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CHAPTER

AUTOCOACH

It took some time before Cole noticed that the autocoach was going faster than usual. Mira, Jace,

Twitch, and Joe had fallen asleep shortly after nightfall. Despite the darkness and the rhythmic trotting of
the huge four-legged brick pulling the coach, Cole had failed to relax enough to sleep.

They had been progressing toward Elloweer for many days now. Mira was so excited to see her sister
that Cole sometimes wondered if she remembered that Honor was in peril. Twitch remained quiet and
content, not speaking much unless asked direct questions. Joe spent most of his time focused on the
possible dangers of the road. Jace grew more cranky and restless with each passing day. Cole couldn’t
blame him.

The travel conditions helped explain Cole’s current insomnia—too many hours confined within the
autocoach, getting little exercise and napping whenever he wanted. The days and nights blurred
together, making it tricky to keep a regular schedule.

As he sat in the dark while the others slept, the reality of his circumstances confronted him. Until a
few weeks ago, Cole had lived a normal life as a sixth grader in Mesa, Arizona. Then one trip to a
neighborhood haunted house on Halloween had landed Cole and his friends in the Outskirts, a
mysterious realm made up of five kingdoms that each contained distinct forms of magic. As if getting
stuck in another world wasn’t terrible enough, all the kids who had traveled with Cole to the Outskirts
had been branded as slaves the second they arrived.

After a failed attempt to rescue his friends, Cole became separated from the others when he was sold
to the Sky Raiders, a group of scavengers who salvaged valuable items from dangerous castles in the sky.
He had no clue where any of his friends from Arizona had ended up, including his best friend, Dalton,
and Jenna, the girl he’d had a crush on for years. He knew they were somewhere in the five kingdoms,
and he was determined to rescue them. But sometimes the task of finding them felt impossible.

The only bright spot for Cole was the new friends he’d made in the Outskirts—including Jace,
Twitch, and Mira, fellow Sky Raiders who had escaped with him. Joe had come to warn Mira of
danger, and later had joined them. Cole felt that sticking with Mira was important. She had connections
across Elloweer that made travel easier and that might help him find leads about his friends. Of course
that meant facing a lot of danger in the meantime, since Mira was on the run from an incredibly
powerful evil ruler who just happened to be her father, the High Shaper who had proclaimed himself



High King. Having stolen Mira’s power once, he wanted her abilities back, and after seeing firsthand
what that power could do, Cole understood why.

Since arriving in the Outskirts, Cole had flirted with death several times—while scouting sky castles,
escaping Skyport, and battling his way through a dreamlike land created by some magical kid. And there
was no foreseeable end to the danger. How many near misses could he expect to survive?

Home felt a million miles away. The actual distance was probably even worse. From all appearances,
the Outskirts existed in a whole separate universe.

But Cole was here in Sambria, one of the five kingdoms, and that wasn’t changing anytime soon, so
all he could do was focus on their next goal.

Mira’s mother had used her shaping talent to place a star in the sky above Honor, which meant
Mira’s sister was in trouble, but they had no other details. Not long ago, Mira’s power had taken
tangible form, and defeating it had nearly cost them their lives. Were they now heading toward a similar
battle? They had no idea what threat Honor could be facing, but Mira was determined to rescue her.

Bertram, the coachman, slouched forward on his bench, eyes on the floor, elderly features blank. As a
semblance created by shaping, he didn’t need sleep, but he wasn’t designed to provide much company.
He sometimes shared useful information about their route. According to Bertram, they would reach the
border of Elloweer tomorrow morning,.

The autocoach usually provided a smooth ride, so when it jostled over two rough patches in
succession, Cole began to pay attention. The clip-clop of the trotting brick sounded faster than he had
ever heard it. Then the rhythm of the trot changed to one of a loping stride, and the speed of the
autocoach increased even more.

Neither animal nor machine, the autocoach had been created by shapers. It never tired, but it never
went fast, either. Cole tapped Bertram. “Why are we speeding up?”

The old man looked at him, lips quivering, one eye twitching. Bertram only spoke to share
information about the roads ahead or to assure anyone who cared to listen that he was on holiday with
his grandniece and grandnephews. Though his replies weren’t always relevant, he had never failed to
respond to a question.

“Guys!” Cole yelled. “Something’s wrong!”

Joe’s soft snoring sputtered to a halt. He squinted at Cole. “Is the coach running?”

“Yes,” Cole said. “And Bertram won’t talk.”

The old semblance wore a pained expression. One hand clenched sporadically.

Joe hastily shook Mira and Jace. “Wake up!”

Twitch sat up with a start. “What’s happening?” he asked.

The brick’s pace increased to a pounding gallop. The autocoach rattled and creaked, then jolted over
a sharp bump, jarring Cole’s spine.

Jace produced his golden rope, the magical item he obtained when he worked for the Sky Raiders.
Mira reached for the Jumping Sword that their friend Liam had made for her before returning to the
Grand Shaper of Sambria.

Joe slapped Bertram briskly across the cheek. “Bertram! Slow us down! Stop the coach!”

“Halt the coach, Bertram,” Mira demanded.

Face contorted, Bertram’s lips peeled back as he ground his teeth. Drool leaked down his chin.



“Stop us, Bertram,” Joe insisted. “Stop us now!”

Rocking from side to side, Bertram screamed. The wretched, desperate cry filled Cole with panic.
What could make the calm old semblance behave like this?

If anything, the autocoach gained speed.

“Should we bail?” Twitch asked, slipping on his Ellowine ring to reveal his semitransparent wings
and grasshopper legs.

“What about our stuff?” Jace asked.

“You kids go,” Joe instructed. “Use your renderings to land softly. I'll stay with the coach to see
where—"

His instructions were cut oft as the autocoach launched into the air. For a moment, gravity
disappeared. Cole was floating, as were the others. They all came crashing down when the coach landed
thunderously, slanted steeply forward as it plunged down a sharp incline.

Cole ended up on his back with Twitch on top of him. The autocoach quaked as it skipped out of
control down the slope. Before Cole could sit up, the coach went airborne again, tilting sharply to the
right.

Jace’s golden rope suddenly expanded, zigzagging around the inside of the compartment in a complex
pattern. The autocoach landed on its side and tumbled wildly, flinging Cole and his friends against
yielding lengths of golden rope. The elaborate tangle cushioned their movements and kept them from
slamming against the interior walls of the coach. Cole lost all sense of direction as he flopped between
segments of rope, the coach whirling and shattering around him.

The autocoach came to a rest upside down. For a moment, the occupants hung suspended like bugs
in a spiderweb. The stillness and silence was eerie after the chaotic crash. Then the rope web slackened,
and they dropped to the ceiling. Cole felt loopy and sore.

“Get out,” Joe whispered urgently. “This was an attack. It’s not over. We need to move.”

The door had been torn from one mangled side of the coach. Twitch ducked through and into the
darkness beyond. Jace shrank his rope to its normal length and exited as well. Mira went next, followed
by Cole. Joe came last.

The autocoach had settled at the bottom of an earthy ravine that was spanned by a bridge. Dim
moonlight revealed steep, brushy banks sloping up on either side, and a stream, crawling down the
middle, narrow enough to step across. The rocks, branches, and warped old logs littering the bottom of
the ravine suggested that sometimes the stream rose higher than its current trickle.

Cole took a deep breath of the night air. It definitely beat the odor of six bodies crammed in close
confines day after day. Since they had started their journey to Elloweer, he had only left the coach to
relieve himself and occasionally to eat at a roadside inn.

Jace pressed a finger to his lips and pointed at the top of the ravine. A pair of caped, armored figures
was descending the slope, one astride a huge jungle cat, the other riding what appeared to be a writhing
mass of rags. The intimidating mounts glided down the incline with slinky grace.

Crouching low, Cole held his breath. The last few days had been quiet, but he knew Mira’s father
had people hunting them. When Mira defeated the semblance monster Carnag and regained her shaping
power, the High Shaper had lost all claim to her stolen abilities. With the power he took from her other
sisters fading, the High Shaper would be in a panic.



The sinister riders didn’t look like legionnaires or city guardsmen. Could they be Enforcers? Cole had
heard warnings about the High Shaper’s secret police, but had no way of knowing if these riders were
affiliated with them. Whoever they were, the sight of them gave Cole chills. In a land where reality
could be reshaped, he had learned to accept the impossible, but that didn’t mean he liked it trying to
hunt him down.

Without saying a word, the small group headed in different directions: Twitch slithered behind a log,
Mira crouched behind a bush, and Jace melted into the shadows behind a rock pile. Joe ducked back
into the damaged compartment. Cole crept around the autocoach, putting it between himself and the
oncoming figures, which still let him peek around it to keep an eye on them. The duo advanced with
little effort at subtlety. Cole realized they probably assumed the crash had left all occupants of the
carriage incapacitated or dead. If not for Jace’s rope, they would be right.

Cole considered retrieving his Jumping Sword from the coach. With a fight brewing, he hated to be
weaponless. But he worried about the noise spoiling their chance to surprise the oncoming riders. Both
were almost to the floor of the ravine.

Squinting, Cole tried to make sense of the squirming jumble of rags. The ragbeast glided along on
tattered wisps of fabric, hovering more than walking. Though not very substantial, and lacking a clear
shape, it seemed to support the rider without difficulty.

Joe sidled up next to him and quietly handed Cole his Jumping Sword. “Lay low if you can,” Joe
whispered in his ear. He held up a bow—a shaped weapon Cole had retrieved from a sky castle and that
produced an arrow every time the string was drawn. “I’m borrowing this. Top priority is getting Mira
away from here.”

Bow in hand, Joe slunk away from the totaled autocoach. He stepped over the small stream and took
cover in some tall brush.

Staying low, Cole peeked as the riders prowled along the base of the ravine. They advanced straight
toward the autocoach. Of course! They meant to search the wreckage! Why hadn’t he picked a different
hiding place?

Keeping the inverted autocoach between himself and the riders, Cole backed away, crouching,
Jumping Sword held ready. If they spotted him, he would use the sword to flee up the slope. Maybe he
could draw them away from the others. Even with their strange mounts, the Jumping Sword might give
him a chance to outrun them.

One foot stepped into the stream, making a little splash. Cole froze.

The big cat gave an angry yowl. Cole cringed, gritting his teeth. Beyond the coach, Cole could see
Twitch had risen skyward, oversize dragonfly wings shimmering in the moonlight.

Twitch had been spotted.

Cole shuffled sideways in time to see Jace’s golden rope whip around the rider on the jungle cat. The
rope hoisted the armored figure high into the air, then slammed him down on a rocky patch of the
streambed with a resounding clang.

The ragbeast wheeled toward Jace. Mira sprang out of hiding, flying through the air, Jumping Sword
extended. Her blade struck the ragbeast’s rider in the side, knocking him to the ground without piercing
his armor. Mira tumbled to the nearby creek bed, her sword falling from her grasp.



The huge jungle cat streaked toward Mira. Pointing his sword at a spot ahead of the jungle cat, Cole
shouted, “Away!”

The sword pulled Cole through the air on a low trajectory, skimming along just above the ravine’s
floor. As the big cat pounced at Mira, Cole, backed by the momentum of his flight, plunged his blade
into the feline’s ribs. The Jumping Sword had slowed just before reaching the target, but even so, Cole
drove it deep, then collided with the furry, meaty side of the huge cat. Cole spun through the air and
landed on the ground, painfully wrenching his shoulder and scraping his legs.

