pleasant to foul.



As he began to gather histhoughts, Leander's mood started to change. The thought of the young
boy, herein thisplace, al done, filled him with sadness and great concern. No matter the reason for it, he
felt an unwel come anger toward Argus Cade growing within him. His mentor might have told him what
had happened, what he planned. And Leander would have advised againgt it. Surely the world was not
so crud that it would harm aboy so helpless.

Then another thought, a darker thought, entered his mind. He wondered if perhaps Argus had
hidden Timothy not out of protective ingtinct, but out of shame. Theideatroubled him profoundly

"Don't think badly of him," Edgar said, flapping hiswings and flying severd feet nearer before
dropping back onto the beach. The familiar hopped toward him acrossthe thick, red sand. "l can seeitin
your face, what you're thinking. But Master Argus loved the boy. All he wanted was to keep him safe.
Thisidand isalonely place, but inaway, it's paradise. No one can harm Tim here, and he has learned
how to fend for himself, how to survive, how to create what he needs from the world around him. He's
brilliant, just like hisfather."

Leander averted his gaze from the rook, brow furrowed. Argus Cade had been the finest man he
had ever known. "I don't know, Edgar,” he said, voice arasp. "Keeping achild cloistered away, abeit
one as severdly handicapped as Timothy ... | am having adifficult time convincing mysdlf that there wasn't
another way. A better way."

The mage paused and glanced up at the bird. "And you, rook. Y ou're far more talkative and far
more knowledgeable than | ever redlized. Are there any more secrets you'd care to share with me?”

The bird hobbled closer using short flaps of his ebony wingsto help him across the landscape. "L et's
make one thing perfectly clear,” he croaked. "I know you don't like me—I could aways sense it—and
thetruthis, | redly don't carefor you dl that much. Y ou're a pompous, humorless ass. But like you, |
made a promise to Argus Cade before he died.”

L eander was taken aback by the bird's candor, but after amoment he nodded. Edgar was right on
each count. A flash of memory went through Leander's mind then as he recalled once more the
expression on Arguss face as he breathed his last, and the request Argus had made. "He asked meto
look after Timothy when hewas no longer able.”

"Exactly,” Edgar sad. "Meashisfamiliar and you as hisguardian.”

Leander nodded, something from all this business suddenly making sense. "That explainswhy you
didn't die with the passing of your master. He begueathed you to the child. Isthat also why your . . .
demeanor has changed so much? A reflection of the boy's youth rather than your former master's

dignity?'

Therook ruffled itsfeathers. "Y ou figured that out al by yourself, did you?' he cackled. "I can see
why you were one of Argusstop students.”

The mage ignored thisjibe and turned his attention back to the subject of their discussion; the boy
standing alone in the green sea. In the world into which he was born, Timothy Cade would be afresk,
unable to complete the smplest of tasks, from turning on alight to preparing amedl. If he was utterly
devoid of magic, he would not be able to learn as other children did, and the ordinary pleasures of youith,
like playing with spells of transmutation or levitation, would be denied him.

But he was your son, Argus, Leander thought. Your son. To hide him away from the world, and
hide the world away fromhim . . . The mage till did not understand.



Edgar cawed loudly and took flight, soaring overhead in along, arcing circle. Leander glanced out to
sea and saw that the boy was returning, trudging across the sand, away from the hungry pull of the
waves. Thewhite orb of this dimension's sun had begun its descent, giving the sand an even darker hue.

"Remember," Edgar said cautioudy. "We're sworn to look after his best interests.”

Leander did not respond aloud as he watched the stricken youth approach. His best interests. He
let the words reverberate through histhoughts. And what exactly does that entail ?

"Y ou know, Timothy, we don't have to do thisright away," Leander ventured. "If you need more
time—"

The boy reached down to pick up the strange branch he had dropped earlier. "No, I'm okay," he
sad, dinging it over hisbare shoulder. "l just needed to say good-byeto my father." There was aweight

to hiswords, and he glanced out across the ocean. Then he stood straighter and met Leander's gaze. "He
said that | should show you Patience. That | should show you al I've done here—dll that I've made.”

The boy began waking toward the structures that Leander had noticed in the distance earlier.

"Made?' Leander asked, following the boy up the beach as Edgar glided above their heads on the
warm currents of air.

"1 makethings," the boy explained. He held out the pole fashioned from the branch of atree asan
example. "Likethis"

"And what exactly have you got there?' the mage asked curioudy.
"It'smy polefor catching fish," he said proudly. "I madeit when| wassix."

Timothy demongtrated the strange fishing pole, turning acrank that unwound aline of twinewith a
piece of curved bonetied toitsend. "Y ou put bait for the fish on the bone hook and lower it into the
water. When the fish are ready to be caught, they eat the food and tug upon the twine." He pretended
that he had caught something in the sand. "I usethe crank to pull the fish out of the water."

Leander had never seen anything likeit and yet the smplelogic of it waswonderful. "Clever," he
sad appreciatively.

From ahead of them Edgar cawed loudly. He had aready reached the structures, and now Leander
and Timothy hurried to catch up with him, quickly coming to the building Leander had presumed to be
the boy'sliving quarters. Itswalls were gray metal and wooden beams, and its roof was composed of
row upon row of secured Y aquisfronds. A ladder rose up through the roof and climbed to adoor set
into the bottom of the second structure, which was cradled in the trees above. Plumes of smoke issued
up from the back of both the ground-level and tree-level structures.

"Did your father make these buildings?'

Timothy paused outside the door and shrugged. "He helped with the framing, based upon my design.
But | did therest of it mysdf."

"It must have taken agreat ded of time."

Timothy leaned the pole againgt the outer wall of the building. "Y es. But thingstake aslong asthey
take. It isn't asthough | have other gppointmentsto keep," he said as he gpproached the closed door,
aso made from the grayish metd.



If this had been any home in the many digtricts of Arcanum, the boy would have smply waved his
hand in front of amystical eye and the door would have siwvung wide, welcoming him. Leander narrowed
his eyesto observe carefully asthe boy lifted alatch, placed his pam against the door and pushed it open
with hisown power.

"Thisismy workshop,” Timothy said proudly, beckoning him to step insde. With aheavy flap of
powerful wings, Edgar flew in over their heads, barely ableto find room to dight upon atable that was
littered with unusud debris. "Thisiswhere | makethethings| picturein my head.”

To say that Leander was awestruck would have been an understatement. He cast a quick glance
about the room, but that would smply not do, and so he began again, dowly surveying his surroundings.
Everywhere he looked there was something that aroused curiosity. He saw stacks of wood of dl sizes
and shapes, some from the tree of the abundant Y aquis, and others of afiner cut, probably brought over
from the world outsde.

Therewere large blocks of stone, aswell as stacked bars and thin sheets of the same dark metal
that made up the workshop's four walls. All around the large chamber were worktables covered in tools
at whose function Leander could only guess, and the strangest-looking contraptions that the mage
surmised were Timothy'sinventionsin various stages of completion.

"Caw, caw!" Edgar cried, hopping about at the edge of awork-table. "Never seen anything likeit,
have you? Go on, admit it."

The rook was correct. There was something crude and primitive about the workshop, asthough the
corpse of theworld had been flayed open to reved itsinner workings, and yet there was something
breathtakingly beautiful about it aswell.

"Y our familiar is proud of you, Timothy," Leander said. "And I'm sure your father must have been as
wdl. Thisis. . . it'struly fascinating.”

The mage continued to glance around, constantly discovering something that he hadn't noticed the
first time. At the rear of the chamber, he could see into another room where large rocks blazed white-hot
in astone-and-metal enclosure. Leander gathered that this furnace was the source for the plumes of
smoke or steam he had seen from outside. Hungry Fire, hethought. Without access to the ghostfire,
the boy bends Hungry Fire to his purpose.

"Back thereswhere | do most of my work with the metd,” Timothy said, apparently amused by his
guest's response to his workshop.

Leander gazed around at the mostly incomprehens ble contents of the main chamber. "Y ou just think
of these things?' he asked the boy as he picked up what looked like an attempt to fashion abird's
skeleton from pieces of wood. "Y ou just imagined this—and you built it?"

The boy carefully took the wooden item from the mage's hands, careful not to damage the ddlicate
congtruction. "I've cometo believe that most things that can be done with magic can be duplicated
mechanicdly."

Leander watched with interest as Timothy manipulated atiny lever of the skeleton's framework and
the wings on the device began to flap up and down. "Thisisjust my model," the boy explained, placing it
down on the worktable for Edgar to see. "If thingstest out, I'll build amuch bigger verson and be ableto
fly just aswell as Edgar here”

The bird flapped hiswingsin agitation, apparently as startled by the boy's declaration as Leander



was.
"And have you dways had this gift?" Leander asked.

Timothy shrugged shyly "My father encouraged me alot. He brought me dl the things | needed to
create and survive here. A pall seemed to fal over the boy, dispersing his excitement, as hewas
reminded that hisfather would never again visit theldand of Patience.

" think about what | want to do, and eventuadly a picture of the things | need to accomplish it forms
inmy head—then | buildit," he said matter-of-factly. He absently straightened some of theitemson a
nearby workstation.

Absolutely wondrous, Leander thought. Denied the gift of magic, another ability had ariseninthe
boy to compensate; hisvery own, specia kind of magic had developed.

Leander wanted to inquire about more of the inventions and model s in the workshop, but he was
interrupted by the sound of adoor rattling open at the back of the building. The thing that emerged from
that open door gtartled him into silence, amazing him more than dl the wonders around him combined. It
came into the room pushing awheeed cart loaded high with gleaming pieces of dark stone. Leander
could only stare a the man-that-was-not-a-man. It was shaped like a man but made of ametal the color
of coin. Smoke—no, steam—escaped with ahissfrom acylindrica opening connected to the side of its
square head. Itsround eyes shone brightly asits gaze fell upon them.

"Oh, Timothy, you're back," it said pleasantly, itsvoice echoing asif frominsdeawel. "l sumbled
upon alovey vein of heatstone quite by accident while foraging some mannaroot for supper.” It whedled
the cart farther into the room, its meta feet clomping heavily upon the wood floor, and placed itsload
near the door leading into the furnace chamber. "I see you've brought home some company.”

Leander stared a Timothy Cadein shock. "In Alhazred's name, what isthat?"

"That's Sheridan,” Timothy said, watching asthe meta man began to unload its cart. "I made him,
too."

"And what afabulous job he did," Sheridan said, executing asmall bow as another hissng blast of
steam jetted from the side of his head.

"And hesaso avery good friend,” Timothy said with achuckle. The boy presented his company to
the machine. "Thisis Leander Maddox, Sheridan, avery dear friend of my father's"” he said. "And, of
course, you know Edgar.”

"Pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Maddox," Sheridan said with another dight bow. "And it's
always good to see you here, Edgar.”

The rook squawked. "I missed you too, handsome.”
"Did Magter Argus accompany you on thisvisit?' the mechanism asked cheerily.

Leander dropped his gaze, hesitant, and neither Timothy nor Edgar legped into the silence with an
explanation. But that somber quiet was enough for the metal man to glean some understanding. "Oh,
dear.” Sheridan'sred eyes dimmed. "How horribly sad," he said with a shake of hisblocky head.

The room remained uncomfortably slent.

"Y ou made—him?" Leander asked, hoping to lift the oppressive pall.



The boy hopped up on one of the tables. "He was very hard to build, probably my most difficult
cregtion,” he answered. "1 ill haven't got dl the bugs out of him just yet, have |, Sheridan?"

The machine held out its arms and wiggled three segmented fingers and athumb on each hand. "My
hands till ssem to get a bit Siff whenit'sgoingto rain,” he said thoughtfully, "but other than thet, | get by
jugtfine"

Leander chuckled heartily, alow rumbling laugh deep in his chest as he shook hishead in dishelief.
"I'm not sure how many more surprises| can stand in one day,”" he said. The welcome sound of his
laughter proved contagious, for Timothy chuckled aswell.

Their laughter trailed off and the uncomfortable slence returned until Leander's somach suddenly
rumbled.

"Oh, my," the mage said, embarrassed, laying ahand upon his growling belly. "Please excuse me."

"What've you got, Dire Wolves under that robe?" Edgar asked, flying up from the tableto land again
upon the boy's shoulder. " Shouldn't really be teasing the mage," the bird chided himself in awhisper that
everyone could hear. "I'm hungry too. Isthere anything to eat?"

There was no glassin the windows of the workshop, though Leander did not doubt that had he
desired to do so, Timothy could have found away to create atranducent material that would take the
place of the trangparency spell magicians used. Given theidand'stropica climate, the windowswere
samply open, though there were shutters that Leander imagined the boy closed in case of high windsor a
severe raingtorm. Now, however, a the mention of food, Timothy glanced out awindow and noticed that
the sun had set and theidand was peaceful in twilight.

"How rude of me," the boy said, hopping down from his sest on thetable. "It'sway past suppertime.
Please forgive me. My father isthe only guest I've ever had, and he never failed to remind mewhen it
wastimefor amed.”

The boy strode across the workshop to a crank that jutted from the wall. It was very smilar in
design to the one on his pole, but larger and made of metal. Timothy turned the crank and gazed upward
at an opening in the ceiling, from which aladder began to descend. When he had lowered it fully, he
gestured up the ladder toward the opening. "Follow me upstairsand I'll seeif | can't put supper together.”
And the boy started to climb.

"Very nice meeting you, Master Maddox," Sheridan said with awave of hishand. "I've sometidying
up to do in the workshop, but hopefully | will see you again before you depart.” A blast of sseam shot
from the Sde of hishead in awhistling blast as he hefted the cart of stone and whedled it farther into the
back of the workshop.

"It was apleasure to meet you aswdl," Leander said, till in awe of the mechanical man. Then he
began to climb the ladder from the workshop up to Timothy's dwelling. It was certainly an evening of
surprises, and the mage could only wonder what marvels were yet to come,

Edgar fluttered through the opening first and Leander followed, squeezing hislarge form through the
narrow holeinto the boy'sliving quarters. It was quaint, furnished with smple, practical piecesof dark
wood. A large black pot hung over afirein ahearth, and adelicious aromathat made his mouth water
filled theair. Yes, it was Smilar to adwelling back home, but looking carefully, he could see the things
that made this place different. Y aguis fronds covered the walls, and a peek out the windows showed a
strange world, where an ice-blue moon was surrounded by four smaller moons, dl of them hanging
weightlessy in the night Sky above an undulating alien sea



"Welcometo my home," Timothy said, awarm smile on his sun-darkened festures. Despite his grief,
he seemed to be enjoying this rare contact with an outsider.

How lonely it must have been for himto grow up here, with only rare visits from his father,
and a metal man for company, Leander thought. His earlier thoughts persisted. No matter how he had
worked to transform the idand, Patience was not truly Timothy's home.

"Something sure smellstasty,” Edgar croaked, perching atop the back of achair beside asmdll
dining table. The rook flapped hiswingsin anticipation, ruffling the thick black festhers around his neck.

The boy beamed, turning toward the pot that bubbled in the hearth. "It lookslike Ivar started
cooking before we even got to the workshop, so we shouldn't have to wait too long before we eat.”

The boy's mention of an unfamiliar name snagged Leander's attention. "lvar?' he asked. "Who—"

A round vegetable, with skin very like the color of the ocean outside, suddenly seemed to float up
into the air from awoven basket at the base of the hearth. It hovered, then dropped into the steaming pot
with agplash.

Leander'smind raced. |Is there magic at work here after all? He could see nothing but adight
shimmer inthear before the stone fireplace.

"He's not used to company either,” Timothy said, directing his stare toward the same shimmering
spot. "It'sokay, Ivar,” he said. ™Y ou know Edgar. And Master Maddox—L eander—is afriend. They
came because my father is. ."

Theair in front of the hearth seemed to thicken, growing darker as something began to materidize.
No, not materialize, the mage determined. The man had been there al dong; it was just that Leander
had been unable to see him.

"lvarisan Asura," Timothy said quietly, glancing at Leander.

Leander looked at the boy askance. " Surely not. They're extinct, the Asura. Savages. Thelast of the
tribe died out half acentury ago or more.”

Timothy chuckled softly. "Well, he looks fairly hedthy to me. | don't know the whole story, but Ivar
wasliving herelong before | arrived. My father brought him here, just as he brought me. Ivar looked
after me when | was ababy. He and Sheridan are the best friends | have." He looked away from Ivar
and asad smile crept across hisface. "The only friends | have, redly, now that my father isgone.”

Leander was sengtive to the boy's sadness, yet he could not help staring in amazement at the Asura
warrior. The savage tribe was not extinct after dl; there still lived at least one last warrior. Here was
another thing Argus Cade had kept from him, and Leander had to wonder what el se his mentor had
failed to mention.

According to what he knew of them, the Asurawere an ancient race, much more in tune with the
natura order of things than the supernaturd. Thetalestold of fierce warriors and great hunters, who had
ressted overrdiance upon magic and been ostracized as primitives, as savages. When more "civilized"
peoplestried to take their homelands, the Asura had fought back and been destroyed.

Ivar leaned over the bubbling pot, stirring the contents with alarge wooden spoon. His skin wasfair,
apaewhite, but at amoment's notice its color could change, allowing him to blend with his surroundings.
It was aunique talent that had made the Asura such expert hunters.



"All who are present now were friends of the Arguscade,” the Asurasaid in avoice like the rumble
of adigtant sorm. "Thismea we shal consumein his honor. The pleasure we receive fromit shal be
bestowed upon him in the great lands beyond this."

Ivar turned his palefeaturesto al that were present to seeif they werein agreement with what he
had proposed. Leander had seen only portraitures of the ancient people and was taken by the Asura's
strange but fascinating appearance. Ivar was short and powerfully built, pae, dmost tranducent, with not
atrace of hair upon hisbody. Leander had read that strange patterns demonstrating an Asura's mood
could appear on the skin, but currently Ivar's flesh was unblemished. His eyes were dark, penetrating,
and his cheekbones high and pointed. He was dressed only in breeches made from dried anima skin.

Everyone agreed that the meal would be eaten in Arguss honor, and in amatter of minutes, they
were dining upon astew of exotic vegetables and fish, the bounty of Patience.

"l usualy prefer my meat raw," Edgar said, plucking achunk from the bowl that had been set down
before him in the center of the table. Timothy's familiar tossed the fish back in histhroat and gulped it
down. "But thisisn't bad a al. My complimentsto the chef."

Ivar, sitting cross-legged upon the floor, bowed his bald head as he received the familiar's praise.

Seated across from Timothy, in one of the two chairs, Leander watched from the corner of hiseye
asthe boy ate hismeal. Though they had met only hours ago, the mage found that he was aready quite
fond of the youth. There was so much about him that reminded the mage of the boy's father: the way
Timothy moved, the way he held hishead when hetaked. It waslike having part of hisold friend il
around, and the thought of him hidden away in this place was cause for concern.

They finished their hearty meal and cleaned up. Then Ivar excused himself to return to hisown
dwelling and commune with the spirits of his ancestors, as was the custom of his people. It was peaceful
and cam upon theidand of Patience, but Leander found himsalf growing restless, his mind tormented by
the frustration he felt with Timothy's banishment.

Edgar dozed, perched atop the back of Timothy's chair, and the boy eagerly showed the mage
countless drawings of inventions he had not yet found time to build. When Timothy finished describing a
contraption that would alow him to bresthe benegth the water, Leander took the opportunity to ask the
lad aquestion that had been on his mind since walking through the secret door in the Cade mansion and
finding himself on the sands of Petience.

"Areyou happy here, Timothy?'

The question froze the boy. Thisyoung man, thisun-magician, blinked and then glanced over a
Leander. "Of course I'm happy. Theidand is beauty and peace and my friendsarehere. And | . . ."
Timothy stopped. He might have been pondering the question for the very first time. His brow furrowed
and he placed the latest drawing back on the pile.

"l suppose | never redly thought about it much,” he answered. "Thisisdl I've ever known, o
would guess that I'm happy— aren't 17"

Leander reached across the table and placed a comforting hand on the boy's shoulder. "I cannot
answer that for you, Timothy," hesaid. "But if it was me, just the knowledge that there was something
more than this—something beyond Patience—would make me at least curiousto explore, both the world
andmy placeinit.”

Timothy lowered hishead sadly. "Then | guessI'll never redlly be able to answer your question. Il



never know if I'm happy or not; Patienceisdl that I'm allowed to know."
"Doyoutruly believe that?' Leander asked.

The boy looked up, his eyes glassy with emaotion. "I can never leave Patience,” he said, voice
cracking. "It would be too dangerous. | could not survive.”

"Ah, but are you certain of that?' Leander asked. "It would be difficult, I've no doubt, but with my
help, I'm confident that you would manage.”

The mage fet some small doubt, knowing that what he suggested was quite againgt the wishes of his
late mentor. But what he had vowed was to watch over Timothy asif the boy were hisown, and if that
was the case, then he knew he was doing the right thing. Argus Cade may have been one of the most
powerful magesin theworld, and the closest friend that he had ever known, but the old man had been
wrong in banishing his son, no matter hisreasons. Timothy never should have been hidden away, and
L eander wanted to rectify his mentor's error.

"L et metake you from this place to the world beyond, the world of your birth," Leander said,
grinning and smoothing down hisbeard. "1 will show you thereis more to aworld than Patience.”

Timothy legped out of his chair, startling Edgar from his nap. His pulse raced, his skin prickling with
sensations of heat and cold that had nothing to do with the weather and everything to do with the fear and
excitement that began to combat each other in his heart.

"That'simpossible!” Timothy said, staring a Leander's face, searching the massive mage's eyesfor
thetruth.

"Caw!" the rook crowed, flapping hiswingsin surprise. "What's going on?" he asked.

Timothy scratched at the back of hishead, breathing evenly, forcing himsdf to cam down. He began
to pace the floor as Leander |looked on, eyes sparkling amid all that hair. The boy stopped short and
gazed at the mage Sitting at thetable. "Can | leave Patience?' he asked, and the question felt strange

upon hislips.
"All you need do isfollow me back through the door on the sand.”

Edgar flapped hiswingsingstently and cawed loudly enough to forestall any further conversation
until hewas given their attention. "What's going on? What did | miss? Who'sfollowing who?"

Timothy turned to look imploringly at the bird. Y ou heard him, Edgar. My father said | could never
leave—that it wasn't safe. He said that there were people in government and in the guilds who might wish
meharm.”

The bird'sfeathers ruffled. "Wdll, that iswhat he said, but—"

"Preposterous!” Leander dismissed those words with the wave of one of his massive hands. ™Y our
condition would be looked upon as a handicap and be treated as such. Y ou have nothing to fear from the
world outsde."

Timothy wasterrified, and as he dowly waked to hiswindow, gazing out at the only world he had
ever known, heimagined for the very firg time that he might step beyond it.

"Just amoment,” Edgar cawed from his perch. "Maybe we're moving too quickly."



"Nonsense," Leander boomed. "The boy has been banished long enough.”

Properly chagrined, the bird cocked his head pensively. "Well, maybe some day tripsto start.”
Edgar glanced a Timothy. "Y ouwon't even know if you're going to like it back there. It's quite different
fromyour littleidand, let metd| you."

Timothy turned from the window, tremors of excitement unlike anything he had ever known coursing
through hisbody. Thisiswhat it must fedl like to have magic inside you, hethought. And then he
gpoke the four words that would change hislife forever.

" want to go."
CHAPTER THREE

It was the oddest sensation, stepping through that door on the beach and into a shadowy corridor.
How many times had he hugged his father good-bye and watched him step through this very same door,
only to have the door disappear from the sand asthough it had never been there a all’? Magic. That was

magic.

Timothy's heart fdt asthough it might explode, and he held his breath until his chest hurt, just gazing
around at his surroundings. Edgar had led the way, cawing loudly, excitedly, and Leander had followed
next. Now the rook sat upon the shoulder of the red-maned sorcerer and watched expectantly as
Timothy took severd stepsfarther into hisfather's house.

"My father'shouse," he whigpered, unconscioudy putting voice to histhoughts.

"Your house now," Leander told him, awarm rumblein hisvoice and atwinkle of approva in his
eye. "Welcometo the city of Arcanum, Timothy Cade. Thecity of your birth."

The boy froze. Ivar dipped slently past him, blending with the shadows so that he was barely
visble, achameeon, investigating the corridor ahead, sniffing the ar. The aged warrior was on guard for
anything that might thresten hisfriends. A moment later Timothy heard the clanking of metd as Sheridan
entered thisworld, also for the first time. They had al passed through now, and suddenly the idand of
Petience seemed dreadfully far away.

"Hukk! Hukk!" cried Edgar, black wingsfluttering as he perched on Leander's shoulder. "You dl
right, Tim?"

Timothy forced himsdlf to teke a breath. He nodded dowly. "I think so."

But that wasalie. Hewas not dl right. Not at al. Though he had sometimes been lonely on the
idand, Timothy had rarely been afraid. Now fear soread through him with arush of heat in hisveins, as
though he had been stung by a cloudfish, its venom infecting him ingtantly. But that sort of infection was
not deadly. In truth it passed quickly enough. And this. . . thisfear ... he wondered if it would ever pass.

How many times had his father explained to him why he had to live alone? Dozens. Hundreds. Here,
he was helpless, crippled. Here, hewasin peril. People would not understand, hisfather had told him.
And what people did not understand, they often mocked, and sometimes tried to destroy. An
abomination, hisfather had said. People would think Timothy was an aomination. And though his
father had never hinted anything of the kind, the boy had aways sensed that, in away, Argus agreed.

The corridor wasdimly lit by globular lanternsthat hung at intervasaong itslength. It took him a
moment to redlize that they were not secured to the wall and instead floated in the air. The walls were of
adark wood, with intricate designs branded above each door and on the frames. The floorboards were



lighter in color and had a sheen thet reflected the flickering lantern light.

A tremor went through him, but thistime Timothy did not think what he was feding wasfear. A tiny
smile creased the corners of his mouth and he stepped toward the wall. He felt the others dl watching
him as he gazed curioudy up & the gleaming globe.

"How doesit work?' he asked.

Leander did not answer at first, so Timothy turned to look at him. The big man ran ahand over his
beard, smoothing itstangles, and shrugged. "I don't think | can answer that question. It's magic, Timothy.
Everything in thisworld ismagic. The lamps can belit by command or by smply waving your hand
beneath them. They senseyour desirefor light.”

Timothy grunted in acceptance and gazed at the globe again. No oil. No actua fire. No anchor to
attach it to thewall. Hisfather had told him much of magic, but many things had been hard to imagine
without firsthand knowledge. Magic, he knew, had no mechanism.

Tentatively he waved his hand beneath the globe. It continued to shine.
"It'strue, then," Leander observed.

The boy did not even acknowledge his statement. Of course it wastrue. Hisfather had removed him
from hishome, hidden him away al of these years ... hewould never have done thisunlesshewas
certain. But Leander aso seemed certain. Images of hisfather, whose kind eyes had dways seemed out
of placein the midst of such stern features, floated into the boy's mind.

Timothy's chin drooped dightly. He missed hisfather.

With aquiet hiss of steam, Sheridan placed ahand upon his shoulder. Timothy smiled and nodded.
The metal man aways seemed to know when Timothy was sad or lonely.

Taking a deep breath, the boy looked at the globe again, then he started along the corridor. Edgar
took flight, wings besting the air only long enough for him to move from Leander's shoulder to Timothy's.
The boy glanced up at the rook and smiled, and though the usualy loquacious bird said nothing, Timothy
thought there was something in his bearing that gpproximated asmilein return. At least, asmuch asabird
could be said to have any facid expression at all.

Of course, Edgar was no ordinary bird.

With a courteous nod, Leander moved out of the way, and Timothy began to explore, moving down
the corridor. There were places where the woodwork was intricate, where images had been seemingly
carved into the wood—but of course they would not have been carved, but drawn there with magic. It
was S0 difficult for him to imagine, for Timothy loved to do thingswith his hands, to create, to fed the
texture and the workings of things benegath histouch.

He stopped when he arrived at adoor. Upon its wooden surface there danced aswirl of color,
violets and greensthat flitted together like seabirds courting. With araised eyebrow, he shot an inquisitive
glance a Leander.

"Ah, yes. Youthink it asymbol," Leander noted. "Often there are such symbols on doors or around
them, indicating what might lie beyond. Other timesyou might find symbols and colorsthat indicate the
presence of abarrier spell. Thisismerely decoration, however. It is—"

"Art?' Timothy asked.,



Leander nodded appreciatively. "Yes. In amanner of spesking, itisart.”

The door had no visible latch or handle. Tentatively Timothy reached out and laid his hand upon it.
The wood was warm to touch. The swirling colors of the art misted around hiswrist.

"Y ou won't be ableto—," Leander began.

Timothy pushed and the door swung open. On the other side was a chamber swathed in near
darkness. Only theillumination from the hal shed any light upon its contents, which included arack of
ydlowed scralls of varying lengths and thicknesses.

"Caw!" Edgar cried, rustling wings and resettling histalons on the boy's shoulder. "Wdll, thet's
interesing.”

"Whet is?" Timothy asked.

When he turned to glance at L eander again he found the mage staring at him. Timothy shifted
uncomfortably. Sheridan's joints creaked dightly as he bent to peer into the darkened room. Beyond him,
Ivar was only partidly visible, hiseyes darting about in search of any potentia threat, hand on the
pommel of aknife he worein ascabbard a hiswaist.

Neither of hisfriendsfrom the idand seemed shocked the way Leander did. The mage shook his
head in apparent disbdlief, and then alow, humorless laugh escaped hislips.

"It ssemswe may haveto rethink what it meansthat you are bereft of magic,” Leander said
thoughtfully. At Timothy's puzzled expression, he nodded toward the door. "Close that."

Timothy did as he had ingtructed, pulling the door toward him and letting it swing back into place
with aclick. Leander motioned to Ivar.

"Come, my friend. Y our turn. Open this door, please.”

Thewarrior emerged from the darkness, hisbody gaining definition as he came closer to the others,
asthough it was more difficult to remain unseen up close. The black tribal markings on hisfaceand ams
changed even as Timothy watched him, some fading, some siretching until they looked dmost like claw
marks upon hisflesh, others swirling into strange symbols.

Ivar glanced wordlesdy at Timothy and then cautioudy reached out for the door. He flattened his
palm on the wood, fingers splayed, and pushed.

Nothing happened.

Ivar glanced a Timothy, the tribal marks receding, fading from his skin. The marks came and went.
The boy had asked Ivar about them severd times, but the warrior was the last of hiskind and the marks
were persond to him. He did not like to discuss their purpose or significance.

"l don't understand,” Timothy said, glancing at Leander.
The mage loomed forward and waved ahand in front of the door, which swung open ingtantly.

"Doors are ensorcelled to admit only those their master or mistress would welcome. This door does
not recognize Ivar. It would not open for him. If it had recognized you, it would have opened of itsown
accord the moment you reached out toward it."

Timothy frowned. "Buit it did open for me." He shook his head, gesturing toward the edge of the



door. "Thisisdglly, Leander. Look at it. Thereisn't even alock or bolt to keep it closed. Anyone should
be able to push it open.”

Leander stroked hisbeard again. "Not anyone, young Master Timothy. Not Ivar. Nor |, mysdlf, if
the door did not know me. Y ou have no magic of your own, we knew that much. But it seemsthere's
moreto it than that. If the door will open for you, it can only mean that the enchantment fused into the
wood cannot sense your presence. | ... well, I've honestly never seen anything likeit."

A spark ignited within Timothy in that moment. All hislife, in those timeswhen he alowed himsdif to
think of himsdlf in relation to hisfather'sworld, he had known what hewas. A freak. An abomination.
Usdless. Yet asheturned to look back at the door there was the tiniest glimmer of wonder inside him as
he consdered the idea that it might not be so terrible being a freak.

The spark was extinguished a moment later, buried benesth years of darker expectations.

Still, as Timothy glanced around at his friends once more— and at the magic door and the levitating
lanterns—awave of relief washed through him. He had been prepared to retreat immediately to Patience,
had felt the fear bubbling up insde him. Y et suddenly the fear had been dispelled, and he saw before him

only possibility.
A grin spread across hisfeatures. The idand was hishome, but this mansion held withinitswalls his
entire history, hisfather'slegacy. Timothy had no intention of staying permanently, but he wanted to

explore. He glanced at thewalls, at the doors, and thought how smpleit would beto rig oil lampsto light
the place.

Ivar did into the shadows. Sheridan watched Timothy expectantly, atiny wisp of steam curling up
from the spout on the side of hishead, his eyes glowing brightly.

Therook cawed, and Timothy glanced to hisleft, eye to eye with the bird.
"You'retoo quiet, kid. Talk to me. Whaddayathink?' Edgar asked.

Timothy's gaze shifted to Leander, then to Ivar, and cameto rest on Sheridan. "I want to seeit," he
sad, feding aprickle of excitement rush through him. "1 want to see everything.”

He started down the corridor again, much more swiftly thistime, noting the presence of every door
and every bit of art adorning any surface. There was awindow at the far end but he never reached it. The
halway turned and Timothy followed, and soon enough he was practicdly running. Edgar cawed and
took flight, soaring along above him, then turning back to circle hishead.

Timothy wanted to look in every room, to cataog in hismind everything he could learn about his
father, about magic, about thisworld. Transforming this house so that a boy without any trace of
sorcerous power could live here would be afantastic undertaking.

Yet, inaway, it thrilled him, for it would be his greatest project ever.

Around another turn in the warren of corridors, he found himself at the top of aset of circular stairs
that wound down into the heart of the house. Ivar was beside him, silently keeping pace without effort.
Sheridan clanked along the floorboards, trying to keep sight of them, steam hissing from hismeta skull.
Leander strode quickly aong, watching them al with an expression of wonder.

Though there was much to explore, Timothy had agrester priority. The very firgt thing he wanted to
seelay below. He started down the stairs, quickly descending toward the ground floor, gazing around at
the grand chanddliers that glowed with magica incandescence and down the hallways of the floorsthat he



passed. When he reached the foyer, helooked up and saw the others coming down aswell. Leander
seemed to be moving much more dowly.

The burly mage leaned over therail of the circular stair and gazed down at him.
"Timothy? How did you get down all of these stairs so quickly?

The question puzzled the boy, and he frowned as he watched L eander continue dowly downward,
gl only hafway to the ground floor. Even Sheridan had made his way nearer the bottom of the stairs,
gyroswhirring and steam spitting.

"Therearen't that many gairs,” Timothy said. "Why are you moving so dowly? Areyou dl right?'

Leander paused on the steps and squinted down at Timothy asif trying to focus hisvison. The big
man swayed from sde to Sde ever so dightly. Then he craned his head around, peering in every direction
and at last gazing upward at the massive central crysta chanddier. At length his attention returned to
Timothy.

"l knew there was an enchantment on the stairs, but | never understood why," Leander said. He
tsked loudly and shook his head and asmall chuckle escaped hislips. "There's aglamour cast on the
gairs. Argus must not have thought visitorswould find it grand enough, so he. .. dtered their perception.”

Timothy had no ideawhat the mage was talking about, but aready the conversation was dipping
away from him. The rhythm of his heart increased and his chest wastight with excitement and, yes, alittle
bit of fear. He had not banished it completely. Holding his breath, the hair rising on the back of hisneck,
awarm prickling running over his skin, Timothy turned toward the massive front door.

Above him, Edgar cawed loudly, fluttered to alanding, and rested atop alarge statue—a stone
representation of acreature Timothy had never seenin dl the scralls hisfather had brought him.

"Careful, kid," the rook warned.

Timothy stepped toward the front door, reached for it ... and then took a step back asthe wiry form
of lvar emerged from invisibility beside him. Thewarrior crouched dightly, so that hisface would be level
with the boy's.

"You are cartain thisiswise?' lvar asked.

With adeep bresth, Timothy shook his head. "No. Not certain at al. But I'm not going to let that
sop me."

For along moment the warrior gazed at Timothy, golden eyes gleaming with their own inner light.
Then, dowly, Ivar nodded and stepped aside, gesturing toward the door. Timothy reached for it, laid his
hand upon the thick, dark, deeply grained wood.

And he pushed.
The door swung wide.

Timothy felt his mouth opening, jaw dropping, but it was asif his entire body was behaving of its
own volition. A whistle of breath escaped histhroat, the tiniest sound.

He saw it dl: The broad, stone stepsin front of the mansion ended in nothingness. Some kind of
conveyance, avehicle of sorts, floated in the air a the bottom of the steps. If he walked off the bottom



gar hewould plunge into a nighttime abyss that would tumble him down and down for hundreds of feet
before he at |ast collided with the face of the mountain cliff upon which the mansion had been buiilt.
Timothy whipped his head to the side and noted the place where the corner of the house was
rooted—anchored—to the mountainside, and wondered if that was to keep the structure from falling or
from floating away. There was magic in every inch of architecture here.

The night sky was painted with swaths of milky luminescence, and beyond that vell wasa sky filled
with stars and ghostly orbs that must have been moons or nearby planets. Timothy tore his gaze from the
heavens and cast it downward, beyond the stairs, beyond the base of the mountain, to the pale, glittering
rainbow of lights that flitted about the sprawling landscape of the city below.

Arcanum.
Home? he wondered.

It was breathtaking. All of it. But he was not ready to step off into the abyssjust yet. Timothy Cade
reached out and closed the door, then turned to look back into his father's house. He stood in the foyer
with hisfriends around him. Ivar was crouched by the door, on guard as always. Edgar was perched
atop Sheridan's shoulder, black eyes gleaming. Leander had only just reached the bottom of the circular
dtairs. He wore an expectant gaze.

Timothy smiled. "I think I'll start small.”

Oneweek |ater, on abeautiful morning when migrating birdsfilled the blue sky above Arcanum with
song, Leander returned to the Cade estate under very different circumstances. The world till mourned
the passing of Argus Cade, the Parliament il recalled hismemory at every sesson, and even the most
hideous of magica guilds professed to honor his name. None of them were aware of the extraordinary
eventsthat had transpired that night when Leander Maddox had first attempted to ded with the aftermath
of Argus Cade's desth, to collect hisresearch and fulfill hisfina wishes.

Theworld did not yet know about Timothy Cade.

Leander had spent every night since at that home at the peak of August Hill, and during the day he
stayed every hour he could be spared from his duties at the University of Saint Germain. Along with the
savage lvar and the mechanical man, whose every word and motion still astounded Leander, Timothy
had traveled back and forth to the Idand of Patience many times during that long week to gather supplies
from hisworkshop. Timothy saw everything as achalenge, as apuzzle to be solved, and he was quickly
adapting the house to dedl with hismagica handicap.