Twisting to nip at the sword in its side, the jungle cat hissed. Then an arrow hit the big cat in the
neck.

“Flail, attack!” Mira called, pointing at the feline.

Accompanied by the crunch of smashed wood, the Shaper’s Flail flew out of the wrecked autocoach.
Composed of six heavy iron balls joined to a central ring by weighty chains, the flail whirred to the
jungle cat, simultaneously pummeling it and wrapping it up. With two legs pinned, the huge feline
ended up on its back, hissing and struggling.

The armored rider Mira had unseated was now on his feet clutching a double-bit battle-ax. He
clomped toward Cole, weapon raised high. Curling his legs, Cole prepared to lunge away from the
downswing of the heavy weapon.

Before he could move, a golden rope lashed the rider’s ankles together, jerked him upward, and
flung him against a boulder across the ravine. The gigantic jungle cat went still as arrows accumulated.

Jace whipped the ragbeast a couple of times, but the golden rope passed through it without grabbing
hold of anything. The attack seemed to spur the tattered mass of fabric into action. After whirling in
place for a moment, the ragbeast swished by Cole, doing no more damage than a thrown pile of
laundry.

Cole went and retrieved his sword from the big cat, jiggling it to wrench it free. He wiped the blade
against the animal’s fur.

At the top of the ravine, near the bridge, a horse gave a loud whinny. Cole glanced up in time to see
the steed rearing. A rider slid off before both silhouettes moved out of sight.

Wings fluttering, Twitch landed beside Mira. He crouched and helped her to her feet. The ragbeast
glided swiftly upstream alongside the trickle of water.

Joe ran over to them, holding an arrow ready against the bowstring. “Mira, get that rider.” His bow
pointed toward the top of the ravine.

“Flail, attack,” Mira ordered. The tangle of balls and chains disengaged from the fallen cat and
zoomed up the slope of the ravine. At the top, it paused.

“Flail, attack,” Mira repeated, gesturing in the direction the stranger had gone.

The flail hovered benignly.

“I'm trying to picture the rider,” Mira said. “He moved out of sight before I really saw him. I think
I have to see the target. Should I go up the slope?”

“No,” Joe said quietly. “It isn’t worth the risk. Can’t you command the flail to strike whatever is
within range up there?”

“It isn’t an attack dog,” Mira said. “I have to direct it.”



Joe nodded. “I hit the rider’s horse with an arrow. I'm not sure how much damage it did. We can’t
let him escape. He could round up reinforcements. I should go after him.”

“How’d they make the autocoach run wild?” Twitch asked.

“They must have reshaped it somehow,” Jace said.

“But Declan made the coach,” Mira murmured. “It would take quite a shaper to hijack a Grand
Shaper’s work.”

“Might have been shapecraft,” Cole said. “If shapecrafters can mess with the shaping power itself,
who knows what else they can do?”

“They organized Mira’s power into Carnag,” Twitch said. “Why couldn’t they tamper with a
semblance?”

“Whatever their skills, those were no ordinary soldiers,” Joe said. “You just met some Enforcers.
And one of them is getting away. I can’t let that happen. He probably won’t go to the legion or any
regular authorities, but there may be others of his kind in the area.”

“We’re splitting up?” Jace asked.

“For now, yes,” Joe said.

“We follow the road?” Twitch checked.

“It will take you to Carthage, on the border between Sambria and Elloweer,” Joe confirmed.
“Honor’s star has held steady in that direction. If danger forces you to abandon the road, Mira knows
how to follow the star.”

Cole glanced at Mira, who had turned her gaze to the sky. To help guard the precious secret that
Mira’s mother could mark the location of her five daughters, only Mira and Joe knew what Honor’s star
looked like. If that information ever leaked to the High Shaper, the girls would be doomed.

“Am I just flustered?” Mira asked. “I don’t see it.”

Joe looked skyward in the same direction she was peering. “Oh, no,” he muttered after a tense

pause. “You’re right. The star is gone.”



CHAPTER

STARLESS

“W
hat does that mean?” Mira cried.

Cole felt horrible for her. That star was her one connection to her endangered sister. Mira’s panicked
eyes studied the section of sky where the star should be.

“Could mean lots of things,” Joe said, his voice deliberately calm. “Might mean your mom was
worried about enemies using the star. Might mean your sister has been rescued.”

“What if it means she’s . . . 77 Mira whispered, covering her mouth.

“I’'m sure that isn’t it,” Joe said. “We can’t let this sink us. I have to track down whoever is slipping
away. You go to Carthage. There’s a fountain with seven spouts on the Elloweer side. If I don’t catch
up to you on the road, look for me there every day at noon. Lay low. If 'm more than three days
behind you, I'll be either dead or captured.” Joe glanced at Cole, Jace, and Twitch. “Watch over her.”

Joe turned and dashed up the hill.

Mira continued to stare at the patch of sky. Following her gaze, Cole saw many stars. But he knew
the one she yearned to see was not among them.

“Don’t linger,” Joe called down to them as he charged up the slope. “There’s no telling who else
might be headed this way.”

“He’s right,” Twitch said.

“What about our stuft?” Jace asked, dipping his head toward the crippled autocoach. “At least the
money!”

“Good thought,” Cole said.

“You two grab what you need,” Twitch said. “I’ll get Mira out of sight. We’ll wait for you up the
road.”

“Fine, shoo,” Jace said, waving a hand. “You too, Cole, if you want.”

“T’ll stay with you,” Cole told Jace, then glanced at Mira. “See you in a minute.”

Twitch took flight, and Mira used her Jumping Sword to leap halfway up the slope opposite the one
Joe had climbed. “Flail, follow,” Mira called, and the weapon obeyed.

His shoulder smarting and his scraped legs sore, Cole crossed to the autocoach. No longer harnessed

to the coach, the walking brick lay motionless on its side, two of its legs broken off at the thigh.



Cole and Jace reached the opening where the door had been and climbed inside. Bertram lay
tacedown, his body limp.

“Is he dead?” Jace asked.

Worried that Jace might be right, Cole crouched and shook the elderly coachman’s shoulder. “Are
you okay, Bertram?”

The old man stirred and raised his head. “I'm on holiday with my grandniece and my
grandnephews.” He gave a small smile. “Nothing to worry about here.”

After climbing to reach the floor of the coach, Jace opened a hatch and several items fell. He jumped
down and started rummaging. From outside, Cole heard the faint trickle of the stream.

“You didn’t seem like yourself back there,” Cole said to Bertram. “You screamed.”

The old guy blinked. “I’'m no longer a spring chicken. The young must forgive us older gents a little
episode from time to time. I’ve been under the weather. I won’t let it ruin our holiday.”

Jace dropped down. “We should go,” he said, backing out of the coach.

Cole held up a finger to tell him to wait. He tried to frame a question in terms that might enable
Bertram to respond. “Our holiday is in trouble. The coach went wild and crashed. How will we get to
Elloweer now? What happened?”

Bertram gave an uncomfortable chuckle. “The coach did what it had to do.”

“The coach takes orders from Mira,” Cole said. “It doesn’t go fast. What happened?”

“It performed as required,” Bertram said. “So did I.”

“Who gave the order?” Cole asked. “Who changed the autocoach?”

Bertram looked unperturbed. “You youngsters may have to go ahead without me for now. The
coach is in poor repair. Might do me some good to rest here for a time. This holiday has worn me out!
Every uncle has his limits.”

“Come on,” Jace urged. “I grabbed the money and some food.”

“Bye, Bertram,” Cole said. “Thanks for the holiday.”

Bertram gave a nod. “You’re a fine grandnephew.”

Cole stepped out of the autocoach.

“Are those tears?” Jace asked.

Cole wiped his eyes and glanced away. “No.”

“He isn’t real,” Jace said. “He’s a semblance. He was constructed.”

Cole sighed. “That almost makes it worse. He’ll just sit there thinking he’s supposed to be on
vacation with us.”

“He’s not thinking,” Jace said. “He just blabs the kind of stuff Declan taught him to say. Don’t be sad
for him. Just be sad we lost our ride. Let’s go find Mira.”

“What about the guys you took out with your rope?” Cole asked. “Should we check if they're
alive?”

“No chance,” Jace said. “They tried to kill us. I didn’t hold back.”

“They had armor.”

“Armor won’t protect you from falling off a cliff. I threw them hard. Joe wasn’t worried about
them.”

“Joe was in a hurry,” Cole pointed out.



Jace exhaled sharply. “Fine. You take that one.” He pointed toward the man closest to them. Jace’s
rope coiled like a spring, then uncoiled, launching him over to where the farthest of the two fallen
riders had been thrown. The rope coiled ahead of him to soften his landing.

Cole trotted over to the other rider. The front of his helmet and breastplate were badly dented from
the impact with the boulder. The figure didn’t move. Cole knelt beside him and put his ear by the
helmet, listening for breathing. He heard nothing.

“Die!” a voice said as hands grabbed Cole by the shoulders from behind.

Cole jumped and turned, startled enough to make Jace laugh.

“The other guy is no longer with us,” Jace said. “We’re wasting time. Let’s fly.”

His rope coiled again, and Jace shot up the slope. Cole pointed his sword, spoke the command, and
whooshed upward.

No matter how many times Cole did it, jumping with the sword remained exhilarating, partly
because he always felt a little out of control. Landing tended to be the trickiest part. Cole had learned
that if he immediately took another sword-assisted jump instead of coming to a full stop, the impact was
greatly reduced. So he strung together some jumps up the slope, over to the bridge, and along the road
until he saw Twitch and Mira waving at him from up ahead.

Pointing his blade at a spot near his friends, Cole shouted the command again and flew through the
air toward them. The sword slowed him at the last second, but not enough to prevent him from
stumbling to his knees on the dirt road.

While bounding with the sword, Cole had passed Jace, who was using his rope to grab trees beside
the road and slingshot himself forward. Jace caught up by the time Cole rose to his feet.

“You need to practice those landings,” Jace said.

“You need to work on your speed,” Cole shot back.

Jace gestured toward the side of the road. “What’s that supposed to be?”

Cole turned to see a misshapen brown lump the height of his waist rocking back and forth on two
uneven legs. Perhaps sensing the attention, the ungainly object hobbled toward them.

“Mira tried to shape something for us to ride to Carthage,” Twitch explained.

Jace exploded into laughter. “That? It looks like a walking mud ball.”

Cole tried not to laugh. The description was pretty accurate.

“I was rushed,” Mira said, flustered. “Making semblances is very hard. Even the best shapers take
their time when simulating life.”

“So why try?” Jace asked.

Mira shrugged. “I saw what my power can do when we fought Carnag. Remember how big it was?
How well it simulated me and my father? That power is inside of me now. I just have to learn to use it.
I know I’'m capable of big feats of shaping. I thought maybe if I harnessed my desperation, I could shape
something useful.”

The mud ball toddled over to Jace, then bumped into his leg and tipped over. The undersized
semblance started to sway gently and made a garbled, squishy sound.

“Is it trying to speak?” Jace asked. ““You know, it looks a little like Twitch. Was he your model?”

“Stop it,” Mira said, swatting Jace on the shoulder. She staggered, and he caught hold of her.

“What’s the matter?” Jace asked.



“The eftort took a lot out of me,” Mira said. “I’ll be all right.”

“You realize we have a long way to go,” Cole reminded her.

“I was trying to make it easier for all of us,” Mira said. They watched the misshapen little semblance
as it tried to rock back into a standing position. Mira gave a little laugh. “It was supposed to be bigger.”

Her comment freed the others to laugh, and they did.

“Are you telling it to move?” Cole wondered.

“I designed it to follow us when we weren’t riding it,” Mira explained. “I think it understands that
part. It was supposed to have four legs. And it was supposed to obey instructions from me, but it seems
mostly oblivious.”

“Can you shape it more?” Cole asked. “Improve it?”

Mira shook her head. “I’'m wiped out.”

“Can you unshape it?” Jace inquired. “People might find it.”

“Probably, but it would drain me too much. I'm already going to have a hard time keeping up with
you guys. I was stupid to try to make a semblance all at once. Carnag did it, so I thought maybe I could
too. Projects like this are normally done step-by-step, a little at a time.”

The semblance stood up and waddled toward Cole. He backed away. It was kind of creepy.

“What’s it made of?” Jace asked.

“Looks like dirt, but feels more like cork,” Mira said. “It’s tougher than it feels, but again, not quite
what I was after.”

Jace pushed the semblance over. Crouching, he ran his palms over it, rocking it gently. “You guys go
on ahead. I'll catch up after I ditch this thing.”

“What are you going to do?” Cole asked.

“Stash it in the woods far from the road,” Jace said. “It isn’t light, but with my rope I can handle it.”

“Isn’t that kind of mean?” Cole asked.

Jace gave a frustrated sigh. “It’s a walking hunk of cork, Cole! Mira made it out of rubble. It doesn’t
have feelings. But it might try to walk toward us, which would be a big favor to anybody who wants to
track us down.”

“Okay,” Cole said. “Makes sense.”

“Get going,” Jace said. “People might be after us. We don’t want to waste our head start.”

“Are you okay to travel?” Cole asked Mira.

She wiped a hand across her forehead. “I have to be. No other choice.” She glanced at the sky. “I
just wish the star was still there.”

“It’ll be all right,” Cole said, unsure about whether he believed his words but trying to help her feel
better.

“You go first, Mira,” Twitch suggested. “We’ll keep an eye on you from behind.”

Mira drew her Jumping Sword, aimed it down the road, and called, “Away.” The Shaper’s Flail
tfollowed. Cole heard her repeat the command when she landed, leaping forward again. Wings fluttering,
Twitch sprang after her. Cole held out his sword and jumped.



CHAPTER

CARTHAGE

Breezing through the night, leap after leap, Cole waited for Mira to tire out and stop, but instead she

kept going. He hung back, keeping her in view. Cool air rushed by with every jump.

One of the moons glowed fairly bright tonight. Another, a slender crescent, was just rising. The night
sky in the Outskirts changed without pattern. The inconstancy allowed Mira and her sisters to be
marked by stars without anyone catching on. Ten or eleven different moons could show up on any
given night, although Cole had never seen more than three at once. Many of the moons were similar to
Earth’s, though tonight’s struck him as a bit more yellow.

Cole scanned the shadows beneath the trees at either side of the road. Anything could be lurking
under the cover of that darkness. He glanced behind as well, braced to see a platoon of legionnaires or
mysterious riders on ragbeasts.

One luxury of the autocoach was that it shut out the rest of the world, producing the comforting
llusion that they were hidden and safe. Cole supposed that was wonderful until you ended up at the
bottom of a ravine after an ambush. Without the coach, Cole felt more exposed, but that kept him
more alert.

Mira’s concerns about her sister caused Cole’s thoughts to turn to his lost friends. He remembered
when he last saw Jenna, caged in a wagon, still in her Cleopatra costume from Halloween. His last
glimpse of his best friend, Dalton, had been of a sad, dusty clown, also in a cage. They had been on their
way to be sold as slaves when Cole was selected to join the Sky Raiders.

The thought of Jenna behind bars enraged Cole. But she probably wasn’t in a cage anymore. She was
a slave somewhere. Was she working in a kitchen? Was she bringing meals to some lazy friend of the
High King? Those thoughts didn’t make him any less angry.

Jenna was smart and funny. She was pretty and nice. She didn’t deserve this fate. Going into the
wrong basement on Halloween had ripped her life away—and visiting the spook alley had been Cole’s
idea. Dalton was a great guy, too—the bestest friend Cole had ever had, and his life was destroyed as
well.

Where were they tonight? Where were the dozens of other kids who were smuggled from Mesa to
the Outskirts? Were they comfortable? Were they suffering? They could be in any of the five kingdoms.
And they were in danger. The shapecrafter Quima had warned that the High Shaper intended to



perform experiments on them involving their shaping powers. Kids from outside the five kingdoms
tended to have shaping powers. The slaver Ansel had sold all the kids with the most potential to the
High King.

Bounding along the moonlit road, Cole had to believe his friends were all right. He had to believe
they were occupied with safer tasks than raiding sky castles. Cole had considered setting oft on his own,
with the sole purpose of finding his friends. But the trail was cold. He had no idea where to start. Jenna,
Dalton, and the others could be anywhere.

Searching for them alone would put him at a serious disadvantage. Cole knew little about the
Outskirts, and he would have no help. If he stuck with Mira, not only could he lean on her knowledge
of the five kingdoms, he could also count on finding rebels like Joe who were willing to assist a princess
in exile. Cole tried to renew his faith that, as he helped Mira and kept his eyes and ears open, eventually
he would find his friends.

How many others did he need to find? Right now his main concern was saving Dalton and Jenna.
But what about Jenna’s friends Chelsea and Sarah? Or Blake? What about the rest of the victims? Cole
knew most of them by face if not by name.

If he found Dalton and Jenna and learned of a way home, would he ditch the others? It was hard to
say. If he was ever fortunate enough to be in that position, he’d decide then.

What about Mira? If he found a way home, would he abandon her? She had already become a real
friend. Without her, he would probably still be stuck with the Sky Raiders, which meant his job as a
scout would probably have gotten him killed by now.

Mira was always trying to excuse him from making her problems his own. But that only made Cole
want to help her more. Without his aid, she probably wouldn’t have made it this far. He had saved her
bacon more than once.

Others would aid her if he left. Jace could be a jerk, but he was totally devoted to her. Twitch
would help too. And as a member of the resistance, Joe seemed fully committed as well.

Cole watched Mira jumping along ahead of him. Deciding whether he would leave her was pointless
at the moment. By the time something like that became an issue, the circumstances might be totally
different. Hopefully, by then, Dalton and Jenna could help him choose.

Finally, Mira came to a halt and looked back at Cole. He aimed his next jump to the side of her and
landed in an awkward stumble. Twitch fluttered to a stop nearby.

“Tired?” Cole asked.

“I could keep going,” Mira said. “I’'m worried that Jace hasn’t caught up yet.”

Cole looked back down the road. Jace could be a pain, but it would be tragic if anything happened
to him. Jerk or not, he was a friend. And he was good in a fight, a survivor. “He’s probably fine. I bet
we’re just going faster than him.”

“Right,” Mira agreed. “The trees have thinned out.”

Cole nodded. With brushy fields on either side of the lane, Jace wouldn’t be able to slingshot himself
off trees. It would make him even slower.

“If we’ve been stretching our lead this whole time,” Twitch said, “we may have a big wait ahead of

2

us.



“All the more reason to pause now instead of later,” Mira said. “We don’t want to lose him. If he’s
in trouble, we have to go back.”

“If he’s in trouble, i1t’s probably more than we can handle,” Cole said. “He’s not easy prey with that
rope. If he doesn’t show up, I'll go back. You and Twitch need to keep going.”

Twitch moved off the road and into the brush. “How about we wait behind those bushes?” he
suggested. “We’ll have a view of the road, but we can lay low if unexpected visitors show up.”

“Jump to the bushes,” Cole advised. “That way there won’t be any tracks leading to our hiding
spot.”

“Good thinking,” Twitch said, springing into the air, wings a shimmering blur.

Cole and Mira jumped to the bushes as well. Mira sat down, legs bent in front of her. She crossed
her arms and put them on her knees, resting her head on her arms.

“T’ll keep watch,” Twitch volunteered. “The grinaldi have sharp night vision.”

“What can’t you guys do?” Cole asked.

Twitch shrugged. “My people aren’t good swimmers. We avoid deep water.”

“You exhausted?” Cole asked Mira.

“My head aches,” she replied. “Could be worse. At least no evil shapers have caught up to us.”

“You two did well back there,” Twitch said. “Those Jumping Swords are effective weapons.”

“They’re useful,” Cole said. “It stresses me out to attack with them, though. It’s kind of like having a
bow with only one arrow. And you’re the arrow.”

Twitch and Mira both laughed at the description.

“Thanks, by the way,” Mira said. “You probably saved my life again. I was exposed to that monster
cat.”

“Only because you helped Jace,” Cole said, trying not to show how pleased her gratitude made him.
“He protected us too. No need to keep score.”

“Sorry I didn’t get more involved,” Twitch said. “I hovered through the fight. I was watching for
my moment. I’'m more a rescuer than an attacker.”

“I’'m glad,” Cole said. “You've rescued me before. Jace too.”

Twitch gave a small smile. “Like you said, no need to keep score.”

Something white and gray swooped down and landed beside Mira with a flurry of feathers. Cole
recoiled and raised his sword, then recognized the cockatiel Liam had given them to serve as a scout.

“Mango!” Mira exclaimed. Extending her arm, she let the semblance perch on her wrist.

“Where is the autocoach?” the cockatiel inquired.

“Didn’t you see?” Mira asked. “It crashed down into a ravine.”

“I don’t belong to the coach,” the cockatiel said. “I return to you. How far back did it crash?”

“A good ways,” Mira said. “We were ambushed.”

The cockatiel whistled. “Sorry I missed warning you.”

“It was a small force,” Mira said. “Have you seen Jace?”

“No,” Mango replied. “I spent most of my time up ahead. The road from here to Carthage looks
clear. We’re not using the main route. This road is less direct and less traveled.”

“Is the city much farther?” Cole asked.

“If you hurry, you could get close by morning,” Mango said.



“Go find Jace,” Mira said. “He’s catching up to us on the road. Then report back. Watch for
anybody who might be following us. They could be in dark armor with strange mounts.”

“Will do,” Mango replied, taking flight.

They watched the bird disappear into the night in the direction they had come. Cole felt relieved to
have avoided the responsibility of going back for Jace.

“I’ve never been to Carthage,” Twitch said.

“Me neither,” Mira said. “I’'ve only heard stories. It’s an old city. A big one. It straddles two
kingdoms—the west side is in Sambria, the east in Elloweer.”

“Joe wants to meet us on the Elloweer side,” Cole reminded them.

“Which worries me,” Mira said. “On that side our renderings won’t work anymore. No Jumping
Swords. No golden rope.”

“Will they stop working right on the border?” Cole asked. “Won’t they work a little while we’re
still close to Sambria?”

“They would work a little in Junction, between the kingdoms,” Mira said. “Once you cross into
another kingdom, everything is different. The boundaries have existed since anyone can remember. In
populated areas the border is usually marked. But marked or not, the effect is the same—the way
shaping works changes. I guess there’s a small chance some of our renderings might work a little in the
other kingdom, but they’ll work just as well a hundred miles into Elloweer as they will right after
stepping out of Sambria.”