Extraordinary boy, Leander thought now.

Upon his high seet, the navigation mage had his fingers splayed before him, reins of cobdt energy
guiding and lifting the carriage. Behind his vell, Caigphas was slent, though Leander knew the man must
be exhausted from aweek of journeying up and down the sheer face of August Hill. He made amental
note to reward Caiaphas in the next wage cycle.

Leander leaned over to gaze out the window of the carriage, his eyes riveted upon the peak of the
mountain, upon the turret he could barely see, jutting from those dizzying heights even farther up toward
the heavens. A cold achefilled his heart, and for amoment, Leander closed his eyes. These past days
had been filled with such wonder and excitement that there were times he could forget his grief at the
passing of hisfriend and mentor. Then he would see something of Argusin Timothy'sface, or think of the
old magein aquiet moment, and his sadnesswould return.



"Hispassingisalossto all of us," rasped avoice beside Leander, avoice as deep and cold asthe
ocean.

A kind of peace settled upon Leander's heart, and he nodded once, then turned to gaze a his
passenger. Lord Nicodemus was ancient, far older even than Argus had been, yet there was avitality to
him that belied hisage. Hisfine hair was silver, as was the mustache that hung down far below his chin,
and his eyes were the pale tranducent blue of the deepest ice. Upon the seat beside him sat the gray,
hairlessfeline, Alastor, Nicodemussfamiliar. Not al mages had familiars, and one look at the purring,
hideous creature on the seat reminded L eander why he had chosen against one.

"Yes, of course, my lord,” hereplied. He wanted to say more, to explain that while Nicodemus was
gpeaking about Argusstalent, his skillsasamage, that he himsalf missed the man, not the magician. That
Argus had been hisfriend. But he knew that Nicodemus was offering his condolences, in away, and so
he said nothing more.

For severd momentsthey sat together in sllence as the navigation mage guided the carriage up
August Hill. Leander knew it was an honor to have Nicodemus with him. The man was Grandmaster of
the Order of Alhazred, the guild to which Argus had belonged, and of which Leander was till amember.
Nicodemus was among the most powerful men in the Parliament of Mages, respected both as a diplomat
and asorcerer.

The world was divided in two ways. into nations and into guilds. Arcanum was the capitd city of the
nation of Sunderlund, yet the concept of nations had come to mean less and less over the ages asthe
guilds began to spread across the world. Every country was populated by members of avariety of guilds,
and it wastruly the Parliament of Magesthat ruled, not any sovereign, nationa government.

Leander had in hisown carriage this beautiful, sunny day one of the most powerful men in the world.

Lord Nicodemus shifted upon the plush seet, either uncomfortable or impatient. Leander glanced at
him and his anxiety grew. The Grandmaster had agreed to accompany him to the Cade etate in
Leander's carriage to avoid drawing unwanted attention. When Leander had told him about the boy,
Nicodemus had agreed that the decision to bring him into thisworld was appropriate, but he had warned
Leander that if everything he said wastrue, Argus Cade might well have been correct in his concern for
his son.

If, Leander thought now. Nicodemus wanted to meet the boy for himself. And why not, since
despite his handicap, the boy was amember of the Order of Alhazred by birth. Nicodemus would want
to seethe progeny of Argus Cadefor himsdlf, to witnessthetruth of his.. . affliction.

The navigator guided the carriage to the front steps of the Cade estate and held it there, floating in
theair. It seemed to Leander that the carriage was steadier than usua, and he wondered if Caigphas was
making an extra effort because of his venerable passenger.

Leander stepped out of the carriage and held the door for Nicodemus, who scooped the cat up
from the seat and carried it in his arms as he exited the conveyance with greater ease than his age should
have dlowed. Like one of the Wizards of Old, Nicodemus seemed imperviousto age. Leander could
never hope to have even adiver of his power, but he was more than satisfied with hisresearch and his
teaching. It was acomfort, though, to have agrandmaster as powerful as Nicodemus leading hisguild.

"Y ou may tie off, Caigphas," Leander told the navigation mage.

Caigphas nodded, but even veiled by the heavy blue fabric that hid hisface, he did not gaze long
upon hisemployer or upon the Cade estate, asif whatever Leander might be up to inside was not for his



eyes.

Together the two Alhazred mages went up the stone steps. Leander passed ahand in front of the
door and it swung inward. The moment they stepped inside, Nicodemus paused and looked around the
foyer, with achuckle and agleam in hiseye. He dropped Alastor, and the cat immediately raced across
the foyer and began to investigate the house. Nicodemus stroked his long mustache.

Leander waved the door closed behind them, blotting out the sun and the wind. At first glance the
foyer looked no different than it had when Arguswas il dive, but he knew that it would take the
Grandmaster only amoment to notice the subtle difference.

"What is.... 7' Nicodemus began, afrown degpening the lines upon hiswizened face. "Theselights.
What arethey?'

Nicodemus strode across the foyer toward atall wooden stand, upon which had been mounted a
fluted glassingtrument. Ingde the glass, fire burned, but it was not fire asthey knew it, not ghostfire.

"They arecdled ail lamps, my lord," Leander told him.

Nicodemus glanced around, his gaze taking in the other oil lampsin the foyer, two of which had
been fastened to the wall. Another was set upon a table benesth amirror, and yet one other had been
clamped to the head of one of the gryphon finids at the bottom of the spird steps.

"But theseare. . . the flameswithin are Hungry Fire, the destructive blaze!" the Grandmaster said,
astonished.

"Indeed.” Leander nodded proudly, asthough Timothy were hisown son. "The boy isclever. He
has tamed Hungry Fire, put it to work for him in the same way sorcery uses ghogtfire. Wait until you see
the kitchen. He has made the most changesthere.

Unableto useamagica oven, he has created his own cooking gppliance, including amechanica
stove. The bath isanother marvel. | opened awaterflow for him, and the boy used metal tubes and other
accoutrementsto build his own shower."

Nicodemus blinked severd times, obvioudy working to compose himself. "And hedid dl of thisina
sngleweek?'

"Lessthan aweek. A matter of days. Most of the materials he took from his own workshop. Some
were aready constructed.”

Leander had moreto say, but he did not get the chance. A clatter of metal echoed through the foyer
from the corridor to the left of the Staircase, and amoment later Sheridan emerged. The mechanical
man's head swiveled with awhir, hisred eyes brightened their glow, and he hurried toward them.

"Ah, gentlemen," Sheridan said in his crackling voice, executing acourtly bow. "1 thought | heard
you enter. Master Maddox, welcome home. And | presume this other gentleman is Lord Nicodemus? It
isan honor, gr."

Leander smiled thinly, hoping his beard would hide the expression. He had spent some time teaching
Sheridan manners. He was an attentive student, afast learner.

For along moment Nicodemus only stood staring at Sheridan with hisice blue eyes, stroking the
ends of hismustache. In the long, jade-hued greatcoat he wore, the Grandmaster was an imposing figure,
and Leander admired not for the first time the mage's ability to remain cam under extraordinary



circumstances.

Sowly, pensvely, Nicodemus pulled his gaze away from Sheridan and turned his attention upward,
garing at the circular staircase as though he could see through walls and floors to where Timothy would
gtill be working, deep in the heart of the house.

"l want to see the boy,” Nicodemus said.

Leander nodded. "Of course, my lord. Right away." He turned to the mechanical man. " Sheridan,
find your young master and—"

Theair itself wastorn asunder with ashriek, acry of battle that echoed off the walls, spilling down
into the foyer from the stairs above. There was the crack of breaking wood and from somewhere distant,
shattering glass. Leander looked up just in time to see the Asurawarrior, lvar, thrown against the
wooden banister, splintering it. The savage fell end over end, the shadows dipping across his body,
swalowing him and then reveding him again. Triba markings moved fluidly across his skin. With stunning
agility, lvar twisted himsdlf around in the air. As he plummeted toward the floor, he spun and lunged, and
hisright hand caught the edge of the stairwell below the level from which he had fallen.

Immediately the Asura began to scramble back upward.

"Alhazred's eyes, what isthis?' Nicodemus barked. "That . . . that creature. It cannot be what it
appears. The savages are al dead.”

"Not al," Leander muttered, but he was paying little attention to Nicodemus now. Even as he started
for the bottom of the staircase, he heard Edgar caw as the rook soared out over their heads, circling the
crystd chanddlier.

"Hurry, mage!" therook cried. "Intruders! Caw! Caw! Assassing”

The final word chilled Leander's blood. On the bottom step he looked up again. He heard Timothy
cdl hisnamein the same moment in which he spotted the boy. Tim was running down the Sairs, legping
them two at atime, diding on the banister, anything to speed his descent.

Behind him cametheintruders. Assassins, Edgar had said. Three, at firdt, then Leander saw afourth
and afifth and at last asixth. They were Cuzcotec, aguild comprised entirely of little sorcerers, men and
women as smal and dender as children, yet more barbaric than the myths had ever claimed of the Asura.

The Cuzcotec intruders ran low to the ground like animdss, leaping down the gairs, one diving
downward to catch hold of abanister below. Another vaulted upward to latch onto the chanddlier, its
crysastinkling musicaly asit swayed.

Silently laughing, they set upon the boy. Timothy Cade, the un-magician, was helpless.
CHAPTER FOUR

The Cuzcotec attacker, itsflesh the dark color and texture of a coarse-skinned milknut fruit, sorang
at Timothy from its perch upon the banister.

Timothy halted his descent, watching as hisugly attacker lighted upon the step below. In ahand
which seemed too large for his body, the assassin held what looked like abal of liquid metd. It couldn't
have been. He knew that. For liquefied metal would be too hot to handle. The rough-skinned cresture
chattered something in alanguage the boy could not understand, and he watched with a mixture of fear
and wonderment as the object in the attacker's hand flowed into the shape of a cruely curved dagger.



The cresture thrust the blade at him with a savage grunt, but Ivar had taught Timothy well and he
eadly sidestepped this attack. There were beasts on the Idand of Patience, some of them ferocious, and
Timothy Cade had learned how to survive. Y et even as he dodged, the assassin's blade seemed to
extend beyond itslimit, asif suddenly eadtic, stretching out to find itstarget. Timothy held his breath. No
meatter how often he saw it, magic dways astonished him.

The creature's chatter had become a high, piercing screech, and his attacker dashed a him
frantically with the ongating wegpon. Again Timothy avoided the blade, jumping two stepsfarther up
the stairs. Ivar'straining again asserted itself as Timothy spotted an opportunity and shot ahard kick at
the would-bekiller'sface.

It was as though the assassin had never even contemplated a physica attack, and had no idea how
to counter it. Timothy's hedl connected with the rough flesh of the creature's face, crushing its nose with a
sharp snap. Thekiller cried out in shock and pain asit tumbled backward down the remainder of the
dairsto liein abroken hegp at Leander's feet. The mage immediately dispatched the stunned cresture
with ablagt of bluish flame from his outstretched hands.

Timothy had no idea how thetiny invaders had gotten into the house. He had been working on some
new designs when they had erupted from the shadows, seemingly attacking from out of nowhere. He
wanted to explain thisto Leander, but he didn't get the chance. Thetinkling of the crystal chandelier
above derted him, and he spun to see one of the assassins dangling there, ready to pounce.

"Back off, little man!" squawked Edgar. The rook was a black stresk as he darted toward the
invader clinging to the ornate light fixture. The ugly creature hissed, flecking itsthin beard with bits of its
last medl, and lashed out with another of those mystic blades, narrowly missing the fluttering, cawing bird.

Timothy heard Leander below him, barking alitany of guttural, unfamiliar sounds. A blast of blue
light Szzled past the boy's face, struck one of the Cuzcotec, and turned it to stone. Timothy tore his gaze
away from this breathtaking sight just in time to watch Leander lift one of hislarge hands and point at the
chanddier. The big mage uttered severd more snarling sounds and blasts of ruby fire erupted from his
fingertips. Thetorrent of magica energy roared upward, struck the chandelier, and engulfed the
distracted n.

The creature cried out pathetically asit toppled from the chandelier and landed with acrack and a
thump upon the stairs, unmoving, petrified by Leander's spdll.

There was further commotion from behind, and Timothy turned, half expecting to see more of the
ugly little killers coming a him. And no doubt they would have been, if Ivar had not been there to stop
them. The Asurawarrior had positioned himsalf on the stairs to block their accessto Timothy and wasin
the midst of fierce combat with atrio of the swift assassins. They shrieked and spat at Ivar in their
ear-piercing diaect, and the Asura responded in kind. There seemed to be a connection between the two
primitivetribes. Perhaps an ancient rivalry, Timothy thought, overwhelmed with awe as he watched
Ivar fight. He knew that Ivar's people were great hunters and fierce warriors, for hisfather had spoken of
the Asura people on numerous occasions, but nothing had prepared him for this.

Therewasasmplicity in the Asuras movements, every action seeming to come as anatural
reaction. It reminded the boy of a dance, a dance with violent and bloody results, but adance
nonethdess. Ivar fought on the stairs with only the knife that Timothy had made for him in hisworkshop
back on Patience. The Asuraused the blade as an extension of his body, dipping and weaving from stair
to gair, striking at his enemies with what seemed to be very little effort. The expression on lvar'sface
remained void of emotion, asit often was. Only the dark, angular patterns that flowed across hispale
body as he fought hinted at the fury raging within him.



The assassins did not stand a chance; even with their magical blades of liquid metd, they were easly
outmatched. Ivar lashed out, his movements ablur, and two of the creaturesfell, bleeding, to the ground,
their lives dipping away.

Thelast of the smdl killers suddenly spun around and scrambled up the sairs, three at atime, with
Ivar in pursuit. Timothy watched captivated asthe n stopped at the top of the Sairs, waving his
handsin theair, fingers contorting.

"Caw! He's conjuring an escape route!™ Edgar cried, diving and swooping in long circles high above
thefoyer.

But even asthe rook raised thisalarm, atiny hole of solid black appeared in the air above the
assassin. The black hole began to grow, and air began to rush into it with aloud, hideous sucking noise.
The creature sprang into the opening, dipping into nothingness. Ivar reached out and snagged the
n's ankle as a hissing bolt of white energy struck the circle of darkness. The escape route was
violently closed and the fleeing sorcerer was severed midtorso.

Shocked and repulsed, Timothy turned to see where the deadly bolt of supernatural energy had
originated and for the first time became aware of the stranger in the house. Hewas atal, older man, thin
and amost regd, with along, silver mustache. The strange mage stood beside Leander; at hissdes, his
hands were still wregthed in a crackle of magica energy.

Timothy stared down from the circular Saircase at this newcomer, who had about him an air of
authority and power. "Who . . . who are you?' Timothy asked.

Leander seemed about to reply, but he was interrupted as the rega figure gave a curt bow of the
head and began to speak.

"I am Nicodemus." His voicewasrich and maodious. "Grandmaster of the Order of Alhazred."

The Grandmaster's piercing eyes focused upon the boy, and for thefirst time since arriving in his
father's house, Timothy felt like an object of curiogty.

"l am most happy to make your acquaintance, Timothy Cade.”

A terrible dread filled Leander Maddox. His chest felt tight, as though he could not get enough
breath, and he felt cold, though he knew the house was quite warm enough. He watched Timothy's
familiar glide across the room. A moment later Edgar touched down upon the boy's shoul der.

"Areyou dl right?' the bird asked. "They didn't hurt you, did they?' Edgar craned his neck,
surveying Timothy's body for injuries.

"I'm fine, Edgar,” the boy answered, adight tremor in hisvoice. "Jugt alittle shaken up.”

Fine, yes. But had Nicodemus and | arrived any later . . . Leander did not want to entertain such
thoughts. A terrible truth had begun to make itself clear to the young mage: His mentor, Argus Cade, had
not been entirely wrong to think his son would bein danger should the world learn of his existence. By
removing him from the Idand of Patience, by bringing him through that secret dimensiond door, Leander
hed put Timothy'slifein peril. Though held had the boy's best interests in mind, his heart ached with the
burden of guilt.

Now Leander moved toward the stairs and motioned for the boy to join them in the foyer. "Timothy,
please come down here."



The boy descended the remainder of the circular staircase. Just as Edgar had done, Leander
examined the child for injuries. Timothy had been lucky. The Cuzcotec were notorious for the savagery
exhibited upon their chosen enemies. If the boy had been alonein the house. .. Leander couldn't even
imagine the consequences.

"It'sokay, Leander, redly,” Timothy said, managing to muster asmal, nervous amile.

Leander brushed the boy's hair back affectionately. He had quickly grown quite fond of Timothy.
Hewas brilliant, hisfather's son, and yet he was aso open and warm and amiablein away Argus had
never been. What a fool | was to doubt you, Argus, Leander thought. Yet now, what can | do to
correct my mistake?

Softly and with purpose, Nicodemus cleared histhroat, capturing their attention. Leander placed a
hand upon the boy's back and ushered him toward the Grandmaster.

"Nicodemusisthe onel wastelling you about, Tim," he explained to the youth. " Grandmeaster of the
Order of Alhazred. If thereisanyonein dl of Sunderlund who can help youwithyour . . . affliction, itis
I,Ell

Timothy glanced about nervoudly as he stood before the great mage, then he lowered hishead to
dare at his bare feet. Even though Leander had provided the boy with adequate footwear, heingsted on
going about barefoat, asif il living upon atropica idand.

"I've heard great things about you, Sir," the boy managed, sill refusing to look up.

"And [, you," Nicodemusreplied. The Grandmaster reached out and lifted the boy's chin, forcing
Timothy to meet hisgaze. A sad smile gppeared upon Nicodemuss face. "Y ou have your father's eyes.
Argus was among the greatest of us, not merely in our own order, but in dl theworld. Heis sorely
missd.”

Timothy nodded gratefully, visbly relaxing now that he grew more comfortable in Nicodemus's
presence.

A whigling noisefilled the foyer, startling Leander, who turned in larm to find that it was no new
attack, but merely ablast of steam from the angled pipe that jutted from the side of Sheridan’s head.

The mechanica man clomped closer. "Where are my manners,” he said in hisechoing, metdlic
voice. "Can | get anybody some refreshments? An herba decoction perhaps?’

"Not now, Sheridan, maybe—," Leander started.

"Yes," Nicodemusinterrupted. "A warm libation would be just the thing." He clasped his hands
behind hisback. "And please have it brought to the study. This specid young man and | have much to
discuss.”

Sheridan bowed his head and started off toward the kitchen with the grinding of gears and a hiss of
Steam.

Nicodemussfdinefamiliar srolled into the lobby asif he had been living there for years, and legped
into the waiting arms of his master. Alastor began to purr as the Grandmaster stroked his hairless back.
Leander's mind wasin turmoil as he began to wonder how word of Timothy's existence had gotten out,
why the Cuzcotec had attacked, and if there might be other enemies aready on the hunt for the boy. Still,
Nicodemus exuded acam that was amost intimidating, and Leander felt that he must follow the
Grandmadgter's example.



"Waell," he said, shaking his shaggy head to clear hismind. " Shall we proceed to the sudy then?’ He
motioned toward the hallway at their [eft and they al began to movein that direction. From the corner of
his eye he saw that |var had cautioudy descended to the foot of the stairs, his skin mimicking the colors
of hissurroundings, rendering him dmost invisible. Despite having thwarted the attempt on Timothy'slife,
thewarrior remained wary.

"It'squitedl right, Ivar," Leander assured the Asurawarrior. "We just need to speak with Timothy
about some very important matters. Hell be safe with us.”

Leander gestured for the warrior to accompany them, but Nicodemus frowned and glared at him.

"The primitive will stay outside the study," the Grandmeaster of the Order of Alhazred proclamed
with obvious disdain. "Our discusson isnot for hisears.”

Timothy stopped, obvioudy startled. He glanced uncomfortably at Ivar. "But—"

"Come, boy," Nicodemusinterrupted, and then he escorted the boy into hisfather's study at the end
of the hdl asthough Timothy had never spoken.

Marks of jagged black flushed upon the warrior's passive face, the only red sign that he had beenin
any way affected by the Grandmaster's harsh words.

"I'm sorry for that,” Leander said softly, embarrassed by Nicodemussinsengtivity. Hewaswell
aware of the order's lack of empathy for peoples of less civilized cultures. "He doesn't understand the
relationship that you and Timothy share. Let me explain to him and—"

The Asuraraised apae hand, slencing him.

"Thisisfine, Leander Maddox," Ivar assured him. " Go and be with the boy. | sensethat heis il
very frightened." Abruptly the Asuraturned and strode toward the scattered corpses of the Cuzcotec
assassns. Helifted one of the dead off the ground and heaved the body onto his shoulder asif it weighed
nothing. "1 will dispose of our enemies empty shells™" hesad. "Itismy duty asvictor.” And he continued
on hisway up the gairs.

L eander hesitated only amoment before following Nicodemus and Timothy into the study. In
moments, Sheridan had brewed ahot drink made from severa herbs, and therich, spicy smell of the
refreshment filled the room with its soothing aroma. The meta man had then dismissed himsdlf, saying that
he was going to assist Ivar with cleaning up after the afternoon'sincident.

Leander sat in ahigh-backed chair and gazed sadly about the study, its floor-to-ceiling bookcases
filled with every conceivable kind of writing. This had been Arguss favorite room. He had loved to read
and would often retire here to unwind after along day. Now, with the discovery of Timothy, Leander
understood all the more the pressures of being Argus Cade.

Anindividual pot of the herbed drink and a cup and saucer had been placed on atray before each
of them. Timothy had not yet touched his. He sat nervoudy next to Nicodemus on the long sofa; Edgar
perched behind him. The Grandmaster sipped his brew and ddlicately placed his cup on the saucer.
Alastor had curled into atight ball on the great sorcerer'slap.

"Il be blunt, Timothy," Nicodemus said, dowly turning his gaze to the boy. "Word of your existence
has leaked to the outside world, and a panic has begun.”

A shudder went through Leander. The Grandmaster had confirmed hisfears.



Timothy twisted around to fix the Grandmagter in hisgaze. "A panic? About me? Why would they
be afraid of me?"

Edgar flapped hiswings from his perch atop the back of Timothy's seat. "Y eah, well that pretty
much describesthe Parliament,” the boy's familiar croaked, squawking voice laden with sarcasm.

"Hold your tongue, Edgar,” Leander warned.

"Perhapsit was not only the primitive that should have been excluded from this gathering, eh,
familiar?' Nicodemus noted idly, filling his cup with more drink from his brewpot.

For once, Edgar managed to be silent.

Leander leaned forward to set his empty cup and saucer down on thetray. "Grandmaster, | think
Timothy is having adifficult time gragping how he might pose athrest to anyone.”

Nicodemus continued to sip hislibation, the hairless cat dozing in hislap. "In order to understand the
guilds™ he proclamed, "one must have the ability to think like them. Certainly they will show gresat interest
inyour handicap, some decrying the crudty of your fate and others thinking you ablight upon our race.
There will be debate about you, boy, dl of it regarding what ought to be done with you, whether you are
an unfortunate child or an aberration of nature. But in secret, the debate will focus upon only onething;
whether or not Timothy Cade isathreat to the guilds and their power."

Timothy grunted in disbelief and confusion, shaking hishead. "But | il don't—"

"It isn't that you cannot do magic, boy,” Nicodemus noted, sitting dightly forward and stroking his
long mustache thoughtfully. "What hasthem dl skittish iswhat else they have heard ... that you are
unaffected by it. Undetectable. Invisble."

"And that'swhat scaresthem?' Timothy gtill wasn't sure of the meaning of it al. He had yet to see
the entire tapestry of the problem, choosing instead to focus upon the single threads. " That makesme
dangerous?' he asked softly.

"More than you can possibly imagine," Nicodemus said, gently stroking the animal on hislap. "Try to
think asthey do, Timothy," he said, tapping the sde of his head with the tip of awell-groomed finger.
"Imagineif somebody of your unique persuasion were used as atool—awegpon againg ariva guild.”

The boy seemed taken aback. "Me? A weapon?' he asked increduloudy. "But | could never—"

"And they would not believe you, even if you swore on the spirit of your dear, departed father,”
Nicodemus said, scratching Alastor behind one of his pointed ears. "The guilds wear amask of solidarity
when Parliament meets,”" he explained. "But there is dways mistrust amongst them. Dozens of secret
grudges and wars play out in the shadows.”

Leander's heart ached for the boy. It was an ugly Situation, but there was no use hiding it from him.
"What Nicodemus saysistrue, Timothy," he said, spesking in his camest voice. "Even now Parliament is
investigating the disappearances of anumber of sorcererswho were probably victims of the kinds of
covert activity the Grandmaster is speaking of. Mages do not traditionaly disappear with no reason. The
guild masters are always suspicious of one another, but thisis only making them worse. It'slikely they're
being killed. And thusfor the investigation—"

Panic seemed to set in upon the boy, and he stood, fists clenched at hissides. "Why are you telling
methis?' he demanded. "Areyou trying to scare me?"



Leander shook his head. "No, Timothy," he soothed. "We don't want to scare you, but you must be
made aware of the dangersyou facein thisworld." He paused, running hisfingersthrough histhick, red
beard. "On the way here the Grandmaster and | discussed waysto keep you safe. And after withessing
the Cuzcotec attempt on your life, | believe that Nicodemuss plan is most sound.”

Timothy turned to Nicodemus. "And what isthis plan exactly?' he asked warily.

Nicodemus narrowed his eyes, brows knitting thoughtfully. "It isn't safe for you here.” The
Grandmagter's tone was resolute, and as he spoke hisfeline familiar lifted its angular head and yawned
languidly, displaying its needle-sharp fangs. Y ou will come and live & my estate where you can be
properly protected. At least until we can be certain no one else will try to do you harm.”

Timothy scowled and crossed hisarms. "No, thank you. | want to stay here. Thisis my home now."
The boy moved to stand beside Leander's chair. "Tell him," he said, and though the words formed a
command, they were more of aplea. "Tel him that it will be finefor me here.”

Nicodemus had first made the suggestion back at the ministry, and Leander had dismissed it, but
that was before the attempt on the child'slife. He reached out and took hold of the boy's arms, drawing
him closer. Helooked Timothy in the eyes. "I sworeto your father that | would do everything in my
power to protect you. If the Cuzcotec know of you, then others know of you aswell."

Timothy's eyes had begun to well with tears, and he fought the show of emotion, lowering his gaze.
"But Ivar and Sheridan can protect me," he said.

"Hukk! Don't forget the bird," said Edgar from his perch atop the sofa.

Leander ignored the rook and continued to speak to his charge. " Perhaps they could, but thereisno
way to be certain. We have no way to know who else might mean you harm, and how powerful they
might be. | will not risk your safety. | could not bear it." He glanced past the boy to Nicodemus. The
sage old sorcerer nodded his head in approval.

"What makes you think I'll be any safer with Lord Nicodemus?' Timothy asked, avoiding looking at
the Grandmaster. "My father's house has safeguards. Y ou told me so yoursdlf. But those. . . those things
managed to get in just the same.”

Leander nodded. "All the more reason. Y our father, may herest, isgone. Thismanseis
compromised. Nicodemuss estate is perhaps the most isolated, most secure homein al of Sunderlund. It
would be dmost impossibleto enter uninvited, even if anyone would dare. Whichisunlikely in any case.
Heisthe Grandmaster of the Order of Alhazred. It would be tantamount to a declaration of war between
quilds"

Nicodemus leaned forward, waking and didodging Alastor from hislap. The cat leaped down and
the Grandmaster steepled his hands benegth his chin, gazing a Timothy "If you are not ssfewith me," he
sad, "then there will be no sanctuary for you anywhere.”

The boy gave ashort, bitter laugh. "Waell, that's acomfort.”

The following afternoon a carriage hovered weightlesdy in the air at the foot of the stairsthat led up
to hisfather's home. Timothy stood on the last step and studied the floating vehicle that had been sent to
take him away. It wasthe first time he would ride in one, and no matter how difficult thingswere, he
could not tifle hisexcitement. It was deek in its design, made of agolden meta that glistened in sunlight.
Like Leander's carriage, it had the image of adragon at each corner, and it bore Nicodemus's family
crest on each door—a screaming eagle, itswings spread in flight. Asadistraction from hisanxieties, his



brain attempted to devise away in which avehicle like this could be made to ride the air without the use
of magic.

A familiar hiss of seam filled the air and Timothy turned to see Sheridan making hisway down the
sepswith Ivar close behind. They were each carrying large satchels containing the boy's belongings.
Behind them Leander was closing up the house with the aid of Nicodemus's persona assistant, a stout
man named Carlyle. Timothy's eyes grew steely as he watched the men. In the short amount of time he
had spent with the Grandmaster's assistant, he had decided that he did not care for the man even alittle.
Carlyletreated him like an oddity, meeting everything he said with a condescending smile and anod.

| can't do magic, that'sall! he wanted to scream at the man. I'm not a ssimpleton. But hewas sure
that even that would have garnered the same patronizing response.

Sheridan reached the bottom step.
"Let me help you with thet,” Timothy said, taking the bag from the mechanica man's hand.

Sheridan issued a cheery toot from his steam pipe. "Thank you, Timothy." The metal man sudied the
sky carriage floating in the air before them. "My, isn't it awondrous craft,” he said, the gears and such
within his head whining and whirring asif there were insectstrgpped inside. "It's even larger than Master
Maddox's."

The carriage's navigation mage, perched upon his seet a the front of the craft, turned to fix hissare
on his passengers. He was draped in robes of yellow, smilar to the hue of the vehicle itsalf.

Hisface, aswith al trangportation mages, was covered in aveil of adarker hue than his robes.
Many wore their faces completely covered, using senses other than sight for navigation. But Nicodemus's
navigator wore only ahdf veil, and hiseyes glared intensdy a them over the top of the veil. Timothy
decided that thiswas not a person to be trifled with.

"The machine and the savage will ridein back,” the navigation mage ingructed in agravelly voice,
gesturing with an upraised thumb at a separate compartment that was attached to the back of the larger
carriage. "Lord Nicodemuss orders.”

Timothy's anger flared and his eyes narrowed as he Stared at the navigator. "These are my friends
you're talking about. Nicodemus may not think much of them, but he shouldn't be so narrow-minded.
Hé'sjust going to have to—"

Ivar'sfirm hand fell upon his shoulder, and hefdt the Asurasinner strength flow into him.
"It isinconsequentid,” the warrior whispered.

"Yes, Timothy," Sheridan said, taking the satchel from him. "A ridein the back will be more than
aufficient. At least we don't have to walk."

A black shape dropped from the sky, landing on the roof of the carriage. Edgar cawed loudly and
fluttered hiswings. "Hes got an interesting way of looking at things, doesn't he?"

The navigation mage glared at the rook, but Edgar paid him no mind, twitching histail feathersand
dancing from foot to foot.

"So, arewe ready to go?"' the black bird asked his master.

Timothy frowned, still not at al pleasad at having to leave his new home. Then again, if Leander



believed that it was necessary, who was he to argue. He had been born of thisworld, but he certainly did
not understand it.

"I'm asready as|'m ever going to be, | suppose.”" He took one fina glance at the house, watching as
Leander and Carlyle descended the stairs.

"If you have any questions & dl, do not hesitate to contact me immediately at the university or at
home—day or night," Leander told the Grandmaster's assistant.

"The boy will befine" Carlyle assured Leander, doof asaways. He wore asmug smile that
Timothy found unsettling. It isinconsequential. His Asurafriend's wise words echoed in hismind, and
Timothy made an effort to cdm himsalf. Sheridan and Ivar were loading histhingsinto the back of the
rear carriage as Leander and Carlyle reached him.

"Thisisit, then," the burly, red-bearded mage said. In the brief time they had been together, Leander
had become like family to Timothy, and now the big man seemed amost as nervous about their parting as
he was.

"Yes," Timothy said, looking past the mage to the front of the house. He committed the Sight to
memory, every detail, no matter how small, would be there for him to remember anytime he wished.
Timothy would keep the recollection close, until hewas ableto return. "I'd just gotten used to thinking of
this as home. Patience seems so very far away."

"1 know you don't want to hear it," Leander said, distracting him. "But no matter how dreadful this
feds itisdl for the best."

Timothy focused on the face of hisfather'sfriend—nhis friend—and felt apang of sympathy for the
man. Leander only wanted to do what was right, and it was obvious that this decision pained him terribly.

"l understand.” Timothy did his best to muster asmile. "And besides, it won't be forever, right?’

Carlyle coughed into his closed hand and then glanced at the timepiece on hiswridt. "If you'l both
excuseme," hesaid in an officioustone. "Master Maddox, well bein touch if the need arises.” The
Grandmaster's assistant offered the mage adight bow. Then he turned his blittling gaze upon Timaothy.
"Young g, I'll bewaiting insde the carriage.”

Carlyle climbed in and the door closed tightly behind him.
"Someonesin abit of ahurry," Leander said, sniffing in annoyance.

"Seemslike the type that dwayswould be, don't you think?" Timothy watched the man through the
window in the door and saw that he was scowling and again looking at histimepiece.

"Y ou'd better be off then,” the mage said with a hafhearted attempt at cheer. "Wouldn't want to
keep the Lord Nicodemus waiting."

Timothy nodded. "No, of course not. The Grandmaster doesn't seem like he would have much more
patience than hisassgtant.”

They stood facing each other, hesitating. Neither, it seemed, wanted to say good-bye.
"Timothy," Leander began.

"Don't fed bad," the boy interrupted. "I know you just want to keep me safe.”



The mage placed alarge, comforting hand upon his shoulder and squeezed. "I wouldn't want you to
think | was abandoning you—that | didn't care,” he grumbled.

Timothy patted the man's hand fondly. "I would never think such athing.”

Silence came between them again. Then the carriage door siwung open and Carlyle cleared his
throat. "Timothy?' he called, and the boy knew that it wastime for him to leave.

"Il vist asoften asI'm able," Leander promised as the boy climbed up into the floating vehicle.
Timothy raised his hand in farewell. "I would expect no less.”

The spell that controlled the door of the floating vehicle did not recognize that anyone had entered
the cab, so Leander passed ahand over it, purple sparks dancing from hisfingers, and belatedly the door
closed itsdlf tightly Then he stepped back asthe craft began its departure. Timothy watched him and felt
theloss of Leander's presence keenly, the departure aching his heart even more than he had expected.
The house had provided him with alink to hisfather, now that Argus Cade was gone from thisworld, but
in asense Leander had provided an even more powerful link.

The navigation mage manipul ated the crackling magics of levitation and they were off. Timothy
turned away, not wanting to watch as the carriage descended the steep incline from August Hill toward
the city of Arcanum waiting below. It was a panoramic vista that made his breath catch in histhroat and
his eyeswiden in amazement. While he had not forgotten his sadness, it receded as they reached the base
of August Hill and the sky carriage zipped along Arcanum's busy streets. The sights of the city were
amogt more than Timothy's senses could stand. He found himself closing his eyes periodicaly, protecting
himsdlf from the visual barrage parading past. Nothing could have prepared him for this.

"It'sdl so... incredible," he muttered, barely aware that he had spoken the words aoud.

Carlyle, who appeared to have been napping, gazed out the window as they passed ablock of
jagoed, crystaline buildingsthat twinkled and glistened in the gpproaching dusk. Timothy wasn't sureif he
had ever seen anything quite so breathtaking. They looked amost as though they had been grown upon
that location, rather than built. It occurred to Timothy that no one hereredly built anything, not inthe
way he understood the word, and that it was more than possible that hisinstinct was correct. Theidea
that anyone could grow crystal towers made him shudder with giddy pleasure. Thisworld was. one
discovery after another.

"Incredible,”" Timothy repeated.
"l suppose,” the assstant said with disinterest, dready douching back into his seat.

They flew above aroad that passed through the center of abustling marketplace, and Timothy
marveled at the brief glimpses of countlessitems he saw on display there. Amazing smellswafted up from
many of the galls. There were beautifully woven flying carpets, hoods and cloaks of myriad designs,
racks of books and jars of herbs, and even stalswhere the strangest of animals were tethered, awaiting
purchase. Street magicians performed to the delight of children, dancing in the air, juggling multicolored
flames, acting out scenes of high dramaor low comedy, dtering their clothes or their featureswith a
flourish of ahand. Timothy would have given just about anything to spend some time wandering about the
fabulous bazaar.

Carlyle had begun to snore, a high-pitched whining sound that reminded Timothy of one of
Sheridan's straining servomechanisms, but he didn't mind. He had no interest in conversing with the man,
especidly when there were so many fabulous things to see outside.



The craft began to ascend, climbing so high that many of the taller structures and the spires atop
them were suddenly at eyelevd. Timothy was anxious about the height at firgt, but hisfascination with the
architecture before him soon calmed him down. The spiresin particular were marvels of magical
creation— what Leander caled conjure-architecture. They looked dmost as though they had been
sculpted from clouds, but were actualy made of crystal or stone or wood, shaped and placed by sorcery
aone. The speed of the carriage increased and soon they were gliding among those spires with unsettling
speed. Timothy wondered how Ivar and Sheridan were doing; it wastheir first timein asky carriage as
wall.

Abruptly they emerged from among the spires and only clear sky lay ahead. He craned his neck to
look down and saw that below them the city had been replaced by a churning ocean of icy blue, so
different from the waters that |gpped the shores of Patience. No one had mentioned the ocean, and
Timothy wondered where it was exactly that Nicodemus called home. Great watercrafts sailed acrossthe
seabeow him, their prows jutting so high, flying the flags of the many magica guilds. Timothy had never
been on awatercraft, and he felt ayearning in his heart as he gazed down upon them. One, along, thin
vessd colored the bright purple of vineyard fruit, diced through the water so swiftly it seemed dmost
dive

Beautiful, hethought, but what are we doing out here? He would have guessed that the
Grandmaster of the Order of Alhazred lived in Arcanum—in one of the fabulous towers that reached into
the sky above the clouds—above hisfollowers.

"We're gpproaching SkyHaven," the navigation mage abruptly announced, sartling him.
Carlyle came awake with aloud snort and rubbed at his eyes.

"SkyHaven?' Timothy asked with a puzzled frown, gazing out at the ocean below.
"The estate of Lord Nicodemus," the assistant responded, consulting histimepiece.

The vehicle banked to the right and Timothy grabbed hold of alesther strap on the door to prevent
himsdf from diding acrossthe seet into Carlyleslap. Asthe carriagetilted, the young boy, the
un-magician, got hisfirst glimpse of SkyHaven, the home of the Grandmaster. For amoment he held his
bregath.