“My ring, for example,” Twitch said. “It reverts me to my Ellowine form even when I'm in another
kingdom.”

“But items like Twitch’s ring are rare,” Mira said.

“Here comes Jace,” Twitch said. “He made pretty good time. We never stopped until just now.”

Cole saw Jace propelling himself down the road, his golden rope coiling and uncoiling like a spring,
first thrusting him forward, then cushioning his landing. The result had him moving almost as fast as they
could with their Jumping Swords.

Twitch gave a whistle, and Jace came to a halt the next time his rope absorbed his landing. “Where
are you?” Jace called in a hushed voice.

Twitch sprang over the bush toward the road. Cole helped Mira to her feet. They tromped to the
road instead of jumping.

“How’d it go?” Cole asked.

“Mira’s sidekick is well oft the road,” Jace said. “Didn’t take too long. No sign of pursuit yet. Should
we keep going?”

“Yes,” Mira said.

“Are you sure you don’t need a longer break?” Cole asked.

“I could use one,” Mira admitted. “But we can’t afford it. If word is out about our location, we can’t
let our enemies catch up to us. We need to get to Carthage and find a place to hide out.”

Mango fluttered down. “Found Jace. Didn’t take long.”

“Scout ahead and behind,” Mira said. “Let us know if danger approaches. After we get to Carthage,

we’ll cross into Elloweer. As a semblance, you can’t go there, so find Joe and tell him where we went.



Once Joe catches up to us, go back to Liam and let him know what we’re doing. Then serve him until I
return to Sambria.”

The cockatiel dipped her head. “As you desire.” She took flight, climbing swiftly.

Cole shook his head, realizing he barely even reacted now to a magically created talking bird helping
out the group. It was amazing how quickly the totally bizarre could become normal when it was part of
your everyday life.

“I’ve never been to Carthage,” Jace said. “I hear it’s quite a city.”

“Not many cities span two kingdoms,” Mira said. “Add that it’s on a river, and you have a major
trade center.”

“And we have a few ringers to spare,” Jace said with a grin. “I brought our money from the coach.”

“We’re not on holiday,” Mira scolded.

“Plenty of people in cities have money,” Jace said. “We’ll draw less attention if we don’t look like
we’re hiding.”

“Kids spending a lot of money always draws attention,” Mira said, “as curiosities and as targets.”

“She has a point,” Cole said. That was as true back home in Arizona as it was here.

“So do 1,” Jace replied harshly. “I’ve spent my life as a slave. I don’t want to keep living like one
longer than necessary. I'm free, and I have money. I don’t think we should start tossing around gold
ringers, but plenty of free kids our age have some money on them. Enough to buy some food and have a
little fun.”

“No fun,” Mira said sternly. “We need to stay as miserable as possible.”

Jace chuckled. “You know what I mean.”

“I do,” Mira said. “We’ll have to spend a little money on food and lodging. But we need to be smart
about it. Kids our age don’t normally book rooms for themselves.”

“Some kids have wealthy families,” Jace said. “Some have jobs. Leave it to me. I’ve worked in cities.
[ can imitate a free kid better than any of us.”

“You don’t have to imitate one,” Cole said. “You are one. Your mark says so.”

Jace rubbed the freemark on the back of his hand. “Declan gave us the right marks, but free kids and
slave kids act differently.”

“Me, Twitch, and Mira used to be free,” Cole reminded him.

“Sort of,” Jace allowed with a snort. “Mira was royalty on the run, you were free in another world,
and Twitch was free among the grasshopper people. I actually know what normal life is like here. How
people act.”

“You're very streetwise,” Mira said, rolling her eyes. “Just try not to spend too big. And don’t lose
your temper.”

Jace grinned. “Lose it? Don’t worry. I always keep it handy. Last one to Carthage has bug parts.”

“Hey!” Twitch protested.

“Oh, yeah,” Jace fake apologized. “Rat parts?”

“How about last one there was born a slave?” Cole said.

Jace flashed him an angry look. “Last one there hangs back in fights and sometimes helps a little at the

end.”



“Cut it out,” Mira said. “How about we actually start? First one there is the fastest.” She raised her
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sword and called, “Away.’

The boys followed.

As he sprang along the road, one huge leap after another, Cole tried not to stew about Jace’s
accusation. Cole supposed he had hung back a little in their last fight. But Jace’s golden rope was easily
their best weapon. Cole had charged into danger many times. He was no coward—he just wanted to
make his attacks count.

Jace was just blowing off steam because of the crack about his slavery. It had been harsh to tease him
about something he couldn’t control, but Jace had been doing the thing to Twitch. If he could dish it
out, he needed to learn to take it, too.

By jumping each time he landed, Cole didn’t find the travel too tiring. The Jumping Sword did most
of the work. He just needed to correctly time each command and aim the blade in the right direction.

Even without heavy exertion, Cole wished he had caught some sleep in the coach. By the time the
approaching dawn began to color the horizon, his eyelids were feeling heavy. Cole wondered if it was
possible to fall asleep while sailing through the air at terrific speeds. If he got tired enough, and the
jumps were repetitive enough, he suspected the answer was yes.

As the sky grew lighter, Mira paused and sheathed her sword. Cole came to a stop near her.
“Anything wrong?” he asked.

“I noticed cottages up ahead during my last jump,” Mira explained. “It’s getting too bright.”

Twitch removed his ring, and his translucent wings disappeared. He looked like a normal human
boy.

“We have to be close,” Jace said. “We went fast all night.”

“I probably need to lose the flail,” Mira said. “I can’t use it in Elloweer, and it’ll attract too much
attention on the road.”

“Aw, crud,” Cole said. “That thing has saved us more than once.”

Mira pointed oft to the side of the road. “Flail, hide.” The flail plunged into a bush beyond some
trees in the direction she had indicated. “I’d send it back to Asia and Declan, but it can’t interpret
commands like that. Maybe we’ll come back this way someday.”

They started walking. Cole’s eyes felt dry and itchy. He kept blinking and rubbing them, but the
irritation persisted. He needed to sleep.

Under the light of dawn, they began to pass farms. A wagon went by in the opposite direction. The
driver hardly looked at them.

“Don’t tense up when you see people,” Jace told Cole. “You were glancing at that guy too much.
Nobody knows us. We're free kids on a stroll. Act like you own the road. Don’t pay attention to other
people, and they probably won’t pay attention to you. If they want to be friendly, let them make the
first move.”

Cole resisted the urge to get defensive. He had felt tense when he saw the driver, and it might have
shown. “Good advice.”

After the road briefly became the main street of a little hamlet, they began to pass many more
homesteads, large and small. People went up and down the road on horseback, in wagons or carriages,

and on foot. The presence of so many other people helped Cole relax and feel less conspicuous. The



crowds dispelled his sleepiness. He watched for legionnaire uniforms and tried to casually notice
whether any of the passersby showed unusual interest in Mira.

As the sun climbed, the lane continued to get busier until it joined up with a larger road. Coming
around a bend, Cole looked out at a massive wall that was the dark green of a forest at twilight. Beyond
the imposing barrier, rooftops, domes, towers, and spires suggested a city of greater scale than Cole had
expected. It didn’t look anything like the scattered tall buildings and sprawling suburbs of Phoenix. This
city was more compact, with architecture that brought to mind ancient capitals from history books.

“That really is a city,” Cole muttered.

“You didn’t think the five kingdoms were all farms and woods, did you?” Jace asked.

“And magical floating castles,” Cole added.

“He hasn’t been here long,” Mira said. “We’ve avoided the more populated areas.”

“Which isn’t always the best strategy,” Jace said. “It can be easier to get lost in a crowd.”

“There are pros and cons,” Twitch said. “Crowds have lots of eyes.”

“Among the pros are food and beds,” Jace said. “I’ll take my chances.”

“What’s Elloweer like?”” Cole asked. “I still don’t know much about it.”

“It’s hard to explain,” Mira said. “The shaping in Sambria seems straightforward to me. Elloweer is
more mystical. The shapers there spice things up with showmanship. They call their art enchanting.”

“They make seemings,” Twitch said.

“Seemings are illusions,” Mira explained. “The best seemings look totally authentic, but they’re not
tangible, no matter how solid they appear.”

“And then there are the changelings,” Jace said.

“Changelings are living things that have been altered,” Mira said. “In Sambria, we can imitate life
with semblances, but our kind of shaping doesn’t work well on living things. Some of the Ellowine
enchanters can make astonishing alterations to living beings.”

Cole glanced at Twitch.

“What? Are you wondering if 'm a changeling? If so, it happened a long time ago, to my great-
great-great-grandparents. And eventually I inherited it. But our traditions hold that our ancestors came
to Elloweer from elsewhere.”

“It’s believed that Elloweer connects to many worlds,” Mira said. “Or at least it may have in the
past. Like Twitch, some of the unusual Ellowine people look human if they leave their kingdom. Others
physically can’t leave at all.”

“Standard advice 1n the five kingdoms is to steer clear of Elloweer,” Jace said.

“I didn’t get taken as a slave until I left Elloweer,” Twitch complained.

“Well, in Sambria, people think twice before heading too far east,” Jace said. “Weird stuft happens
there.”

“Nobody knows all aspects of Ellowine enchanting,” Mira said. “It’s almost as murky as the shaping
in Necronum.”

Cole stared ahead at the city. “What’s the wall made of? It looks a little translucent. Is it jade?” His
grandpa had a carved jade sphere from China of similar color and texture.

“Who knows?” Mira said. “It was shaped long ago. You can bet it’s tougher than jade. The old-
timers who used shaping for construction knew their craft.”



“If it was made by shapers, the wall must be different on the east side of the city,” Cole reasoned.

“We’ll see soon enough,” Mira said.

The nearer they drew to the wall, the more details Cole could distinguish. The smoky green surface
was ornately carved, especially near the top, with figures in relief and twisting vines bearing fruit.
Because of the size and artistry, Cole suspected that on Earth, the wall would be one of the wonders of
the world.

The road led to a massive gate, wide enough for a pair of wagons to pass each other going through. A
raised portcullis hung above the opening like a row of giant spears. Pairs of armed guards stood at either
side of the gate, vigilantly watching all who came and went. At least the guardsmen weren’t dressed as
legionnaires.

“We should split up on the way in,” Twitch suggested. “In case they have descriptions of our
group.”

“Not a bad idea,” Jace said. “I’ll stick with Mira. You two go first. Just head straight, then wait for us
down the road. Remember, you come here all the time. You’re bored of this place. You belong here.”

Cole and Twitch picked up their pace while the others hung back. A busy stream of people were
entering and exiting. The guards were paying attention, but nobody was getting stopped or questioned.
Cole pressed forward, watching the guy in front of him, keeping his eyes oft the guards. He tried to look
and feel bored, but his heart was racing,.

The gateway’s tunnel was about fifteen paces long. As Cole entered, he noticed one of the guards
watching him. Beneath the shadow of the wall, the sweat on his back felt slimy. He became painfully
aware of the sword belted to his side. How suspicious did it look? Did kids carry swords here? He grew
hyperconscious of the ringers he had tied around each leg—a serious amount of money. What if he was
caught hiding so much cash?