Itstowers and turrets twisted impossibly above the circular foundation of the mansion, asthough the
gray stone and black wood had been frozen in atimeless dance. Y et despite the formidable beauty of
SkyHaven, what astonished Timothy most was that the entire estate—castle and fortress and the lush and
verdant expanse of land beneath it—hovered, asif weightless, above the endless rolling waves of the
azure ocean hundreds of feet below, earth and stone and roots dangling above the water as though they
had just been ripped from the very planet itsdlf.

"It's...it'sincredible” Timothy saidin an excited whisper asthe air carriage flew nearer.
"Yes." Carlyle yawned. "Somehow | knew you would say that.”

"The magicsit must taketo keep it doft,” Timothy said, moreto himsdf than to hisriding
companion. Thiswas business as usud for Carlyle. But for Timothy, well ... it was more than he could
comprehend.

The craft began its descent to SkyHaven. With amazing precision the carriage dropped out of the
sky, passing beneath an ornate stone archway covered in thick flowering vines, to land in an open
courtyard before the estate's most prominent structure.



Carlyle's door sprang open of its own accord, and he climbed down from the carriage. Timothy
pushed his own door open, and as he stepped out he saw Nicodemus emerge from the castle, appearing
asthough from nothing in front of apair of metal doorsastall asa'Y aquistree. They wereridiculoudy
high, the boy thought, for who or what could the Grandmaster invite into hishome that was astdl asthat?

Nicodemuslooked regd in long, flowing robes of vibrant green, and he carried his hairlessfeline
familiar in hisarms as he strode across the courtyard toward the carriage. Those two absurdly large
doors swung open and an entourage of ten robed men and women emerged, bustling closely behind their
lord and master.

"We come to SkyHaven!" the Grandmeaster caled out as he drew closer, acharming smile upon his
distinguished festures. "Welcometo my home! Do you likeit?"

Timothy was certain that the grand mage could tell he wasimpressed just by reading the expresson
on hisface, but he answered anyway, Smply to be palite. "It'samazing!"

"More than three thousand, four hundred spells of weightlessness are perpetually maintained to keep
my floating paradise aoft,” Nicodemus said proudly as he stepped up beside Timothy, and then the two
of them turned to admire the castle together.

Carlylejoined them, standing on the other side of the Grandmaster. "The boy was rendered nearly
gpeechless by SkyHaven's mgjesty,” the assstant said with an overly dramatic flourish of his hand.

Nicodemus chuckled. "Can you blame him, Carlyle? | conjure-built the estate myself, every tower,
every room, and yet to me, it isgill the most wondrous of sightsto behold.”

The door to the adjoining carriage swung open and there came a fluttering rush of wings. Edgar
cawed loudly, angrily, and took flight from within, soaring above their heads, stretching hiswings after
being confined so long. Sheridan stepped out into the courtyard after the rook's abrupt departure,
followed by avery cautious Ivar, who looked at the ground benegath hisfeet asthough he did not trust it.

Timothy forgot al about the Grandmaster for amoment, and rushed to join hisfriends. "Can you
believe this?' he asked excitedly. "It floats! Above the ocean!”

"Truly spectacular,” Sheridan said, his head rotating three hundred and sixty degreesto takein al the
gghts.

"Caw! Caw!" Edgar cried. "l think the place has grown even bigger since| waslast here,” the rook
sad, surveying his surroundings from abranch in one of the many fruit trees that grew around the
courtyard.

Ivar had not moved from the shadows cast by the sky carriage, and his entire body was agolden
yellow, toned to blend with the color of the craft.

"It'sdl right, Ivar,” Timothy said, pproaching hisfriend and extending ahand. "We're going to stay
herefor awhile.

The Asuralooked about nervoudy, before gravely dlowing himsdf to be drawn from cover. "This
place,” hesaid, hisskin returning to its naturd shade. "It isunnatural..”

"Precisely the sort of reaction one would expect from asavage," Nicodemus sniffed. The
Grandmagter strode toward Timothy and Ivar, the cat in hisarms. He was not sneering, not cruel, but
there was something cold in his eyes when he looked a the Asura. "It is we—the mages of the
world—who determine what is natural and what isnot.”



Timothy felt the blood rushing to hisface. He didn't like the way Nicodemustreated Ivar; not &t all.
"He's not asavage. He'sthe last of the Asura, anoble tribe of-—"

Nicodemus made a dismissive gesture, then beckoned a pair of powerful men from his entourage
toward them. "Yes, of course heis, Timothy. I'm well aware of your primitive friend's background, thank
you." The Grandmaster seemed about to turn away, but then he paused and focused his gaze on
Timothy, hiseyes strangely sad, yet dso, now kind. "Y ou were born of thisworld, son, but you have
never lived here. There is much you do not understand of our ways, our culture, and our history. Some
thingswill ddight you, otherswill disgppoint you. Thisistheway of theworld.”

Two attendants stood on either Sde of Ivar, tensed as though expecting trouble. The Grandmaster
gestured to them again and nodded.

"Allow my staff to show your . . . friend . . . where he will be staying,” Nicodemus commanded.
"Y ou mean, where we'll be staying?'

Nicodemus shook his head. "I'm afraid that cannot be. Rules of the house, you understand. The
familiar may stay with you— and that toy of metal," he said pointing to Sheridan. "But the ssv—Asura,”
he corrected himsdlf, "will deep dsawhere, and will be barred from the main chambers of my home.
When you know more of thisworld, you will understand.”

Timothy looked to Ivar, unsure of what he should do. "I ... | don't think that's—"

The Asurasgnaded himto be dlent. Ivar tilted his head dightly to one sSde and fixed Timothy with a
dedy gaze. "Itis—"

The boy sighed knowingly. "Inconsequentid,” he said. And yet as hewatched Ivar alowing himsdlf
to beled away to his quarters, he could not help feding that it was not inconsequentid at dl. Ivar was
sacrificing agrest deal so that Timothy could be safe, and the boy felt the responsibility of that weighing
heavily upon him,

"Come, my boy," Nicodemus said, his robes flowing around him as he turned and walked toward
hisresidence. He lifted Alastor to his shoulder and the hairless cat curled itself around his neck and rested
there. "L et me show you to your room so you may settle yourself before joining mefor dinner.”

Timothy hesitantly followed.

"A toy?" Sheridan whispered indignantly at Timothy'sside. "I'd like to see atoy do half thethings|

Edgar fluttered down from above to land on Timothy's shoulder. "If you thought the outside was
impressive, walit till you seetheingde.”

They followed Nicodemus and severd members of his staff up the stairs and through the doorway
into agrand hall. Again Timothy's bresth was taken away by SkyHaven's opulence. The ceiling was a
leadt fifty feet high and gilded with a strange design of spirdsturning in upon themsdlves, radiaing into a
sarburst at the gpex of the concave celling. High arched windows of tranducent energy dlowed aview
of the sky, which even now was darkening to the blue-black of evening. The moons and sister planets
had never seemed so clear. Upon the walls of the grand hall were tapestries and portraits, sculptures and
pictographs like those in hisfather's house.

"Thisway," the Grandmaster urged, and Timothy followed obediently up awinding Saircase,
constructed from smooth, white stone flecked with streaks of solid black.



They left the other aides behind, Carlyleincluded, and at once Timothy let out a breath. Despite
Nicodemuss treatment of Ivar, he felt more comfortable with the great mage when no one else was
around, when there were no servants bowing to him as a.constant reminder of his power and stature.

With Sheridan clanking adong the hdll, emitting a peep of steam now and again, and Edgar riding
upon his shoulder, Timothy followed the Grandmaster for what seemed miles aong winding halways,
until they cameto awing of the castle whose door was made of wood and seemed imperfect to hiseye,
asthough it had been carved by hand and not by magic. He found himsdlf letting out asmall bregth,
taking comfort in the presence of at least one thing that, like him, did not have the perfection of magic.

"Yes" the Grandmaster said, noticing Timothy'sfocus. "I thought you might likethat." With awave
of his hand Nicodemus opened the door and led them into the small yet elegant foyer of asuite of smaller
rooms. A door to another room stood warmly open and the Grandmaster went through it, gesturing for
the boy and his mechanica man to follow. Edgar legped from his shoulder and glided insdethe
bedchamber to perch upon a bureau of dark wood.

"Not bad,” the bird croaked.
Timothy was shocked to seethat his satchelswere aready there.

"Get acquainted with your new surroundings, my boy," Nicodemus said, stroking Alastor's head, the
hairlessfdine till draped over his shoulders. "I'll send someone to fetch you as soon as dinner is served.”

Then the Grandmaster departed and the door dammed closed behind him as though a great wind
had blown it shut.

Timothy sat down upon the large, four-poster bed and glanced around the room, shivering, for it
was strangely cold there. Though he had Sheridan and Edgar for company, he felt more alone at
SkyHaven than he ever had on the Idand of Patience.

CHAPTER FIVE

No matter how hard hetried, Timothy could not deep. Carefully, so as not to disturb Edgar, who
was perched atop the headboard of the bed, the boy threw back the bedclothes and padded toward one
of the room'slarge windows. He chanced a quick glance over his shoulder to make sure the rook hadn't
awakened. Edgar remained still, eyes closed, his perfectly streamlined head lowered to hisfeathered
breast.

"Timothy?" asked a hollow voice from beside his bed.

The boy'sfinger shot to hislips. "Quietly, Sheridan,” he whispered. "We don't want to wake up
Edgar."

Sheridan shuffled away from thewall with aseries of soft clicks and whirs. The mechanica man's
eyes shone egrily in the darkness, and Timothy could hear the faint, sbilant sound of steam hissing from
the release valve that protruded from the side of his head.

"Y ou'reright about that," the machine said, the volume of hisvoice lowered significantly. "An
unrested Edgar isan irritable Edgar.”

Timothy nodded knowingly and smiled at his companion. Sheridan was the boy's greetest
achievement, the ultimate example of his mechanicd aptitude. Certainly, he had built al manner of
fabulous mechanisms, but in the creation of Sheridan, Timothy had built much more than that. He had
built afriend.



"Areyou dl right?" Sheridan asked with concern in hismetalic voice. "Why aren't you adeep?
Nicodemus has abig day planned for you tomorrow, and you're just as grouchy as Edgar when you
don't get your rest.”

The Grandmaster of the Order of Alhazred planned to introduce Timothy to the masters of severd
other guildsin the morning, to prove that he was neither threat nor abomination. Just aless-than-ordinary
boy who wanted to be |eft done. Timothy was nervous. That was one of the things keeping him awake.
"I'm okay," hetold hisfriend softly. "Go ahead and shut yourself down for the night.”

"Don't stay up too long," Sheridan cautioned before reversing his direction and returning to his place
agang thewadl. "Good night, Timothy."

"Good night.”

Timothy turned his attention to the sporawling estate outside the window. The celestid illumination
cast by the night sky's myriad moonsfiltered through the magicaly conjured window-panes, and cast the
boy in astrange, rose-tinted light. He reached out to touch the window and the magica pane began to
waver, and then was no more.

"What?' Timothy whispered, taken aback. He pulled his hand away, and the window reappeared.
Timothy reached to touch the spell-glass again, and once more it wavered to nothing. Now he
understood. His touch disrupted the spell that kept the windowpane in place.

Cool night air rushed into the room and Timothy sighed. "Of course. Magic.”

The boy leaned his arms on the cold stone of the sill and peered out into the night. The castle
fortressand dl the lands of the estate hovered weightlesdy hundreds of feet above the dark, churning
ocean. Therewas abeauty to thishit of extraordinary levitation, and yet there was aterrible power in it
aswdl.

Timothy gazed down into the cold waters, grateful that his propensity to interfere with the validity of
magic was very limited. Magic did not work on him, and histouch could disrupt it, cancding it out, but
only if he actudly had contact with the spell itsdlf, with the substance of magic. He could not imagine how
horrible it would beif that antimagic effect radiated beyond histouch, canceling out the work of a
navigation mage driving acarriage, or even worse, undermining the spellsthat held SkyHaven aoft.

Timothy shuddered. He was|earning to live with being an anomaly, ablank place on the matrix of
magic that made up the world. But there was no one dse like him anywhere, and this knowledge made
him fed very, very aone,

He glanced & Hito, the farthest and smallest of the moons, hanging white and cold like a sphere of
ice, and wondered at the mysteries beyond it. There had been amoon like Hito above the Idand of
Patience, but it had been donein the sky. A smpler heaven above asmpler world. A pang of sadness
washed over Timothy as he thought of thetiny idand he called Petience. His father had made ahome for
him in that other world to keep him safe from this one. Gazing out that window, Timothy |ooked across
the ocean to the radiant mgjesty of the lights and spires of the city of Arcanum on the far shore. Fear
me, this new and awesome world seemed to say, and Timothy had no choice but to oblige.

Thewinds off the water picked up, bringing araw dampness that hinted of storm. Timothy rubbed
his hands across his armsto drive the chill from hisflesh. He could hear the distant sounds of the horses
in the stables below, carried on the wind, made nervous by the gpproaching storm. Timothy thought of
Ivar, forced to stay in the stables with the animals. Nicodemus treated the Asura as though he were less
than human, and though Ivar assured him it was not important, Timothy felt that it was. Ivar washis



friend. It didn't seem right that he should be kept apart from other people because of who hewas.
Timothy wondered how it would be with the guild masters tomorrow, and he suspected that their
trestment of him would help him understand how Ivar must be fedling, down therein the stables.

They would be afraid of you, hisfather had warned, and from fear nothing good can come.

"I'll beafreak,"” Timothy muttered, returning to bed. There was a spark and sputter from the
window spell asthe crimson panes of magic reappeared. And not amoment too soon, for the storm had
arived.

The boy listened to the threatening rumble of thunder out over the ocean—and the sound of
something else, much closer. He stopped beside his bed and checked on Sheridan and Edgar. The
mechanica man was motionless and the bird was ill lost in deep. But there was something, a queer
feding that hewas no longer done.

He gazed about the room, inspecting every darkened nook and cranny, and was about to chastise
himsdf for such childishness—when two ominous figures suddenly materidized before the windows
where he had just been standing. The boy stifled agasp as he looked upon them. They were dressed in
cloaksthe color of dried blood, one dightly larger than the other. Their eyes glowed like tiny pinpricks of
firewithin the darkness of the hoods.

"Who—who areyou?' he sammered. "What do you want?"'

"Silence," the larger figure hissed as his pae, spidery hands emerged from insde the darkness of his
cloak. "You do not ask questions of us."

Timothy could seethat thetips of hisfingers were blackened and charred. Hisfather had told him of
such men, reckless spell casters who tapped too deeply into the natural magic of the world, who
channeled more magical power than any ordinary mage could contain. An archmage could wield such
power, but in othersit corrupted the flesh. The charred fingertips were only one sign of such indulgence.
And only one sort of mage risked such corruption.

More assassins, Timothy thought, anicy chill upon hisflesh.

"Our masters have deemed you dangerous—too dangerousto live," said the smdler figure. Heaso
removed his hands from within the folds of his cape, exposing fingers burnt black.

Timothy's mind raced as he heard the large figure begin to mutter aspell. It sounded like the angry
drone of an insect trgpped within ajar. A crackling blue energy began to flare about his blackened digits.
Timothy dove onto the bed as a bolt of energy struck the spot where he had been standing. Fragments of
the hardwood floor exploded into the air, awakening Edgar with a start.

"Caw! What's going on here?" the bird squawked as he flapped hislarge black wings. "Don't you
know | need my beauty rest?"

"Not now, Edgar," Timothy snapped as he rolled across to the other side of the bed. He could hear
the drones of the second assassin as he, too, prepared to cast akilling spell.

By then Edgar had noticed the hooded figures with the blackened fingertips. "Nimib assassns,” the
bird croaked. "Sound an darm! Nimib assassins at SkyHaven!"

The massive rook took flight, the beat of hiswings dapping the air. Cawing, he dove a the intruders,
avoiding their attacks as he aimed histaons a their faces, distracting them for precious moments.



Using Sheridan for cover, Timothy flicked atiny switch on the back of hisfriend's head to activate
itsaudio sensors.

"Sheridan,”" Timothy hallered into one of the funnd shaped recaivers protruding from the side of the
machine's head. "We need your help!”

Timothy looked away from the till inert machine as Edgar's shill criesfilled the bedroom. Againthe
rook was diving at the assassins, using hiswingsto besat at them, histalonsto claw at their faces.

"A little help would be appreciated,” the rook screamed as he evaded his attackers flailing arms.

A blast of magic went wild, hitting thewall just above Timothy's head, and arain of powdered stone
fdl downonhim.

"C'mon, Sheridan!" He rapped on the metal man's head with hisknuckles. "I know you'rein there.
Wakeup."

Edgar cawed, awordless shriek, as histail feathers were singed by an explosion of greenish flame.
Therook landed on the floor, fanning his smoldering backside with one of hiswings, and the assassins
returned their attention to their primary task. Their purpose was clear. They were hereto kill Timothy,
here to murder the un-magician.

Asthe sorcerers moved closer, the boy had no ideawhat to do. Frantically his mind raced, he
looked around and his eyesfell on the rumpled bedclothes on his bed. Without even thinking, he reached
down, snatched them up, and dove & the assassins, covering them in a makeshift net as hefdl to the
floor. Thekillers struggled beneath the multiple layers as Timothy climbed to hisfest.

"Hurry, Timothy! Weve gottago!" Edgar squawked, flapping hiswings above the bed.
" Sheridan, wake up!" Timothy exclaimed as he ran for the door.

The mechanica man suddenly sprang to life. His eyes blazed brightly as he looked about the room.
"Y es? What's the ruckus?" he asked, confused, his dectronic brain il dull from histime deactivated. His
servomechanisms buzzed and hissed with steam as he strode away from the wall toward the pile of
thrashing covers. "Isthat you under there, Timothy?!

"No, Sheridan!" the boy cried from the door. "Over herel”

Before the mechanica man could respond, the writhing bedcl othes were engulfed in asupernatura
firethat consumed the makeshift trap, reveding the enraged Nimib ns benegth.

"Oh, my," Sheridan said, startled. He began to back away from the furious killers, whose hands
crackled with arcane power.

"What manner of beast are you?' the larger assassin bellowed, one long finger pointing at the
machine, dark magica energy sparking around his hand. His eyes blazed more brightly beneeth his hood
andinaglint of light from thekiller's own glowing magic, Timothy thought he saw the gleam of severd
rows of sharp teeth.

"It isone of the boy's creations,” said the other. "It isas our masterstold us, Cade's offpring creates
lifewith gears, cogs, steam, and springs.”

"Another abomination,” said the larger of the assassins as he extended his black-tipped fingers. "It,
too, will diethisnight.”



No! Timothy bolted toward Sheridan, Edgar squawking wildly above him. Asif in dow motion, he
saw the magica energies gather at thetips of the Nimib ns fingers, likefat droplets of water.
Timothy screamed in defiance as he threw himsdlf into the space between the deadly sorcery and the
machine man.

The spell struck the boy square in the chest, dissipating on contact. Timothy stumbled backward,
away from the assassins, and he crashed into Sheridan, the two of them tumbling to the floor.

"Itisdone," Timothy heard one of the killers say with findlity, and wondered what he meant.

The boy climbed to hisfeet, gazing a his chest where the sorcerous energy had struck. He touched
the area, which tingled dightly from the warmth that the blast had generated before it had been disrupted.
Hedid not want to think about what it would have done to him if he was vulnerable to such an attack.

"What wizardry isthis?' the smaller one whispered, staring at his own hands for some defect that
might have interfered with the potency of their spellcasting.

"Impossible," growled the larger one. Hishood had fallen away to reveal apale, older man, hisface
adorned with the black tattoo of adragon. "Warriors and kings have falen before our skills.™

"Itisasour mastersfeared,” said the other, voice hushed with fear as he pulled his cloak tighter
around him, asif to warm himself from a sudden chill. "The boy cannot be cursed or hexed. Magic
cannot touch him.”

The assassins were so bewildered they seemed almost to have forgotten Timothy wasthere. He
reached down and hauled Sheridan's metal form up from thefloor. "Comeon,” he said, "while they're
trying to figure out why I'm not dead.”

They ran for the door. Edgar was franticdly beating hiswings againg it, but the rook did not have
the magic to open it. Timothy gaveit ashove and it swung wide. He raced into the murky, candielit
hallway. From behind him, Timothy heard aloud whistle of steam. He spun to see Sheridan pardyzed in
midstep, glowing with mystica energy, dark, ugly light as purple as a bruise. Sheridan's face was capable
of little expression, but over the years Timothy had learned to read it well. At that moment, there was
only regret on the mechanica man's features.

"| hateto be abother yet again, young Tim, but—"

The older assassin smiled ayelow grin. "The boy isimmune to our dark magics, but perhaps his
own creation could be used againgt him."

In unison the Nimib began to chant. Their eyesflashed, and the aura around the mechanical man
turned from abruised purpleto anicy blue.

"Oh, my," Sheridan said pitifully ashis metd frame began to tremble and clank. " Something is most
definitely wrong here.”

Edgar perched on Timothy's shoulder in apanic. "We have to get out of here or we're donefor,” the
bird warned.

The boy kept his eyes on Sheridan. Constructed to be a hel per aswell as acompanion, the
mechanica man was equipped with al manner of tools—tools that had the capacity to be used for harm.
And the Nimib had control of him, so now it appeared that Sheridan was going to be used to harm him.

"I'm s0 sorry, Timothy," the mechanicad man said heplesdy as he lunged forward, swinging fistslike



dedgehammers. A buzz saw blade on a spindly arm sprang from the machine man's chest, whirring asit
diced toward him.

Edgar squawked with surprise, taking flight as Timothy dodged quickly to oneside. The saw cut a
gash across the doorframe, narrowly missing him. The boy scrabbled aong the ground, avoiding the
swinging hammer arms that whisked past his head, and ablowtorch whose spitting flames nearly set his
hair afire. Timothy reached out to lay ahand on Sheridan'sleg. It was arisk, but he had the idea that
perhaps his—curse—could be used as something other than an impediment.

Hisfingerstouched the cool metal of Sheridan'sleg as herolled to one sdeto avoid afist that could
very wel have crushed thelife from him. The effect of Timothy's contact wasimmediate. The mechanica
man stopped his destructive actions, the spinning blades, hammer fists, and blowtorch returned to the
proper compartmentsin his body. The spell was broken.

"Ohmy, that feds much better,” Sheridan said with an exhausted metallic Sigh.

Timothy scrambled to hisfeet and dragged Sheridan into the hall. Seconds later, the ns
emerged from the bedroom in an explosion of supernatural fury. Bolts of crackling magica energy
erupted from their bodies, reaching out like tentacles.

"Cade!" the dragon-faced n bellowed. "Y ou cannot elude usforever!"

Timothy could fed the dectric tendrils of magica power snaking above their heads asthey fled
down thelong, darkened hallway toward the sairs. "Go, go, go!" he shouted, pushing Sheridan aong as
Edgar glided above them.

He chanced alook back to see how closdly the Nimib were following and was chilled when he
found that they were dmost upon him. Timothy was startled to see that the smaller assassin's hood had
falen away to reveal aboy only afew years older than himsdlf. A tattoo of a crescent moon adorned the
left sde of the snarling boy'sface.

"If we cannot day you with magic,” proclaimed the older Nimib, "there are other ways."

The assassins reached insde their robes, and from within the folds, each produced a curved,
gleaming dagger. Timothy increased his speed, pounding toward the stairs, certain that hisimmunity to
magic would do nothing to stop a sharp blade from cutting him open.

At alanding below, the stairwell turned sharply to theright. Timothy wasin the midst of afrenzied
descent behind Sheridan, whose eye-lightsilluminated the path ahead, when a stocky shape appeared
from the darkness below to block their path.

"Caw! Another one!" Edgar croaked.

The unknown figure grunted in response and Timothy knew immediately who it was. Ivar climbed
thefina step onto the landing, into the light thrown by Sheridan's eyes. Thewarrior held an intricately
carved wooden staff in his hand, aweapon he had brought over from the Idand of Patience.

"I heard your cries," he said, hisvoice like the growl of agreat, jungle cat. His skin, now adeep
forest green, seemed to glisten wetly in the dim light thrown from the ghostfire candles on thewalls.

"They're Nimib assassins," Timothy explained breathlesdy, glancing back up the way they had come.
"| think they want to kill me."

"You think they want to kill you?' Edgar asked increduloudy as he flew above their heads. "What



could possibly have given you that ides?"

"Quiet, bird,” Ivar commanded, studying the two cloaked men who were descending the Sairs
toward them, weaponsin hand.

The Nimib stopped when they saw Ivar and held their knives before them. "We have no fight with
you, great warrior of the Asura,” the older Nimib said with a courteous bow of his head. " Step avay
from the boy o that we may complete our sacred mission.”

Timothy gasped as |var stepped back, exposing him to his attackers.

"What are you doing?" he exclamed.

"Itisaholy misson," thewarrior answered. "It isnot my placeto stand in their way."
Timothy stared at Ivar in horror. " So you're not going to stop them from killing me?"

They were on the gairwel | landing, the Nimib coming down toward them. A corridor led away from
the landing, deeper into SkyHaven, and from the corridor came the glow of ghostfire lamps, their light
gleaming off the bald pate of the Asuraas he shook his head and cast ahard look at Timothy. The
wisdom that was dwaysin his eyeswasjoined now by mysery.

"No. You are going to stop them from killing you." He offered the boy his saff.

"You're kidding, right?' Timothy asked as the Asura placed the intricately carved wooden staff into
his hands. He could see the cam in lvar's eyes, the confidence there, and he knew that hisfriend had no
doubt that he could defend himsdlf. But Timothy was not so sure.

"I'm glad you believein me. Redlly, | am,” the boy said. "But what if you're wrong about me? What
if I can't beat them?What if they kill me?'

Ivar shook hishead. "1 am not wrong. | am your teacher. | have taught you many things. Now it is
time to see how much you have learned.”

Timothy turned to face his grinning attackers.
"lvar, do you redly think thisiswise?' Sheridan asked politely. The Asuraonly frowned at him.

"Of course hethinksit'swise!" Edgar cried. "Caw! Hethinks everything he doesis—caw!—wise!
That doesn't mean he'sawaysright!" The rook touched down on the mechanica man's shoulder. "Those
leeches are going to kill our boy."

"Quigt, bird,"” Timothy heard Ivar say. "The Nimib are used to killing with magic, their physicd
combet skills should be on par with Timothy's. It will beafair fight."

Staff in hand, Timothy gtiffly approached the Nimib ns. Dragon-face snickered, hiseyes
turning to dits as he lowered his body into afighting stance. "What you are sckensme," he spat, and

lunged.
Timothy dodged, but the curved blade passed dangeroudy closeto histhroat.
"Remember what you were taught,” Ivar coached. " Choose your first attack wisdly"

He began to replay the Asuras endless lessons on self-defense through fevered thoughts, and for
once wished he had paid closer attention. The younger nwas next to move. The crescent scar on



his face gleamed as he darted forward, feigning an attack to the | eft, then switching to theright. Although
Timothy made avdiant attempt to block the knife dash with the staff, he was hesitant, hisreactiontime
too dow, and the blade cut anasty gash through his nightshirt and the tender flesh benesth.

Timothy hissed in pain and stepped back. Sheridan and Ivar had stepped out into the corridor,
leaving him to face the two assassins on the broad stairwd| landing by himsdif. If he let himsdlf be forced
down the gtairs, he knew that they would have an advantage over him.

The shdlow cut stung and he could smdll his own blood.
Ivar sghed. "Choose your first attack wisdly," he repeated, stressing each word.

Timothy took afew deep bresths, holding the saff up warily, the two nseyeing him, looking
for an opening. In those precious seconds, the meaning of Ivar's words began to gradudly sink in.
Timothy's anger tempted him to strike out at the younger n, a the one who hurt him, but he
guessed that the Nimib with the crescent moon tattoo on his face was the lesser of the two fighters.

Timothy lunged toward the grinning boy, who seemed eager to continue their conflict. Then,
abruptly, the un-magician changed his direction and swept the staff out, catching the older assassin by
surprise. The dragon-tattooed man grunted as the staff connected with hisface, spinning him around,
baring his back. Timothy brought the staff above his head with swiftness born of years of practice, and
cracked it down upon the assassin's spine.

The younger Nimib, seeing his comrade in danger, attacked again, but carelessy thistime. Timothy
blocked the young n'swild attack with ease, following through with a satisfying roundhouse kick to
the boy's tattooed face.

"Oww! That'sgoing to leave amark!" Edgar cawed.
Timothy wanted to laugh, but the older sorcerer had recovered.

"The Asurahas passed some of hisskillson to you, boy," the killer said as he switched his
razor-sharp dagger from one hand to the other. "1t saddens me to think that valuable knowledge will be
gone when you are no longer breathing. Such awaste.”

The Nimib lunged again, thistime the knife poised to pierce Timothy's heart. The boy stepped to the
sde and drove the gt&ff into the n's gut, then rapped his skull with it, driving the Nimib to the
ground, unconscious.

He spun away from hisfalen foe, well aware that the battle was not yet done, preparing to meet the
attack of the second n. The younger Nimib crouched, circling the landing warily, knifein hand.
Their eyeslocked, and Timothy could fed the cold hatred radiating from his opponent. Never had he
experienced such intense, savage emotion.

Theyoung assassin came a him again, the shriek of awild anima upon hislips. The
crescent-scarred Nimib dashed out with his dagger. But thistime Timothy was quicker, and he struck the
young n'swrist with aswift blow from the staff. The boy screamed, clutching the injured wrist to
his chest. He scrambled to his partner's side. The one with the dragon-tattoo moaned as he began to
regain CoNsCiOUSNESS.

Timothy watched them, his gaze unwavering. "Why?" he asked, aruptly losing histaste for combat.
"What have | doneto you?'

The older Nimib shook himself awake and rose to hisknees, his hand dowly reaching insde his



cloak. The assassin removed a glowing orb from within his cape. "Our magic could not kill you, but
perhaps if we bring this whole structure crashing down into the ocean .. . then we would succeed.”

The Nimib held out the sphere of crackling energy. "Our kind do not fail. It isinconceivable" The
sphere began to emit a highpitched whine, growing louder, asif the dreadful magic within it was building
to acritical state. He held the sphere above his head. The crescent-scarred youth clasped his hands
before him and gazed up at the shrieking object in awe.

Timothy's thoughts were in turmoil. If hetried to grab the sphere, would he be able to cancdl out its
explosive propertiesin time? He started forward, about to lunge for it, but he froze as awhipcrack of
rolling thunder boomed through the hdll, asif the storm outside had somehow touched down within the
building. Aboveit al, avoice belowed inrage.

"How dare you!"

Timothy spun to see Lord Nicodemus descending the stairstoward them with Alastor in hisarms, a
roiling cloud of supernatura energies drifting behind and above him. Clothed in an intricate dressng gown
of gold and emerad green, the aged magician scowled.

The Nimib reacted immediately, hurling the screaming bal of magic at the Grandmadter.

"You aretoo late, mage," the dragon-faced one cried madly, over the deafening churning of
supernatural forcesthat filled the stairwell and seeped off into the sSide corridor. ™Y our secret wegpon
shal never be unleashed againgt your brothersin magic.”

Timothy backed toward hisfriends, amazed at the speed with which Nicodemus reacted. The
ancient mage dropped his cat to the floor and extended his arms. Arcane words spilled from his mouth
and the orb of energy paused in midair, its momentum interrupted, hanging frozen before the sorcerer, a
miniature sun, blazing brightly.

"Y ou endanger my houseguests, and now you have the audacity to threaten my home?* Nicodemus
bellowed, hisanger terrifying to see. "That will beal fromyou, | think."

A sound likeripping febricfilled the air.
"Well, what do you know?' Edgar muttered in wonder from his perch on Sheridan's shoulder.

The air before the mage shimmered and ripped apart, afissure opening in redlity, awindow to a
red-skied, sorm-churned dimension. Timothy was familiar with the concept of dternate
dimensons—had lived mogt of hislifein one—but he had never witnessed anything likethis. The Nimib's
energy sphere was sucked into that red-skied world, and as quickly as he had torn it open, Nicodemus
seded that fissure in time and space with adainty flourish of his age-gpotted hand. The Sairwell was
disturbingly quiet, only the sound Alastor's affectionate purring as he rubbed against his master'sleg and
the whir of Sheridan's gearsinterrupting the silence.

The Nimib assassins sprang to their feet and pulled their cloakstight about their bodies. Timothy
could hear the spell they uttered and watched with wonder as they began to gradudly fade away.

"Oh, I think not," Nicodemus whispered ominoudy. He extended hisarms and slver, fluid magic
flowed from his hands likeliquid metal, engulfed the ns. Tendrils of slver magic wound about the
assassans heads, gagging their mouths, preventing them from uttering any further spells.

"Areyou dl right, Timothy?" Nicodemus asked, histone heavy with worry.



"l—I'mfine," he answered, Saring at the captive assassns, his gaze locking on the younger Nimib's
terrified eyes. "Maybe just alittle scared.”

Alastor sprang up into Nicodemusswaiting arms. "And so you should be, my boy," the sorcerer
said, stroking the hairless head of his pet. "'If they would dare send assassnsinto my home. . . well,
action must be taken. Thisis smply unacceptable.”

"What are they so afraid of 7' Timothy asked, gazing at the two helpless assassinsheld in the grip of
Nicodemuss magic.

The old man wandered closer to the struggling Nimib, studying the men who dared to invade his
home. "They are afraid of what you may become,” he said, looking away from the ns, hispaeblue
eyes connecting with Timothy's. "Y ou're the world's first un-magician, boy. Y ou could hurt them, if you
wanted to. That'swhy they fear you."

A little laugh of amazement and disbdlief bubbled up out of Timothy's lips before he could stopit. He
shook hishead. "Me, hurt them? | don't understand.”

"Think, Timothy. The guilds that comprise the Parliament of Mages work together in public, but in
private there are suspicions, there are grudges, and quiet power struggles dwaysin play. They spy on
one another. And they fear you because they redlize that your uniqueness makes you the perfect spy,
capable of evading their glamours and exposing their nagty little secrets.”

Thewords amazed Timothy. He had never even considered that he might have aroleto play inthe
politicsthat hisfather and Leander had always been involved with. A spy? It seemed ridiculous. And yet
apart of himwasthrilled by the suggestion.

"Who sent them? Which of the guilds?' Timothy asked, studying the struggling captives. Even though
there wasn't the dightest possibility that they could escape Nicodemuss magic, still they tried to fight it.

"Their sort never reved such things," Nicodemus said with asnarl. "That is one of the reasons that
the Nimib are till thriving after so many centuries. Their secrets die with them.”

"Thereishonor in that Slence," Ivar spoke up, his golden eyesintense as he stared at the ancient
magician, hisflesh gleaming damply in the corridor'storchlight. "It is a shame that there are not more that
hold honor in such high esteem.”

Nicodemus glared at the warrior, hisnogtrilsflaring asif the very act of his spesking was an insult.
" Such wisdom from the mouth of aprimitive." He scratched awrinkled area of pinkish flesh beneath
Alastor's ear. " Perhaps the anthropol ogi sts studying your people were correct al aong. Perhapsthe
Asurawere smarter than other animals. If only dightly.”

Timothy felt Ivar tense beside him, and he placed a caming hand on the warrior's muscular arm. The
two of them stood with Sheridan just inside the corridor, off the stairwell landing. Edgar was perched
atop the mechanica man's head now, and they al stared at the tableau before them, the horrible sight of
the sorcerer assassinswrithing in the grasp of Nicodemuss magic.

"What will you do with them?" Timothy asked, trying now to avoid the gaze of the young Nimib
assassin. "Givethem over to the Parliament?'

"No," Nicodemus answered abruptly, turning his attention back to the assassins. "Those who sent
these two into my home must be taught alesson.”

"l don't like the sound of that,” Edgar whispered to Sheridan.



"Nor |," the mechanical man concurred.

Nicodemus again dropped his cat to the floor. He cracked his knuckles and wiggled hisfingers, an
amused grin preading across hisfeatures. But his eyes were cold.

"What are you going to do?' Timothy asked uneasly.

The sorcerer did not answer, instead beginning to weave aspell that consisted of exaggerated
flourishes and the uttering of an incantation that sounded more like the breaking of glass than alanguage.
From behind their gags of magic, the Nimib ns began to scream.

"What are you doing to them?" Timothy shouted anxioudy. He started to advance toward the mystic
master, wondering if his ability to negate aspell on contact would stop Nicodemus, but Ivar's rock hard
grip fdl upon his shoulder.

"That would not bewisg," the Asurawarned.

TheNimib ns muffled shrieks continued, and Timothy watched in horror asthey writhed in
agony.

"Thisisawful," Sheridan said. "l think I'll turn my eyesoff.” And hedid; the additiond light they
provided winked out and Ieft only the gloom of the corridor's ghodtfire lampsto cast their illumination into
the gairwdl landing.

"l wish | could do the same," Edgar whispered, and hiswings fluttered softly

The ns bodies began to shrink, their clothes swallowing them up astheir plaintive cries
became nothing more than grating, high-pitched squesks.

"Isit over?' Sheridan asked, his head swiveing around, searching for somebody to givehiman
answer o that he could again activate his visua receptors.

"It'sover,"” Timothy ragped, his own eyeswide with shock. "They're. .. gone."
Nicodemus turned to look at them. "Gone?' he asked. "They're not gone at dl.”

It was then that Timothy noticed that the piles of clothing were moving. He stepped closer. "What
have you done?'

"I've changed them into something more befitting their true nature,” Nicodemus answered haughtily.
Alastor sat at his master'sfeet, tail twitching eagerly.

A pair of white-furred rodents emerged from within the garments. Timothy gasped in shock ashe
saw thetiny tattoos upon the faces of therats. The small creatures sniffed cautioudy at the air, and
Timothy wondered if they were even aware of what had happened to them.

"Word of the Nimib'sfailure will soon get back to those who acquired their services," Nicodemus
sad dowly, squatting down beside his pet, who watched the rodents with unblinking attention.

“Then. . .thenthey'll leave me done,” Timothy said hesitantly, pulling his attention away from the
rodentsto the sorcerer. "Right?’

"On the contrary, boy," said the master of the Order of Alhazred. "It may very well compel them to
pursue you with even grester vigor."



Timothy felt his heart Snk. To have to endure another night like this might be more than he could
handle. "What are we going to do?" he asked, dreading the response.

"The only way to keep them at bay isto make them even more afraid of you than they aready are.
They fear you. Show them that they have reason to fear you, even greater reason than they know. Show
them what you can do to them if they continue to pester you."

Nicodemus smiled. "Become exactly what they feared you would become.”
"A spy?' Timothy asked.

Nicodemus snapped hisfingers and Alastor legped from his master's Sde with aflick of its naked tail
and an eager hiss.

Timothy could only stand and stare, stunned, as the cat pounced upon the squealing
rodents—ending their lives with needlesharp fangs and tearing claws.

The sorcerer nodded his head, a smile upon histhin, bloodless lips as he watched his pet dispose of
theratsin his house.

"A spy, yes. And so much more."
CHAPTER SIX

Timothy did not deep well therest of that evening. What dreams he had were fraught with horrid
images of cloaked men with charred fingertips and tiny creatures with needle-sharp talons bent on taking
hislife, dicing him open. Disturbed by these nightmares he rase with the first light of dawn but did not
wake Sheridan or Edgar.

The rook was perched atop the headboard, his beak buried under one wing. Timothy thought he
could hear the sound of light snoring coming from beneath the bird's feethers. Sheridan was smply off,
powered down, no lightsin his eyes and no steam coming from the release valve at the side of his head. It
aways disturbed Timothy to see hisfriend thisway. Sheridan was so much a person, so much an
individud, thet at times Timothy forgot that the mechanical man was not actualy dive, and he hated to be
reminded of it.

He stood at the window and gazed down &t the ocean, at the sun glinting off the tips of the blue
waves, and acrossthe gulf that separated SkyHaven from the mainland. Arcanum at night was beautiful,
extraordinary. Itslights made it etheredl after dark. Y et Timothy had been here only days and dready the
city by daylight seemed ordinary to him.

Ordinary. There was something about the ordinary that was powerfully attractive to him. He wanted
to go to Arcanum and explore it during the day, to eat itsfood, walk in its shops and markets, be among
its people and hear them speaking and laughing and crying. Thiswasayearning that he had felt oftenin
hislife, and yet he had ways buried it deep in his heart, knowing that it could never be. Thefew friends
he had on theidand were to be hisonly real companions.

Now dal of that had begun to change. It was both thrilling and terrifying, because that change had
dready twice endangered hislife.

Acrossthe ocean in Arcanum, dark powers were at work— struggle and conflict and competition
that most of the citizens of that city, of the nation, would never understand or bear witnessto. Leander
and Lord Nicodemus had tried to explain it to Timothy that night at his father's mansion when he had first
been attacked. It had been so foreign to him, difficult for him to understand that beneath the veneer of



peace and openness presented to the public by the Parliament, there was a deeper relationship
comprised of ancient grudges and feuds. The guilds were congtantly a odds, making and breaking
aliances, each gtriving for dominance in Parliament.

Thusthe need for assassins, for lies, and for pies.

Though he had been taken in by the Order of Alhazred and the Grandmaster had vowed to protect
him, Timothy did not fed asthough he was actualy apart of the order. How could he be? He was the
un-magician, after al. But Leander was acart of the order aswell, and Lord Nicodemus had befriended
him, offered him sanctuary, such asit was. They were, he believed, his one chance a survivd inthis
world.

But the others, they're going to keep coming after me, hethought. | can't stop them.
Nicodemus had made it clear that the other guilds had reason to fear him, that Timothy was capable of
discovering their secrets, of hurting them politicaly. He would never have considered doing such athing,
but his attackers did not know that. He wanted to fight back, to defend himsdlf. And there's only one
way to do that. If they're attacking me, | have to attack them. | have to be exactly what they're so
worried I'll become.

Still, despite dl Nicodemus had done for him, Timothy could not fed entirdly comfortablein the
Grandmagter's home. Not when Ivar was still confined to the stables deep within thefortress. If Timothy
was going to stay at SkyHaven and train to be an agent of the order, he would have to speak with
Nicodemus about Ivar's treatment. He did not like resting in acomfortable bed while one of hisonly
friends dept with the animas.

A loud rap at the door interrupted his musings. With difficulty Timothy tore his gaze away from the
churning ocean.

"Enter!" he cdled.

With asoft crackling noise the door swung inward, and apair of the Grandmaster's aides appeared.
They wore cloaks of green with gold gtitching, but beneath these, Timothy could see they wore
dark-colored breeches similar to his own pants. He wondered what this sgnified. Most of the mages
wore robes whose various colors seemed to represent their families or guilds or acertain magical
discipline. With their cloaks, these two looked dmost like guards or soldiers, and he wondered if that
wasthe intended effect, and if that had anything to do with the fact that some of the other guild masters
were vigting today to assess Timothy.

Then Nicodemus entered the room and al other thoughts were brushed aside. It was impossible of
course, but the Grandmaster seemed tdler, larger than Timothy had ever noticed before. He wore golden
robes similar to those Timothy had seen him in before, but these were shot through with green stitching,
the arrangement the precise opposite of the gold-on-green of hisaides cloaks.

The Grandmaster stroked his mustache, brow furrowed with worries that Timothy could only begin
to guessat.

"Good morning, Lord Nicodemus," he said, stlanding up straight and raising his chin, trying to be as
respectful as he could. In the few days he had been here, he had tried his best to learn manners and
protocol from those around him.

"That remainsto be seen,” said the Grandmaster. He narrowed his gaze and studied Timothy. ™Y ou
have not yet dressed for the day.”



Uncomfortably the boy glanced down at his nightclothes, then over a Edgar and Sheridan. They
were gill adeep. He himsalf was il in his pgamas. Dawn had come and gone perhaps three quarters of
an hour earlier. He had not imagined that the guild masterswould arrive thisearly.

"I'm sorry, Sir," Timothy said. "1 can change quickly. | need only afew minutes.”

Nicodemus shot aquick glance a the snoring Edgar, beak under hiswing, and at the till and silent
form of Sheridan. "A few minutesare dl you have. The other guild masters are waiting. Y urick and
Faulkner will bring you to the aerie when you're ready."

With aflutter of hiscloak hem, the Grandmaster turned to take hisleave, but he paused just outside
the door.

“Timothy?'
The boy stood up even straighter. "Yes, Sr?'

Hisface was thin and severe and often Nicodemus could appear crud. But he softened now, and
there was an dmost fatherly air about him. His eyeswere gentle as he gazed at the boy.

"Y ou wereimpressive last night. I'd no ideathe Asurahad trained you for hand-to-hand combat.
With that and your capacity for invention, | think you are going to make aremarkable spy."

Lord Nicodemus said thislast in ahushed voice, obvioudy unused to giving compliments. Then his
features hardened again. "Unfortunately only seven guild masters have answered my summons. Some
have stayed away because they abhor you, others because they do not like the idea that you are a part of
the Order of Alhazred, but not al of them wish to do you harm. What we must discover, then, iswho our
enemies are. Do not assume that those who have stayed away are against you, nor that those who have
answered my summons and gathered here today are your friends.”

Timothy nodded, anxious and confused. How did he become the nexus for so much bitterness and
suspicion? The answer, when it cameto him, unnerved him: Smply by being born.

The Grandmaster disappeared into the corridor and his aides, Faulkner and Y urick—though
Timothy could not tell one from the other—retreated beyond the door to give him privacy while he
dressed.

Of the seven guild masters who had answered the summons of Lord Nicodemus, only three piqued
Timothy'sinterest. He knew he ought to be curious about dl of them, particularly in light of Nicodemus's
warnings that any of them might be an enemy or afriend, but four of them seemed dmost
interchangeable. Two of these were men and two were women, and al of them had varying flesh tones.
Y et despite their robes, and their high offices, and the responsibilities they held, there was something,
dare he say it, ordinary about them. Certainly they dressed in sorcerous finery appropriate to their status,
but each was middle aged and not physically remarkable. He had expected al of them to have acertain
presence and austerity, the way Nicodemus did. And, truth be told, he had expected a certain exotic
qudity to these powerful men and women. Had only those four been in attendance he would have been
sordly disappointed. Fortunately for Timothy—though he was aware it might not be to hisgood
fortune—the other three guild masters who had answered the summons were morein line with his
expectations.

Lord Foxheart, Grandmaster of the Mdleus Guild, was no larger than Timothy himself and
completely bald, right down to alack of eyebrows. He had the blackest eyes Timothy had ever seen, and
too-sharp teeth that made the boy shiver every time the man opened his mouth to speak.



Mistress Belladonna, Grandmaster of the Order of Strychnos, was atall, e egant woman whose skin
wasthe earthy red hue of the sand on the Idand of Patience. Timothy found himsalf mesmerized by
her—he had seen precious few women up close since being brought to this world—»but she did not favor
him with the dightest of amiles, only watched him with one brow arched warily.

Finally, there was the mage Timothy wished most to avoid looking at. Lord Romulus was amassive
man—if he even was aman. The mage was gigantic, no lessthan ninefeet tal and perhagps more.
Grandmaster of the mysterious Legion Nocturne, he wore agleaming silver hdmet that covered hisentire
head, save for an opening in the shape of a crossthat reveded his eyes, nose, and mouth. The helmet had
been fashioned from magic of course, not in some crude forge the way Timothy had taught himself to
work meta. And yet it did not have the smoothness that so many magica creations had. The meta was
rough and apair of spikesjutted from it, making it appear asthough Lord Romulus had sprouted horns.

For just amoment Timothy wondered if the gigantic mage truly did have horns, and the helmet had
been fashioned to cover them aong with the rest of hishead. The giant mage wore a chest plate of the
same meta, though it shimmered with color, imbued with an enchantment. Over his shoulderswas thrown
acloak that had been made from the pelt of an enormous, furred animal. The way the fur had been cut, it
was obvious that whatever the dead creature had been, it had not been killed by magic. The cloak wasa
trophy of some sort, and the idea chilled Timothy while a the sametimeintriguing him, asit indicated that
there were, at least, some mages who were not completely disinclined to work with their hands rather
than with spells and charms and curses.

Foxheart, Belladonna, and Romulus. Those were the three who drew his attention. The otherswere
both lessinteresting and lessvocdl. In fact they said amost nothing &t dl, leaving the debate and the
inquiriesto their more colorful counterparts. Timothy picked up what information he could about the
various guilds and their masters merely by observation, but he intended to find out more about these three
after the conference was over.

"What | would like to know is how such athing could happen,” said Mistress Belladonna, her voice
quiet and lilting. Everything she said seemed to arrive at his ear as awhisper meant only for him. "The
world isan ocean of magic. Y ou cannot immerse yourself within it without getting wet. Y ou cannot be a
part of thisworld and not be touched by magic.”

In his high seat, set above the others, Lord Nicodemus tugged at one end of hislong mustache, his
hawklike features more severe than ever, the blue veins beneath his pae skin giving him the gppearance
of having been crafted from marbled stone.

"And yet," Nicodemus said, inclining his head toward Timothy. "There he Sts.”

A ripple of mutterings went around the room. Severa of the guild masters commented, but Timothy
found that despite his being the topic of discusson, most of what was said was repetitive and boring.
Evenwith dl that was going on in that room, he found himself more fascinated by the chamber itself than
with the proceedings.

Lord Nicodemus called the room the aerie, and Timothy had aready decided it was the greatest
room he had ever been in. The word "room" was hardly sufficient to describeit. SkyHaven was dready a
kind of miracle, floating above the ocean. The aerie was the one place in SkyHaven that redlly took
advantage of the beauty inherent in this powerful magic.

It was ameeting hall, and clearly had been constructed for no other reason than for Lord
Nicodemus to impress his guests with an example of how powerful he was. Thus the conference table at
the center of the aerie was not so much atable asaring, with chairsfor vistors and dignitaries around its



circumference, and nothing within thet circle.

Nothing at al. No table. No floor. No ground at al. Within the circular space was ahole in the base
of SkyHaven that was more than thirty feet wide. Daylight seeped into the room from bel ow, reflected of f
the rolling blue ocean. All around the room were beams and nooks that had been created to provide
perfect roosting places, and dozens of seabirds had shown their gppreciation by building neststhere.
Even asthe conversation droned on, Timothy watched the birds fluttering and cooing in their nests, flying
acrossthe high ceiling of the chamber, then dipping to glide out through the hole in the base of SkyHaven.

It was beautiful, realy, and though Nicodemus could be harsh, the knowledge that the man had built
such achamber in his home gave Timothy hope that the Grandmaster was gentler at heart than he
seemed upon the surface. Edgar had accompanied him, but the rook had taken flight only moments after
they entered the agrie, disappearing to investigate both the massive chamber and to fly down through the
foundation of SkyHaven and soar above the ocean waves. Timothy could not blame him. He wished he
could have been anywhere but there. If he could fly, he would have done precisely the samething as
Edgar.

Animage appeared in hismind, animage of wings and rotors and gears. Timothy amiled to himsdf.

Hisreverie was interrupted as Lord Romulus smashed an enormous gloved fist down upon thering
table. Timothy jumped and stared, wide eyed, at the giant mage who was pointing at him.

"Theboy isablight upon theface of thisworld!" Romulus snarled, hisvoiceflat and tinny ingde his
helmet. Y et hewas no lessterrifying for it. "Why do you think Argus Cade hid him away? Hewas
ashamed, aswell he should have been. If an animal isborn into your stables lame or filled with the
madness, do you not destroy it? Of course you do. And so must this boy be destroyed. Y ou risk the
scorn of al the guilds by harboring him, Lord Nicodemus.”

Murmurs of assent whispered around the ring-shaped table. Lord Foxheart was seated beside
Mistress Belladonna, dmost directly across from Romulusin the circular space. She whispered
something to him, and the sharp-toothed little man— whom Timothy now redized reminded him of the
hairless cat, Alastor—rapped his knuckleslightly on the table to draw attention.

"Beg your pardon, Lord Romulus," Foxheart said, his voice deep and insnuating, "but the Legion
Nocturneiswel known for itslove and respect of ancient ways. Y ou are to be commended for
remaining dedi cated to the righteousness of asmpler time. But there must be some progressin the world
and in acase such asthis, when aboy'slifeisin question, thereis no place for antique idess.

"Have you no pity, sr?Isthe Legion redly so primitive, so barbaric, that you would sentence a child
to death for the crime of being different?’

Foxheart kept his gaze firmly on Romulus, with Lord Nicodemus shifting his attention back and forth
between them. Belladonna, however, glanced over a Timothy, a sweet smile blossoming upon her
ash-red lips. Timothy could not help but smile back, but he regretted it instantly. Lord Romulus had
noticed it, and now the gigantic sorcerer legped to hisfeet with a gpeed that belied hismassve szeand
pounded upon the ring table once again.

"1 would destroy him mysdlf! With my own hands, had | not vowed there would be no violencein
Lord Nicodemuss home."

Timothy froze. All of hisfascination with the guild masters, and with the aerie and the seabirdswho
lived within it, was driven from his mind. His mouth was dry and he blinked, staring increduloudy at Lord
Romulus. The man wanted to kill him. Not to order hisexecution, but actudly to kill Timothy himsdlf,



with hisown hands.

"Caw! Caw, cav!" came the shrill cal of the rook as Edgar soared up through the round holein the
floor and began to circle the ring table. He fluttered to alanding on the back of Timothy's chair.

"Over my dead body," the bird declared.

Lord Romuluss eyes narrowed insgde that horned silver helmet and he lowered hishead. A snarl
came from deep within his chest as he spun on Nicodemus. "What isthis, Sir, that you would dlow a
familiar to speak thusto agrandmaster in your home?"

Now it was Nicodemus who stood, cocking his head dightly to one sde and regarding Romulus
with awarning glare. "Y ou've threatened his master. How would you have him react?'

All of the guild masters muttered in amazement, some actually letting out epithets of surprise.
"Y ou cannot be serious,” said Lord Foxheart, staring at the rook.

Lord Romulus sneered across the gulf, the reflected sunlight gleaming up to glisten upon hishemet.
"The boy isnot amage, yet he hasafamiliar?”

Edgar cawed loudly. "Hukk! Yep! And I'll tear your eyebals out if you get anywhere near my boy."

"I'm not sure | believe any of this," Foxheart said. He shot Romulus alook. "My esteemed friend of
the Legion Nocturne, the Grandmaster of the Maleus Guild asks you to put aside your ire for amoment
S0 that we may ask what ought, perhaps, to have been our first question.” The little man bared hisrows
of needleteeth. "How do we know this boy truly isan un-magician?"

Timothy wastired and afraid and saddened. None of this was accomplishing anything. It wasdl
bluster and posturing. If it was true he could not even gauge his dlies and enemies by the behavior of
these people—the few guild masters who had even answered Nicodemus's summons—then what
purpose did any of it serve? He wanted it to be over.

"Try me" hesad.

All of the mages around the ring table turned to stare at him. Behind his head he heard Edgar
chuckle softly asthe bird settled more comfortably onto the back of the chair.

"Timothy—," Nicodemus warned.

But the boy would not be deterred. He stood and looked defiantly at Foxheart and then at
Nicodemus. "Try me" hesaid again. "l invite you to use your magic on me. Attack me. Transform me.
Levitate me. Silence me. Whatever you like. Try."

Mistress Belladonna stared a him. Y oung Master Cade, do you redlly think thisiswise?"

Foxheart grunted. "1 don't think thisis appropriate at al," he said, and he glanced up at Nicodemus.
They weredl| staring at the Grandmaster of the Order of Alhazred, waiting to see what his response
would be.

"All right. Do your worgt, my friends.”

Timothy's heart fluttered like rook'swingsin his chest, but it wastoo late to take the words back.
Stll, only one of the guild masters seemed inclined to take him up on his challenge, even with the consent
of Lord Nicodemus.



"Very wdl," Romulus agreed. "Thus my concerns are dedlt with far more swiftly than | anticipated.”
Heglared a Timothy. "Y ou are an accident, boy. An unnaturd thing. It isno fault of your own, but you
cannot be alowed to pollute the magicd fabric of thisworld."

Timothy sighed and rolled hiseyes. He was afraid, but he was dso tired of the gigantic mage's
raving.

"Goon," heurged.

Lord Romulus opened his mouth wide and spewed an arcing stream of fire acrossthe chamber. It
scorched the ring table and burned the air above the opening in the floor. Edgar squawked loudly and
took flight, darting into the air and up into the eaves of the agrie. The magica flameswashed over
Timothy, engulfing his upper body and hisface.

They did not even fed warm.

When Lord Romulus clacked hisjaws closed and the fiery blast subsided, the Aerie was silent save
for the cooing of seabirds and the gentle [ull of the ocean waves far below.

Nicodemus stood, arms crossed upon his chest. Heinclined his head in aritua gesture of respect.
"And now that your questions are answered, my friends, let it be known that Timothy Cadeis amember
of the Order of Alhazred and remains under the protection of the order, and my persona protection as
well. Thisisto honor the memory of hisfather, but dso in sympathy with abright, unique child who wants
nothing more than to learn about aworld that he has been deprived of hisentirelife.

"Timothy Cade has come home," Lord Nicodemus said, and the Grandmaster's eyes seemed to
burn with grim warning. "And he will beleft in peace. Or | shdl be very displeased.”

The Grandmaster took alast ook around, then glanced a Timothy. The boy could not hold back
the smile that bloomed upon his features then. Much as he might be humorless and set in hisways, Lord
Nicodemus was atrue friend.

"And now," Nicodemus said, glancing at the others, "I thank you all for coming. Safe journey home."

The bright sun shone warmly down upon SkyHaven and her banners flapped and waved in the
ocean breeze. The water was a deep, rolling green and the sky a pale blue that seemed to hint of clouds
yet to come. If there was a storm to come, however, there was no sign of it on the horizon.

Leander Maddox stood upon the battlements of the fortress, the wind whipping at hishair and
ruffling his bushy beard. The view to either sde—the spires of Arcanum or the vast ocean— was
breathtaking, yet hisfocuswas entirely upon the activity in the courtyard below. A flock of seven or eight
fanquall paraded about, digging grubs from the lawn, their rainbow plumage spread behind them.
Songbirds fluttered in among the leaves of the trees on the far side of the courtyard, where ahorticulture
mage wrung rain from the air above his gardens with aflourish of hisfingers, using the sorcery that was
uniqueto hispecidty.

Leander paid little attention to the wildlife or the horti-mage. His attention was occupied by the
graceful violence unfolding below him. As severd lower-caste Alhazred mages |ooked on, aramsfolded
within their robes, Timothy sparred with Ivar. From the way the boy moved, fluidly and yet with a
firmness and confidence that seemed out of place for someone so small and lithe, it would have been
obviousto any observer that the Asura had trained him. There was a synchronicity between them, a
familiarity that made the sight of their combat one of elegance.



Ivar'sflesh wasthe color of the grass. It was difficult at timesto keep track of his movementsfrom
above. Timothy seemed not to have a problem doing o, but by now he must have been used to the
chameleon qudities of the Asura. Against an opponent unfamiliar with histribe, Ivar would have an
immediate advantage. Leander was glad they were dlies.

With afeint that even the Asurawarrior believed, Timothy tricked Ivar into lunging for him, then
dodged out of the way. He tapped his mentor in the back of the skull with a closed fist, then danced
swiftly aside before Ivar could respond.

The Asura smiled and bowed, then stepped aside and gestured toward the four Alhazred mages
who had gathered. Leander could not hear what was being said from this height but when the mages
removed their cloaks, one by one, he realized what was happening. Timothy was going to spar with
Nicodemuss followers. The boy seemed vulnerable in the blue breeches and loose white shirt
Nicodemus had provided for him. In the uniforms of their rank within the order, the mages were
impaosing. Four full-grown men againgt one teenaged boy.

Leander blinked with surprise and felt atremor of darm go through him. It was uncommon for
Alhazred mages to be trained in hand-to-hand combat, but not unheard of. If they had been trained,
however, he was certain there was reason for it, that Nicodemus would have ordered it to enhance their
capacity as security operatives a SkyHaven. Their training would have been completely different,
however, from Timothy's. As the boy's salf-gppointed guardian, Leander feared for him. Hewas, after
al, ill achildin so many ways.

Asthefour mages began to encircle the young un-magician, Leander decided he must put astop to
thisexercise. He spun on hished, searching his memory for the fastest route of descent from battlement
to courtyard, and an anima yowl filled the air as he nearly stepped on Alastor, the Grandmaster's hairless
familiar.

Nicodemus stood perhaps twenty feet away, hishair and long mustache blowing in the breeze,
hands hidden ingde the deeves of hisrobes. In the bright sunlight he was pae as a corpse and his pink
eyes now seemed nearly as white as a blind man's. Leander was taken aback by his appearance and
sartled by his mere presence. He had not heard the Grandmaster arrive and had thought himself alone
upon thefortresswall. They gazed at one another in silence for along moment, there atop the battlement,
high above SkyHaven.

"Y ou worry for Timothy." The Grandmaster strode to the edge of the battlement and looked down
on the courtyard. "Y ou should not."

Leander stepped up beside him, hesitant and anxious, worried for Timothy, ever aware that with
Argus Cade dead, L eander was responsible for the boy's well-being. But when he glanced into the
courtyard again he gave a sharp intake of breath and blinked severa times asif doubting what he saw.
Two of the Alhazred mages were on the grass, one of them cradling an injured arm, while athird wisdy
retreated. Even as Leander watched, Timothy darted toward the fourth and find opponent. The mage
struck out at him, but Timothy sidestepped the blow as though the man were moving at haf speed,
hooked afoot around the man's ankle, and gave afirm shove, knocking him onto the grass.

Those mages dready on the ground laughed good-naturedly at how easily their last hope had been
bested. Off to one sde, blending dmost completely into the landscape, Ivar watched with an air of
approval, but not atrace of surprise.

"You see," Nicodemus said. "Nothing to be concerned about. There is danger, certainly, but the
order will do whatever is necessary to protect him, even as we discover how prepared heisto protect



himsdf."
Leander glanced at the Grandmaster, whose eyes squinted against the light.
"Thisis Timothy'slife now."

In one of the lower levels of SkyHaven, not far from the quarters that Lord Nicodemus had
reluctantly set up for Ivar, the Grandmaster had aso allowed Timothy to construct aworkshop not unlike
the one he had had on the Idand of Patience. There was aforge and bellows, and there were windows
that looked out over the ocean. With dl that had been going on since hisarriva, Timothy had had time to
do little more than assure himsdlf that all of the crates he had packed up at hisfather's home had been
placed in the workshop.

Unil today.

Inspired by the new purpose he had been given, Timothy had enlisted Sheridan's help in moving
cratesto locate the project he had been in the midst of building before the first ns had come after
him at hisfather's home. The mode he had constructed back on the Idand of Patience had turned out to
be a perfect template, at least so far ashe could tell.

Thear wasthick with the scent of oil and far too warm. A mage could have commanded the
spell-glass to disappear, but the windows would only open for Timothy if he touched them, disrupting
their magic. Each time he wanted to cool off he had to take a short break and go to the window, negating
the spell-glass to get abreeze into the workshop. Eventualy he would have to ask Nicodemusto ater
the spell on the windows, but for now he kept at hiswork. Beads of sweat rolled down his back and
forehead as he stoked the fire and let the rotor blades for his new creation heat in the flames. Then helaid
the metal flat on the anvil and hammered it down, the clang and spark of his hard work making his heart
leap. How he had missed thidl

Timothy took in the shape of hisgyrocraft, itssmal, gliding wings dready firmly fastened into place.
Edgar fluttered his own black-feathered wings and walked along the craft, investigating the contraption
with the abrupt, inquisitive jerks of the head that were areminder that no matter how intelligent the
familiar was, hewas il abird.

Timothy took arest and wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. He set the rotor
asdetolet it cool and walked over to the workbench where Sheridan was carefully joining together the
links of the smdl chain that would be part of the moving heart of the gyrocraft.

"How isit coming?' the boy asked.

The mechanica man's eyes brightened and his head swiveled around to look a Timothy. Steam
sghed from the release vave on hismetd skull. "I will be done with thistask shortly, Timothy. But | must
ask you again to reconsder. Y ou are putting yoursdf in agreat dedl of danger, in acraft that is untested.”

Timothy smiled and wiped his hands on his gpron. "Come on, Sheridan. The only way to solve the
problem of it being untested isto actudly test it.”

With aloud flutter of wings, Edgar flew the short distance across the workshop and alighted atop
Sheridan's head. "Caw, caw!" the rook cried. "I'm with him. If people were supposed to fly, they'd have

wings

The boy put his hands on hiships. "My father brought me many books on theidand, Edgar. | know
there are plenty of birdswho have wings but cant fly."



Both of hisfriendswere agitated and Timothy appreciated their concern, but his mind was made up.
He was about to tell them this when Sheridan's head swiveled quickly toward the door of the workshop
and ablast of steam tooted from hisrelease vave.

"Hukk!" Edgar cried, festhersruffling. "Company.”

The massve slhouette that filled the doorway was cloaked in shadow, but Timothy recognized
Leander ingantly. A moment later the mage stepped into the workshop, smiled at Timothy, and glanced
around, shaking his shaggy mane.

"Never seen anything likeit," Leander said. ™Y our workshop on the idand was extraordinary, Tim,
but the speed with which you have adapted this space is even more impressive.” He spotted the frame of
the gyrocraft. "And that... you're actudly building it, en? Amazing."

With agrin, Timothy bounded toward him and threw hisarms around the mage. "1 saw you eaxrlier,
while | was sparring outside, but | thought maybe you had |eft already.” He pulled back and shot Leander
amenacing glare. "Of course, | would have had to pumme you. It isn't the same around here without
you.

Leander's smileflickered, faded, and then disappeared completely.

A trickle of sweat did down the back of Timothy's neck and he shivered with dread, afrown
knitting hisbrows. "What?' he demanded. "What isit?"

The mage forced his smileto return. "1t's nothing. Nothing for you to worry about. And I'm glad to
seeyou aswell. | had some business at SkyHaven today, and | thought perhaps we might dine together
thisevening. By al accounts, you're doing well. | heard how you handled yoursdlf thismorningin the
aerie, and I'm proud of you, Timaothy. I'm certain your father would be aswdll. It isadifficult Stuation
you find yoursdf in, and you have given an admirable accounting of yourself thusfar.”

Timothy stared a him grimly. "Stop that."
L eander arched an eyebrow. " Stop what?"

"Tel mewhat's on your mind right now. Isthere some new danger Nicodemus hasn't told me about?
Have some of the other guild masters come? What's going on, Leander? Don't leave mein the dark.
That's far more dangerous than anything ese I'm up againg.”

At firgt the mage began to shake his head again. Sheridan clanked and whirred and hissed steam as
he walked over and crossed his arms, eyes glowing brightly as he, too, glared at Leander.

"Caw! Caw, caw! What's on your mind, Master Maddox?' Edgar crowed.

Leander ignored the rook and the mechanical man, his eyesfocused on Timothy. "I'm afraid for you,
boy. That'sdl. With so many guild masters shying away from the conference this morning—and even
among those who showed themselves—it'simpossible to know who can be trusted. Especidly with . . ."

Once again he shook his shaggy mane of hair and reached up to stroke his beard. "Never mind. |
didn't come here for—"

"Leander,” Timothy said firmly, gazing up at the massive mage. "Please. Speak your mind.”

The mage sghed and glanced away. He hesitated amoment before turning back to them, hiseyes
dight with intengty. "What | tell you in thisroom must remain in thisroom. There are things even the



Grandmaster does not know."
"Of course" Timothy replied.

Leander glared firgt at Sheridan, who nodded once with only awhisper of steam, and then at Edgar,
who cawed his assent. With this, the mage seemed to shrink dightly, settling down into hisown skin. He
glanced at the others again before at last refocusing on Timothy.

"Lord Nicodemus and | have both told you of the recent disappearancesin Arcanum. Mages from
many guilds have gone missing. Thefact isthat more than two months ago | was engaged by the
Parliament to investigate this mystery. They cameto mein secrecy so complete that not even my own
Grandmaster—not even your father, my friend and mentor-— were told of my work for the Parliament.”

Edgar hopped to the ground and walked toward Leander, talons scritching the floor. "And what
have you discovered?'

Delected, Leander threw up his hands. "Preciouslittle thusfar, I'm afraid. They might well be
running off to form anew guild. It has happened before, but not for more than three hundred years."

Timothy heard the doubt in hisvoice. "But you don't think so. Y ou think something awful's happened
tothem."

Slowly the mage nodded. "I do."

"l don't understand,” the boy said. "If it's supposed to be so secret, why are you telling us? I'm glad
you did. | just don't understand why."

Eveninthemix of firdight from the forge and the twilight that gleamed in through the windows,
Timothy saw that Leander's face reddened. The mage glanced away, asthough in shame, and it was
severd long moments before he looked up again.

"| fear for you, Timothy," Leander said. "I don't gpprove of you becoming involved in the espionage
that you and the Grandmaster have planned. Yet | know that you can do it, that you will likely be very
successful at it. And as much asit pains meto confessit, | fear that one day soon, | may need to
endanger you further by asking for your assstance in my own clandestine affairs.”

CHAPTER SEVEN

The gyrocraft isready, Timothy thought as he finished tightening the last of the boltson the
lightweight frame. But am |?

Nicodemus had told him during supper that this would be the night his specia skillswould be put to
use, and Timothy had felt asthough he might be sick. He had expected it to be soon, but not this soon.
Hed hardly touched hismedl, then excused himsdlf from the dining chamber and headed to his
workshop. If tonight was indeed the night, he had to be certain that hisflying craft wasin perfect working
order.

Timothy stepped back and admired hiswork. He had conceived and designed it ages ago, but now
at last he had been able to complete it. The workshop Nicodemus had set up for him was everything he
could have hoped for, tucked away on the southern side of SkyHaven, away from prying eyes. All he
had to do was spy for the Order of Alhazred and everyone would be happy—well, amost everyone.

Throughout making the fina tweaks to the gyrocraft, Edgar hed fluttered nervoudy about the
workshop, black eyes gleaming with disgpprova. Now, as Timothy gave a spin to the large rotor on top



of the craft, the rook croaked loudly from atop a workstation covered with leftover parts. "1 know you
haven't asked for my opinion. I'm just the familiar, after al. But | haveto tdl you, Timothy, | don't care
for thisonebit."

Thetiny propellers attached to the short wings and to the tail of the gyrocraft were fastened well
enough, but Timothy checked and double-checked the main roof rotor onefina time.

Though in an emergency he could jettison the rotor and smply glideto alanding, hedid not liketo
entertain that possibility. Better safe than sorry.

Edgar cawed loudly.

"I'm sorry,” Timothy said sheepishly. "I'm not ignoring you. | just want to make certain | don't miss
anything. That . . ." He amiled. "That would be bad.”

Therook'sfeathersruffled. "Caw! If you'retrying to make melessworried, you'rerealy bad at it."

Throughout hiswork on the gyrocraft, Sheridan had been hisloya assistant. Now the mechanical
man hissed asigh of steam, and with awhir he raised his chin. It was obvious he shared the rook's fears.
Timothy handed hiswrench to Sheridan.

"I know how you fed, Edgar, but | don't have much of achoice,” Timothy explained. "They'vetried
to kill metwice now, andif | don't find out who's responsible, the third time might be the end of me."

The bird cocked his head, light reflecting off hisblack beak. "I till don't likeit." With arustle of
feathers he turned his back on Timothy. "Y ou're just aboy, not a spy—and look at how he's dressed
you."

With afrown Timathy glanced down at himself, at the midnight black, tight-fitting clothing
Nicodemus had provided him. He reached up to touch the hood that was bunched around his neck.

"It'sso | don't get caught,” Timothy said to hisdisgruntled familiar as he sudied himself. "It hep me
blend with the shadows—that's what Nicodemus said, anyway."

With ajerk of his head, the rook twisted to fix him with adark, riveting Sare. "It scaresme.”

A whistling geyser of steam was released from the side of Sheridan's head as the mechanical man
began to tidy up the workroom. "Edgar speaksfor dl of us," he said as he picked up Timothy'stools.
"We are dl anxious about this sneaking around business.”

Timothy was annoyed. Thiswasn't what he needed to hear. He dready had his own doubts about
this assignment, and hisfriends fear wasn't increasing his confidence any.

"l haveto dothis.”
"Do you?' came awizened voice from across the room.

Timothy glanced over to find that a some point Ivar had dipped into the workshop. Now he stood
dlently a awindow looking out at the night, his skin as white as the moons that hung weightlessin the

Ky.
"Oh, lvar, not you, too," Timothy said. "I thought that you would understand.”

Asdways, the Asurathought carefully of hisanswer before responding. Then he spoke directly
from hisheart, for he wasincapable of lying. "I know of the hunt, of confrontation and battle—of victory



and defeat,” he said as he looked away from the quiet beauty outside SkyHaven. "l know what it isto
skulk in shadows in the camp of my enemy, or to eude capture. But to spy upon your allies because you
suspect duplicity . . . Thereisno honor in this"

Timothy flushed, momentarily ashamed, but then he frowned deeply and shook hisheed. "Thisis
more complicated than that. | haven't been among other people very long, but with magesit seems pretty
obviousthat it'sdifficult to tell who'san dly and who's an enemy. | know you're dl concerned for my
safety, but without magic, | haveto take any advantage | can get. In thisworld, that means knowing what
the guild magters are up to. I'm sorry, but | haveto do this. I'll be careful .

Timothy approached his craft for yet another ingpection. "I'm going to fly in, take alook around and
hopefully find out something that will help Lord Nicodemus weed out those who want me dead. With my
specia abilities—" He smiled a his own choice of words. "Or, without any, | should be practicaly
invisbleto their security systems. And since there's no magic built into the gyro, they won't be ableto
sensethat either.

"l hope."

Edgar flew up from the table to land on Timothy's shoulder. He squawked as he examined the
invention. Its framework was made from lightweight meta tubes, one of which rose up from the craft's
center. The lower part of this shaft was connected to a series of gearsthat would enableit to turn, and its
top was adorned with three long horizontal blades—the rotor. There was asingle seet in front of the
shaft, and behind it a specialy designed engine that drove both the rotor and the smdl propellerson the
tall and eech wing.

"You'reredly going to try to fly? With this?* the rook asked.
Timothy crossed hisarms, growing frustrated with Edgar's continued doubts. "That's the plan.”

Thefamiliar ruffled hisfeatherswith uncertainty. "Not only are you un-magical,” hesaid. "But | think
you might dso bealittle crazy.”

Theboy chuckled, not unfamiliar with the bird'slack of confidencein his abilities. He leaned toward
the gyrocraft and used arag to wipe a smudge of grease from its gleaming frame.

From somewhere close by, a clock tolled the hour, amournful sound that reminded Timothy of the
task he had yet to accomplish this night.

There came a sudden rapping at the door, and before any could respond, it swung Sowly open to
alow Lord Nicodemusto enter.

"I was wondering when he was going to show up,” Edgar grumbled, just loud enough for Timothy to
hear.

Ivar crouched on the floor beneath the window and his skin turned the color of the gray stonewall at
his back. Timothy had stressed the importance of Ivar's presence to hiswork and Lord Nicodemus had
grudgingly alowed the Asurato travel thiswing of SkyHaven fredly. But Ivar knew that it did not please
Nicodemusin the least and thought it best to blend into his surroundings whenever the master mage was
near.

The Grandmaster was eerily Slent as he entered the room, the door closing behind him.

"Good evening, Lord Nicodemus," Timothy said with adight bow of his head.



The Grandmaster was clothed in eegant, high-collared robes the color of afiery sunset. Timothy
had never seen him in the same ouitfit twice, and absently wondered how much clothing asingle person
could have. Then hefdt foolish, redlizing that amage of Nicodemuss skill could easlly ater his garments
to appear however he wished. A small smilerippled across the boy's face as he redized how vain the
Grandmaster must be.

"Timothy," Nicodemus responded. His gaze ticked toward the boy's invention and he studied it with
acuriouseye. "Isthisthe devicein which you will..." He moved hishand through the air in front of him.

"Yes, my lord,” Timothy responded proudly. "I haven't tested it yet, but I'm sure that—"

"Y ou shal have the opportunity tonight,” Nicodemus interrupted, strolling around the craft, taking in
every detall. "Fascinating,”" he said as much to himsdf asto anyone esein theroom. "Do you have a
namefor it?"

"How about, It'll Never Get Off the Ground,” Edgar commented, softly enough so that only
Timothy could hear.

The boy swatted him from his shoulder.

"Caw! Hukk! Hukk!" Startled, the bird fluttered across the room and perched upon aworkstation.
"Kid'skind of touchy when it comesto his gadgets," grumbled the rook.

"l cdl it agyrocraft,” Timothy said.

"Gyrocraft," Nicodemus repeated, letting the word roll around on histongue. "Are you sure that this
... gyrocraft will perform as you designed it to?" he asked as he clasped his hands behind his back.