Forcing a yawn, Cole stretched as he walked. Trying to dwell on dull thoughts, he kept putting one
foot in front of the other. He felt relief as he passed through to the other side of the wall, and saw the
city spread out before him. The smallest buildings in view were three or four stories high, with some
structures rising much higher. Merchants peddled their wares from stalls along the street. Others set
their merchandise on blankets. Products included fruit, meat, clothing, jewelry, live birds, and painted
statuettes. The herds of people forced the wagons to make their way slowly, though the throng tended
to part when horses got near. A couple of autocarts fought the crowd as well, pulled by walking bricks.

Cole and Twitch moved down the street a few blocks, then paused at a corner. The cross street was
busy but not as crowded as the avenue that came through the wall. After a couple of minutes, a hand
clapped down on Cole’s shoulder from behind.

“We want you for questioning,” a gruft voice said.

Cole went tense for a moment, then shrugged away from Jace. “You’re hilarious.”

“I told you we’d sail through if we just acted natural,” Jace said.

“Where to now?” Twitch asked.

“I vote for food,” Jace said. “We should spend most of our time on the Sambria side until Joe shows
up. We can check his fountain every day, but I’d rather lay my head where I know my gear will work.”

Down the cross street some distance, Cole noticed a man step out of a doorway. He wore a familiar

wide-brimmed hat and a long, weathered duster. Not a young man, he looked as lean and tough as beet



jerky. Cole would never forget that face. It was Ansel, the slave trader who had brought Cole’s friends
to the Outskirts.



CHAPTER

SLAVER

For an instant, Cole could neither move nor breathe. Ansel was the man who had taken him captive,

threatened him with a sickle, and chained him to the back of a slave wagon. He was cold, competent,
and dangerous. And he was not yet looking Cole’s way.

As Cole moved to step around the corner and out of sight, Ansel’s narrow eyes flicked in his
direction. Perhaps the motion had drawn his glance. There was no way to be certain whether Ansel
recognized him, but for a slight moment their gazes connected. With a sickening jolt of panic, Cole
knew he had better assume the worst. Ansel wasn’t the type to miss much.

“We need to split up now,” Cole said hurriedly. He didn’t want to leave the only friends he had
with danger coming his way, but he knew it would be tricky to disappear into the crowd moving as a
group. If they stayed together, they might all get captured. His friends didn’t deserve that risk. Besides,
the others would have a better chance of helping him if they were free.

“What?” Mira asked.

Backing down the street, Cole gestured for the others to scatter. “The slaver who captured me is
here. I think he saw me. He knows I shouldn’t be free. Let’s meet up on the Elloweer side by the
fountain Joe talked about.”

Twitch was already walking away into the crowd. Jace and Mira hesitated, but a shooing motion
from Cole got them going. Cole soon lost sight of them. He was on his own. At least his friends had
taken him seriously.

If Ansel was running, he might already be near the corner. If he was walking quickly, Cole still only
had a moment or two.

Having already hustled some distance down the street, Cole stepped through the nearest door and
into a large, busy eatery. It was mostly men inside. They sat on benches at long, wooden tables. Huge,
skewered roasts rotated above fire pits. The air smelled of smoke, charred meat, and herbs. In spite of
his current desperation, Cole’s hunger reacted to the rich aromas.

Cole noticed windows on the far side of the room. Windows meant a yard or a street. He had no
idea whether Ansel had seen him duck into the eatery. He hadn’t risked looking back, for fear of

showing his face. But he knew he had to keep moving just in case.



Running would attract attention, so Cole walked across the room as slowly as he dared, weaving
around tables, trying to look casual. Nobody seemed to pay him any mind.

Maybe Ansel wasn’t following him at all. The slaver might not have recognized him. Cole risked a
backward glance. Nobody else had come into the establishment yet. If Ansel was in pursuit, he may not
have seen him go in here. The crowded street outside should have provided decent cover.

Even if Ansel caught up to him, what could the slaver do? According to the mark on his hand, Cole
was free. But Ansel knew he should have a slavemark. The unlikely change could lead to dangerous
questions at a time when Cole and his friends needed anonymity. Slaves or not, they were fugitives. The
legion wanted all of them, especially Mira. Now that she had her shaping power back, the High Shaper
would stop at nothing to find his daughter. Last night’s ambush was proof.

Cole’s stomach churned. If Ansel caught him and investigated his freemark, his escape from Skyport
would come to light, along with his connection to Mira. He’d not only be in trouble with Ansel, but
with the High King too. He’d end up enslaved, imprisoned, or worse. And that would be the end of
trying to find his lost friends and get home.

On the far side of the room, beyond an interior wall, Cole found a door. Relief surged through him.
He glanced back across the room just in time to see Ansel enter.

The slaver’s eyes found him immediately. In that steady gaze, Cole saw suspicions confirmed, along
with the wordless gloating of one who has uncovered the guilty secret of another. As Ansel calmly
started his way, Cole darted out the doorway.

The door led to a narrow alley paved with dark bricks. In one direction, the alley opened onto a
busy street. In the other direction, the alley turned a corner. If he ran for the street, he could probably
get lost in the crowd. But if Ansel doubled back and looped around, the slaver might be waiting for him
by the time Cole got there.

Cole ran away from the street, toward the bend in the alley, hoping it would lead someplace better.
As he reached the corner, Cole heard the door open behind him.

Around the corner the alley became narrower, with little puddles of grimy water where bricks were
missing or had sunken. After no more than twenty paces the alleyway elbowed again. Beyond the next
turn awaited a dead end. Sheer walls rose five stories high in all directions. There was a single recessed
door on the left. Trying the handle, Cole found it locked.

Footsteps approached. Not running, but walking with purpose.

Trying to stay calm, Cole drew his Jumping Sword. At least there were no onlookers.

He considered waiting for Ansel to round the corner, then jumping straight at him. It would be an
all-or-nothing attack. What if the slaver dodged it? Cole had no desire to tangle with him in a fair fight.

Even if he could kill Ansel, would it be right? Ansel was following him, which seemed menacing, but
the slaver had made no threat, and taking slaves was legal in the Outskirts.

Cole aimed the sword at the top of the left-hand wall and said “away” in an urgent whisper. He
soared upward like a rocket, reached the top of the building at the apex of his flight, and landed gently.
The flat roof had hatches for access, and nobody was up there. Hurrying away from the edge, Cole lost
all view of the alley. He couldn’t be sure whether or not Ansel had witnessed his jump, but Cole felt
certain that if he peeked down to check, Ansel would see him. He crouched in silence, aware of his

rapid pulse.



“I know you’re up there, Scarecrow,” said a parched voice from down below, not loudly, but loud
enough. “Probably with a rendering you swiped from the Raiders. You're in trouble, kid. The life of a
slave ain’t no picnic, but the life of a runaway is much worse. At least be man enough to face me. What
am | gonna do? Fly?”

Cole hesitated. Ansel had just confirmed that he specifically recognized him. Could anything be
gained by talking with the slaver, now that escape was in reach? Ansel thought Cole was a runaway. If
Cole explained himself, was there a chance the slaver would leave him alone?

Jenna came to mind. So did Dalton. Ansel might have information about where they had been sent.
Was there any way he would cough up some details? Cole doubted he would get many opportunities to
speak to somebody with direct knowledge of what had happened to his friends.

Cole peered down to find Ansel looking up. He had a satchel over one shoulder, but his hands were
empty. The slaver gave a nod. “That’s right. Nothing to prevent us from having some words. How’d
you end up here, Scarecrow?”

“Adam Jones let me go,” Cole said. “I'm free.”

“You have your papers?”

Cole had no such papers and didn’t want to show Ansel that his slavemark had been shaped into a
freemark. That would only make the slaver more curious. “No papers. But you're welcome to check
with Mr. Jones. I didn’t run away.”

“Hasn’t been many weeks since I sold you to the Raiders, Scarecrow. They free their own from
time to time, but that takes years, not weeks. And they would give you proof of your freedom.”

Adam Jones had helped Cole, Jace, Twitch, and Mira escape Skyport when the legion came looking
for Mira. By issuing a command in code, he had his men slow down the legionnaires while Cole and his
friends got away. But if pressed, Cole figured Adam would call him a runaway in order to keep up
appearances. “Why do you care?”

Ansel turned his head and spat. “Have we been introduced? Slaves are my trade, Scarecrow. I’d turn
in a runaway on principle, especially one I sold, and that’s ignoring the reward.”

Cole knew he could end this conversation. He just needed to take off across the rooftops. But he
didn’t relish the idea of Ansel scouring the town for him. If his fellow slavers were also in town, it could
end up causing serious trouble. And what about Dalton and Jenna?

Should he show Ansel the freemark? Would that evidence satisfy him? At this distance, Ansel might
assume it was a trick. Even if the slaver could examine the legitimacy of the mark, the impossible
change might only heighten his interest.

Cole bit his lip. No matter what else he tried, he needed to fish for information about the other
slaves. This man might have all the answers he needed!

“What about my friends?” Cole asked. “Do you know where they ended up?”

“We sold the lot of them,” Ansel said. “Are you still trying to rescue them? I can sometimes admire
stubbornness. But not stupidity.”

“Do you know where they went?”

“All the deals go through me,” he said.

“One of my friends 1s named Dalton. You remember him?”



“You showed special interest in Dalton and another called Jenna,” Ansel said. “They both went to
Junction. That was temporary. They’re long gone. They've been sent out across the five kingdoms by
now.”

Cole heard a creak behind him. Whirling, he saw a balding, beefy slaver coming up to the roof
through a hatch. It was Ham, who had greeted him in the basement spook alley back in Arizona.

For a moment, Cole stood frozen with surprise. If not for the faint sound of the hatch opening, he
would have been blindsided and captured. Glowering, Ham rushed toward Cole. Pointing his sword to
the roof across the alley, Cole gave the command and leaped across. The slaver dashed to the edge of
the building, then eyed the gap, as if considering a jump.

“Send him away or I'm gone!” Cole called, ready to make a longer leap.

“Come back down, Ham,” Ansel growled.

Ham retreated and disappeared down the hatch.

“Now I see why you were so talkative,” Cole said.

“I do what I can,” Ansel said. “Might as well come down too, Scarecrow. That sword may let you
fly, but once I'm on your trail, it’s only a matter of time.”

“Don’t bother,” Cole said. “I'm free.” He showed Ansel the back of his hand.

Ansel frowned up at him for a long moment. Reaching into his satchel, he withdrew a spyglass. He
held it up to an eye, focused briefly, then lowered it. “That looks pretty good from here. How’d you
manage it?”

“I told you, Adam Jones freed me. He had some guy he knew change the mark. That’s why I don’t
have papers.” Though bending the truth, Cole was trying not to stray too far from what actually
happened.

“What guy?” Ansel challenged. “I’ve heard of some needle masters adjusting bondmarks after slaves
are set free. But nobody can erase one and replace it with a freemark.”

“This guy could,” Cole said.

“Why would Adam Jones do a thing like that for a new slave?”

“I saved some lives, including his.” This wasn’t exactly true either, but Cole was trying to stay in the
same neighborhood as the truth. After all, he had saved Mira.

“You'’re a liar,” Ansel said. “There’s a lot more to this story.”

“I'm free,” Cole said. “Leave me alone, or I'll tell the authorities.”

Now Ansel grinned. Even from five stories away, the expression made Cole want to run and hide.
Ansel removed his sickle from his satchel. “The authorities? Tell you what, Scarecrow. I'm a man of my
word. You come down here, let me have a look at that freemark, and I promise not to harm you. We’ll
straighten things out between you, Adam Jones, and the authorities. If they agree that you're free, I'll
pay you handsomely for the trouble. Run, and I'll find you, hack oft that hand with the phony mark,
burn it, and drag you back to the Sky Raiders in chains. Choice is yours.”

“How about option three?” Cole asked. “You already wrecked my life and the lives of my friends.
How about you find some new slaves to pick on?”

“Not gonna happen, Scarecrow.”

“You might end up chasing me for years,” Cole said.



“Not likely,” Ansel replied. “If so, I can afford it. The trick is living within your means. You stash
away a little here, a little there. Go ahead, run oft, and I'll accept it as your admission of guilt.”

“I don’t like you and I don’t trust you,” Cole said. “I'm leaving. You’ll never see me again. If you
do, you better watch out.”

Ansel gave a dry laugh. “You just threatened me! That makes you the only living person to have
done so.”

Several paces behind Cole, a door crashed open. Ham staggered through, breathing hard, face red,
pate sweaty.

“Away,” Cole said, and he sprang back across the alley. He glanced down at Ansel. “Really?”

“I never agreed he wouldn’t come up the other building,” Ansel said.

“Door at the top was locked,” Ham apologized.

“Leave me alone,” Cole said. “I'm not running because I'm guilty. 'm running because you’re
chasing me.”

Without waiting for a response, Cole pointed his sword, gave the command, and jumped to a more
distant rooftop a couple of stories higher than his current position. Two more hops, and he found himself
near a major street. After some brief reconnaissance, Cole jumped down into an empty alleyway
adjoining the street. Trying to shake the suspicion that he was being watched and followed, he exited
the alley and joined the crowd.



CHAPTER

EAST CARTHAGE

As he made his way eastward through the streets of Carthage, Cole struggled to regain his composure.
Without the Jumping Sword, Ansel would have nabbed him. Cole was unnervingly aware that he had

almost become a slave again. It had been nice to pretend the freemark had ended that problem. But if
Ansel cut oft the hand with the freemark, what protection would he have?

Cole tried to look casual and blend in, but he kept flexing the fingers of his marked hand. It wouldn’t
stop shaking. He felt exposed. Should he have kept to the rooftops, using his Jumping Sword to put
more distance between himself and Ansel? Or would that have only drawn more attention? Should he
find a place to hide? Or would that just give Ansel time to catch up? Cole quickened his pace.

Ham had shown up out of nowhere. How many more of Ansel’s people were already in pursuit?
Cole strained to recall the different slavers from the caravan, watching for them in all directions.

Twitch had been right about crowds. There were too many eyes. Sure, you gained some anonymity
among the big groups of people. But if you were being hunted, you ran the risk of crossing paths with
the wrong person.

You also risked not seeing the people chasing you. In his imagination, Cole could almost feel the cool
touch of steel as a wickedly sharp sickle slid across his throat from behind. He kept one hand near the
Jumping Sword, ready to draw it and take oft if needed, crowd or no crowd.

Would Ansel really sever his hand? What kind of a world was this? Cole’s problems used to involve
getting his homework done on time and coping with an annoying sister. Now he had enemies who
wanted to chop him up and enslave him! The threat might have been a bluft to scare him into
surrendering. But probably not. Cole had the shivery feeling that Ansel was capable of that much, and
worse.

He wasn’t sure whether to mesh with the crowds or avoid them. It all depended on how Ansel
decided to search for him. The major streets seemed like the most obvious places to look, so Cole
steered away from them. The smaller streets offered less cover, but he had a better chance of seeing
trouble coming and jumping away without causing a scene.

As Cole progressed from block to block, the buildings around him began to look dilapidated. Sagging
roofs, weathered surfaces, broken windows, and boarded-up doors all caught his eye. The people wore

shabbier clothes. Several eyed him and his sword. One man with a growth of graying stubble on his face



openly sized up Cole as he walked by. Cole tried not to pay too much attention to the man, but he
couldn’t help noticing when the stranger started following him.

Cole tried to heed Jace’s advice. He needed to look like he belonged here. But he was young, he
couldn’t hide his sword, and though somewhat soiled, his clothes were nice. He knew he stood out.

At the next corner, Cole turned and moved along the cross street. He glanced back. The stubbly
stranger still followed him, walking fast enough to shrink the distance between them. He saw Cole’s
glance and raised a hand, palm cupped. “Spare a ringer or two?” he asked.

Cole looked away. Taking out even a couple of ringers would reveal his stash. Cole imagined that if
the people of this neighborhood knew how much cash he had on him, they would devour him like
piranhas.

“Sorry,” Cole said over his shoulder.

The man broke into a shuffling jog. “Wait up, friend. Where are you heading?”

“To the east side of town,” Cole replied, unsure whether he should break into a run.

“East Carthage?” the man verified. “You took a bad turn, lad. This isn’t a safe part of the city. You
need a guide, or you’re going to run into trouble.”

Cole’s instincts warned that this man was the trouble. In a few more steps the man would catch up
to him.

Drawing his sword, Cole stopped and faced the stranger, even though the man was head and
shoulders taller than him. “Back off,” he said, forcing his voice to sound firm. “I’'m having a bad day.”

The man raised both hands. “What’s this? Are you coming into my neighborhood and threatening
me?”

“I’m not looking for friends or guides,” Cole said. “Just leave me alone.”

The man’s eyes switched to a spot above and beyond Cole. The man gave a faint nod. Cole looked
back in time to see another man lunge at him. Jabbing his sword at a drooping balcony across the street,
Cole spoke the command and jumped.

Hands reached for him, but they arrived too late. Cole took flight and barely cleared the scarred
railing to land three floors above the ground. Both men gawked up at him from below, mouths gaping.

“You don’t see that every day,” the stubbly man said. “Who’d have guessed he was some kind of
shaper?”

The other man gave a dismissive wave and trudged away, shaking his head. They didn’t seem to be
partners. Acquaintances maybe. The other guy had sensed easy prey and had wanted in on the action.

Aiming his sword at the roof of the building across the street, Cole jumped there. From the higher
vantage point, he had a better view of the area, though taller buildings blocked the sight of East
Carthage. He ran along the roof and sprang to another building, then another.

[t was freeing and exhilarating to watch the shabby streets breeze by beneath his feet, and for a
moment, he actually let go of his anxiety and just enjoyed the sensation of soaring. Who could catch him
when he had his Jumping Sword?

Cole worked his way toward a nicer neighborhood. On the sixth roof, he noticed a woman watering
her plants. She stared at him with wide eyes.

“Just passing through,” Cole called in his friendliest voice.

Her surprised expression turned scolding. “You’re going to stab your eye out.”



Cole laughed and jumped again, sword outstretched toward the next desired rooftop. What a crazy
world it was where a woman showed more worry about him poking his eye out with a sword than she
did about him taking fifty-yard leaps from one building to another.

He avoided major roads, sailing over side streets and alleyways instead. Even so, some people down
below looked up at him; others spotted him from balconies or windows; and a few saw him from the
tops of buildings. And those were just the people Cole noticed! In Sambria, the sight of a kid leaping
from one building to another might not seem impossible, but it still attracted attention. Cole liked that
the sword let him travel quickly, putting distance between himself and Ansel, but he knew he needed to
get back to the ground. Everyone who saw him flying across the rooftops became a possible resource to
those who wanted to find him.

Cole reached the intersection of two main boulevards. To proceed by rooftop, he would have to
jump one of the teeming avenues, exposing himself to hundreds of eyes, so instead he backtracked and
hopped down into a quiet alley.

Although the sun was climbing higher, it remained low enough for Cole to tell east from west. As he
continued eastward, the buildings rose taller. Some were apartments or inns. Others looked like private
palaces sandwiched into the city, their grounds confined behind iron fences or stout masonry.

Some of the buildings were a little more mysterious. A huge domed structure with many minarets
might have been a house of worship or a museum. A gray compound with thick towers, heavy arches,
and crenellated walls could have served as a military headquarters or a prison. A light, airy complex
with terraced gardens, elevated walkways, and huge-windowed buildings might have been a school or a
library.

Much of the city looked how Cole pictured the Middle Ages. But some of the architecture felt a
little more modern, and some didn’t look much like anything he had seen back on Earth. One building
was shaped like a pyramid, but with an open, pillared floor between each level, like stacked patios. He
passed a windowless black monolith with no visible entrance. Another structure seemed to be made
entirely of stained glass, and bulged with overlapping bulbous shapes, reminding Cole of when he used
to blow through a straw into a glass of milk until the bubbles overflowed.

As he got farther east, more of the buildings looked like they must have been constructed by shapers.
Not only were their forms unusual, but many were seamless, as if carved from a single mountainous
stone. Some exteriors were smooth with simple lines and minimal embellishments. Others featured
intricate facades. Autocoaches became more prevalent, and some of the shops mentioned renderings or
semblances on the signs.

And then the city ended.

Cole reached a long greenway that paralleled a wide, slow river. The surface of the water was
perhaps sixty feet below the level of the greenway, flanked by stone walls instead of banks.

If the architecture on this side of the river had been impressive, the other side looked absolutely
unreal. The river wall on the far side was the color of storm clouds, with bright strands of lightning
flashing across it on occasion. Fanciful buildings rose to surreal heights, shimmering with electric colors.
Huge shapes balanced on slender supports, and ponderous projections overhung empty space with no

regard for the laws of physics.



Mira had mentioned that the Ellowine enchanters worked with illusions. Though the buildings
appeared completely solid, some of what he saw had to be deception.

Running north to south, the river eftectively divided the city. Cole supposed that the far side must be
East Carthage. From where he stood, Cole could see two bridges spanning the river. Down by the
water, docks protruded here and there on both sides. Workers wrestled cargo onto long, flat barges.
Some of those docks might have ferries for crossing the river, but the bridges struck Cole as the surer
option.

Turning north, he followed the greenway toward the nearest bridge. It was a pleasant walk. The strip
of lawn and trees along the river provided a place for toddlers to play, dogs to fetch, old folks to sit, and
many to stroll. It would have been a great place to ride his bike. He wondered whether they had bikes
in Carthage. He hadn’t seen any.

As the bridge drew nearer, Cole frowned. Crossing it would be dangerous. If Ansel anticipated him
going to East Carthage, the bridges would be the most obvious routes to watch. But East Carthage
wasn’t Cole’s only option. He could have fled to the Sambrian countryside or hidden someplace in West
Carthage.

Cole wished he had more information. How many slavers did Ansel currently have at his command?
Ham was in town. How many others? All of them? And how long would it take Ansel to mobilize
them?

Since his encounter with Ansel, Cole had come east by the most direct route he could find, using the
Jumping Sword part of the way. Even if Ansel had enough men to cover all options, Cole might be
ahead of any pursuers. The more time went by, the more likely it was that Ansel could position slavers
at key locations like the bridges. Cole sped up.

The impressive bridge was carved from the same dark green stone as the city wall. Decorated with
friezes and traceries, it looked the same all the way across. Did that mean the border to Elloweer was on
the far side? The elaborate bridge had minimal supports, so it had probably been made by shaping.
Though wide enough for wagons, the span was packed with people on foot, about half heading east, half
west. A pair of soldiers rode across on horseback.