Timothy looked at hisinvention, hismind taking it gpart piece by piece, screw by screw, and then
putting it back together again. "1 trust it with my life," he reponded with certainty.

"Excellent,” Nicodemus answered. "That level of assurednesswill be necessary for your success.”

A germ of doubt began to grow in Timothy's mind, but he quashed it. Ivar had trained him well—the
order's combat mages had learned that very quickly—and as he was invulnerable to magic, he had
nothing to worry about. And if | just keep telling myself that, I'll be fine.

As Timothy and his friends looked on, the Grandmaster wiped his hand acrossthe air. Where his
fingers passed, an image shimmered and began to take form, agrand tower rising up from alush forest
on thefar outskirts of Arcanum. Y et thiswas no ordinary tower, not even one of the glittering spires of
the city. It was not built from stone, nor of metal or wood, but rather, appeared to be organic, dive, asif
it had sprung up from the earth rather than been constructed.

"Itisthe Order of Strychnos | wish you to investigate tonight,” Nicodemus said, and with awave of
his hand changed the image from the organic tower to the lovely, exotic features of the Strychnine's
Grandmadter. "Mistress Belladonna," Nicodemus uttered softly. "As beautiful assheisdeadly.”

"Shedidn't ssem al that dangerous,” Timothy said, referring to the guild masters meeting where held
first seen Belladonna.

He had found her strangely aluring then, ashe did now.

"That is but one of her many wegpons, dear boy," Nicodemus explained. The Grandmaster moved
his hands again, and a closer image of the living tower appeared. Timothy slently marveled a the magics



of the Strychnos guild to have created something so impressive.

"The Strychnine exhibit amagtery over plant life. Thisfortress tower was grown from asingle seed
of thelong-extinct Maximustree. All things rooted within the earth respond to the Strychnine's
commands and the members of the guild share afondness for poisons.”

Theimage changed again to show Mistress Belladonnain avast garden, surrounded by al manner
of greenery, thewild and unusua, aswell asthe mundane. The guild master was collecting clippings from
the various plants and placing them inside a basket she carried on her arm.

"Belladonnais atrue master of crafting poisons derived from plants.”

Timothy continued to watch the elegant, red-skinned woman as she moved among the lush
vegetation.

"At onetime or another, dl the n guilds of the world have used the poisons of the Strychnos,”
Nicodemus said, as he, too, eyed theimage of the woman before him. "Including the Nimib."

Timothy dowly nodded, now understanding why the Strychnos order had been singled out.

The Grandmaster waved away the images he had summoned. "Y ou will usethis craft of yoursto
infiltrate the living tower," he said, looking from Timothy to the gyrocraft and back again. "Onceingide,
you will seek out any evidence that might prove the Order of Strychnoswasinvolved in the attemptson
your life”

Lord Nicodemus narrowed his gaze. "And there is one more smdl chore," he said, raising one long
finger.
"A chore?' Timothy asked, the musclesin his ssomach tightening with unease.

Nicodemus stepped away from the gyrocraft, hands again clasped behind hisback. "Many years
ago the Order of Strychnos stole something from me—from the Alhazreds." He stopped before the boy,
his expression grave.

"l would like you to get it back.”

The cold night air whipped hisface, but Timothy's cheeks burned with the warm current of fear that
flowed through him. His every nerve seemed to buzz with anticipation of what he had set out to
accomplish. In away, histrepidation annoyed him, for if he hadn't been so anxious, he would have been
ecgtatic. The gyrocraft was functioning exactly as anticipated, but the thrill of the contraption’s success
was severely limited by his destination. Perhaps on the return trip he could exalt in the wonder of flight, at
the uniqueness of hisown invention.

But not yet.

The engine purred and the propellers were nearly silent. The rotor was louder than he would have
liked, but there was nothing to be done for it now. Timothy passed above the agitated ocean waters and
navigated between apair of oceansde structures nearly astall asthe spires of Arcanum. In hismind
Timothy reviewed the three-dimensiona map that Nicodemus had conjured before his departure, the
route from SkyHaven to the living tower illuminated in scarlet. Carefully he piloted the craft northward
toward the wild forest on the outskirts of the city, where the tower grew.

With the gyrocraft's hand controls he gained eevation, risng hundreds of feet as heleft the harbor
behind. The city of Arcanum passed benegth him, and Timothy was dazzled by the sight. From his



bedroom window in SkyHaven, he had marveled at the countless ghostfire lights twinkling in the distance,
but it was nothing compared to this. Everything was close enough for him to touch, to fedl, to experience.
Hewished he could land the craft and explore the thriving city, soaking up the Sghts, smells, and sounds
of the wondrous place. But that was for another time, when there were |ess pressing mattersto attend to
than sneaking into the headquarters of asorcerous guild and steding some kind of valuable supernatura
atifact.

Well, dl right, it wasn't exactly stedling. The Box of Vijayahad been stolen from the Order of
Alhazred. Timothy was just going to take it back. According to Nicodemus, the box could be used for
divining the future and had been in the possession of the Alhazred guild for well over amillenium. It had
gone missing during the extravagant ceremony held to mark the raising of SkyHaven, an event attended
by dl the guilds. The Grandmaster had |ong suspected the Strychnine were responsible for the theft. They
had always been jedl ous of the advantages the box had provided for the Alhazreds.

Thelights of asky carriage blinded him momentarily, and Timothy expertly manipulated the controls
of the gyro to climb higher. It wouldn't do to be seen in such an unusud, non-magicd craft, so he
maneuvered hisinvention upward into athick cloud of mist and hovered asthe sky carriage passed
harmlesdy benegth him.

Timothy dropped the craft out of the mi<t, the gyro aswell as hisblack clothing now dappled with
glistening moisture. His mind flashed back to the moments before his departure, as he climbed aboard the
gyrocraft and Sheridan wheeled it to the open window in his SkyHaven workroom.

"To blend with the darkness one must be as the darkness,” Ivar had said, demongtrating by shifting
the color of hisskin to asolid black.

"Some of us have to make do with what we have," Timothy had replied, tugging the black hood up
over his head.

But the Asurawarrior had frowned, displeased with the boy's response. Ivar had reached over to
Sheridan, sticking hisfingers between thejoints of the mechanica man and pulling them away coveredin
adark lubricant. "Be as darkness," he had stressed as he painted Timothy's face with the ail.

Timothy had left without looking back at hisfriends, not wanting to see the fear or disgppointment in
their eyes. He had chanced alook at Nicodemus though, and saw that the old man was smiling.

Now he shivered with the recollection of that smile, and attempted to distract himself by peering
down at the ghogtfire lights of the city below. The Structures were more spread out now, and far less
modern in their design. He guessed that he was nearing Arcanum's northern provinces and searched the
horizon through squinted eyesfor any sign of the Strychnos tower. Ahead, he could just make out athick
bank of fog that seemed to rise up from the ground bel ow, the blanket of gray, shifting moisture covering
alarge portion of forested area, a place called the Khabanda Weald. Rising up through the migt, like the
finger of some greet, eemental dety, was the tower of Strychnos.

Timothy's heart raced and for amoment he hesitated, a new reluctance stalling him. The concerns of
hisfriends and Ivar's disgpprova weighed heavily upon him. Therotor cut the humid air and, asif for
effect, the night sky growled and lit up with aflash of lightning. Timothy flinched, but it was enough to
shake him from his cautionary paralyss. He set hisjaw, teeth clamped tightly together, and increased the
output of power on the craft's engine. If there was a storm coming in, he wanted to reach the tower
beforeit arrived.

Heflew the gyrocraft into the fog bank that hung over the dense forest as the sky rumbled and
flashed, oddly grateful for the thunder, asit would mask the sound of the rotor. The nearer he got to the



tower, the more impressive became the sight of the Strychnos guild's base of operations. Nicodemus's
conjurings of the tower had not alowed him to gppreciate its massive size. The tower's dark green
exterior was covered in athick bark that reminded the boy of scaleson afish, and in its multiple windows
were dots of ghodtfire light that glowed within its body. It wastruly an awesome sight. Timothy dowed
his progress as the winds increased. He didn't want to come in too fast and crash into the building's side.

At firgt he thought the sound was coming from the gyrocraft, alow buzzing noise that hinted of
malfunction. Quickly checking and rechecking hisinstruments, he redlized that the droning sound was not
coming from the craft at al. He turned his attention to the mist surrounding the organic tower, just intime
to see something fly toward him out of the concedling mist.

Timothy's reflexes were sharp, and he dipped the gyrocraft to one side as the object buzzed past. It
was an insect of some kind, the shell of itsbody a smooth, emerad green that glistened brightly in the
flashes of lightning. Its veined, trangparent wings best the air so quickly that it produced avibrating
sound.

Before he knew it, they were everywhere, flying around and past him at incredible speeds. He hadn't
achance to maneuver the craft out of their path, but it didn't seem to matter. The bugs avoided him with
ease.

Timothy watched in wonder asthe insects whizzed past him; some stopping abruptly in midair,
hovering very much like his gyrocraft was doing at the moment. They paid him no mind asthey hung
there, wings besting the air unmercifully. The bugs were eyeless, with long, segmented antennae that
seemed to stroke the mist asif searching for something. He guessed they were some sort of aeria sentry,
sendtiveto traces of magica energiesthat did not belong in the vicinity of the tower. But therewas
nothing magica about Timothy's presence, and they took no notice.

After saverd long moments, during which he clutched the controls of the gyrocraft so hard that his
knuckles went white, the sentries turned their antennae in other directions and flew on. Timothy let out a
long, shuddering breath and ascended up the outer wall of the tower until he could look down through the
fog at its rooftop, where he recognized the e aborate garden from the Grandmaster's conjured image.
Bringing the craft down toward the lush vegetation, he redlized Nicodemus had not mentioned insect
sentries, and with asinking feding in his gut, Timothy wondered what € se his mentor had failed to
mention, what other surprises he might encounter this night.

Timothy landed his craft with the utmost precisoninasmall clearing. Svarms of large beetlesflew
up from the thick vegetation, dipping and weaving about him asif he were one of their own. He
unhooked himsdlf from his seat and climbed from the flying machine. Gathering some dried leaves, tall
grass, and Y aquis fronds from the ground, Timothy concedled the gyro-craft. Then, satisfied that it was
invisibleto the casual observer, he turned and searched for an entrance to the tower.

Hefound it in the shape of alarge, grass-covered mound. Within the mound was a door adorned
withamagicd inggnia, and if he had been an ordinary citizen of Arcanum attempting to enter the
Strychnos headquarters uninvited, he would have gotten no farther. But Timothy wasn't an ordinary
citizen, and the magica wards on this door did not apply to him. Others would have required akey to
enter. Instead he placed both hands against the surface of the door and smply pushed.

A warm, moist air, tinted with the sweet aroma of cut flowers, wafted out from insde as the door
opened onto awinding ramp spirding down to the next level. The walls were damp and the ramp
beneath hisfeet soft and springy, asif comprised of moss. Sowly he descended, feding asif he were not
inabuilding at dl, but insgde some gigantic living thing. At the end of the ramp, he encountered adoor. In
his mind he reviewed the diagram he had seen in the privacy of Nicodemus's study. The blueprints had



been quite extensive, and when held asked the Grandmaster how he had come to have thisinformation,
Nicodemus just chuckled. "The concept of spying is not new to the Order."

On the other side of this particular door would be a series of corridorsthat would lead him to what
the Strychnine called the sanctum, a chamber that housed precious artifacts and ancient materiasfor
research. Nicodemus was dmost certain that the box would be there. According to the Grandmaster, it
had been specifically designed to be used only by the mages of the Order of Alhazred, so the Strychnine
were unlikely to have managed to useit for their own ends.

Timothy clung to the shadows as he moved stedlthily through the quiet halls. He rounded the last
corner and faced a set of large, double doors, the symbol of the Order of Strychnos etched upon them
both, aflowering vine wrapped around asimple representation of the world. Timothy dowly
approached. So far, so good, hethought. He took a quick look over his shoulder, then carefully pulled
on one of the doors, opening it just acrack. The sound of conversation floated out from within.

"Well, I'm done here," came aweary voice. "It'stimefor meto retire for the night. Can | get you
anything beforel turn in?'

Pulse racing, Timothy tensed to run, to retreat, but something held him back. He had not given
himsaf away. They weren't aware of his presence. He remained where he was and listened.

"Set me over by the window, would you?' asked another voice, this one reedy and dow, asthough
the speaker was quite old. Something about that voice made him shiver. ™Y ou know how much | enjoy
the sunrise”

Cautioudly Timothy pulled the door open abit wider. A large man dressed in the dark red robes of
the Strychnine was placing an ornate box of lacquered gold upon the windowsiIl. The boy's breath caught
in histhroat. The fancy box was exactly as Nicodemus had described.

"There," the man said, turning to leave, hisbody set in adight, bestid hunch. "Until morning, then."
He started across the room toward the doors.

"Good night,” said the other voice—and it seemed to be coming from the direction of the box.

Quickly Timothy turned and pressed himself againgt the wall. The double doors opened wide, hiding
him from view as the Strychnos disciple left the sanctum. The boy remained utterly motionless, silently
hoping that the mage would not look back. Otherwise he would have to rely upon his black garments and
the door to hide him.

The mage had nearly reached abend in the corridor and Timothy needed only to wait afew more
seconds, but the doors to the sanctum were swinging shut and he was out of time—he would be
discovered. Asquietly as he could manage, Staring at the retreating back of the mage, he moved out into
the corridor and dipped into the sanctum, just as the doors shut behind him.

The room was dark except for afew ghostfire lamps upon the wall, but they burned low and cast
deep shadows. Even so, Timothy could see that the place was a cluttered mess. Ancient books, stacks
of paper, scrolls, both rolled and not, were sprawled across desks and tabletops as far as the eye could
see. Therewasamusdtinessin the air that reminded him of hisfather's study back at his house, and
suddenly he longed to be there. Soon, hethought. I'll be back there soon.

"|s somebody there?" arasping voice whispered.
Timothy whipped around, startled, histhroat going dry. He felt himsdlf shudder and he ran histongue



across hislipsto moisten them. The voice had come from the windowsill, from the ornate, gold box.
"Hdlo?" camethat eerie voice again.

Timothy carefully picked hisway across the room. His gaze darted about, but it was clear that there
was no one elsein the room.

"l know you'rethere," said the voice again, and thistime Timothy was certain of itslocation. "Why
don't you step closer so that | can seeyou.”

Timothy stood before the golden box on thewindow sill. It was set at adight angle, itstop opened
toward the window. He reached up and touched its ornate surface, and dowly craned his head around to
take apeek insde. The boy gasped. Within the box was ahuman heed, its eyes wide and staring right at
him. It appeared to be trying to speak to him, but al that came from its mouth were guttural squawks and
gasps, even asits eyes began to roll back inits skull.

"Daargg, putthu duuuuuuarrrrrrrrr,” the head said, its sunken face contorted, arivulet of drool
dipping from one corner of its mouth.

Timothy moved closer, confused and more than alittle alarmed. He was reluctant to touch the head,
but felt he ought to do something. Then he had athought. He turned the box o that he could still see
ingdeit, then moved back afew paces.

Immediately its eyes cleared and an aertness returned to its expression.

"That's better,” it said. "For amoment there, | couldn't seem to think straight. That has never
happened to me before. | must be getting old.”

The bizarreness of the situation suddenly struck Timothy. Here he was secretly insde the tower
citadel of one of the most powerful guilds, in the early morning hours, about to have aconversation with a
decapitated head. It was enough to make him long for the tranquil sameness of Patience. At least onthe
idand, things seemed to make a certain amount of sense.

"What . . . what are you?" he asked the head, keeping his distance so as not to cause any problems
withitsanswer.

"1?" the head questioned. "I am the Oracle of Vijaya. And who, may | ask, are you? Y ou are not of
the Order of Strychnos, of that much | am certain.”

"Timothy," the boy said as he sudied the head.

It appeared to be very old: a paper-thin covering of spotted, yellow skin stretched over an angular
skull, white wigps of hair springing up in sparse patches atop its head. It should have been quite
frightening, but there was something warm and friendly about itslarge, deep brown eyes. They seemed to
put him at ease.

"Timothy?' the oracle asked. "Merely Timothy?Y ou have no surname?’
"Cade. Timothy Cade."

The head smiled, revedling ajagged row of brown teeth. "Argussboy?I'd heard hiswife waswith
child—hbut then again, that was some time ago, not long before | was stolen away.”

He considered telling the oracle about his mother's sad fate and his father's recent death, but the



oracle aready seemed to know.

"It'sal so very sad,” the head said dreamily. "Both of them gone, and you al done." The oraclewas
suddenly slent, its mouth dack, its eyes glazed.

For amoment he wondered if hewas till too close. "Oracle?"' he cdled, moving back afew more
steps.

The head came awake. "I'm sorry, Tim," it said. "It'sjust o niceto be seeing for an Alhazred again.
| shut mysdlf down after | was brought here, damned if | was going to divine the future for the poisonous
Strychnine.”

The Oracle of Vijayaagain seemed to drift off—gazing into the future perhaps, Timothy thought.

"Y ou have the potentia for avery interesting destiny,” the head said to him. "And your gift—it could
very wdl changetheworld.”

Timothy wanted to know more, but caution told him that time was of the essence, and he should
gather his prize and leave. He had yet to find proof of the Strychnos order's involvement with the
attempts on hislife, but the fact that they were indeed thieves certainly had to count for something.

"I'm going to take you back to SkyHaven—to Nicodemus," hetold the oracle, "but in order for me
to do that, I'm going to have to carry you—your box, and it will probably affect you. Y ou see, | havethis
problemand ..."

The Oracle dowly blinked itswonderfully kind eyes. "I understand, Timothy," he said. "It will be
good to leave this place, to be back where | belong." Then the head closed itseyes. "I look forward to

speaking with you again soon.”

Timothy reached for the box, gently closing it, and snapping shut the latch. On his belt he had
brought another of hisinventions. It was Smilar to something he had crafted on Patience using the
webhbing of a Sundin spider. It was anet of sorts, and on hisidand home he had used it to help him carry
the fruit from various trees as he climbed them. It kept his hands free.

Timothy did the ornate box insde the netting and attached it to his belt, where it hung a hissde.
Satisfied that it was secure, he made hisway toward the doors.

He was about to push them open when he heard a sound from the hallway. Curious, Timothy
pushed open the door a crack, pressing his face against the cool wood to look outside. He was
expecting to see more Strychnos mages, so the sight of the two massive beings standing in the corridor
outside stunned him. They were dressed in body armor and fur, their heads covered in fearsome helmets,
adorned with spikes and horns.

Legion Nocturne, he thought. They had to be. Ashe peered at them, one of the soldiers reached
into his cloak and produced arectangular block of arough, yellow substance, perhaps some kind of
cheese. He broke off asmall piece and handed it to his comrade.

"I don't fed right leaving him with that witch," muttered the Nocturne soldier who had accepted the
cheese. He brought out strips of dried mest from aleather pouch and offered them to the other man in
turn. "What if she uses her poisons on him? The Strychnine cannot be trusted, and Belladonna least of
al”

The other grunted, taking a piece of mest for himself. "We have been promised safety whilewe are
here," thewarrior said. "Why else would we be alowed to wander these halls?’



"l don't likethisplace and | don't trust them. I'm uncomfortable with their sudden hospitdity,” the
first growled, taking abite from his dried mest.

"It isnot our job to trust. We are to follow the orders of our superiors. That is how the legion has
aways endured.”

What are they doing here? Timothy wondered as he watched the warriors through the door,
remembering what Leander and Nicodemus had said about the various guilds intolerance for one
another. Could thisdliance be the kind of evidence that Nicodemus was searching for? He backed avay
from the door carefully, allowing it to close completely.

His curiosity was piqued, but he decided that it was best to return to the gyro and escape with the
oracle. But how to do that with the Nocturne soldiers right outside the door? His mind raced with
possible options.

Why not ask the oracle? hethought.

Timothy removed the box from the netting at his sde and placed it upon ascroll-littered desk. He
unlatched thelid and pried it open to gaze upon the head stored inside. Timothy till found the sight of it
disturbing, but redlized that he was getting used to it. Stepping back, he called out to awaken it from its
rest.

"Oracle?' he said in awhisper, not wanting to arouse the attention of the warriors outsde.

"Hm? Arewe a SkyHaven dready?' the oracle asked, eyes springing open. "Did they actudly
manageto get it upinto thear?| can't wait to see—"

"We haven't left yet," Timothy explained. "There are Legion Nocturne soldiers outside the door.” He
pointed to the double doors behind him.

"Hmm, yes. | did seethat. Didn't pay it much mind though. What are we going to do?"

"1 was hoping you might have asuggestion. Could you look into the future a bit and see how we get
out—if we get out that iS?"

"A few minutes ahead you say?" the oracle asked. "Don't see why not." And then he went abruptly
quiet, hisrich brown eyes glazing over. They cleared amoment later and the ancient, withered face of the
oraclesmiled. "You are aclever one, Tim. Perhapsit's because | haven't any body, but it never would
have occurred to meto usethe air ducts.”

Timothy looked about the room and found acircular opening high upinthewal. It wascoveredina
sheer membrane that pulsed in and out, asif the tower was bresthing—yet another reminder that the
citadel was not some structure crafted of wood or stone, but aliving thing.

With agrin, the boy thanked the oracle and closed up the caseto return it to the carrier at hisside.
He approached one of the desks and quietly pushed it over to a spot benesth the wall opening. Timothy
hopped up on the desktop to be at eye level with the duct. He felt the warm, moist air upon hisface and
reached out to tear at the sheer netting that covered the opening. It must have acted asakind of filter, he
thought, examining the silklike materid in hishands; the inventor part of hisbrain wasfascinated. Tearing
the delicate sheath away, he hoisted himsdf up into the circular holein thewall and scrambled insde.

It was dark and cramped in the circular passage. A steady breeze passed over him like the breath of
some gregt, mythical beast, carrying the sounds of the tower. The shaft was soft and moist benesth his
knees, and he began to crawl through the winding passage. Occasionaly coming upon another opening,



he would peer through the membranousfilter covering it, trying to assess his whereabouts. For what
seemed like an eternity, he made hisway through the ducts, and wasjust considering consulting the
oracle again when the conduit suddenly opened up into ajunction of sorts, with agaping hole above him.
Figuring that was the way to the roof, Timothy prepared to climb, but then he heard afamiliar sound—a
voice carried upon the breath of the Strychnos citadd.

The voice was drifting out from one of the passages before him. Timothy struggled with the idea of
ignoring it, of hopping up into the tunnel above him and climbing to freedom, but his curiosity got the
better of him. If I'm going to be a spy, | might as well act like one, he thought, leaving the junction to
crawl down the shaft to verify asuspicion held had sincefirst seeing the Legion Nocturne soldiers.

The voice wasloud, bearish, and filled with intimidation. There was no mistaking its source. Another
speaker joined thefirgt as Timothy cautioudy made his way to amembrane-covered opening. The
second voice was softer, calmer, and he was surprised that it didn't have amore soothing effect upon the
other.

"Itisas|'vesadfor decades,” proclaimed the first. Timothy squatted in the tunnel, peering into the
chamber below. "The Grandmaster of the Alhazred cannot be trusted.”

Lord Romulus and Mistress Belladonna faced each other in what appeared to be her private
chambers. The Grandmaster of the Strychnos guild casudly sipped something from an ornate, green
goblet that appeared to have been grown rather than cast in metd or blown from glass. She watched as
the menacing Nocturne leader paced, his black, fur-collared cloak billowing out behind him.

"Even if the boy isan innocent, Nicodemus's motives are to be questioned,” he said, stopping before
her. "It would not at al surprise meto seethe youth used for ill gain.”

Belladonna set her goblet down on aserving cart, turning to walk toward a high-backed throne
upon araised dais. "'l am glad you have brought these suspicionsto my attention, Romulus," she said,
taking her seat of authority. "The recent disappearances of guild mages have begun to pique our
curiogtiesaswdll." She stroked her lipswith long, ddicate fingersthe color of Patience soil. "Isnt it
interesting that none of those missing has affiliations with the Order of Alhazred? Passing sirange,
wouldn't you say?'

Romulus nodded his hdmeted head in agreement. "The Alhazred bear watching, Belladonna," he
said to his supposed rival, hisvoice abestid growl. "If my suspicions are correct, we may al soon find
oursgvesin grave danger.”

Timothy was stunned. Doubts that he had harbored from the moment he had met Lord Nicodemus
rushed to the forefront of histhoughts, and he found it hard to breathe. Maybe the Strychnine aren't the
ones | should be spying on, he thought as he backed away. He needed time to think.

Quickly he crawled back to the opening he believed would take him to the roof. Sinking hisfingers
into the soft flesh of the tunnd, he hauled himsdlf up into the shaft and began thelong climb.

CHAPTER EIGHT

The storm had come, afierce rain driving down from the tumultuous sky in gray sheets. Thewind
howled around Timothy like some greet, crazed beast, beating againgt the gyrocraft asif trying to swat it
fromthear. He struggled to keep hisinvention doft, a the same timefighting the inner squal that had
been whipped up by the foreboding discussion he had overheard in the Strychnos tower ducts.

... hone of those missing has affiliations with the Order of Alhazred . . . Passing strange,



wouldn't you say?

The words echoed in hismind and a chill crept through him, deep to the bone. Isit possible, he
wondered, that what the guild masters said is true?

Lightning knifed acrossthe sky in front of him, jagged spears of white-hot fire descending from
swoallen gray cloudsto illuminate the deeping city of Arcanum below. Therain continued to pelt hisface,
and he took one of his hands away from the craft's controls to wipe away the water that spattered the
circular glass of hisflight goggles. Timothy was glad that he had decided to bring them; it had been hard
enough to pilot hisinvention earlier in norma wesather conditions, never mind in adriving raingtorm.

He was supposed to return directly to SkyHaven, but he was not at al certain he wanted to do that.
And what if | do? Should | just tell Nicodemus what Belladonna and Romulus wer e saying, ask
himif it's true? Timothy thought it would be wiser to just keep it to himsdlf, at least until he could
discussit with Leander.

Lightning tore across the sky again, followed by a bellowing rumble of thunder. He wiped rain from
his goggles and was surprised to see the large, looming shape of the SkyHaven estate floating not too far
off over the churning sea. Timothy had been so preoccupied that he had barely noticed the journey.

Then, impossibly enough, over the din of the storm, he heard his name being called.

As he squinted through the rain, he saw ablack shapein the distance, growing larger asit flapped
toward him. "It's about time, kid!" Edgar was cawing loudly to be heard above the storm. "We were
getting pretty worried.”

Timothy smiled; it was good to see hisfriend again. It had been only hours, but it felt asthough he
had been away for avery long time.

"Kegpaneyeonmeand I'll guideyou in," therook promised. He glided in front of the gyrocraft as
they drew closer to SkyHaven.

Two lanterns of ghostfire had been lit and hung on either sde of the window opening, lighting his
way, and Timothy began to gradually decrease his speed as he prepared to land.

"Almost there, kid," he heard Edgar say, the words sucked away by the wind.

The window grew larger and more defined as he approached. Thiswasthe tricky part, not to alow
the spinning rotor bladesto comein contact with the sides of the opening. Total concentration, he
thought, dowing hisforward progress al the more, now practically hovering before the open window. He
felt the weight of the box that contained the Oracle of Vijayaat his Side, but could not muster any sense
of accomplishment thisearly morn. It had been tainted by the foreboding conversation of Lord Romulus
and Migtress Belladonna

"Timothy, be careful! Sheridan cried out in hismetalic voice, snapping the boy's wandering mind
back to the here and now.

Hewas drifting to the right, his spinning blades dangeroudy close to the window frame. Timothy's
heart raced as he tugged the contrals, focusing again just in time to bring the gyrocraft to a graceful
landing insde the workshop.

That was too close, hethought, angry that he had let his mind wander at such acrucia moment. He
wastired and anxious, but he knew that hislapse could have gotten him hurt, not to mention hisfriends. It
troubled him deeply and hel ped him make up his mind asto what he ought to do next.



"Caw! Caw!" Edgar cried as heflew around the gyro. "Had usworried there for abit,” the bird said
as helooked for aplaceto land.

Silently Timothy unhooked himsdf from his seet restraints and climbed from the vehicle.

"Glad to have you back, Timothy," Sheridan said, his metal feet clumping closer. The mechanica
mean released awhistling cloud from the valve on the side of his heed. "'I've been holding my steam until
your safereturn, | must say.”

Timothy didn't respond, checking inside the netting at his side to make sure that the oracle's case
wasin one piece. It appeared fine, and he removed the ornate box carefully.

Ivar emerged from the shadows, ghostlike, his skin aluminouswhite. "Timothy," he said, hisdark
gaze seemingly reading the boy's troubled demeanor. "Isdl well?"

It was auniquetrait the Asurawarrior had, to be able to read his mood-—to know when something
waswrong.

Timothy shook his head, moving past them dl to make hisway from the room. "I'm not sure,”" he
said, pushing open the door and stepping out into the hdl. "But once | am, you'll be the first to know."

Timothy rapped on the door to Lord Nicodemus's study before entering. Normally the enchanted
door would have announced the arrival of aguest, but Tim was, asaways, invisble to the magic.

"Comein, Timothy," Nicodemus caled ouit.

It isnot an easy job | have been elected to perform, my boy, Nicodemus had said to him when
they studied the designs of the Strychnostower. The fate of so much weighs heavily upon my
shoulders, but now you have come, and | see that there is much that we will accomplish together
to provide for the safety of the world.

Timothy had fet important that night, asif he suddenly had a purpose and was no longer an
aberration to be pitied. The Grandmaster of the Order of Alhazred had recognized him— Timothy
Cade—as being important. But now, stepping into the room, he wondered about the validity of those

fedings

Nicodemus rose from his chair before the hearth of dancing ghostfire. There was no warmth from
the supernaturd flames, but they danced and shifted color within amagicd field of containment. In
addition to being asource of light, hed heard that many used the mesmerizing movements of the
supernatura flame asameansto relax. Nicodemuss familiar, Alastor, had been curled up on hismaster's
lap and now jumped to the floor without a sound.

"Thank the starsthat you've returned safely,” the Grandmaster said, a concern in his voice that
Timothy had not noticed before.

The hairless cat padded across the ornately woven rug to rub against the side of the boy'sleg.
"It appears Alastor is pleased that you've come home safely aswell.”

Home. Timothy had never thought of SkyHaven as his home before, had never really consdered it a
possibility. HEd dwaysimagined it as a brief stopping point, before being alowed to return to hisfather's
house. He wasn't sureif heredly cared for theidea of living here permanently.

Y et there was awarmth in the Grandmaster that Timothy had never seen before, and suddenly the



suspicions he had carried back with him from the Strychnos citadel seemed foolish. Leander trusted Lord
Nicodemus, and Timothy's father had aswell. The man was the Grandmaster of their order. There had to
be alogica explanation for the insinuations and concerns of the other guild masters. There had to be.
Both Nicodemus and Leander had told him about the pettiness and the infighting between the guilds. He
could not alow himsdf to betaken in by idle gossip.

Timothy was about to begin his report, his step-by-step review of what he had done this evening,
when the Grandmaster cut directly to the chase.

"By thelooks of the box you have beneath your arm, | gather that your mission was at least partialy
successful?' Nicodemus asked, awry smile upon his aged features.

"Very successful, Lord Nicodemus," Timothy responded, feding abrief moment of pride.

"Y ou entered their domicile unimpaired, waked the halls unnoticed, and relieved them of apriceless
supernaturd artifact?"

Timothy nodded.

The Grandmaster played with the ends of his mustache. " And as you skulked about their tower did
your ears happen upon anything of interest?" he asked. "Dire plots that would perhaps incriminate the
Order of Strychnosin the attemptsto take your life?!

"Nothing about me," he said, glancing away as he chose not to reveal the conversation he had heard.
Nicodemus was s0 pleased that Timothy did not want to give the old mage theimpression that he had
doubts. He looked up quickly. "Lord Romulus was there, though. With some of hisLegion Nocturne. He
was having ameeting with Mistress Belladonna."

The pae, dender old man knitted hiswhite brows. "Was he indeed? That isinteresting. But not
terribly unexpected. | imagine they'redl trying to figure out what to do about you." Lord Nicodemuss
gaze ticked toward the ornate box in Timothy's hands. " And you returned with a prize. The oracle?

"Yes, gr," Timothy said quickly, presenting the box to the Grandmaster. "Proving that you were right
about the theft."

"Soit does," Nicodemus replied, as he accepted the ornate, golden case that held the clairvoyant,
disembodied head. "Y ou've done remarkably well on your maiden mission, my boy,” he said, turning
toward acircular table across the room that looked as though it had been hand carved from asingle
piece of veined, milky white stone. The mage crossed the room and carefully set his prize down uponiit.

Alastor hopped up onto the stone table, rubbing the skin of its hairless neck affectionately upon the
box as Nicodemus prepared to open it.

Timothy let out along bregth, asthough he had been holding it for avery, very long time. "'l haveto
say, | wasalittle shocked when | saw what the oraclewas," he said, caught up in the Grandmaster's
excitement. "A taking head, | couldn't believeit."

Nicodemus pulled his hands away from the box's latch and turned to stare at the boy, icein hiseyes.
"Did you spesk with the oracle?'

Alastor continued to rub his furless body against the outside of the oracle's case.

A tremor of nervousness went through Timothy. "Wdll, yes. Or, actudly, it spoke to me. When |
found it, the box was open— and it spoke.”



The Grandmaster narrowed his eyes as he digested thisinformation. "How could it be? When you
touched the box, the aura of negation that surrounds you should have disrupted—"

"It spoketo me before | touched it. Andwhen | redlized | was. . . affecting it, | stepped away," he
replied. "Have | done something wrong?'

The Grandmaster was about to answer when the box containing the Oracle of Vijaya sprang open,
the locking mechanism triggered by the attentions of the Grandmagter's familiar.

"Alagtor!" Nicodemus snapped, artling the cat, which legped down from the tableto hideina
shadowy corner of the room.

The oracl€'s eyesfluttered open, and a smile blossomed acrossits withered face asit saw Timothy
from across the room.

"Hello there, Timothy Cade," the oracle said cheerily asit began to look about its new surroundings.
"| see you've succeeded in bringing me back to—"

The head stopped abruptly when its gaze fixed upon Nicodemus, who loomed above the box. The
oracle's eyelids became hooded and started to flutter, its mouth twitching, just asit had done before, in
the Strychnos citaddl. It was seeing the future.

The Grandmaster reached down to close the casejust asthe oracle's eyes grew wide.
"What have you done, Nicodemus?" it cried, sheer horror initsvoice. "What have you done?’

The old mage dammed the box shut, double-checking itslatch. His movements werejittery, anxious,
and Timothy felt his tomach churn and achill go through him as he wondered what exactly it wasthat the
oracle had seen.

"The Oracle of Vijaya has been in the possession of an opposing guild for far too long,” Lord
Nicodemus said dismissively, but it was severd moments before helooked Timothy inthe eye. "It must
be examined thoroughly before it can be allowed to divine for the Order of Alhazred again.”

Timothy dowly nodded, his misgivings over what he had heard & the tower again heightened. "Who
knows what the Strychnine might have doneto it?!

"Exactly, Timothy," Nicodemus said, pushing the golden case of the oracleto the far side of the
table. Alastor had emerged from the shadows and now mewled at his master's fest.

"Well, you must betired,” Nicodemus stated softly, stroking the head of hisanimd. "'l suggest you
return to your quartersfor awel l-deserved rest.”

"l am very tired," Timothy lied, yawning. Fear and doubt were like afire racing through hisveins. He
couldn't remember the last time held felt less tired. 1t would have been impossibleto deep even if he had
wanted to.

"Very good then," Nicodemus said, escorting the boy to the door. "WEell talk further in the morn,
and discuss your next endeavor." The Grandmaster smiled, pushing open the study door. "Good night,
Timothy. Y ou've served the Order of Alhazred greetly thisnight, and I'm sure your father would have
been quite proud.”

As Timothy waked the dimly lit corridors of SkyHaven he became convinced that hisfather would
not have been proud of him at dl. In fact he was sure the man would have been quite disappointed.



Hisfriendswere waiting for him back in hisworkshop, so Timothy did not go straight back to his
guarters as Nicodemus had suggested. Instead he began to descend through the floating idand fortressto
the only room in SkyHaven where he felt even remotely comfortable.

As he made hisway through the lonely halways, he began to fed asthough he was being watched.
The boy was certain that it was all just nerves brought on by his newly aroused suspicions about his
benefactor, but he could not help but search every shadowy nook and cranny that he passed for apair of

sying eyes.

He descended the winding staircase that would take him to the room that Nicodemus had made his
workshop, passing long, open windows that looked out onto the ocean that surrounded the floating
edtate. The storm had passed. If only the same could be said about the tumult in hislife at the moment.

Timothy pushed open the wooden door to hisworkshop and stalked inside.

"S0?7" Edgar greeted. "Was the old bird impressed or what? Bet he's going to name a street after
you."

Timothy didn't reply. Hewaslost insde hishead.

"|s something wrong, Tim?" Sheridan asked with concern. ™Y our rather cryptic wordsto Ivar before
you left have certainly left al of us speculating.”

Timothy did not fed safein SkyHaven anymore. No matter how hard he tried to convince himsdlf
that he was|etting hisimagination get the better of him, that he should get agood night's deep before
doing anything rash, the ominous words of the guild masters kept intruding. He had been ready to dismiss
them, but when he saw the oracle's expression asit looked upon Nicodemus, he knew with absolute
certainty that something was amiss.

Hefdt Sheridan'smeta hand fal gently upon his shoulder. "Timothy?*

Theboy sighed. "Tonight | heard some things about Grandmaster Nicodemus—bad things—and |
think they may betrue." A kind of relief washed over him now that he had voiced hisfears, and yet
gpesking them aloud aso gave them anew weight.

Ivar emerged from the shadows, arms crossed and eyes narrowed sagely. There was a strength and
firmnessin his manner, and Timothy took a deep breath and tried to draw on that, to learn from the
Asuradsexample.

Edger fluttered down to perch atop Sheridan's head, careful not to scald himself on the escaping
steam. "Do you know what you're saying, kid? Thisis Nicodemus you'e talking about.”

"l know what | heard—and saw, Edgar,” Timothy told hisfamiliar. "1 need to spesk with Leander
right away—hell know what to do."

Therook was strangely silent, studying him with quick cocks of his pointy head. "Y ou're serious,
arent you?'