Alert for familiar faces, Cole started across the bridge. Vendors lined the edges, their wares spread
out on blankets. They called out to the pedestrians, luring their attention toward melons, marionettes,
sausages, and tiny wooden deer that walked around on their own.

On the Elloweer side, Cole’s best weapon would be rendered useless. He hated the possibility of
getting chased with no Jumping Sword to help him, but he had to get to the fountain, and the longer he
waited, the riskier the crossing to Elloweer would become. Cole did his best to merge with the thickest
clusters of people. He found a big man to follow and got close behind him.

At the midpoint of the bridge, Cole noticed a sign that read ELLOWEER in bright letters. Looking
back, a sign facing the opposite direction announced SAMBRIA.

When Cole passed the ELLOWEER sign, for an instant he felt almost weightless, and tingles fizzed
through him. His ears popped. Otherwise he felt no difterently. The bridge looked the same. And the
signs seemed to only mark the border. Maybe the bridge had been built the old-fashioned way. Or
maybe the Elloweer side used an illusion to make it match the Sambria side. If so, it was very well

done.



Peddlers and their blankets continued to border the bridge, but the merchandise was now incredible.
One man had bowls of beautifully cut gems, ranging from the size of marbles to the size of eggs.
Sparkling in the sunlight, they looked very authentic. Another man displayed an assortment of parrots
with the brightest plumage Cole could have imagined. A third merchant hawked objects made of pure
gold. But since nobody else gave the exotic goods a second look, Cole figured they must be illusions.

Near the far side of the bridge Cole saw an act that made him slow down. A young man sat on a
woven mat with his legs crossed. Holding one arm straight out, he clutched a long bamboo pole
vertically without letting it touch the ground. An older man started to climb the pole while the young
man continued to serenely hold it upright. The older man flipped himself upside down and balanced
atop the pole on one hand. In front of the mat was a bowl with ringers in it. A couple of insistent kids
bothered their parents until they each got a copper bit to donate.

[llusion or not, Cole had never seen a street performance to rival it, and he would have paused to
add a ringer of his own if he’d had one handy. Instead, he picked up his pace again, head down to partly
conceal his face, eyes furtively studying the crowd.

Cole tried not to show his relief as he walked oft the far side of the bridge. Nobody had stopped him,
and he had seen none of the slavers from the caravan.

The road from the bridge emptied into a large square. In the center of the square, fenced oft by a
low, crystal wall, eight marble statues of young women frolicked together with loose choreography,
their movements graceful and carefree. As Cole watched the prancing statues, he realized that their
motions repeated about every minute and figured they were on an automatic loop.

The lofty buildings around the square competed for attention. One appeared to be constructed
entirely of gold and silver. Another featured moving murals—monstrous figures engaged in fierce
combat. A third rippled with ever-changing swirls of color, a prismatic display that made Cole think of
molten rainbows.

Amazed by the sights, but anxious to get away from the busy area, Cole went down one of the lesser
streets that branched out from the square. He needed to find the fountain with seven spouts, but had no
idea where to start looking. The east side of Carthage seemed just as sprawling as the west.

Strange figures moved among the crowd, drawing less attention than Cole would have expected: a
tall, graceful woman with the slit pupils and furry ears of a cat; a heavyset man with blue spikes
protruding all over his body; a woman with feathery wings like an angel; a man whose head was way
too large for his body. Cole tried not to stare. Their appearances could be illusions. Or maybe, like
Twitch, they were truly difterent from regular humans.

“Hey, kid, try your luck,” said a man seated behind a crate with a blanket on it. Short and trim with
a neat little mustache, he spoke in a raspy tenor. Three upside-down cups rested on the blanket.

“Sorry, not today,” Cole replied.

“Come on,” the man said. “You're loaded. It’s easy.”

“I’'m not loaded,” Cole said.

The man gave him a skeptical look and motioned him closer. Cole leaned in and the guy lowered his
voice a little. “You’ve got ringers tied around your legs, kiddo.”

Feeling startled and foolish, Cole checked for obvious bulges in his pants legs. They looked all right.



“You didn’t do a bad job,” the man said. “Most people wouldn’t notice. I've got an eye for details.
What do you say? Give it a shot. Easy as picking up money oft the street.”

“None of my money is handy,” Cole said.

“All that on your legs and nothing in your pocket?” the man asked incredulously.

“Sorry,” Cole said, turning his pants pockets inside out.

“Hm,” the man said. “That makes you interesting. I bet you've got a story. On the run or
something? You look a little young to be a criminal.”

“But not too young to take my money?”

“A guy’s gotta eat! What’s your story?”

Cole shrugged. “I'm just meeting up with some friends.”

The man grinned, tapping his temple. “I get it. The friends wanted you to take some ringers from
one place to another. No questions asked. You deliver the ringers, make a little for yourself. Am I
right?”

“Something like that,” Cole said.

“So you can’t risk the ringers you're carrying,” the man said. “In a way, you were telling me the
truth. You're broke until you make your delivery.”

“Pretty much,” Cole said.

“I don’t suppose you’ll come back this way after you get paid,” the man mused.

“I can’t afford to risk my money,” Cole said.

“How about a freebie?” the man suggested. “It’s been slow today.”

Cole glanced down the street in the direction he had been headed. He didn’t want to get roped into
some sort of con.

“No strings attached,” the man assured him. “Pick a cup.”

“Okay.” Lifting the middle one, Cole uncovered a translucent blue marble. “Now what?”

“Replace it.”

Cole covered the marble.

The man smiled. “I haven’t touched anything yet. Only you did. Agreed?”

Cole gave a nod.

“You watching?” the man asked. Sliding the cups with no great haste, he switched the middle cup
with the left one. “All right. Guess where the ball 1s.”

Cole pointed at the left cup, which had been in the middle.

“Want to bet that money you’re carrying?” the man asked. “If you’re right, I'll double it. You can
deliver their share and keep yours.”

“No thanks,” Cole said.

“You sure? I'm good for it. Final ofter.”

“It’s not mine to bet,” Cole said.

“Fair enough,” the man said. He lifted the cup on the right. There was nothing beneath it. The cup
in the middle had nothing as well. “Try the one you chose.”

Picking it up, Cole revealed a small bird with brown feathers and a yellow breast. The little bird
hopped twice and then flew away, tiny wings flapping.

“I had a feeling I would have lost,” Cole said.



Grinning, the man quickly turned over the cup on the right and handed it to Cole. The cup was full
of blue marbles. “Trust those feelings, kid. When something looks too good to be true, it is. All the
locals know better than to get involved in a shell game. I set up near Gateway Square to welcome the
visitors, teach them a practical lesson or two. I haven’t seen you around. New to town?”

“Pretty new,” Cole replied.

“Tell me about these guys you’re working for,” the man said. “Could they use a fellow like me?”

“I don’t really know a lot about them,” Cole said. “They’re kind of mysterious.”

The man sighed. “Life in East Carthage.”

“Hey, maybe you can help me,” Cole tried. “I'm looking for a fountain with seven spouts.”

“What’s it worth to you?”

“It would save me some time. It’s part of the delivery process. I haven’t gone around counting the
fountain spouts.”

“You think I do?”

“Maybe. You're good with details. I could mention your help to the guys I work for.”

The man gave him a pensive stare. “You seem like a good kid. You're trying to make some extra
ringers. I can appreciate that. You want Lorona Fountain. It’s a long walk, but not complicated.” He
gave Cole an explanation that involved four turns. “Got it?”

Cole repeated the directions back to him.

“Good,” the man said. “If you come to know and trust these people, tell them I helped you. Until
then, be careful. Taking ringers from one location to another may seem like easy money. But when
something looks too good to be true . . .”

“I hear you,” Cole said, feeling a little guilty about misleading him. For a shyster, the guy seemed
like a decent person. “Thanks for the advice. And the directions.”

“Around your chest might be better,” the man said. “For the ringers. You can hide any bulges under
enough layers to mask them.”

“T’ll keep that in mind,” Cole said, starting down the street. He mentally repeated the instructions as
he went and kept his eyes open for the first intersection where he needed to turn.

The farther away Cole went from the river, the less fanciful the buildings appeared. Although he
continued to spot bizarre people, the city itself began to look more normal.

He came to Lorona Fountain without missing a turn. The fountain served as the centerpiece of a
modest plaza bordered by narrow streets and the plastered walls of residential buildings. Four cherubic
statues played in the basin. Three of the pudgy cherubs clutched a shell in each hand, while the central
one held a single shell over his head. Unlike some of the other statues Cole had seen in East Carthage,
these were stationary. Each shell sprayed water.

The man had been correct. This fountain had seven spouts. Hopefully, that made it unique in East
Carthage.

Cole didn’t see any of his friends. He felt a jolt of worry. What if something had happened to them?
Shouldn’t they have had time to get here first? He supposed he had hurried quite a bit with the Jumping
Sword. What would he do if they didn’t show up? He became acutely aware of how little he wanted to
explore the five kingdoms on his own. In a foreign place like Elloweer, he would feel totally adrift.



Not wanting to look too conspicuous, he went and sat on a bench in the shade. Before long, his
weariness began to catch up with him. The gentle splashing of the fountain didn’t help.

What were the chances of Ansel or one of his men happening by? Cole surveyed the area carefully.
He was on the other side of the city from where Ansel had spotted him. This plaza was relatively small
and had little traffic. Joe must have chosen it for its anonymity. Ansel would be watching the main roads
and bridges. And he would probably be more focused on West Carthage.

The longer he sat, the more Cole felt his exhaustion. Should he get up and pace? It would be foolish
to doze. How bad would it be to close his eyes for a minute? Nobody else had shown interest in his
shady bench, so Cole curled up his legs and leaned against the armrest. The position was dangerously
comfortable.

Shaded from the high sun by a gnarled tree with sprawling branches, the temperature was nearly
perfect. The fountain gurgled soothingly. As an experiment, Cole closed his eyes. He knew he should
open them and take another peek. But it felt so nice to rest them, and he had just looked around a
moment ago.

“Get out of here, you vagrant,” a voice growled in Cole’s ear, jarring him awake.

Cole leaped to his feet, blearily fumbling for an apology, until he recognized Jace grinning at him.
Cole might have thrown a punch if he wasn’t so glad to see him. “You need a new joke.”

“T’ll get one when this stops working,” Jace said. “You’re pretty casual for a wanted man. Pleasant
dreams?”

“Just trying to fit in,” Cole said. He looked around. “Where are the others?”

“Not far,” Jace said. “I booked us a few rooms nearby. We can’t wander the town with people after
you. We’ll stay near here until Joe shows up.”

“Ansel saw me,” Cole reported. “The slaver—he came after me.”

“I know,” Jace said. “Twitch kept an eye on you. He told us you escaped with the Jumping Sword.”

“He knew that?” Cole asked.

“Twitch 1s pretty sneaky,” Jace said. “After watching your getaway, he caught up to me and Mira
like it wasn’t much trouble.”

“Ansel promised to hunt me down,” Cole said.

“Sounds like a great reason for a public nap,” Jace said. “Come on.”



CHAPTER

KASORI

Halﬁway down a quiet side street, a few blocks from Lorona Fountain, the modest inn stood three

stories tall. Light blue shutters covered the windows. Not flashy, not dumpy, it looked like dozens of
other buildings Cole had passed throughout the day.

“No common room,” Jace muttered as they approached the front door. “That means no crowds.”