"Very," heanswered.
"Thensoam|," Edgar responded. "Fill mein and I'll fly to Leander's house and—"

"No," Timothy interrupted. He glanced over at Ivar, who nodded dowly in understanding. "I don't
think it's safe for us here anymore,” the boy explained. "I . . . I'm afraid for you, my friends, even more



than | am for mysalf. We should adl go. Right now. Before Nicodemus decides he didn't believe the
answers | gave him about tonight.”

Timothy went to hisflying machine, flipping the hatch open to check the engine and the fud levd.
"WEell usethe gyro,” hesaid. "Dawnisjust arriving. Maybe it will be awhile before anyone notices that
weregone.”

"Y ou expect that contraption to carry dl of us?' Sheridan asked as he shuffled across the stone floor
toward his cregtor.

Timothy nodded, ingpecting the inside of the gyrocraft. "Edgar can fly on hisown, and if were
careful, there should be just about enough room behind my seet for you and Ivar to squeeze—"

Sheridan shook his head from side to side, gears clicking, servoswhining. "No, Timothy," he said, a
soft hiss of steam legking from one of hisvaves.

"What do you mean, no?" the boy asked. "We haveto leave."

"I'm too heavy, and you know it. Pile meinto your sky craft and it will crash into the surf within
yards of your departure. Y ou must go without me.”

The mechanical man'swordstriggered aflurry of ideas. Sheridan wasright; the gyrocraft would not
support the weight of al of them, but with some adjustments, he thought he might be able to increase the
craft's power.

"l have anideg," Timothy said, going to hisworkstation.

"Y ou dwaysdo, my friend. But thereisno time, Master Timothy," Sheridan said. "If your suspicions
aretrue, you need to reach Leander as soon as possible.”

"But | can't—," the boy began, horrified.
"Youmugt," Sheridan said with a curt nod of his head. "Come back for melater.”
"And so we haveaplan,” Ivar noted quietly.

Edgar fluttered hiswings, sill perched on Sheridan's meta head. "Not aplanthat | like, mind you,
but | don't think we have much of achoice."

Theflesh of Ivar'sbody undulated with symbols of stark black, indicating his deep concern. "I will
day, and Sheridan will go," he said with findity.

Sheridan waked over to the warrior, reaching out to touch hisarm. "Thank you, my friend, but |
would gtill be too heavy for theflight. No, it isdecided.”

Timothy knew that Sheridan was right, but it pained him greatly. "I will come back for you," he
promised. "I'll find away."

"1 know you will," Sheridan responded. "Now go on your way, so that you can return for medl the
fedter.”

Without another word Timothy leaned into the gyrocraft and flicked aswitch to activate its engine.
The machinery whirred to life, the blades atop the craft and the smdl wing propellers dowly beginning to
spin. lvar went to the vast window, unlatched the wooden shutters and threw them wide.



From the corner of his eye Timothy detected movement on the ledge outside the window.
Something had been out there, watching them, listening to their conversation. He didn't think himsdlf quite
so foolish about his paranoid fedings anymore. Ivar leaned out the window. He had seen it aswell.

"It isthe Grandmagter'sfamiliar," he said over his shoulder as he pulled his knife from the scabbard
at hisside. "Depart quickly. | will deal with the creature before it can inform its master of our plans.”

The Asurasprang up onto the window ledge, but Edgar launched himsdlf into the air. "Caw! Caw!™
the bird cried out, black wings flapping. "' Get into the flying machine with the boy. I'm better designed for
heights. I'll take care of the snooping cat and catch up with you as soon as I'm done.”

Timothy watched as the rook darted out the window into the waning darkness. "lvar, come on!"
The Asuranimbly legped down from his perch on the sill and cautioudly approached the gyro.
"Get inthe back," Timaothy told him.

Ivar stared at the machine with wary eyes.

The boy reached out and grabbed the warrior roughly by the shoulder, giving him ashake. The
Asuraglared at him, but there was no time for subtlety. "Please, Ivar, you need to get in right now—we
can't afford to waste any moretime.”

The Asura grumbled something beneath his breath in the guttural tongue of his people and did his
bulky frame into the space behind the pilot seet of the flying machine. Timothy climbed in and gripped the
gyro'scontrols.

Checking the instruments to be certain that everything was functioning properly, he spared onefina
glance at Sheridan. He could not help but think that the mechanical man seemed sad, even afraid, though
his festures were incapable of reveding much emation. "I'll see you soon!" Timothy yelled over the whine
of the gyro'sengine.

Sheridan responded with athumbs-up and a burst of steam from his head.

Manipulating the controls, Timothy lifted off from the floor of the workshop and steered the craft
toward the open window. With the extraweight of Ivar added to the mass of the machine, the gyro did
not respond as quickly, or aseasily, asit had before, but he took al of thisinformation into consideration,
clearing the window and navigating the machine out into the open air.

The storm had subsided, but the night air was still cool and ripe with moisture.

"We haveto find Edgar,” Timothy yelled over the sound of the gyro's motor as he worked the craft's
control stick. The flying machine banked to the left, arcing back toward the hovering estate.

"Therel" Ivar cried out, and it took amoment for him to spy what the expert hunter's eyes had seen
amog immediately.

Edgar, blacker than the diminishing darkness, flapped hiswings furioudy, hovering a aledge not far
from the window they had just left. As Timothy moved the craft in for acloser look, he saw the hairless
Alastor balanced on histwo back legs on the outcropping of stone, his front paws swaitting at the bird.
Therook beat hiswings crazily at the feline familiar. The cat hissed fiercely, lashing out with its hooked
claws as Edgar dipped, wove, and fluttered in the air, narrowly avoiding the cat's strikes. But Alastor
proved cunning. He feigned astrike to the left, then spun around to lash out to the right with his other
paw. The claws ripped across Edgar's wing, sending feathers fluttering in the early morning breeze.



Therook screeched, then retreated, flying back from the ledge to collect himself. The cat saw its
opportunity, dinking aong the stone sill, on itsway to the next open window and back into SkyHaven.

"Edgar!" Timothy cried out.

The familiar flgpped in the air, glancing over his shoulder briefly. Their gazes connected, and Timothy
was certain that the rook waswell aware of the importance of stopping Alastor from getting back inside.
Edgar spread hiswings, and angling his body toward the estate, dove at the hairless cat, his earsplitting
battle cry filling the ar.

Timothy held his bresth asthe two familiarsraked at each other with claw and talon, unableto tell
where the cat ended and the rook began. The furioudy fighting animals seemed to be suspended in the
air, their cries and hisses a cacophony of battle—and then they began to fall.

Purely on ingtinct, Timothy dipped the gyrocraft toward the plummeting figures till locked in
combat. "Hold on, Ivar,” he warned.

Suddenly Edgar unfurled hisimpressive wingspan to dow his descent and reached out with histalons
to grip theloose, pae flesh around the neck of Nicodemuss familiar. Edgar flapped furioudy to keep
aoft with the struggling feline. He flew out over the cold ocean, opened his claws, and dropped the
flailing cat into the water below.

Timothy watched as Alastor was swallowed up by the churning sea, but felt aspark of relief when
the cat's head broke the surface, and it began to paddle toward the distant shore. That should give us
plenty of time, hethought.

Edgar landed on the smooth surface of the gyro's nose and began examining the missing patch of
feathers on hiswing. Just as the sun broke over the horizon, spraying spears of gold across the surface of
the ocean, the rook looked up a Timothy with hisdark eyes.

"l suggest you hurry.”
CHAPTER NINE

Leander Maddox shifted in hisfavorite chair, and with asigh, prepared to view the next student
presentation. The crysta eye of Xanthari hovered in the midst of his study and now it blinked once,
clearing away the imagesit had just shown and preparing to display the next.

"All right, Desmond," the professor said wearily. " Show mewhat you've learned this semester.”

Theimage of arotund youth, his golden robes pulled tight against a pronounced middle, shimmered
to life before him. The young man was about to perform aspdll of transmutation— transforming a block
of stone into wood. Leander doubted he would succeed, having taught at least three others of the boy's
family. He would have wagered that this difficult enchantment was far beyond the young man's magica
abilities

Leander reached for his goblet, eyes carefully studying the way Desmond's hands moved when
cdling forth the mystica energies. Distracted by a sudden noise from outside, Leander pulled his hand
away from the wine goblet and sat up straighter. He listened, but heard nothing over Desmond's droning
voice. The mage moved aforefinger about in the air and the crysta eyeimmediately shut down, plunging
the room into silence.

Leander had been jumpy of late. With mages mysterioudly disappearing in Arcanum and in other
citiesaswell, one couldn't afford not to be overly cautious. Extensve investigations yielded no



explanation as to why these mages were being taken, and the level of concern in the Parliament continued
torise.

He heard the sound again. A spdl of defense on thetip of histongue, he left the study and moved
down the darkened corridor toward the back of his modest home. His housekeeper, Miss Fogg, had |eft
hours ago after serving dinner, so he knew he should be done. But there were faint noises coming from
the back of the house—from his solarium. The magician's blood began to boil with anger. Somehow,
someone had managed to bypass the wards of security that he himself had conjured. Clearly, whoever
the intruder was had no ideawho lived within. This evening prowler wasin for arude awakening.

Leander softly began thefirgt syllables of adefensve spell that made thetips of hisfingerstingleand
carefully approached the door to his sunroom. He could hear voices within: two, maybe three intruders.
This spell was onethat he hadn't used in years. Leander was not aviolent man, but when push cameto
shove he could conjure spdlls that would make the most battle-hardened combat magician stare in awe.
He uttered the last of the incantation, the explosive power of magica force collected at the ends of his
fingers, just waiting to be released.

The intruders were moving closer to the open doorway where he waited. How dare they break
into my house and skulk about, he thought, enraged. Leander snapped hisarmsforward, hisfingers
extended, and let the supernaturd energiesflow.

"Did you think you would catch me unaware?' he bellowed, the magic cascading from hishandsto
engulf thefirst of the intruders. The room was bathed in an eerie supernaturd light, and Leander findly
saw theinvadersclearly.

Timothy Cade's eyes widened in shock asthe raging magica energies struck him square in the chest,
with no effect at dl.

Leander drew back in surprise. "Timothy," he said, dropping his smoldering handsto hissides.
"Whatever are you doing here?"

With nary awhisper, Ivar emerged from the shadows with Edgar perched on his bare shoulder.
Leander scanned the remainder of the sunroom for Sheridan, but the mechanical man was not to be
found.

Then Timothy began to speak. It was as though Leander's question had opened a floodgate and
words began to flow from the boy's mouth in jumbled torrents. What he could discern from the young
man's fevered ramblingsfilled the mage with dread.

"Cam yoursdf, Timothy. Obvioudy theréstrouble afoot, but panic will not cureit. Let'sgo to my
study and settle down, and you can explain yoursdlf at a more understandable pace.”

Leander showed them to the study, urging them all to be seated as he himsdf sat downin his
favorite, high-backed, leather chair. The Asura squatted on the floor, tensed asif waiting for something to
happen. Edgar was strangely silent as he fluttered his wings and perched atop amarble bust of LexiuslI,
one of the most famous of Arcanum's mayors. Timothy was the only one who took achair, but he set
himsdlf on its edge as though he was about to jump out of hisskin.

"Now, Tim," the professor said in hismost cam voice. "Slowly. Y ou went on your first mission for
the order, spying for Nicodemus. What went wrong?"

"| ... I think that Nicodemus... he might be doing something bad."



The mage chuckled, attempting to put the boy's fears at ease. "Now why would you think that?* he
asked. "What did you hear that would make you bdieve that Lord Nicodemus could ever—"

"Mistress Belladonna and Lord Romulus believe that he can't be trusted—that he's going to use me
as some kind of weapon againgt the guilds.”

Leander frowned. Suspicions played at the edges of his mind and he was short of bregath, asthough
agigantic hand was squeezing his chest as the words spilled from the boy's mouth.

"Wdll, of course they would think that. Neither of them are beyond suspicion either. And, after all, in
away the Grandmaster is using you as aweapon, isn't he?'

The boy shook his head. "That's not the way they meant it, I'm sure of it. And thereés more. They
suspect he has something to do with the mages who are disappearing, the onesyou're investigating.”

Timothy's accusations were unbdievable, treasonous, the thought of them carrying any truth a
nightmare. "Y ou do redlize, Tim, that the guilds are often at odds with one another and—"

"You didn't seethelook on the oraclesface,” Timothy said, hisvoice awhisper filled with genuine
fear.

"Theoracle?' Leander asked.

"The Oracle of Vijaya," heexplained. "l think it was having avison, and it had something to do with
Nicodemus."

Leander'smind wasracing again. "Y ou saw the Oracle of Vijaya?' he asked the boy, moving to the
edge of hischair.

Again Timothy nodded. "Nicodemus said that the Strychnine had stolen it, and that | wasto take it
back for the Alhazred.”

Amazing, Leander thought. The Oracle of Vijayahad been lost to the Alhazred order for twelve
years. Beforeit had gone missing, it had been one of the most important magica itemsintheir arsend. Its
visions were often deadly accurate. "What did the oracle say, Tim?" he asked, hoping there was alogica
explanation for the boy'sfears.

"It asked him, "What have you done?' and you should have seen the look onitsface, Leander,”
Timothy said, hisface twisted with the recollection. "Whatever the oracle was seeing, whatever it thinks
Nicodemusdid or will do—it must beredly horrible." The oracl€'s question reverberated through the
mage's troubled thoughts, becoming his own. "What have you done, Nicodemus?' he muttered.

Sunlight washed over Leander'sface as he sat in the back of his sky carriage being carried across
the city of Arcanum. It was a beautiful day, the sky crystal clear. He should have been light of heart.
Instead Leander's mind wasin turmoil.

For years the accusations had been whispered among the Order of Alhazred and even among the
Parliament of Mages. There had been many petty complaints about the Grandmaster, suggestions that
Nicodemus had used unsavory practices to manipul ate some of the lesser guildsinto voting with the
Alhazred on Parliamentary matters. Leander had heard them and dismissed them as exaggerations of the
truth, but now he was being forced to rethink hisview.

The beauty of the new day, the morning sky above Arcanum, was|ost upon him. Leander wasfar
too preoccupied with the concerns Timothy Cade had expressed to him that early morning.



Timothy had been genuingly distraught, and Leander had done everything in his power to cam the
boy, to get him to remember everything exactly as he had experienced it. He wanted al the factsto be
accurate, for theimplication of those facts was unthinkable.

Leander gazed out the window, for the first time this morning actually taking note of his
surroundings. They were over the ocean now; it wouldn't be long before he reached SkyHaven, and
hopefully some answersto his questions.

The boy and his companions had wanted to accompany him back to the floating fortress estate, to
return for their mechanicd friend, but Leander didn't think it wise. If Nicodemus was secretly acting out
againg certain guildsin Parliament and he learned that Timothy had been respongible for exposing him,
there was no telling how the Grandmaster would react. No, Timothy and the others would be better off
elsawhere. Leander had ingsted that they be brought to the Cade mansion as a precaution. He hoped
that the magica wards of protection at Arguss estate would be enough to protect the boy and hisfriends
from harm.

"We're approaching SkyHaven, Master Maddox," his driver communicated from his perch atop the
carriage.

"Hy around back, please, Caigphas" hetold the navigation mage. " I'll use the staff entrance. I'd
rather not have it known that I've cometo pay avist."

"Very good, sr," the driver replied, and Leander felt the craft tilt to theright asit traveled around the
awaysimpressve expanse of SkyHaven.

The carriage gracefully dropped toward the garden at the rear of the estate. A fine, early morning
haze rose up from the rich, green land around the fortress, dispersing asthe skills of the navigation mage
brought the craft in for agentle landing before the back entrance. It was il quite early in the morning,
and the grounds were abandoned. Leander opened the carriage door on his own and climbed out.

"Should | wait, Sr?" Caigphas asked, the hands usudly sparking with the energies of supernatura
transport now resting in hislap.

Leander gazed at the back of the estate, at alarge wooden servants entrance that would take him
ingde.

"No, that will bedl for now, my friend," he said, acregping unease growing in the pit of his stomach.
For amoment, he thought he might be sick. Leander had not the dightest idea of what he would find
ingdethefortress, or what he might learn upon confronting the Grandmaster, but there was no other way.
For the continued safety of dl the guilds, he could not alow thisto go unexamined.

"Master Maddox?' the driver ventured from his seet. "Are you well?"

With adeep breath, Leander nodded. "I'm fine, old friend. Too much on the mind." He tapped the
sdeof hishead with afinger. "Off with you then. I'll send asummonsif | should need you to return for
rrE.ll

Caiagphas bowed his head, extended hisarms, and lifted the craft up into the air and away. Leander
watched his carriage depart. He adjusted his robes as he prepared himsdlf, standing before the door. He
waved his hand before the door's eye-shaped |ocking mechanism. The magic within the lock recognized
the man for who he was, afrequent visitor to SkyHaven and a dignitary, a high-ranking member of the
order. The door opened to admit him.



Silently he padded down the hall, cautious as he passed the doorway |eading into the kitchen, not
wishing to be seen. He could hear the sounds of the kitchen staff as they bustled about, preparing
breskfast for their master.

Nicodemus had often spoken about his morning ritud of rising before the sun to review the matters
of the day before he would settle down for breskfast. The Grandmaster held the belief that only after he
had contemplated what was expected of him that day could he truly enjoy his morning repast. Leander
intended to give him plenty to fill his mind with this morning. Stedlthily he proceeded to the Grandmaster's
office sudy.

As he moved into the main body of the house, he wove a glamour of concedlment about himself. It
would be best to confront Nicodemus without giving him an opportunity to prepare for the questions
Leander wished to ask him.

The gaff was dready hustling about SkyHaven, beginning their daily dutiesfor the order. Leander
Sdestepped secretaries, secretaries assstants, assistants to the assistants, maids, and maintenance
workers on hisway to Nicodemus's study. SkyHaven was coming alive, and he needed to quicken his
paceif he wasto catch the Grandmaster in his office before breakfast was served. Winding Saircases
and seemingly endless halways were the course to his destination, but eventually the mage reached the
place he sought.

Standing before the door to the Grandmaster's chamber, he composed himself, dismissed the
glamour of concealment, and brought his hand up to knock. The door to the study clicked open before
his knuckles could land upon the wooden frame, and Nicodemuss voice drifted out for him to hear. The
Grandmaster wasin the midst of conversation.

Leander stepped into the office. Nicodemus had his back to Leander. The Grandmaster was
dressed in splendid robes of emerad green, facing amagica window that hung shimmering and pulsating
intheair.

"Infact he'sjust arrived,”" he heard Nicodemus say to the one he conversed with on the other side of
the mystical portal. The Grandmaster turned his head dightly and gestured to Leander that he would only
be amoment longer.

A chill ran through Leander. Somehow Nicodemus had learned that he was coming. He squinted,
attempting to discern the identity of the person on the opposite Side of the communication, but to no avail.
Magical windows could be used for spying, or for magesto converse over vast distances. They were
meant to alow the speakers to see one another, but the image of whomever Nicodemus was conversing
with was blurred and dark.

"Have no fear," the Grandmaster assured the mysterious figure beyond the porta. " The minor
annoyanceswill be dedt with, | assure you." Nicodemus bowed.

"Be surethat they are," said the cold, crud voice from the other Sde.

Leander felt the hair at the back of his neck stand on end as he watched the window collapsein
upon itself with asound very similar to that of breaking glass, leaving behind only apinprick of light. And
then that, too, was gone.

The Grandmaster turned, awarm, welcoming smile upon hisface. "Enter, Professor Maddox.
Peas="

"l find it hard to believe that you've been expecting me," Leander said, voice firm, posture raight;



he would not beintimidated. If the Grandmaster of the Order of Alhazred wasinvolved in dark deeds, he
would be held accountable.

"When | learned that the boy and his friends were missing, | assumed that they had goneto you,"
Nicodemus said with ahint of asmile. "It ssemed only logica that | would find you upon my doorstep
thismorning.”

A pae shape leaped up onto the Grandmaster's desk, startling Leander. It was Alastor. The animal
did not look at al well. Its skin was asickly gray and tracks of adark fluid leaked from the corners of its

eyes.

"|sthere something wrong, Leander?' Nicodemus asked. "Did | do or say something to cause the
boy to flee my hospitaity and nearly drown poor Alastor?' He took the cat from the desk and held the
hairlessanimal lovingly inhisarms.

Therewas atension in the room that he'd never felt in the presence of the Grandmaster before, asif
astorm was about to break.

"Timothy told me of hismission last night. And he told me of a conversation he overheard between
the leaders of the Strychnos and Nocturne guilds.”

The Grandmaster dowly stroked the body of the cat asit nestled in hisarms. "The Strychnos and
the Nocturne—do tell?'

Leander shook his head. "They suspect you of deeds most foul. Their words suggest that you have a
connection to the string of disappearancesin Arcanum, and beyond.”

"Oh, my," the Grandmaster said, startled. He set Alastor down on the seet of anearby chair. "No
wonder Timothy ran off."

Nicodemus returned to his desk, his eyes scanning the cluttered surface, searching for something.
"And what are your fedings on these indictments, Leander?' he asked idly. "Do you believe thereisany
truth to them?"

Leander kept hisfocus on the Grandmaster. He did not know whét to believe. Everything that
mattered to him was challenged by these suspicions, but he dared not ignore them.

"He a so told me about the oracle—and what it said to you."

The old man froze, his hand hovering momentarily over something on the desktop before snatching it
up.

"l see,”" Nicodemus replied darkly. He sighed and turned to face hisguest. "'l can't blame you for
coming likethis, Leander.” The archmage it tiredly in his chair, theitem he had picked up till clutched in
his hand. "These charges are most dire. Does anyone else know of them?”

A tremor of guilt and regret went through Leander. He thought of dl the things Nicodemus had done
for the order, dl the years he had been grandmagter. "I know how wild thisal sounds, my lord, but it
cannot beignored. Still, | wanted to hear your explanation before | made areport to the judiciary
counail."

With hisfree hand, Nicodemus pulled at hislong, gray mustache. "Asyou must, | suppose. |
appreciate your candor.”



The Grandmaster opened his other hand to reved the object he had lifted from his desktop. It
appeared to beasmall bell.

"I'm going to share a secret with you, Leander," Nicodemus said, and he proceeded to ring the bell.

It wasn't as pleasant a sound as one would expect from abell so small and delicate. It wasfar
louder than it should have been, itstone lingering in the air like an offensive smell, and the sound filled
Leander with an overwhelming sense of dread.

"I know the truth about each of the disappearances you refer to," Nicodemus said as he set the bell
back down upon the desktop.

Leander was stunned.

"And I'm forced to admit, | am indeed responsible,” Nicodemus confessed, as thick wisps of what
appeared to be smoke snaked up from the floor surrounding the Grandmaster's desk.

Alastor rose from where he rested upon the chair and arched his back, hissing at what had begun to
coalesce before them.

"l amold, you see" the Grandmaster continued. "Older even than you know. Mageslive long lives,
but till, not long enough. Worse yet, as we age, our power wanes. And | smply could not allow that. |
have ambitions that could not be fulfilled by somewesk old fool. | needed more power. More magic.
And so | found those who would stand against me, and with abit of ancient sorcery known to very few, |
stole their power and added it to my own."

The smoke furled itsdf into the shapes of men and women, ghostly apparitionsthat svayedina
nonexistent breeze before the Grandmaster's desk, glaring at him with eyes bulging and vacant.

"The only failure to the process of extracting amage's magical essencesisthat it doesn't quitekill
them. Not completely. It leaves abit of tainted soul behind, wraiths that can be controlled, commanded.
Bad for them, but good for me."

Leander knew these pitiful shades before him. In hisinvestigation into their disgppearances, he had
gazed upon their pictographs numerous times. He felt as though he knew each and every one of them
persondly.

"Atfirg | thought this might be aproblem, but | learned that in thisform they were quite mallesble,
and dso very aggressive. They are hungry, you see. Hungry for what has been taken from them.”

The wraiths began to wail, their mouths opening to emit a high-pitched scream that made Leander's
bones vibrate.

"How could you do this?" Leander said, hishands going to hisearsto block out the ululating cries of
misery.

"A new power ison therisein Arcanum, my friend,” the Grandmaster said, sanding up from his
chair, little more than awraith himsdlf. "And | have every intention of Stting at itsside.”

"We. ..well sop you," Leander said. It was becoming difficult for him to spesk, even to think. The
wraiths screamswere insde his head, and he was finding it hard not to fdl to the floor and curl himsalf
into abal.

"Who will stop me?' the Grandmaster asked, emerging from behind hisdesk. "Y ou, Leander? |



serioudy doubt that. The boy? Timothy Cade, the fregk of nature? All | seein that oneisauseful tool to
achieve my gods. Andif hewill not assst mein achieving them, he will be put to deeth.”

Leander struggled to unleash aspell of defense. The words fluttered from hislips and his hands
began to glow like twin suns.

"Your timing is excdlent, Professor,” Nicodemus said. "1 am wesk, you see. | have not leeched a
mage in many days. | thank you for saving methe effort of hunting for one."

Suddenly the wraiths stopped their cries and in an eyeblink— before Leander had the opportunity to
unleash his conjuring—the ghosily creatures pounced upon him, tearing a him with ghostly taons. It felt
asthough dl thewarmth, dl the life was being drawn from his body. Leander fell to thefloor, the wraiths
swvarming hungrily about him.

"They are starved, Leander. Starved for what has been taken from them," Nicodemus said. "They
feed upon magic. But you've probably already guessed that by now.” The Grandmaster frowned and
focused on the wraiths. "Sowly, my pets. Only atastefor you. Therestismine."

Leander held on for aslong as he could, but soon he was pulled into the embrace of
unconsciousness, the wails of the damned dragging him down into arealm of eternd darkness.

And it was cold there. So very, very cold.

"Areyou sure?' Timothy demanded, springing up from the kitchen chair in which he had just barely
managed to get comfortable. It nearly toppled to the floor.

"Caw! Caw!" Edgar cried, wings fluttering as he hopped across the table. "Very sure. Someone just
opened adimensiond porta in the house."

Leander had brought them here, to Timothy's father's home— to Timothy's home—and had
ingtructed them to wait for hisreturn. Timothy was not certain if Leander going to SkyHaven donewas
the right thing to do, but the burly mage had seemed to think he owed it to Nicodemusto confront him, to
hear him out before speaking of it to anyone ese. Timothy had not argued with him, but now he regretted
it.

"How can you know that?' he asked hisfamiliar.

Edgar cocked his head to one side and eyed Timothy coolly. "It's alittle something | picked up while
serving your father. | can smdl when adimensiond rip has occurred.”

Timothy was standing beside the long, wooden table where they had just shared asmal med of
bread, cheese, and tea. Despite the tension, held amost alowed himself to relax. How foolish.

"Did you smdl thelast one?" Timothy asked, referring to the attempt on hislife that took placein this
same house.

"That one caught me off guard,” Edgar admitted. "Must not have been paying atention. But thisone
| can smédll for sure. It's coming from thisfloor." The bird craned his head toward the doorway. "Down
the hall—in the sudy maybe."

Ivar had dready risen from his seat on thefloor, knifein hand, the black, fluid patterns flowing
across his pale skin sgnifying possible violence to come. He moved sted thily toward the doorway.

"No," Timothy said to him. The warrior turned and gazed at him with dark eyes. "Well dl go. It's



safer if we stay together.”

Hedidn't give Ivar achance to argue, moving around the table and out into the hallway. Timothy
didn't have to turn around to know that the Asurawas following close behind. Edgar flapped above and
past them, perching where he could, checking the air for the lingering aromaof adimensiond rip.

"Definitely from the study,” the bird said, landing atop the head of one of the two carved wooden
gryphonsthat decorated the posts at the base of the grand Saircase in the entryway.

Timothy felt his pulse quicken as he redlized that there was a chance he was again sepping into
danger. Isthis how it's going to be from now on? hewondered. He thought of the life he had | eft
behind on the Idand of Patience and wondered if it might not be best for everyone if he went back there.

He looked about the lobby for aweapon, and his eyesfdll upon ameta container in the corner by
the front door. The container wasfilled with ornate canes, rare things that had been made by hand
instead of by magic. In hisfather'swaning years, as his hedlth declined, he had needed to use acaneto
help him get around. Timothy darted to the container and selected one made from rich, dark wood, its
head decorated with the body of aslver dragon. Timothy hefted the cane and then swung it like aclub.
Then he gestured for the othersto follow him to the study just down the hall.

As he prepared to push the door open, he checked to seeif Ivar and Edgar were ready. The bird
was perched upon the Asuras shoulder, and Ivar wore the fearsome markings of battle. And so danger
arrives again, Timothy thought as helooked away from hisfriends, placed theflat of his hand against
one of the double doors, and pushed. It never seemed to end, the danger in this new world he had
chosen over the old.

Timothy entered the study, memories of the first discussion held had there with Nicodemusfreshin
hismind. He held the cane like aclub, ready to strike out at anything that came at him.

Acrosstheroom, its back to him, there stood alarge, hooded figure. The intruder had pulled a
leather-bound volume from among the thousands of books arrayed upon the floor-to-ceiling bookshel ves
and appeared to be reading it.

"Y ou don't belong here,” Timothy said in his most menacing voice. He could sense lvar at hisback
and, even though the intruder appeared quite large, was confident that he and the Asura could handle
themsdves

"Put the book down and explain your presence.”

The figure closed the book, returned it to its place on the shelf, and dowly began to turn toward
them. Timothy tensed, ready for just about anything, but nothing could have prepared him for what
followed. Theintruder wasimpressive in Size, its body covered from head to toe in adark, coarse
materid. From benegth its hood, eyeslike twin bals of Hungry Fire burned.

It brought its hands up and pulled back the hood to reved its monstrous countenance. Timothy
gasped.

"It just doesn't get any easier,” Edgar muttered.

Timothy could not pull his gaze from the cresture before him. He had never actually seen onein the
flesh, but hisfather had told him stories of the race of beings called the Wurm. Its skin was the color of
gone and multiple yellow horns of various sizes jutted from the top of itsangular head. Trailsof oily
black smoke drifted from two nostril dits above its fanged mouth.



"Cade," the creature grumbled as it began to crouch. With a speed that should have been impossible
for acreature of that Size, it lunged across the room toward them, massive wings unfurling, hisname again

uponitslips.

"Cade!" it bellowed, mouth opened wide enough to show what gppeared to be a churning inferno
burning within itsthroat. Timothy raised the cane to defend himsdlf, knowing it would do him little good.

CHAPTER TEN

With acry that seemed to claw at thevery air itsdf, Edgar flew straight at the mongter, darting down
to rake histalons across the intruder's face. The rook'swings best the air in an urgent, angry flurry.
Timothy's eyes went wide when he saw that the bird's talons barely nicked the creature'sthickly plated
hide. Itsflesh waslike armor. Edgar was doing more to annoy it than to harmit.

And the towering mongtrosity was annoyed.
It snarled, plumes of fire curling from its nodtrils, and turned its attention on the bird.

"l seek Argus Cade!" it roared. The heat issuing from its bellows of amouth was enough to sear
Timothy'sface, even asthe boy backed away. "Whereis Argus Cade?"

"Caw!" therook cried. "He'swhere the likes of you can't do him any harm, Wurm! And | won't let
you harm hisboy, ether.”

In the momentary distraction, Ivar blended in with the room, nearly invisible in the shadows and the
dark, rich earth hues of the study. Frantic, pulse racing as he tried to figure out how to help, how to fight
the mongter, Timothy glanced around and caught the silhouette of the Asurawarrior dipping behind the
Wurm.

"Damn you, bird!" theintruder roared. "I want Argus Cade!"

"Caw! Caw!" Edgar continued to beat hiswingsin front of the beadt, talons scratching that stony
hide. "Timothy, run!"

"Edgar, fly!" Timothy shouted, fearful for hisfriend.
The Wurm opened its mouth and inhaled deeply, snorting.

Tendrilsof black smokeissued from within itsjaws, where the glow of fire had diminished. But only
for amoment. It shuddered, eyeslighting up asthough the flames blazed behind them, and it braced itsdlf
asthough to scream.

What came from its mouth was not a scream but an inferno.

Timothy shouted for Edgar to escape as fire jetted from the Wurm's mouth. The rook soared low
acrossthe study, wings beeting the air, feathers snged with flames asit tried to stay ahead of the stream
of fire. Timothy could hear the rook screaming in pain and terror, and he felt numb and cold. He began to
shake his head back and forth, even as the Wurm paused to take another deep breeth, its eyes tracking
the flight of the black-feathered bird through the room.

"No!" Timothy snapped. Heedless of the monster'sfire bresth, he lunged across the study and
swung hisfather's cane at the side of its head with both hands and dl the strength he could muster. It
connected with an impact that resonated through his entire body the wood splintering across the bony
ridge behind its horns.



The Wurm grunted and staggered a step forward, colliding with an ornate chair that shattered under
itsweight. With twin jets of fire sreaming from its nogtrils, the monster shook off the blow and turned
toward Timothy, the rook now forgotten.

Timothy froze. Brandishing what was |ft of the broken cane before him, he backed away, eyes
wide. His gaze shifted toward the study door, but he knew he had no hope of reaching it if heran. A chill
went through him, a sadness he had never felt before.

Hewasgoing to die.

Teeth clenched, brow furrowed, he stopped retreating and raised the splintered cane higher. Fire
burned behind the Wurm's eyes, and Timothy was mesmerized by it. The mongter let out a short burst of
charnd breath, then it began to inhde again, the inferno churning at the back of itsthroat. Timothy
clutched the cane, preparing to dive toward the mongter, to try to penetrate its scaly, plated hide with the
jagged shaft of wood.

Ivar spoke then, his voice seeming to come somehow from nowhere and everywhere dl at once.
"There has been amistake," the Asurawarrior said, the words heavy with regret and warning.

The Wurm narrowed its eyes, clamped its jaws shut, and spun in search of the source of those
words. Black smoke plumed from its nogtrils, forming a cloud much larger than before, acloud that
enveloped Ivar, revealing his silhouette. The Asurabowed to the confused Wurm, but it snarled and its
jaws snapped open. A burst of flame erupted from itsthroat, charring its own black teeth, arcing across
the room.

Asthough dancing with thefire, Ivar twisted himself out of the way of the attack. Then, with one
swift motion, he stepped forward, grabbed the creature by its horns, and droveit to the ground. The
floor shook beneath its weight. The Wurm thrashed at Ivar, who tumbled onto his back and turned the
momentum into a somersault that brought him back to hisfeet in acrouch amoment later.

"Damn your eyes, Asurahi!™ the Wurm roared, rising to itsfull height, quivering with rage.

Ivar tilted his head to one Side, till inacrouch, and deftly brought hishands up in front of him. With
his thumbs together, palms outward and fingers fanned like abird'swings, he put his handsin front of his
face so that he seemed to be peering through amask.

"Let cam prevail," Ivar whispered.

Shaking, fireleaking out from the corners of its eyes and dripping in ropy tendrils of liquid flame
from his mouth, the Wurm took severd long breaths, chest rising and fdling like abellows.

At last its rage seemed to recede, and it nodded dowly at Ivar.

"All right, Asurahi. Let cdm prevall, asit did between our tribesin days of old." The mongtrosity
curled its upper lip back from its ebony fangs and glanced a Timothy for amoment beforeits gazeticked
back toward lvar. "But now | must have an answer. Where is Argus Cade?'

With aflutter of wings Edgar appeared from behind achair in thefar corner of the room. He
hopped, flying just afew feet before landing awkwardly, festhers snged.

The Wurm turned to glare a the bird.

"Caw! Caw!" Edgar chided it. "Y ou've got alot of nerve, lizard. Y ou'rethe intruder here, let's not
forget. And you just charred my tailfeathers. | have half amind to—"



"Edgar,” Timothy snagpped.
Therook glanced up at him, black eyeswidening in surprise.

"That's enough.” Timothy dropped the broken cane and strode over to Ivar, who rose a hisfriend's
approach. The boy turned toward the Wurm, astrange calm settling over him despite the fire-breather's
ferocious appearance. "1 am Timothy Cade. Argus Cade was my father. | deeply regret having to inform
you that heis no longer with us. He has passed through that gate from which none of usreturns.”

Timothy had heard the words spoken before—by hisfather, by Ivar, and by Edgar—but thiswas
thefirst time he had spoken them himsalf. He found within himself astrange, melancholy peace. One day
he would pass beyond that same gate and join hisfather on the other side. Until then he hoped to live
with courage and conviction, and without fear. He met the Wurm's gaze with his own and did not waver.

A change came over the creature then. Its expression contorted, altered by a sadnessthat mirrored
his own. The beast seemed crestfalen and its head sagged, eyes narrowing, so that for the first time it
seemed not at dl horrid to him. With aflourish it brought both hands up to its face in the same gesture of
respect and peace that Ivar had used, fiery eyes gazing out between itstalons.

"l am Verlisof the Wurm, Timothy Cade, and | am sorry for your loss,” it said, its voice bubbling
with theliquid firethat till boiled initsthroat. "My tribe and | share your grief, for without Argus Cade,
thereislittle hopefor us."

Verlis narrowed its eyes, black teeth flashing asit spoke. "I am sorry to have intruded, young
Master Cade. With your father gone, you and the rest of the Alhazred have troubles of your own."

Timothy frowned, shot aglance at Ivar and Edgar, who was now perched on the Asuras shoulder,
then looked back at the Wurm. "What do you mean? What troubles?!

TheWurm gazed at him curioudly. It dipped its head in an odd sort of nod, asif displaying itshorns
to him for ingpection. Then Verlisgave ashort jerk of its head, amotion that Timothy interpreted asthe
Wurm'sideaof ashrug.

"Of course you must know. Y ou are the son of Argus Cade. How could you not know? Without
your father, thereis nothing to keep the terrible, withered sorcerer Nicodemus from pursuing his dark
intentions”

Timothy felt asthough he could not breathe. The shadowsin the study seemed to degpen and he
shivered, anew chill seeping into the room. His suspicions had churned in hismind and gut ever since he
had fled the citadd of the Strychnos, and his encounter with Nicodemus had only strengthened them. But
now, to hear the accusation stated so flatly, so boldly, he shook his head.

"l don't understand. What do you mean, 'dark intentions?"

Verlisswayed, serpentlike, gaze drifting a moment as though deciding how much hewished to say.
At length he glanced up a Timothy again. "Nicodemus has greater ambition than he hasreveded. Y our
father knew this, and opposed him, but only in secret of course. Nicodemus wants the Order of Alhazred
to usurp the government so that he can destroy the other guilds and force their membersto join hisown
order, tofollow him."

In that moment it felt to Timothy as though a great weight had been laid across his shoulders. He
sagged, deflated. Moments before, he had determined to live courageoudy, and he would ... he would.
Yet it wasdifficult for himto let go of the hopesthat he had held in his heart. Hislife on the Idand of



Petience had been one of loneliness and solitude. When Leander had brought him back into thisworld,
he had cautioudy alowed himsdf to believe that there might be away for him to become apart of the
society of mages, despite his uniqueness. That there might come aday when he could be happy here.

The truth was difficult to take: that he had been happier done.

A low, trilling murmur came from Edgar, but the rook said nothing. Ivar reached out and laid a
comforting hand upon the boy's shoulder. Sowly Timothy looked up &t the burning, fire eyes of the
Wurm.

"How, Verlis? Tel me exactly what Nicodemus hasin mind.”

The chamber of the Grandmeaster wasfilled with ahigh, eerie whistling noise, as though whatever
remained of the souls of the mages he had murdered were crying out in pain and despair. Leander had
awoken and now stood at the center of the chamber. He raised his hands as though he might defend
himsalf against these poor shades, these wraith creatures.

The old mage dropped the pretense of pleasantry, the smile disappearing from hisface. His aready
pale skin grew ashen, and his eyeslit up with an uncanny glow that seemed to dim the other light in the
room. Alastor hissed and began to creep dowly across the stone floor toward Leander, the hairlessfeline
baring fangs that dripped with a pearly venom.

That whigtling cry of sadness wrenched Leander's heart, filling him with grief. Though they were but
shades, he saw in thewraiths around him the features of mages he had known, members of other guilds
whose acquaintance he had made. Some of them he recognized only from the records he had examined
in hisinvestigation into their disappearance for the Parliament.

Nicodemus stroked his long mustache, his dender body now wreathed in a golden energy that
buffeted him like astrong wind and raised him up off the ground. Even weakened, his magic was
agtonishingly powerful.

"Redtrain him," the Grandmaster said, hisvoice thick with revulson and disdain, hisupper lip curling.
"Do not concern yourselves with being gentle. I won't mind at al if you bresk bits of himin the process.
But do not leech too much from him. Heismine."

The coldness of that voice shook Leander deeply. With the wraiths that had gathered in the chamber
al around him, there had been something unreal about the threst he faced. And in his heart, there had
been akind of surrender, abitterness that made him fed as though he had no hope. Now he narrowed
his eyes and wondered how much of that fedling was his own heart, and how much was some kind of
magica control Nicodemus was attempting to exert over him.

Thewraithsfloated toward him, encircling him with no expresson at al on their haunting features.

Leander drew along breeth, his massve chet filling, and his nogtrils flared with hatred and the pain
of betrayd. He reached up and did the hood of his cloak over his head, the spellswoven into the fabric
casting his own body into shadow, so that he was barely more than awraith himsdif.

"What is.. . no!" Nicodemus snapped. " Stop him!"

The wraiths wavered, but their senses were not limited to those of ahuman. They continued to
gather around him, severa darting forward with their shadow mouths open as though they intended to rip
his soul out with fangs of sharpened darkness. Y et it seemed to him that they were uncertain of his
precise location, so perhaps the enchantment of his cloak was more effective than he'd hoped.



"Y ou underestimated me," Leander growled. "An error you often make. It will be your undoing.”

He dropped both hands in adashing gesture, asif he could have carved the air with hisfingers. But
it was not the air that he was attacking. Nicodemus would have hexed the doors and windows of this
chamber so that there was no hope of escaping that way. Leander did not waste the time to even attempt
it.

"Eternd entropy,” he whispered, and asilver dust sprinkled from his outstretched hands onto the
stonefloor.

Instantly the floor aged thousands of years, the stone weakening, eroding, and the wood benesath it
rotting. With agreat, thunderous crack, a segment of the floor just under him gave way. Thewraiths
screamed in that soul chilling whistle and whipped after him, but Leander wasfaling, tumbling through the
holein thefloor even asit sfted into nothing more than sand beneeth him.

Thewraiths clawed and bit him, darting in with shadow fangs, and where they drew hisblood, he
felt acold unlike any he had ever known, and his bones went numb. But Leander would not stop.

As he crashed down into the chamber beneath the Grandmaster's—the dwelling of severa of his
acolytes—he let the magic flow through him, buoying him, levitating him just enough to kegp him from
shattering hislegs. It dowed hisfdl, and in the eyeblink of amoment, before his feet would have touched
thefloor, he performed the entropy spell again. It was powerful magic, something Argus Cade had taught
him, and which very few magesin modern times had ever mastered.

Thefloor crumbled to nothing.
Leander continued to fall.

The wraiths screamed and pursued him. The massive mage looked up into their faces and he wept
for them, knowing that even if he survived, they were beyond help. Their souls were tainted, corrupted,
their bodies destroyed, their magic gone, their spiritsin chains, leashed to the cruel hand of Nicodemus.
Leander tried not to fed the betraya that ate a him, the knowledge that this man whom he had trusted,
the master of the guild to which he had given hislife, had ablack, venomous heart.

Intheair, Leander tucked himsdlf into a somersault, becoming camer, morein control of the magic
now. He plummeted headfirst toward the wooden floor of the chamber below, part of the servants
quarters, and with agesture he rotted the floor to nothing.

His heart ached, the pain thrusting deep within him.

Drained, hethought. I'm being drained. And though hetold himsdf it was the magic, that any mage
would be shaken and weakened by what he was doing, he knew that it was the wraiths who were
draining him, feeding off of him, taking back in sips and scrapes what Nicodemus had taken from them.
And the worgt of it was, he could not blame them.

He crashed through the next floor and into a storeroom whose shelves were piled high with scrolls
and dugty artifacts. Some of the wraiths clung to him now, their hungry mouths fastened to hisflesh like
leeches. He trembled, his magic beginning to fail.

"Eternd entropy,” he rasped, spraying silver dust upon the floor. It gave way and once more he
tumbled throughiit.

Thistime he had no more strength to keep himsdlf doft.



Leander crashed into the ring table in the aerie, the meeting chamber at the base of the floating
fortress. Hisleft arm shattered on impact and streaks of darkness dashed across hisvision. He nearly
dipped into unconsciousness but would not dlow it, forcing himself to remain aert. He had to escape.

The outer walls and the floors and ceilings of SkyHaven would have nearly unbreakable charms by
which Nicodemus could keep him from escaping. But the round aperture in the base of the aerie gave
way to the open air beneath SkyHaven and the churning ocean waves below. If only he could reachiit.

Leander forced himsalf up. He might not have enough strength left to survive thefdl, or to get
himsdlf to shore .;. but it was his only chance.

Hisfingers grabbed the inner edge of thering table. He pulled himself toward it, breathing in the
fresh ocean air.

Then thewraiths tugged back hishood. Shredded his cloak of shadow. One after another they
began to feed on him.

And the darkness claimed him.

In thefront parlor in hisancestral home, Timothy Cade leaned upon the window sill and gazed out at
the blue sky, and at the sun-splashed city of Arcanum that stretched out far below at the bottom of
Augugt Hill. A chill breeze whispered through the window—its spell-glass diminated by his
presence—and he gratefully inhaled the fresh air. With asoft Sgh he traced hisfingers aong the wooden
window frame and his gaze lost itsfocus, the city beginning to blur.

Timothy recalled dl too vividly the disdain of the guild masters who had attended Nicodemus's
conference, not to mention Romulusswillingnessto smply kill Timathy, to end hislife. Nicodemus had
protected him; the old mage had been his defender and champion, if not hisfriend. Timothy had friends,
of course—lvar, Sheridan, Edgar, and Leander—but of those, only Leander had a place of respect in
thisworld, and he was amember of the Order of Alhazred.

Not that Timothy questioned Leander's honor or intentions. Not at al. But heworried that if what
the Wurm said about Nicodemus was true, hisfather's old friend might be blinded by hisloyalty to the
order.

"Hurry back, Leander," Timothy whispered. "Hurry home." Hiswords were stolen away by the
breeze that rustled the curtainsin the parlor and somehow managed to dip insde the lamp on the table
beside him, causing the Hungry Fire within to flicker and dance.

With a squawk that was gill tinged with pain from his scorched feathers—now quickly
healing—Edgar glided into the room and aighted upon the floor. The black bird hopped severa times,
coming nearer to him.

"Your teaisready," hisfamiliar announced.
Timothy smiled and glanced at the rook. "Thank you, Edgar. I'm coming.”

The bird cawed, wingsfluttering, but instead of flying, he smply turned and left the room on hisfest,
walking and hopping aong ahead of Timothy. The ambient health spdllsin the house were already at
work on Edgar, heding him, but the rook still winced dightly with each hop. Timothy felt badly for him,
and for just amoment deeply regretted that he had no magic to hed hisfriend.

They went down acorridor and amoment later were in acomfortable Stting room. There were
chairsand along, brocaded divan, but Ivar and Verlis had chosen to seat themselves on the intricately



woven carpet. There seemed to be an element of ritua to the way they had positioned themselves
directly acrossfrom each other, yet even with the somber quiet in the room, Timothy was amused by the
sght of the two of them—the grim warrior and the monstrous fire-breather—hunched over cups of
aromatic mint tea.on either Sde of thelow serving table.

"Hukk!" Edgar croaked. "Master of the house! Hukk!"

Ivar and Verlis both rose immediately and turned toward Timothy to bow. Thisforma courtesy
made him extremely uneasy, and there was something more than alittle odd about the Wurm bowing to
him, but now Tim was the master of the house.

"Pleasg, Sit," Timothy said.

The Asuraand the Wurm returned to their previous positions, once again arranged almost as though
there was purpose to every gesture, to the placement of every finger. Edgar flapped hiswingslightly and
flew up to stand on the back of awooden chair that looked as though it had been carved by hand rather
than by magic. Timothy did not want his companionsto fed awkward, so he joined them on the ground
besdethetable.

The mint brew smelled wonderful. Hetook asmall sip from the cup Ivar had brought him and closed
his eyes, breathing in the stleam from the hot drink, letting it pass through his lungs, soothing him. When he
opened hiseyes, they wereadl staring at him. A kind of resolution formed within him, and he turned to
regard Verlis.

"I'm sorry. | needed a moment to collect my thoughts."

The Wurm'sfiery eyeswidened, and it dipped its head toward him, horns gleaming in the sunlight
that streamed through the window. "I understand. It was necessary for me to gather my own wits. Y our
father's desth has great ramifications beyond the grief of those who cared for him."

Timothy took another sip of mint brew, watching Verlis over therim of the cup.

"Y ou began to speak of that before," the boy said, glancing at Ivar. "But | know nothing of your
people and less of whatever crisisyou find yourself in that caused you to seek my father's help.”

The Wurm's gaze lingered on Ivar with respect, but aso atrace of animosity. Then Verlisturned his
savage gaze upon Timothy once more, horns shining gold in the light streaming through the windows.
Despite hisscaly, plated hide, vicioustalons, and the furnace that burned in his chest, superhesting the air
around him, therewas asadnessin Verliss eyes that made him seem very little like amonster and quite a
bit like someonein need.

"Once upon atime the Wurm lived in tribesin the dark, lonely places of thisworld. We had
descended from the Dragons of Old, in the days when Wizards still walked the pathways. Fierce
warriors and capable magicians, the Wurm wanted nothing more than to see the human species wiped
from existence. Of dl the Tribes of People, perhaps our greatest enemy wasthe Asura.”

Ashesadthislast, Verlisglanced at the floor as though burdened by shame. His great bellows
churned as he sighed, and fire flickered from his nogtrils. Timothy shot alook at Ivar, but the warrior did
not even acknowledge him, hisfocus completely on the Wurm.

"Intime, however, we found ourselveswith acommon enemy,” Verlis continued, reaching up to
scratch benesth his chin, talonsraking his plated flesh with arasp like footsteps on graved. "The mages
had begun to gather into aterrible union. The Parliament of Mages. It was peace for your kind. But there



were enough who hated al those different from themselves that a peace amongst mages could only mean
the destruction or dimination of other races."

A chill passed through Timothy, and he wrapped his hands around his cup for warmth. He nodded
dowly as he listened to the growl that was the Wurm'svoice.

" So the Wurm and the Asurabecame reluctant dlies,” Timothy said, at last able to make sense of
the formality and ritud between Verlisand Ivar.

"Precisdy,” Verlis confirmed. "But it wastoo late. The Asurawere warred upon in secret by certain
factions within the Parliament and destroyed, al save him.” Verlis nodded toward Ivar. "Y our father
saved him, hid him away.

"The daughter of the Wurm began shortly after that. With the mages working together around the
world, there was nowhere for usto retreat to. Hundreds of thousands were destroyed before Argus
Cade rose to secretly thwart the will of those dark and cruel sorcererswho would rid the world of any
creatures who were not like themselves. It was, in truth, no lessthan my species deserved, though we
had differences amongst our tribes. My ancestors had lusted for the blood of humans and wanted to
decimate their cities. Not dl of uswere like that, but it was the behavior of the Wurm that allowed the
blood-hungry amongst the Parliament of Mages to muster the support to destroy us.

"Y et we were never the threat that Alhazred made us out to be."

Timothy flinched at the name, eyeswidening ashe stared a Verlis. "Alhazred? The Alhazred? The
founder of the order? But my father said he wasagreat mage. A great man.”

The memory seemed to haunt the Wurm, for he hung his head dightly and thefirein hiseyes
dimmed. "Once, perhaps. So the stories say. But he grew in power, and power corrupted him. It may be
that he wore amask of hisold self infront of other mages, but it was only that. A mask. Benegth it, he
wastheworst of them, whipping up the hatred of our tribes, urging the Parliament to wage war upon us,
when what he redlly wanted wasto leech us"

Timothy frowned, browsknitting. "Leech you? | don't understand.”
"Their magic,” Ivar said, speaking up for thefirg time.
Verlisglanced sharply a him, but Ivar was not to be silenced.

"Alhazred captured as many Wurm as he could, and he drained the magic from them. Leeched
them. In thisway he grew more and more powerful. In the end, the only way your father could save them
was to convince the Parliament that instead of destroying the Wurm tribes, they could be banished from
thisdimenson.”

Verlisnodded, upper lip curling in disgust. "They were days of blood and fire, of black, ugly magic,
and the numbness of desth. All that remained for uswasto hide, to flee this plane of existence. Against
Alhazred's protests, we were banished, and the barrier between dimensions fortified with protection
spellsto keep us out forever."

Edgar fluttered hiswings and then resettled on the back of the chair. "But you got in anyway? How
did you manage that?"

The Wurm snorted fire at the bird, who trembled but did not fly away.

"Argus Cade created doors he could use to travel into other dimensions. One such passage led to



the world to which we were banished. It was meant only to open from this side, but my tribe forced it
open. Alhazred did not stedl dl of our magic.”

Anxious, Timothy glanced at Ivar. "I had no idea Alhazred was so terrible. You'll be glad to know
he's dead.”

Verlis snorted, eyes narrowing. "'Is he? Perhaps so. Perhaps not. Much time has passed since weve
had any news of your world. But Nicodemusis no better. He was the Blackheart's most loyal acolyte. |
warn you of this because you are the son of Argus Cade. And now | must go. If thereisno aid to be
found here, | must return and fight dongside my brethren.”

The Wurm rose, its body unfurling with a soft grinding noise asits plated flesh rasped together.
Timothy stood up aswell, nearly pilling histea, reaching out toward Verlis.

"Wait. At least tell uswhy you have come. What troubles you?'

Verlis paused and hisfaraway gaze seemed haunted by what he had left behind. "In my dimension
thereiscivil war and strife amongst the Wurm tribes. My tribe was decimated by Alhazred's hatred, and
we are smdl in comparison to others. My family isin danger. Argus Cade often visited the redlm of the
Wurms, though the Parliament prohibited it. He was a peacemaker. | cameto ask Argusto broker
peace, o, if that proved impossible, to help find a place for the remnants of my tribe to resettle, to

escape.
"But Argusisdead.”

Timothy felt the heat of anger rise within him. The Wurm were not innocents, but they were no more
warlike, it seemed to him, than the mages. Y et Alhazred had wiped them out for his own ends, had
daughtered Ivar's people and manipulated the Parliament. And Nicodemus had been his heir.

My father fought him, fought all of them, he thought, and he wondered how much of this
Leander knew.

A jolt of darm went through him. Leander!

"Velis, | know my father would have helped you," Timothy said, risng to hisfull height and gazing
up a the monstrous Wurm. "My friendsand | can do no less. We don't have the magic my father had,
but I know we can help. Or at the very least, we can try.”

Clearly startled, the Wurm bowed hishead in gratitude. "Any aid would be welcome."

Timothy glanced at Ivar, then looked back at Verlis. "Firgt, though, | have another friend | think
might bein trouble. My father was mentor to amage named Leander Maddox. Did you know him?"

"No," Verlisreplied, "but | heard Argus spesk of him."

"| think Nicodemus has been continuing the traditions of the order. Leander went to see him, to
confront him. I'm worried that we haven't heard from him. | have to go back to SkyHaven, to make sure
he getsout of there dl right. Assoon as | know Leander is safe, well dl go with you and do what we can
to hdp.”

Verlisgrowled low in his chest, the furnace raging and fire spitting from his eyes and flickering in his
nostrils. Y ou offer your aid, son of Argus Cade. Upon my honor, | can do no less than return your
kindness.



"Wego to SkyHaven."
CHAPTER ELEVEN

Leander awoke with the whistling of the dead in hisears. Heinhaled sharply, cold and afraidina
way he had not been since childhood. When he opened his eyes, he expected to find darkness, a
dungeon of some sort. Instead he squinted againgt bright sunlight and raised a surprisingly unbound hand
to shield hiseyes. It took severa moments for hisvision to adjust, and when at last he could look around
his prison, he was amazed.

The chamber was vast, the celling vaulted, and the walls were a Single enormous mosaic depicting a
scene of ancient combat between Wizards and Dragonsin days of old. The Wizards had devilishly crue
features, eyeswild and giddy with violence, faces spattered with the blood of Dragons, who either lay
flayed open before them, quivering in fear, or weeping asthey cradled their dracunae, their soft, fleshy
babies.

It wasterrible to behold.

The sunlight that illuminated the chamber entered through abroad, round window in the ceiling. The
glass shimmered with the enchantments that had been placed on it to keep him from escaping. The
whigtling cry of the wraiths continued but, still disoriented, it took Leander severd secondsto notice
stresks of dark mist in the room, and then one of the wraiths began to draw closer to him.

Thefed of thair leech mouths draining him was fresh in his memory, and he shuddered and
scrambled away from the wraith. Still weak, he neverthel ess forced himself to stand, lumbering to hisfeet
and facing off againgt the gray-mist form that abruptly coaesced, its face becoming recognizable. He
knew the woman, amage of the Drayaidi guild, one of the first to disappear. Her name was Sdline
Merro, and in another age she had been a pretty but intense blond-haired girl who had sat in the front
row as Leander's sudent at the University of Saint Germain.

"Sdine," hewhispered.
Massssster Maddoxxx.

Thevoicerustled like falen leaves through the room, morein his head than his ears, but whét there
was of amouth on the wraith did not move. It cut him deeply to see her face, to remember her asagirl,
her bright, attentive eyes turned upward toward him. Seline Merro was deed, her magic stolen from her,
body destroyed, likely incinerated, and al that remained was this tainted, poisoned diver of her soul,
endaved to the horrid Nicodemus.

Y et she knew him. She could still think.

"Y ou are not completely in histhral, then?" Leander asked, hope and fear doing combat in his heart.
Perhaps she was strong enough to thwart Nicodemus.

Wrong, the wraith voice whispered. You mussst run, Massssster Maddox. You musssst run.

A shadow of despair blackened his spirit and dashed his hopes. Though she had mustered enough
of her salf to warn him, she could not help him. "Thank you, Seline," he said. "But | have not the power to
runvery far."

Ashe gared a her misty form, trying to see the elegant features of the woman she had been, the
gray streeksin the air began to darken. At precisaly midday, the sun had streamed straight down into the
room, but as the afternoon progressed, the sunlight came in through the celling at adifferent angle, and



shadows formed, making the mosaic of the dragon massacre on the walls even more disturbing.

Thewhistling of the wraiths grew louder, higher, and they became agitated. Their darknesstook on
greater weight and solidity, and other faces became recognizable. Hissing, the shadow creatures, these
poisoned souls of dead mages, began to close in around him again. Where they had clamped their
mouths upon him before, he il felt cold and numb, and Leander glanced quickly around, desperate to
find some way to defend himsdlf.

He did not hear the door open. Had not, in fact, seen any door at al. Y et when hispanicwas at its
limit, wordslike clawstorethear.

"Vilethings, arent they?'

The shade of Seline Merro hissed and fluttered away from him, disappearing into the shadows.
Leander spun toward the sound of that voice. Nicodemus stood just inside an open door that had not
been there moments before, flanked by a quartet of mages. These were not novices or acolytes, but
deadly magicians. Not quite so adept as Leander, but he doubted he would ever have a chance to match
hismagic agand theirs

Nicodemus wore robes of deepest scarlet, scarred with black piping. The wisps of the old man's
hair and hislong, slver mustache blew in an unseen wind. His grin wastwisted, ascowl of disgust and

superiority.

The angle of the sunlight in that chamber continued to shift, the shadows deepened, and the mournful
wraiths began to move even closer to Leander, caressing him with their misty forms. The professor
gritted histeeth and stedled himself againgt the despair that threatened to claim him. He refused to look at
their faces any longer, choosing instead to glare only at the Grandmaster's pink eyes.

"Nicodemus. Y ou will be discovered soon enough. | have been investigating their disappearances
for months on behalf of the Parliament. When | do not make areport, they will assign others."

A prickle of magica power tingled in the pams of Leander's hands but he did not dare attack, not
with the Grandmaster and hislackeys and the wraiths dl surrounding him.

Nicodemus raised an eyebrow and reached up to stroke his mustache. "They will assign others, will
they? Ah, well, | am certain you are correct. But it will be quite some time before they have gathered
enough evidence to move againgt me, and by that time, Professor Maddox, | am afraid therewill no
longer be a Parliament of Mages. Or, rather, the Parliament will have anew master."”

Leander stared, unable to catch his breath as the enormity of Nicodemus's ambitions became clear.
"You. .. you cannot be serious.”

The Grandmaster ignored him. With arustle of cloth he brushed back his robes and strode toward
Leander. The wraiths flowed from his path and yet deeper shadows, impossible patches of night,
gathered around the archmage as he stepped in close and reached out asingle long finger and wound it in
Leander's beard, tugging it, forcing the larger man to meet his gaze.

"All that remains of the mages you sought are thesefilthy soul fragments,” Nicodemus said, hisvoice
adry rasp. "Your fate is upon you, Professor Maddox, but it does not haveto be their fate. Y ou may
dill save yoursdlf this particular damnation if you will cooperate with my effortsto retrieve the boy.
Timothy Cade belongsto me now. Heismy plaything, my boy, or heis dead. Save hislife. Save your
soul. Aid mein bringing him back to SkyHaven."



With each word that spilled from the Grandmaster'slips, Leander found himsalf growing colder. Y et
it was not the chill of fear in him, but of resolve. The wraiths still caressed him, and he ill recdled the
bone-numbing touch of their hungry mouths, but the memory of his mentor, Argus Cade, and hisvow to
watch over Timothy, were far more persuasive.

"Trade one damnation for another?' Leander asked, nodtrilsflaring with contempt. *1 rather think
not. Instead, Nicodemus, why don't you tell me who it was you were speaking with when | entered your
quartersthismorning?'

The aways pa e Nicodemus blanched even whiter and lowered his cadaverous face so that his pink
eyeswere shadowed by hisbrow. A low serpentine hissdid from hislips, and he twitched severd times.
With excruciating downess he turned his head toward the mages who had entered with him.

"Go to the boy's workshop. Y oull find that metal man hiding there amongst histhings. Bring it to me.
The freak built himsdlf atoy. | think I'll see what sort of fun can be had withiit.”

Leander tiffened astwo of the mages |eft the room. He wondered what Nicodemus intended to do
with Sheridan and whether or not a mechanical man was capable of feding pain. He thought that
Nicodemus intended to discover the answer to that very question.

Reuctantly Leander glanced around him. Though acircle of early afternoon sunlight still burned at
the apex of the chamber, the room had darkened even further. The wraithswere dl staring hungrily at
him, their eyes bottomless, as though they were not eyesat al, but welsfilled with night-black tar. All of
their faces seemed to have somehow melted, their personalities absorbed within the sinister control of
their master. Even if Sdine Merro had been able to help him, he would not have known anymore which
one of them shewas.

Nowhereto run.

The Grandmasgter ran histongue over hisdry lipsand agrin spread across his now skeletd features.
He reached out to touch Leander's face, and the leonine mage flinched at the caress of those long,
tapered fingers. Sharp nails diced his cheek, and Leander hissed in pain as blood began to flow.

Then the Grandmaster put one hand upon Leander's chest, and the mage went rigid. Nicodemus's
palm and fingers seared L eander's skin even through hisrobe and tunic. He felt asurge, aflow from his
chest, as though he had been torn open, but there was no wound where Nicodemus had placed his hand.
No visble wound. The Grandmaster was not draining his blood.

He was drinking Leander's magic.

Steam escaped dowly from the release valve on Sheridan's head. He held it back as best he could,
determined not to give himself away. It made the tiniest shushing noise, dmogt asif the steam itsdlf was
urging him to remain slent. In the midst of stacks of crates Timothy had yet to unpack, and behind atable
laden with tools and mechanica parts, Sheridan stared at the door to the workshop and waited.

The moment he saw movement at the door, he remembered that his eyes were ill illuminated, and
with asmple thought, he shut them down. Hisvisud lightsfaded to black, but the golden afternoon light
gl streamed in through the window from which Timothy had escaped just before dawn. It had been a
very long day. Twice he had avoided discovery.

The metal man doubted he would be so fortunate athird time.

A femae mage in emerald green breeches and tunic entered the workshop and paused just inside.



She glanced around once, then raised her right hand. Ghostfire blossomed on the skin of her pam and
Sheridan froze, the hiss of his steam growing abit louder.

Ghostfire. Spirit flame. Thismage had it at her disposd, at her persond service. Thiswas asort of
magic that Leander had told them was banned by the Parliament. It was dark magic, Master Maddox
hed said.

Sheridan fdt the pressure building in his chest, the steam boiling for release. From his hiding place he
watched a second mage enter, thisone atall man in arobe of that same emerald green. His skin was
deeply browned and shone in the sunlight like precious meta, and there wereritua symbols carved in his
cheeks. The mere sght of him frightened Sheridan, for he could only begin to imagine what such aman
might do if he managed to capture Timaothy.

Something unfamiliar was born in the mechanica man then, afedling that stained his circuitsand
dowed his gears. From the moment when Sheridan had gained awareness—much to his creator's
surprise—his mind had been on ajourney of evolution. Everything was new, but he quickly learned
language and the use of crude toals, then graduated to far more sophiticated functions. Y et those were
outward changes. There were others. On Patience he had known only the kindness of the boy who had
made him, and the quiet happiness of their friendship. But since he had entered this new world with
Timothy, Sheridan had learned to fedl agreat many other emotions. Anxiety. Fear.

And now fury.

The mages continued to search the room, both of them holding their hands out in front of them, each
finger like awand, tiny sparks spraying from thetip. All of the trepidation was gone from Sheridan now.
Ashewaited, frozen in place, the female mage swiveled her head around and focused on the crates he
hid among. Her eyes narrowed. She had sensed something there but was not confident yet that it was her
prey. Without alerting her companion, she moved toward the worktable with its array of tools, sparks
arcing from her fingers. She moved with caution, but her focus seemed to be more on the tools than on
the crates behind the table.

Sheridan felt a strange calm come over him. He waited as she reached the table, passed her hands
over it and dlowed thetiny tendrils of lightning to caress each tool. Asthe mechanica man watched,
some of those tendrils began to reach toward him. To the mage, the top of his head might look like just
another tool, a bucket, perhaps.

She paused, then glanced at the crates, her eyes drawn amost immediately to Sheridan. The mage
widened her eyes, and her hands began to reach toward him, sparks jumping a him as she bent over the
table.

All dong he had been boiling insde. Now he released dl the pressure that had built within him. A
blast of steam erupted from the valve on the side of hishead, the hot, moist air searing her face. The
mage cried out and clapped her hands over her eyes. Sheridan's eye-lights popped on, and with one
powerful, metal arm, he pushed the mage backward.

The robed man had turned the ingtant she had cried out, but Sheridan could move more quickly than
most would guess, particularly when he had afull head of steam up. Even asthe sorcerer pointed his
hands at the mechanical man and the sparks on his fingers were replaced by adeep blue light, Sheridan
willed one of his chest platesto open, and anozzle jutted from the hole.

Liquid fire sprayed across the room at the mage. Forced to defend himself, the man forgot hisplan
of attack. A shied of green magic sprang up in front of him and the fire was harmlesdy absorbed into it.
But by that time Sheridan was dready upon the mage. The defense the man had constructed was meant



to digpd fire, not aphysical attack. Sheridan barreled into him, metd fist siriking the mage with enough
force to drop him, unconscious, to thefloor.

Hedid not wait to seeif they would be able to pursue him. Sheridan kept going, right out the door,
propelled by a determination to prevent Nicodemus from doing any more harm to Timothy. For it was
obvious now that the ingtincts of Sheridan's young friend had been quite perceptive indeed.

The mechanical man fled aong the corridor but did not &t first encounter any other of Nicodemus's
staff. When he came upon a narrow door that had made him curiousin past days, he opened it, only to
discover adarkened, dusty staircase that he surmised to be a separate passage for the Grandmaster's
servants, to keep their industrious comings and goings from the more e egant main gairs.

Sheridan closed the door with atiny click and disgppeared into the servants back steps, moving
more quietly than he ever had before.

They came flying down upon SkyHaven with the sun at their backs. Timothy guided the gyrocraft
with Ivar crouched again behind the pilot's seet. Edgar glided sllently upon the drafts that swept up from
the ocean below. Verlis had gratefully accepted the loan of agolden sword that Timothy took from his
father's estate. The metal was preciousfor avariety of reasons, not the least of which wasthat it was
nearly asresstant to magic as Timothy himsalf. The Wurm best his massive, lesthery wings, and ashe
flew, it was clear that the talons on hisfeet were just as deadly as those upon his hands. The golden
sword gleamed in the sunlight as they dl descended toward the floating fortress.

The wind whipped past Timothy's ears as he guided the gyro. Far below he saw the shadows of his
strange little assault force distorted across the sun-tipped surf. They could have tried to enter through
Timothy'sworkshop window, or even the opening of the aerie undernegth the floating citadd, but they
could not travel underwater and the sentries would have spotted them too easily in these obvious
approaches. Verlis had tried to convince them to wait until nightfall to try to retrieve Leander, but
Timothy was not about to wait. Hisfriend might be dead by then. Given the boy'sinsistence, Ivar had
recommended that they make along circle out to seaand comein from the ocean Sde of SkyHaven. It
made sense. The sentries would be expecting an approach from shore, not from the open ocean. They
would aso attack from agreat height. Even if there were sentries watching the ocean sde, they were not
likely to expect an attack from directly above.

Or, at leadt, that was Timothy's hope.

Verlisflew besdethe gyro, with Edgar out in front of the craft, black wingslike astain of darkness
upon the daylight. They drew nearer, and now Timothy was able to see the turrets and fortress walls of
SkyHaven much more clearly. The courtyard lawns and gardens were green and dappled with brightly
colored flowers. Several people wandered the grounds. For a place that harbored such sinister industry,
it was apicture of peaceful beauty that reminded him never again to judge anything by appearance done.

Alhazred mages patrolled the external walls and several were perched atop the towers of the central
structure. He whispered silent prayersto the spirit of hisfather and whatever higher power might hear
him, hoping that fate would be with them, that the darm would not be sounded too soon.

Timothy thought about cutting the power to the rotor and propdlers, letting the Gyro glidein, but
there were too many variables, and silence was only going to carry them so far. He needed the
maneuverability the gyro had when its blades were spinning.

Almogt the moment this thought had entered his mind, he saw Edgar dip onewing and reverse
direction, black feathers shining asthe rook diced the wind, circled around, and took up aflight position
just beneath the gyro. They had worked this signal out beforehand; the bird had reached the outer edges



of themagica charms Nicodemus had put in place around SkyHaven. Enchantmentsthat would aert the
residents of the floating fortress. Wards that might keep enemies out.

But they would not keep Timothy Cade out. They would not even register his presence. Within him
was anull spacein the magica matrix. That would not help Verlisand Edgar, but the Wurm had strong
magic of hisown and felt sure that he could shatter SkyHaven's defenses and lead Edgar in behind him.
Timothy did not share his certainty, but they had no other choice. Leander'slife wasin the balance. If
Verlisbelieved his magic was strong enough, well .. . they were about to find out.

"lvar, put your hand on my shoulder,” he instructed.

The Asurawarrior did as he was asked. Timothy felt certain that his null space would extend to Ivar
aslong asthey werein physica contact, just as he was confident that the gyro would not be detected
with him at the controls. His touch disrupted magic on contact. And if Ivar wasin contact withhim.. ..
well, that was at least afar surer thing than hoping the Wurm could crack SkyHaven's defenses.

Verlissnorted furling black smoke and dove through the air, wings outstretched, faling into place
just behind the gyrocraft. Timothy could not see the magical barrier, nor even senseit, so he kept his
focus on the towers of SkyHaven below and the sentries that he could see. Those on top of the towers
wore dark purple robes, akind of uniform that marked them as the mogt dlite of the Grandmaster's
acolytes.

Timothy narrowed his gaze. Atop aturret toward the back of the fortress—a portion of SkyHaven
he had never been dlowed to enter—there stood a figure quite out of place: agirl in along, gauzy green
dresswith ghostly pale skin and flowing, bright red hair. Almaost unconscious of doing so, he tapped the
controls of the gyro so that its course would take him down past her.

"We have passed through,” Ivar said, the voice close behind Timothy's heed, reassuring in his ear.

The un-magician nodded intently. Contact with him had worked. Edgar and Verlis might not be so
fortunate. But it wastime. A small shred of hesitation lingered in Timothy, but he brushed it away.
Leander'slifewasin peril. And it wastoo late, in any case. They werein. He refocused on the sentries
and pushed the controls of the gyro hard forward, causing it to lose atitude with such speed it was as
though it wasfaling from the sky.

Behind him there came aroar of savage pain.

"What—," Timothy began. He glanced once over his shoulder and caught sight of Verlis. The Wurm
had his black fangs bared and fire was issuing from his mouth along with that bellow of agony. Sparks of
magica power danced around his body as though he had been struck by lightning. Hiswingsfurled
inward and he began to fall.

"Timothy!" Ivar sngpped. "Eyesfront!”

The boy whipped his head around just in timeto pull the controls up. He had been diving too fa,
too long. The gyro had built up downward momentum and it shuddered as he forced it out of that
descent.

Everything was happening too quickly now. Verlis had been snared by SkyHaven's magica
protections. So much for his confidence. Though the Wurm's magical intrusion had caused some sort of
disruption in the fortress's defenses, for Edgar had flown close behind Verlis and passed through
unaffected.



In his periphera vision Timothy saw the turrets of thefortressall around him. He had nearly crashed
the gyro into one of them, and even now he was lower than the tallest of them, weaving in among them.
Severa sentries were glancing upward now, searching the sky.

A swarthy mage rushed to the edge of atower roof and was pointing a Timothy and Ivar in the
gyrocraft, shouting something, hisface flushed red with darm. The scowling mage contorted the fingers of
his right hand and reached out as though he might claw the air. Bruise-black light formed around hisfist
and arced out at the gyro, but it disspated harmlesdy even asit touched the flying machine. Ivar ill had
his hand upon Timothy's shoulder.

"Don' let go of me" Timothy told hisfriend.
"No," Ivar agreed. "Not yet."

The rest of the sentrieswere focused on Verlis, and Timothy wanted to turn to look aswell, but he
did not darefor fear of crashing.

"Verliswill have the power to free himsdf, or he will not. Thereis nothing you can do now. Keep
your eyes ahead. Stay to the plan,” Ivar ingructed him, giving his shoulder a squeeze.

Timothy nodded. The plan had been mostly his, after dl, and he knew it was agood one. In fact, it
was the only one. Not very subtle, but they had not had time for subtlety, not with Leander in jeopardy.
Timothy had sent Edgar to fly to Leander's and speak to the man's navigationad mage, who had
confirmed leaving him off & SkyHaven and not yet having received asummonsto return. That wasdl the
confirmation they had needed.

"Caw! Caw!" Edgar cried, and the rook flew out from beneath the gyrocraft and darted upward,
toward the red-faced mage who had tried to attack them. The man put up his hands, startled by the
sudden, vicious offensive of Timothy'sfamiliar, and Edgar clawed at him, throwing him off balance,
keeping him from further magica attack.

As Timothy veered the gyro around the centra tower, he saw Edgar best at the mage with hiswings
and drive the man off the roof. The mage tumbled end over end, aramswaving wildly, ablur of blue light
forming around him as he tried to weave alevitation Spdl to let himsaf down more gently.

Most of the sentrieswere sill focused on Verlis, and Timothy didn't blame them. The Grandmaster's
elite guard were dl young enough that they probably had never seen aWurm before. To them Verliswas
amongrosity. Those leathery wings and the fire pluming from hisferocious maw were a horrifying sght
the very firg time. Timothy turned the craft around enough that he could see Verlis now, struggling to Stay
inflight. In that moment, he redized something. The crackling magica lightning that hed jolted the Wurm
wasdiminishing.

"He'sthrough!™ Timothy cried triumphantly. ""Nicodemusswards hurt him, but he's through!™

The sentries had noticed aswell. They knew that a any moment Verliswould have completely
shaken off the effects of passing through the magica barrier, and would attack them. They were shouting
to one another, preparing to destroy the Wurm. Verlis bent his head and dove, gliding on his massive
wings, dipping Sdewaysto fly around the curving wall of atower so closdly that the sentrieshad to lean
out over the edge even to get aglimpse of him.

Edgar swooped down to attack the sentries, drawing their attention away from the Wurm.

But from the tower opposite, Verliswas aclear target. Timothy pressed the control forward dightly,



and the Gyro accelerated, practicaly lunging across the space between turrets. Other sentries had
noticed him now, and they were launching magical attacks, but none of them with any more luck than the
first. Crackling energy surged up from guardsin the courtyard bel ow, and bolts of murderous sorcery
flew like arrows from the wal sentindls, but Timothy and Ivar went unscathed.

He pointed the nose of the gyro at the tower ahead. For a moment the two purple-robed sentries
stood their ground, but then they dove asideto avoid acollision. At last etting go hisgrip on Timothy's
shoulder, Ivar legped off the back of the gyrocraft, wielding a short, ironwood fighting staff. The sudden
shift in weight on the craft made its nose dip downward, and the main rotor on top of the gyro whined as
it sheared off the right arm of the other sentry.

Blood spattered the gyro and Timothy aswell, drops of it filming on his goggles. He ripped them off,
his ssomach convulsing at the sight of the blood and the screams of the injured man. The mage would hedl
himsdlf, Timothy was sure of that. Somehow he would hedl. That was what magic wasfor, wasn't it?

Y et he could not stop the cold, numb feeling that settled in the pit of his ssomach. He had had grand
visonsof dipping in and snatching Leander and getting out. A grand adventure. But there was nothing
simple or innocent about this. Not when he had aman's blood on hisface.

He heard Verlisroar again and turned in his seet to seeinferna flames belching from the Wurm's
gaping maw, liquid fire that engulfed first one, then two more sentries atop anearby tower. Timothy felt
hisspinego rigid.

"Caw! Watch out, Tim!" Edgar cried.

Therook cut across his path. Timothy snapped his head around and saw that hisfamiliar was
warning him away. Once again only asplit second tug on the gyro's controls prevented him from crashing
into awall. As he soared he glanced around, and there she was. The girl was perhaps twenty feet from
him, standing at the edge of alow tower. Her green dress whispered asthe wind rustled it. She was
young, not much older than Timothy himself, and yet as she cocked her head to one side and regarded
him, her cascade of red hair blowing in the wind, she seemed amost ancient. She beckoned to him,
gesturing toward adoor in the tower.

Who are you? Timothy thought, distracted.

Asthough he had shouted the words to her, she raised her hand and beckoned to him again.
Timothy was piloting the gyrocraft away from her, till under attack. Ivar's voice carried across the sky,
and he glanced over to seethe Asurawarrior legp from ahigh turret to the fortresswall, where severa
guards had begun to tear bits of stone from thewall and hurl them at Timothy. He jogged the gyro
controlsto the left and barely avoided one such attack, but then Ivar landed on the wall, scrambled up it
with eerie agility, and began to fight the guards with his bare hands.

Sentries on another turret began to flee as Verlisroared fire at them. One jumped off the fortress
and two others quickly dropped down onto the steps that ran around the side of the turret, to a door set
into thewall severd feet below.

At last Timothy brought the gyro around again, his gaze sweeping the upper reaches of SkyHaven.
Only then did heredize that the girl in the green dress was gone. He frowned, dowing the gyro. She had
beckoned to him. Why?

Then he saw the other set of stairs that went around the outside of that tower, and the door they led
to that was dtill open, only darkness and shadow waiting from within. They had planned to fight off as
much resistance as possible and then land, going right through the huge, ornate double doors that led into



themain living areaof SkyHaven. Aslong asthey stayed together, with their unique attributes, Timothy
felt they would have achance. But now this. . . thisnew approach .. . had presented itself.

What if it'sa trap? he wondered. But then he felt foolish. If the Grandmaster expected them to
return, he would not have rdied upon asingle, mysterious girl gesturing to Timothy from atop SkyHaven.

Nearby, the rook was diving maniacaly at another sentry. Edgar clawed at the man, who fell but
managed to grab hold of aledge. The bird Ieft him dangling there and beat hiswings againgt the air,
turning to look for more resistance, more prey. Timothy knew that Edgar would be as anxious by now as
he was. They were taking too long. They did not want to be up here if Nicodemus made an appearance.
There was nowhereto hide.

Then he spotted Verlis. Firetrailled from the Wurm's jaws as he swooped down at severd mages
who had ether falen or been on the ground to begin with. One of them held his ground, performing a
rapid spell that erupted from hishandsin slver boltsthat were likely to cut the Wurm's scaly hide as
eadly asthey did theair. Verlis brought the golden sword around in front of his body, deflecting the
sentry’'smagic.

The mage who had dared to fight was engulfed in a blaze of magical power, the very spell he had
tried to use on Verlis. In moments, he was nothing but ash, as Verlis headed toward the double front
doors of SkyHaven's core.

"Caw! Caw! Let'sgo, Timothy!" Edgar cried as he kept pace with the gyro through every turn and
jog the boy's navigation caused.

"No. Let'stry that way!" hetold the rook, pointing at the stairs on the side of the tower, where the
girl had stood. He gestured toward the open door. "Fy down and tell Verlis. Were going in that way."

To hiscredit, Timothy's familiar did not ask why, did not question this change in plans. The rook
smply cawed and darted amid the jutting turrets, diving down toward Verlis.

Timothy swung the gyro around and spotted Ivar clinging to the side of another tower. Atop it was
one of the last sentrieswho had not been driven off or killed. Thethin, extremely tall man pointed asingle
finger down at Ivar, and scarlet light sparked there. He was chanting something—more screaming it than
chanting—and Timothy did not have to understand the words to know that Ivar wasin serioustrouble.

Biting hislip, Timothy pulled up on the controls, causing the gyro to rise up swiftly toward the mage,
hurtling toward him. With ajerk to the right he spun the gyro sideways. In hisfury and the concentration
of his spellcasting, the mage did not look up immediately. When hedid, it wasjust intimefor hiseyesto
go wide as Timothy knocked the gyro into him and sent the man tumbling backward off thewall, cursing
as he plunged toward the ocean far below.

"lvar, comeon!" Timothy caled.

The Asuraleaped out and grabbed hold of the axle that supported the whedls of the gyrocraft.
Timothy struggled to compensate for the sudden addition of weight, and in amoment he had them
hovering above the turret where he had seen the mysterious girl. Ivar let go, dropping down and rolling
out of theway so that Timothy could land. Even asthe boy did so, Edgar cawed and aighted upon Ivar's
shoulder. Verlislanded with ferd, deadly grace, golden sword at the ready, wings folding tightly againgt
his back.

Following asingle gesture from amysterious girl, Timothy at last led them into SkyHaven, intent
upon keeping Leander Maddox aive and upon revedling the dark secrets of the Grandmaster.



CHAPTER TWELVE

A numbing cold had enveloped Leander Maddox. His body was like ice, but where Nicodemus
touched his chest there wasfire. The Grandmaster's touch s phoned the magic right out of Leander, and
hislife drained along with it. Darkness encroached at the edges of hisvison. Thewraithswhispered in his
ears, some of them ill crying intheir high, mad voices. Leander felt weakness closing hiseyes. He
blinked to keep them open but could not. Severa times he seemed to drift away to a place of absolute
night, only to feel afresh burst of searing pain in his chest as Nicodemus sucked more power from him.
His eyes popped open, and though what little he could still see was out of focus, the old mage's pink,
glowing eyeswere there, staring a him. The grin that split hisface was glesful.

But it faltered.

In the midst of the fog that tried to drag him back down into darkness, Leander saw atremor go
through the Grandmaster. A look of uncertainty shuddered across Nicodemuss face.

Leander mustered the last of his strength to strain againgt the grasp of the wraithsthat held him. He
forced himsdf to smile. Hisvoice waswesk, histhroat raw, but he made himsalf spesk.

"What'swrong, my lord? Y ou look asthough you've just tasted something that didn't agree with

you."

Nicodemus seemed not to hear him. The Grandmaster turned away, ignoring the wraithsand his
captive. Hishand fell away from Leander's chest, and with it the pain began to recede. Though he till
ached to hisbones and the cold till worked at him, aprickling of fresh sensation went through Leander.
The numbness was leaving him. The touch of the wraiths was chilling, but now that Nicodemus had
stopped draining the magic from him, hefdt asthough the fog was lifting from hismind. The room swam
into focus once more. He could see the other mages in the room, Nicodemus's acolytes, two of whom
stood near the door.

"You!" the Grandmaster snapped, pointing a one of hisfollowers. "Go and find out what has
happened. SkyHaven's defenses have been breached. And it isn't one of the other guilds, because |
didn't fed them coming through the barriers. They'reinsde the fortress aready! Within these very walld™

Timothy, Leander thought.

"It'sthe boy," Nicodemus sneered, shooting aquick, crue glance at Leander. "I'm sure of that.
Doesn't it warm your heart, Professor? He came back for you. What wonderful bait you've made. Now |
won't have to go to the trouble of tracking him down."

Adrendine had given Leander aburst of strength, but now he felt himself flagging once more. The
touch of the wraiths seemed to be spilling sorrow into the placesinside him I eft hollow by Nicodemus's
leeching. Still, he managed to scowl at the archmage.

"I think you'll find . . . that Timothy Cade ... is more than you bargained for," he said, voice ragged,
words hating.

The Grandmaster did not have to say anything to show how absurd he thought thisidea. He sniffed
and turned to see that the acolyte he had instructed was till standing by the door, waiting for further
commands.

"Wheat are you doing? Go!"

The young mage nodded gravely, turned, and rushed to the door. It opened for him, swinging



outward so that Leander could see the corridor beyond, could see freedom waiting for him.

In the corridor alone figure stood in the shadows. It was strange and awkward, bent dightly and
with something jutting from the Sde of its head. The moment it started to move, Leander knew who
lurked there, who it was that had cometo hisrescue.

Asif to announce himsdlf, the release valve on the sde of the metal man's head whistled with aspray
of steam. The acolyte who had opened the door shouted in darm and raised both hands, though whether
to cast aspell or ward off the mechanical man, Leander could not tell.

Sheridan clanked forward with surprising speed and shot out ametal fist. His blow struck the
acolyte on the side of the head and the man toppled to the ground in asplay of limbs. Timothy Cade's
greatest invention—and greatest friend—raced past the unconscious man toward the other acolyteswho
were gathered near the door. Severa of them seemed to be too stunned to react immediately, but a
femad e acolyte stepped away from the others and began to mutter aspell, the fingers of her left hand
twigting asshedrew sgilsinthear.

A pand did open in the mechanica man's chest and athin tubejutted out. Liquid fire sprayed from
the tube and the red-haired woman screamed as it engulfed her Ieft hand. She clutched her hand against
her body and tried to smother the flames with her tunic, dropping to the ground and rolling away from the
door.

"Idiots!" Nicodemus shouted. "Y ou're sorcerers! It'sathing! An object! Destroy it!"

With the Grandmaster distracted, Leander saw his opportunity. He was still weak and cold, but
enough strength had returned to him that he was able to command his muscles again.

He let himsalf sag againgt the clutches of the shadow wraiths, then planted hisfeet firmly on thefloor.
Though hefdlt their dreadful darknessfilling him where the magic had been drained, he had not been | eft
completey powerless.

Across the room, Sheridan ran at the other acolytes. Steam hissed from the vavein hishead and his
red eyes glowed fiercely. The young mages had been shocked by hisarrival and by his gppearance as
well—to them, Leander redlized, Timothy's creations were their own sort of sorcery—but now they were
recovering. Sheridan reached out and grabbed the nearest acolyte and thumped him againgt thewall. The
man did to the floor, disoriented. A mechanica arm with abuzz saw blade whirred to life asit jutted from
his chest, and then another machine gppeared from that same hollow in the meta man. Thisonefired
sharp metal projectiles—what Timothy called nails— and two of the acolytes screamed asthey were hit.

But there were too many of the Grandmaster's servantsin that room. Nicodemus himsdlf stood in
the center of the chamber, eyeswide, hislong mustache giving him an air of austere severity that only
scratched the surface of his cruelty. He pointed afinger at the open door and it swung closed. Sheridan
would not be leaving the room.

From across the chamber came severa men draped in green, hooded robes, each with the emblem
of agreen eye woven into the chest. They did not run, but rather flew across the room, levitating.
Leander had no ideawhen they had arrived—in his haze of pain he had not seen them enter—but these
were no mere acolytes. They were full-fledged Alhazred sorcerers, like Leander himsdf. They raised
their hands, flesh tinged green like their robes, and spheres of magica power burst to life around their

fingers

"Do not concern yourself, Grandmaster,” one of the hooded mages said, and hisvoicewasa
whisper that made Leander shudder to think what faces hid beneath those hoods.



Sheridan fought bravely, but the hooded ones were going to destroy him. They flew at the
mechanica man, fists crackling with magic.

"Damn you, no!" Leander roared.

Hetore himsdf away from the wraiths and felt their mouths and fingersripped from hisvery soul. A
cry of anguish escaped hislips but hispain did not dow his attack. Leander had hoped to attack
Nicodemus directly, but with Sheridan in peril he had no choice but to dter that plan. He thrust out his
hands and chanted a small string of words. Leander knew he did not have the power to defest the
hooded ones, but he could delay them for amoment.

They frozeinmidair, pardyzed intime.

But even as Leander stopped the veteran Alhazred sorcerers, the Grandmaster's young acolytes got
the better of Sheridan, grabbing hold of him tightly from either Sde, avoiding the dangerous tools that
jutted from his chest.

"Enough!" Nicodemus snapped, and with one long-taloned finger he sent abolt of black light arcing
across the room. The hex touched Sheridan's skull, and amoment later the mechanica man simply fell
gpart, limbs, trunk, and metd skull clattering to the floor in ahesp.

Thelight went out of Sheridan's eyes.

"No!" Leander shouted, but he was exhausted and fell to hiskneesin the center of the room.
The Grandmaster turned toward him, sneering once more, and glanced at the wraiths.

"Shdl webegin agan?'

Thewraths moved in, mouthslatching on to hisflesh, shadow dawsdigging into him. The
Grandmeaster did not hesitate now.

He was no longer in the mood to toy with Leander.
"Theboy ishere," Lord Nicodemus sad. "I believe | am donewith you."

As he reached out to touch Leander's chest again, the far wall of the chamber exploded in atorrent
of fire. At last something warmed the chill from Leander'sflesh.

When Verbs had left his home to seek the aid of Argus Cade, he had never imagined his quest
would lead him to the devil Nicodemus himself. But even with hisfamily waiting for him, knowing that he
was risking everything, he could not have refused Timothy hisaid in this battle. Nicodemus was vile. Had
he turned his back on this opportunity, no matter the cost, he would have shamed his entire tribe. Indeed,
Verliswas hereto help Timothy. But it was hardly afavor, for he would have rdlished the opportunity no
matter what the circumstances.

Timothy knew hisway around SkyHaven, and it had been obviousto them dl that their destination
ought to bethe wing of the fortress that had been off limitsto the boy while he had lived here. Finding the
chamber that was most powerfully protected by the Grandmaster's magic had been smple enough for
onewith Verliss sorcerous senses. With the rook flying above him and Ivar running behind, Verlis had
led Timothy to the corridor beyond that chamber.

The boy went to the wall—careful to stay clear of Verliss path—and put both hishandsoniit,
disrupting whatever magica protections Nicodemus had placed there.



With ahiss Verlis spewed ablast of fire from hisgullet that incinerated most of thewall, blowing
pieces of stone into the room. A blazing brick struck ahooded Alhazred mage in the chest and hisrobes
burg into flame.

Verlisfolded hiswingstight against hisback and stepped into the vaulted chamber. Inadiver of a
moment hetook in the forces arrayed against them. There were perhaps six young mages, Nicodemus's
acolytes, scattered on one side of the room, near the tall double doors. Severa others were on the floor,
injured or unconscious. The Wurm's entrance had disabled one of the hooded mages, but two remained,
far more powerful than the acolytes.

Across the room aman wasin the grasp of ingdious, flitting shadows, creatures of magic unlike any
Verlishad seen before. This, he knew, must be Leander Maddox.

And, of course, there was the Grandmaster himsalf. The moment Verlisfocused his gaze upon
Nicodemus, he felt an ancient hatred in his heart, asthough the fury of al of hisrace waswelling up within
him. The Wurm opened his jaws and hissed &t the Grandmaster. Fireflickered and heat bellowed up
from his chest.

"Wurm!" Nicodemus shouted. "Y ou dare? Filthy, stupid beast, you dare to enter my home?' The
Grandmaster shook his head, shidlding his eyes from the bright fire that till roared up from portions of
the ruined wall, obscuring hisview of Verlisand the corridor beyond. "How? 1 don't understand. Y our
kind do not have the magic to—"

"Don't need magic,”" Verlisgrowled, wings unfurling, curling his handsinto deadly claws. "I'm adept
enough, don't you doubt it. But | didn't need magic to get to you.”

Verlisenjoyed the confusion in the archmage's eyes and the way his mouth worked as he searched
for an answer. In amoment Nicodemus would do what he had dways done— destroy the things he did
not understand. But he was not going to get that moment.

The Wurm folded hiswings again, knowing that his companions would have come up behind himin
the chaos of fire and smoke.

When he put hiswings down, the Grandmaster sputtered with fury, for Verlis had reveded his secret
wespon, the way in which he had been able to break through the spells protecting this room.

Timothy Cade stood at his side, the black-feathered Edgar perched upon his shoulder.

"Boy," Nicodemus said, as though he were scolding the young man. "'Y ou have made me very, very
angry.”

Timothy uttered a soft laugh of amazement. "Good."

Nicodemus raised both hands and amassive wave of sickly yellow energy erupted from them, ahex
that shot across the room at Timothy with athunderous clamor. The two hooded mystics attacked as
well, emerdd light arcing like daggers from their fingers. Severa of the acolytes were unprepared, but the
others cast spells of their own. The air shimmered between them and the boy as the various magics
collided and merged into a churning storm of malice that should have torn him gpart.

The rook took flight, escaping the attack. But the boy did not move.

A rainbow of mist circled Timothy for amoment, and then dispersed. Verlis glanced down to see
the boy's smile disappear, and then he started toward Nicodemus. From behind Timothy, the Asura
warrior legped into the room and quickly merged with the colors within. He was no mage, but Ivar was



invisbleto the acolytes, and with the burning debris and the smoke, he moved like aghost. Edgar cawed
loudly, drawing their atention, and Ivar raced to attack the acolytes.

Velisturned on the hooded mygtics, launching himsdlf into theair in that vast chamber and breathing
down afountain of liquid fire upon them. The mystics defended themsea veswith magic Verlishimself
knew. When they tried to use sorcery againgt him, he deflected their attacks aswell.

And the battle was on.

Edgar shrieked and swooped above them and the mages sent spells searing the air toward him. The
rook was far more than abird, however. After al, he had been the familiar to the greatest magein the
world before serving Timothy and had been in combat hundreds of times.

"Caw! Caw! Run, you amateurs! There'sonly oneway thisisgoing to end!" Edgar cried asthe rook
darted down and raked his talons across the face of a pale-skinned acolyte.

The Asurawarrior stepped behind one of the young mages, staff in hand, and he cracked the length
of wood across the back of the man's skull. Before the acolyte had even hit the ground, Ivar had dipped
away. Some of them were shouting at the othersto find him, to stop the ghost, but they were frantic now
and disorganized. In service to Nicodemus they had never imagined having to fight such an unorthodox
battle. If it were mage versus mage, they would certainly have been prepared. But they were not
prepared for this odd aliance of an Asurawarrior, an angry rook, afire-breathing Wurm, and an
un-magician.

One of the acolytes froze, narrowing her eyes as she managed to get aglimpse of Ivar, despite his
blending into the colors of the room. She lunged at him, and he easily sidestepped her attack and shot an
elbow back into her face. Thisfight drew the atention of the others. Ivar shoved the woman backward
into two of her companions, and then he dipped into acloud of smoke and disappeared again.

All thewhile he kept track of hisfriends. Verlisfought the Alhazred mages vdiantly, but neither the
Wurm nor his opponents seemed able to get the upper hand. Edgar expertly avoided attack. But Ivar
saw the array of metal parts on the floor and knew what had become of Sheridan. The Asuras heart was
saddened by this, but there was nothing he could do for Sheridan now. There was, however, another aly
who needed hisaid. In the middle of the room, Leander Maddox was held captive by dark spirits, their
ghostly lipsfastened to Leander's flesh, feeding off him.

| must reach Leander Maddox, hethought.

Ivar continued to fight the acolytes, defesting them one by one. He wanted to be sure that Timothy
could concentrate on facing Nicodemus. Then he would see what might be done about the dark spirits.

Timothy advanced across the room toward Nicodemus. The man was cruel and cunning and he
knew he ought to have been frightened, yet he could not find any fear ingde of him. The Grandmaster
was abetrayer at best, and at worst . . . Timothy's heart ached when he glanced at L eander and the
shadow creatures that were swarming around him. He did not want to know the worst of the things that
Nicodemus had been responsiblefor.

"Y ou've made agrievous error turning against me, boy. | am the only one in the world who can
protect you from your enemies” Lord Nicodemus said imperioudy. Hislong slver mustache quivered as
he spoke, and he pointed an accusatory finger at Timothy.

"You aremy enemy," Timothy replied. "And | can protect mysdlf, thank you."



The Grandmaster's normally pale face grew dark red with fury, and he bared histeeth like an animal.
With agrunt he muttered words in an ancient tongue and spread his hands wide. Then he pit at Timothy,
but his spittle did not hit the ground. 1t did not land & al. In the blink of an eyeit grew into alarge sphere
of purplish, oily mucousthat passed right over Timothy, surrounding him, trgpping him insde this strange
bubble.

Or s0 Nicodemus had intended.

Timothy walked right through the bubble as though it wasn't there, and it burst upon contact with
him. He strode up so that he was, at last, face-to-face with the archmage.

"Have| been gonethat long?' Timothy asked, glaring a him. "Remember me? I'm the freak. The
un-magician. I've come back for my friend. And for you, Nicodemus. I've come back for you."

Poisonous hatred filled the Grandmaster's eyes. Timothy could see Nicodemus weighing his options.
The archmage knew he had been trained to fight by an Asurawarrior. Nicodemus knew that magic could
not harm him. Timothy alowed himself a quick glance around the room and he saw that hisfriendswere
doing quite well. The acolyteswere al unconscious or moaning on the ground, injured. Two other
sorcerersremained, and it appeared that Verlis, Ivar, and Edgar had joined forces against them. It would
not be long before Nicodemus and his shadow crestures were the only ones standing against them.

But Nicodemus must have seen thistoo, for the moment Timothy glanced away, Nicodemus turned
and strode to where Leander hung in the midst of the room, suspended several inches off the ground by
those black phantomsthat preyed upon him. Timothy tried to stop the Grandmaster, but too late.

Nicodemus reached toward Leander. "Another step and I'll kill him."
Thistime Timothy smiled.
Nearly invisble, Ivar appeared beside the Grandmaster and knocked his hand away from Leander.

Timothy raced a Nicodemus. The Grandmaster tried to strike him but the boy dodged his blow,
then struck out with arigid backhand. His knuckles rapped the Grandmaster's skull and the archmage
stumbled to one side. Timothy stepped into asecond blow, aflat pam againgt the Grandmaster's chest,
and Nicodemusfdl onto the floor. He looked ridicul ous Stting there on the ground with wide eyes, trying
to catch his breath.

"The gpirits, Timothy!" Ivar caled.

The un-magician turned and saw that the shadow creatures seemed now to be strangling Leander
and sinking their fingersinto hisflesh, penetrating him without making visible wounds. But one look at
how pae Leander'sface was, at the despair in his eyes, and Timothy knew that invisible wounds could
beinfinitey worse.

"Leander!" he shouted, and he ran to the man, hisfriend and mentor, the only magein thisworld
who had ever redly looked out for him. Timothy threw hisarms around Leander and held himin an
embrace.

The mage went rigid a Timothy's touch and then abruptly began to sway. Confused and darmed, he
tried to hold Leander up, to keep him from falling. Timothy grabbed hold of him and saw that there was
new light in Leander's eyes, a new awareness that was therein spite of the mage's weakness.

Then Timothy saw pae, misty figuresflitting about above him and around Leander. Hisbreath
caught in histhroat as he realized that the shadow creatures were gone. But no, hethought. Not gone.



Just free. Free from Nicodemus.

Leander crumbled to his knees and then did to the floor. Timothy tried to hold him up but the burly
mage was Ssmply too huge. Still there was athin, exhausted smile on Leander's face as he looked up at
Timothy.

"Tim," themagesad.
"l don't understand. What happened?’

"They weredl . . . draining me. Attached to me," Leander explained, eyelidsfluttering, on the verge
of unconsciousness. " Grandmeaster . .. leeched their magic out, fed off it for himsdlf. Murdered them, but
kept their shades as daves.”

Timothy glanced around at the wispy white silhouettes that flitted up toward the ceiling, drifting out
through thewdls.

Leander coughed, and when he spoke his voice was arasp. "When you touched me, whatever itis
inyou that cancels out magic ... it freed them . .. freed their spirits from Nicodemus's control.”

Timothy shook his head in horror. Solen magic, hethought. Nicodemus survived on stolen
magic, kept himself young, made himself powerful. But that kind of power doesn't mean anything
to me. Carefully he touched Leander'sface, frowning, so many questions on hismind.

Y et in spite of hishorror, hewas aso eated. He was an abomination to the mages of thisworld.
Without magic, they thought of him as useless at best. A freak at worst. But un-magic could be a useful
power of itsown. | did it! Thethought raced through hismind, over and over. | did it! | saved Leander.
And all of those poor mages ...I stopped Nicodemus.

Guess I'm not so useless after all.

He smiled, feding better than he ever had since leaving the Idand of Patience. Then he heard Ivar
shout hisname.

Timothy spun in time to see Nicodemus crouched over Sheridan's shattered remains. The pieces of
the mechanica man were scattered on the floor. He had seen this when he entered the room and his heart
had ached at the sight, but he had tried to tell himsalf that Sheridan might be rebuilt, that Leander wasthe
onein danger at the moment.

Now the Grandmaster reached into the pile of meta parts and shot to hisfeet, clutching one of the
toolsthat Timothy had built into Sheridan's chest cavity. It wasameta prong, and upon itsend wasa
razor-sharp circular saw. Nicodemus smiled, hiswesthered, papery skin wrinkling hideoudly as he
gtarted toward Timothy.

It wasn't over yet.

Ivar raced across the room, hisfootfals slent upon the floor. His skin coloring shifted to try to
match his surroundings, but he called out Timothy's name again, and he drew Nicodemus's attention. The
archmage raised an arm and with an effortlessflick of hiswrist he struck the Asurawarrior with ahex
that sent him spinning across the chamber to crash into thewall.

Edgar cawed and swooped down at him, but the Grandmaster used magic to lift some of the
gtill-smoldering stones from the floor and throw them at the rook. Timothy's familiar was caught in the left
wing by apiece of smoking debris, and it Snged hisfeathers, causing him to crash to the ground with a



panicked caw.

"Timothy!" Verlisroared. But the Wurm could do nothing. One of the hooded mysticswas ill
ganding, and it was al Verlis could do to shield himsdlf from the mage's magicd attacks on the other sde
of theroom. Hiswings were folded tight against his back and he vomited fire & the mage, whose robe
and hood had been scorched and whose face was charred and blistered. Y et the mage battled on.

Timothy faced Nicodemus aone.

"Y ou think because magic cannot harm you that you cannot be harmed?' the Grandmaster snarled,
marching toward him. "Thiswon't be thefirst time | have killed with my bare hands, boy. And I'll wager it
won't bethelast.”

Timothy waited for Nicodemusto reach him. "I'll take that wager," he said.

The saw blade glinted in the chamber light. The Grandmaster lunged. But Timothy had been trained
for combat by Ivar, and without magic Nicodemus was nothing but avicious old man. Tim did not dodge
out of theway. Instead he smply turned his body to one side and grabbed hold of Nicodemusswrist.
The Grandmaster fought againgt his grip, and Timothy grasped the other wrist aswell.

Lord Nicodemus gasped, his eyeswide, and hislips peeled back from histeeth. His jaws gaped and
he began to shudder. Timothy tried to pull his hands away, to draw back, but he could not. He could
only stareinto the horrifying grimace on the Grandmagter's face as asudden fountain of slver light
erupted from insde the archmage.

"What . .. what isit?" Timothy whispered.

But even before the words were out of his mouth he knew the answer. It was magic. All the magic
that Nicodemus had |eeched from other mages. Just as histouch had disrupted the control that the
Grandmaster had over those poor shadow creatures, it had now shut down the old man's power over the
magic he had stolen.

Theblast of slver light blew amassive hole in the ceiling of the chamber. Cracks spiderwebbed
aong the walls, and fissures opened in the floor with athunderous tumult.

"No...no, it'smine" the archmage whispered, eyes sinking into his skull, voice becoming little
more than awhisper.

Then Lord Nicodemus, the Grandmaster of the Order of Alhazred, withered away to dry, papery
skin and brittle bones, and then even those crumbled to ash.

It wastrue after dl.
Without magic hewas nothing.
EPILOGUE

Alagtor dunk through the inky darkness of SkyHaven'slower levels, ever so careful not to be seen.
They were searching for him, and he was not about to alow himself to be discovered. The familiar
missed the fine medls provided by the Grandmaster, but would make do with the smple pleasures of
SkyHaven's vermin population.

The cat moved deeper into the bowels of the fortress, darting from one pool of darkness to the next,
and soon arrived at the enormous engines that thrummed with the magica energiesthat kept the castlein



the sky afloat. The space behind the engines was cramped, but well hidden, and the magic emanating
from them would make it difficult for any spell to locate him here. During the day he rested, but after dark
he emerged to prowl the empty halls.

Outsde the sun wasrising. Alastor did into his place behind the engines, surrounded by the bones of
vermin he had caught. He did not know how long hislife would be thisway, how long he would need to
remain hidden, but he was not concerned. The cat closed his eyes, content in the knowledge that he
would know when it wastime. He would wait patiently for asign that would bring him out of the
shadows, and then he would exact horrible vengeance upon those who had wronged his master.

Alastor began to purr as he drifted off to deep.
It isonly a matter of time.

Timothy wanted to go home. Hewould have felt far more comfortable at hisfather's estate—his
estate, now—and with the portal hisfather had created he could go back and forth to the Idand of
Patience. That waswhat he felt he needed now more than anything else, afew days on theidand,
beneath the warm sun. Theway it used to be, just Timothy, Ivar, and Sheridan. And now Edgar.

But it wasn't to be. Not yet.

It had been four days since the Grandmaster's evil had been discovered, four days since Timothy
had faced Nicodemus and destroyed him. Chaos had prevailed in that time. The Parliament of Mages
was investigating, of course, and Leander was gtill among its agents. The Order of Alhazred was being
controlled, for the moment, by atribuna of other guild masters, whose responsibility wasto root out
those who had been aware of Nicodemus's crimes, even taken part in them. Thoseloyd to the
Parliament and to the order, but not part of the Grandmaster'sinner circle, were being restructured asa
new ruling body for the Alhazred guild.

It was atime-consuming process. Timothy was bored with palitics, but as SkyHaven wasthe site
for the tribunal and the investigation, and Leander had to remain on the floating fortress, Timothy had
decided to remain with him. When Leander could leave, they would leave together.

Though he had bragged to Nicodemus that he could take care of himsdlf, and he knew it was mostly
true, Timothy wanted to keep hisfriends around him. A smple spell from ahealing mage had repaired
Edgar's burnt wing. Though Ivar gtill had to deal with disdain and shabby treatment from most of the
mages he met, he had his own room right beside Timothy's now. Leander had indsted.

Y et there was another reason why Timothy had wanted to remain at SkyHaven for the time being.
Hisworkshop wasthere.

The sun shone brightly outside the windows and bathed the workshop in the warm golden glow of
late afternoon. A cool breeze rushed through the room and the sound of the surf far below was acomfort
to Timothy as he bent over one of hisworktables, intent upon histask. Despite dl the other things he had
created, he had never been so consumed by hiswork.

Timothy let out along breath and wiped hisface with arag. Before him on the table lay the silent,
unmoving form of Sheridan. For days Timothy had been repairing him, rebuilding him, using both origina
and new parts. In some ways he had been improving Sheridan. The new gyrosin hislegs and lower torso
would give him better balance and reduce the noise he made. His upper body would be stronger now.
The steam engineinsde him would pump more smoathly.

Theonly thing Timothy had left untouched was Sheridan's head. He had not even attempted to Sart



the mechanical man's sleam pump. Timothy knew that it was possible, even likely, that Sheridan had
suffered enough damage that he would have lost dl of hismemory, al of his persondity. For days he had
pushed such thoughts away and continued at hiswork.

When Sheridan was done, when Timothy had finished with his repairs and upgrades, only then
would he turn the steam pump on and wait to seeif the light would go on in Sheridan's eyes.

Hetook along drink from a glass of water and glanced out the window &t the ocean and the distant
shore. Then he picked up thelast of the new gyros he had to ingtall and bent tofit it into place.

There was aknock at the door.

Timothy turned around quickly, the events of previous days till freshin hismind. It would be some
time before he was willing to give histrust to Strangers again.

"Yes" hecdled.
The door opened and Leander stepped into the room, his massive frame filling the doorway.
"Still at work?" the burly mage asked, nodding his great head toward the worktable.

"Until he'sdone." Timothy smiled tiredly. "I know, | know, you want meto rest. And | will. He's
amodt ready."

Leander cast asad glance at Sheridan's till form and walked farther into the workshop. He rested
one huge hand on the mechanical man's chest and turned to Timothy.

"He saved my life, Tim. | hope you can save his"

Timothy gave a curt nod but he did not want to discussit, so he changed the subject. "What's
happening upstairs? Have they sorted things out at |ast, disbanded the tribuna ?*

A grave expression passed across Leander'sface. "They aren't going to disband the tribunal. Not
for awhile. The Order of Alhazred hasits new Grandmeaster, but the tribuna will still be overseeing our
Guild for sometime, just to make certain there aren't any other schemesthat Nicodemus set in motion
beforehe. . . before hisevil was discovered.”

Timothy let his gaze drop, but only for amoment. "Y ou said they chose anew Grandmaster?' he
asked, looking up. "Whoisit?"

Leander raised ahand and pushed hisfingers through his shaggy red beard, gaze shifting around the
room as though the question made him uncomfortable. Timothy understood immediately. He grinned and
poked the big man in the scomach.

"It'syou, in't it? That'swonderful, Leander. That's. . . wait amoment.” His smile faded. They had
made plans, and now those plans were being dismantled. "It means you can't come back and live at the
house, doesn't it?'

Leander nodded dowly. "The Parliament and the tribuna have decided it would be best for the
Grandmaster to continue to oversee the guild from SkyHaven. If there are fill those who areloyal to
Nicodemus, any schemesthey have planned would likely originate here. There are dozens of hidden
rooms and passages. Weve only begun to unearth the secrets of this place. So, yes, I'm afraid | haveto

day."



Timothy fdlt atiny achein his heart as he thought of hisfather's house and of the Idand of Patience.
Hewould visit them both, and soon, but for now . ..

"Then | will gay with you. Wedl will."
The new Grandmaster smiled. "I'm pleased. | will worry about you lessif you're close by."

"Don't forget, though," Timothy said. "I promised Verlis| would return to hisworld with him, that I'd
hep him save hisfamily.”

Leander nodded. "And | know you will honor that promise. | will offer you what help | can. When
will you leave?!

Timothy glanced down at Sheridan'slifeless form. "Just as soon as| can. The day after tomorrow,
perhaps. Or the next day at the latest.”

Severa moments of silence passed between them as Timothy and hisfriend considered dl of the
changesthat were taking placein their lives. Then Timothy frowned.

"Has the investigation turned up anything about Nicodemuss master?"

"Nothing yet," Leander said gravely. "1 know | heard him spesking to someone, someone to whom
he deferred. That is one of the main reasons why the Parliament wants me to remain a SkyHaven. With
al of its secrets, it's possble that whoever was giving Nicodemus orders may till be here somewhere.”
His brow furrowed with concern. "There may be certain dangersfor you here, Timothy, but I've givenit a
great dedl of thought. | don't think you'd be any safer at home. At least here, were dl together.”

Timothy nodded dowly in agreement.

"And what of your own search?' Leander went on. "Any sign of the mysteriousgirl in the green
dress?’

Timothy felt himself flush alittle and he smiled. "Nothing yet. But | saw her, Leander. | did. If she
hadn't guided us, shown me whereto land, we never would have reached you intime."

"Thetribunal has kept track of al the comings and goings a SkyHaven, and there's been no report
of agirl fitting the description you gave. The guards and groundskeepers and mages have al been spoken
to, and no one remembers her."

"But they would," Timothy said firmly. "She wasremarkable. It's possble shelived in apart of the
fortressthat was hidden away, but Ivar has been searching for days and has found no trace of her. It's
amogt asthough shewasaghogt.”

"Or avery powerful magein her own right, to hide her trail from an Asurawarrior,” Leander
suggested.

Timothy nodded, remembering the girl's sad, green eyes. "True, but not in league with Nicodemus. |
don't think so, at any rate. There was just something about her.”

Leander smiled knowingly. "I'm sure there was. Now then, I've got thingsto attend to. I'll seeyou at
upper?'

"Yes. I'll bethere

The red-haired mage—the Grandmaster of the Order of Alhazred—turned and left the room, pulling



the door shut behind him. Timothy watched him go and then returned his attention to the meta man on
the worktable. Unmoving. Silent as though dead.

And suddenly Timothy could not wait anymore. Sheridan was not completely repaired, but he had
to know. His chest fdlt tight and he gnawed hislower lip as he set asde the final gyro he had been about
to ingal. The steam engine was ready to go. There was water in place. There was chaktury coa, which
would burn for yearsif properly ventilated. All he needed was amatch.

Timothy reached for the lamp on the table and opened it, Hungry Fireflickering brightly in the ocean
breeze. Helit thetip of asmal piece of kindling, then lowered it and did the burning tip carefully indde
Sheridan's chest cavity. He touched it to the chaktury cod, and the small stone began to burn.

He shook out the match and quickly closed the engine, snapping the furnace into place and then
closing the chest cavity aswell. There were noisesingde Sheridan's metal body as the cod heated the
water and the steam pump dowly began to cometo life. Timothy held his bresth and waited. Therewasa
rattle and a hiss and he could hear the whir of the pump asit started up. He stared expectantly at
Sheridan'sface.

A full minute went by and his heart sank.

Timothy lowered his eyes and let out a shuddering breath.

And agasp of steam answered in reply.

Helooked up to see that the red lights of Sheridan's eyeswerelooking at him.
"Timothy . . . what happened?' the mechanical man asked. "Was| deeping?’

"Yes," Timothy said. "Y es, Sheridan, you were degping. Time to wake up now."