The main door from the street led to a smallish foyer where an inattentive woman sat behind a
counter to receive guests. Jace waved at her as they walked by. She acknowledged him with a vague
smile. Even in a strange and deadly world full of magical illusions, Cole supposed a boring job was still a
boring job.

On their way up to the second floor, Jace produced a key. “I rented three rooms—the nicest one
they had available, and two of their cheaper ones, including one that sleeps four. I wanted the workers
to think we were servants getting rooms for our master. The lady up front didn’t press me for specifics.
The best room is up on the third floor. We gave it to Mira.”

“Is it safe to leave her alone up there?” Cole asked.

“Our smallest room 1s just down from her,” Jace said. “I’ll stay there. You can go bunk with Twitch
for now, finish up the nap you started by the fountain. If you want, you can bathe in the room at the
end of the hall.”

Cole didn’t fail to notice that Jace kept trying to create situations where he might have Mira to
himself. Jace still had it bad for her. He had probably booked rooms on different floors deliberately.
Cole knew he shouldn’t say anything, but some opportunities were too easy to resist. “Hoping for some
more alone time with the princess?”

“Huh?” Jace asked guiltily.

“Like how you worked it to come into the city with her,” Cole said.

Jace gave an embarrassed smile and shook his head. “You really don’t know when to shut up.”

“You didn’t think it was obvious?”

Jaw clenched, Jace paused, air whistling through his nostrils. When he spoke, his voice was quiet. “It
doesn’t matter how I feel. She was out of my league even before I learned she was a princess.”

Cole shook his head. “You’re probably the cockiest guy I've met. Why does it disappear when it

comes to her?”



Jace shrugged. “Have you ever liked somebody you couldn’t have?”

Cole could feel the blood rushing to his face. “Maybe.”

“How much did you like her?”

Cole shrugged, suddenly wishing the conversation was over. How had this become about Jenna? “A
lot, I guess.”

“Did you ever let her know how you felt?”

“No way!” Cole exclaimed.

“Why not?”

Cole swallowed. “I didn’t think it could work out.”

“You were scared,” Jace said.

“Mostly, I guess,” Cole said. “We became friends. That was good enough.”

“Was it really?” Jace pressed.

“No,” Cole admitted. “But I had time. I thought I would tell her someday.”

Jace chuckled. “Good luck with that now.”

Cole stared at him soberly.

“Is she back home?”

Cole kept staring.

“Oh,” Jace said, understanding dawning. “It’s that Jenna girl you talk about. Your friend.”

“Yeah,” Cole said, trying not to turn any redder.

“And now she’s lost,” Jace said with no trace of mockery. “She’s a slave.”

The last thing Cole wanted to do was cry in front of Jace, but his uncharacteristic kindness wasn’t
making it easy. “Until I find her.”

“You will,” Jace said seriously. “Listen, you didn’t tell Jenna how you felt because you were nervous.
But with Mira, there are real reasons I can’t say anything. She’s a shaper. I'm not. She’s way older than
she looks. And she’s the High King’s daughter. Even in exile, that means she doesn’t slum with kids like
me.”

“You’re scared too,” Cole said.

Jace hufted. “Maybe. And ashamed for wanting something so far out of reach. I'm a former slave
with no family. And I'm far from grown up. But that doesn’t mean my feelings aren’t real. What I can
do 1s watch out for her. And be her friend. Spend a little time with her. Is that too much to ask?”

“I get it,” Cole said. “I won’t tease you. I used to be terrified of people teasing me about Jenna.”

“Think about everything we need to do,” Jace said. “If Mira catches on to how much I like her, it
could really mess things up.”

“I’'m pretty sure she suspects,” Cole said.

“Suspecting 1s okay,” Jace said. “I just can’t make it clear. Do you think about Jenna a lot?”

“All the time,” Cole said. “Not in romantic ways,” he rushed to clarify. “I worry about her. I think
about my friend Dalton, too. And the other kids.”

“I’ll help you find them,” Jace said.

“Thanks.”

Jace handed Cole a key and indicated a door. “I left some food in there that I brought from the

autocoach. I'll go out and buy more later. You shouldn’t go outside more than necessary.”



“Got it,” Cole said, wondering if he would have to spend the rest of his time in Elloweer indoors.
“Thanks for finding us a place to crash.”

Jace nodded and took off down the hall. Cole watched him go, suspecting he may have spoken to the
real Jace for the first time. Cole sometimes doubted whether Jace even had feelings. They were usually
hidden behind serious defenses.

Cole used the key to enter his room. Four narrow beds took up much of the space. At least
everything was tidy. Twitch sat on the edge of one of the beds, antennae and wings visible. Gazing at his
friend, something occurred to Cole. “You’ll be like that all the time now.”

Twitch gave a nervous smile. “Yeah, outside the borders of Elloweer I looked like a regular human
unless I used my ring. I've been gone long enough that it’s weird to think I can no longer camouflage
myself that way. It sometimes made life easier. Outside of our few villages, the grinaldi aren’t commonly
seen. When [ went abroad in Elloweer, I always stood out.”

Cole crossed the room and sat on a bed. “Jace said you followed me after I ran into Ansel.”

Twitch stared at the floor. “I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

“Thanks for having my back,” Cole said. “Watch out, though. You don’t want to get mixed up with
those slavers.”

“I believe you,” Twitch said. “What did he say to you? I couldn’t get close enough to hear.”

“He promised to hunt me down and chop oft my hand with the freemark,” Cole said.

Twitch winced. “He didn’t seem like the sort of guy you’d want as an enemy.”

“No,” Cole agreed.

“I bet you’re tired,” Twitch said.

“Kind of,” Cole said. “I dozed oft a little, and it helped. How about you?”

“I’'m exhausted,” Twitch said. “But being back in Elloweer is strange. I feel extra alert.”

“Nice to be home?” Cole asked.

“This 1sn’t home,” Twitch said, blinking rapidly. “Kasori 1s home. My village. The rest of Elloweer is
mostly foreign to me. But being back here reminds me what I left behind.”

“You left to help your village,” Cole recalled.

Twitch bowed his head, antennae quivering. “And I failed miserably.”

“What were you trying to do?” Cole asked.

Twitch gave a heavy sigh and shook his head. “It’s my burden, not yours.”

“I’ll help it I can,” Cole said. “We all will.”

Twitch looked up at him, tears shimmering in his eyes, his expression miserable. “You know how
you wouldn’t want me getting mixed up with those slavers?”

Cole nodded.

“I wouldn’t want you guys to get tangled up in my trouble. It would be unfair. It’s better to keep it
to myself.”

“Come on,” Cole urged. “We’re friends now. You saved my life.”

Lowering his head, Twitch vigorously rubbed the back of one wrist. After a long pause, he gave a
shuddering sigh. “Do you know about the champions of Elloweer?”

“Is that a sports team?”



Twitch attempted a smile. “Every town in Elloweer has a champion. In the big cities, the champion
has twelve knights. The champion rules the town, defends the town, and decides how the taxes are
spent. In the larger towns, an alderman usually manages the practical stuff, while the champion lives in
comfort unless fighting a duel.”

“The champion is like a general?” Cole asked.

“A general has an army. The champion just has his knights. They serve as bodyguards and assistants.
The cities of Elloweer have guardsmen to police the public, but they don’t fight wars with armies. By
tradition, wars are decided by duels between champions.”

“Seriously? If somebody kills the champion, they take over the town?”

“Basically,” Twitch said. “It has to be a fair fight and follow the rules.”

“That’s crazy!” Cole exclaimed. “The leaders would just end up being the toughest fighters.” He
pictured elections back home being resolved by mortal combat. How bizarre would that be? Candidates
would probably be much younger and skip the fancy suits. “How often does the best fighter also make
the best leader?”

“That’s why most of them use aldermen to run things,” Twitch said.

“Who makes sure the fights follow the rules?”

“The knights,” Twitch replied. “If somebody killed the champion unfairly, like by poisoning him or
stabbing him in the back, the champion’s successor would become the new champion instead of the
killer.”

“The champion has a person ready to take his place?” Cole asked.

“Usually several people. Normally, the successors are among his knights.”

“That means one of his knights could murder the champion and replace him.”

“Which is why the champion tries to make sure his knights are honorable warriors who he can
trust.”

“Why would anybody want to be a champion?” Cole asked. “Sounds dangerous.”

“It 1s dangerous,” Twitch agreed. “But you rule the town. If you want, you can keep most of the
taxes for yourself and your friends. Some great champions have claimed multiple cities, ruling through
aldermen, and they live like kings.”

“If somebody kills one of the top champions, do they get all of their towns?” Cole asked.

“Only a champion can challenge a champion,” Twitch said. “And you can only challenge for one
town at a time. If the defending champion falls, the new champion brings the disputed town under his
protection, and the champion’s successor inherits the other towns.”

“They always fight to the death?” Cole said.

“Yeah,” Twitch replied. “Technically, the champion can yield instead of die, but it never happens. If
a champion yields, the opponent doesn’t have to show mercy.”

“Do these fights happen a lot?” Cole wondered.

“Not often,” Twitch said. “Every champion risks his life and his town when he challenges another.
Most are happy to rule their current domains. But some champions are greedy. Or ambitious. And
sometimes disputes arise between cities that must be settled by the champions.”

“Instead of war,” Cole said.

“The duel is the war,” Twitch replied.



Cole considered the implications. “That seems less wasteful than a huge battle between two cities.”

“The losing city always suffers.” Twitch lowered his gaze. “Something I know a lot about.”

“Is that what happened to your village?” Cole asked.

Twitch scratched his cheek and rubbed his nose. “Kasori 1sn’t large. It isn’t rich. For generations, our
champion never fought. He was more alderman than warrior. We’re simple people. There were hardly
any taxes. Nobody got rich from them. We didn’t fight with our neighboring grinaldi villages, and who
besides those villages would take the trouble to bother us? Then Renford came.”

“Who 1s that?”

“There’s a swamp not far from our village.” Twitch scrunched his nose. “A stagnant place full of
reptiles and slime. Some ragged people live there, a few big families. The grinaldi plant, reap, and store.
We work the land. The swamp folk are trappers and scavengers. They live like rats. After years without
much contact between us, some of the swamp folk began to notice what we had, even though it wasn’t
much. They sent their sons to train as soldiers, declared themselves a community, and named Renford
Poleman their champion.”

“Oh, no,” Cole said.

“Renford showed up one day with five knights, all dressed in mismatched, secondhand armor. He
challenged Brinkus, our alderman, to single combat. None of us really thought of Brinkus as a champion,
though technically that was his job. He was an older man with a bad wing, forgetful and funny. His son
asked him to step down and let him fight in his behalf, but Brinkus faced the challenge himself. And he
died.”

“Making Renford your champion,” Cole said.

Twitch nodded. “Borus, the son of Brinkus, went to a neighboring village and asked to replace their
champion. Their champion was no warrior, so he agreed to step down. You’re not supposed to
challenge a new champion for six months, so Borus waited the correct amount of time, issued his
challenge, and died as well. Renford went on to challenge and defeat the champions of the other two
grinaldi villages in the area. He really is a skilled fighter. His knights, mostly brothers and cousins, are
capable as well.”

“So an outsider took control of your villages,” Cole summarized.

“Not just any outsider,” Twitch said. “A lazy bully. Many of the swamp folk came to live on our
land. My family was thrown out of our home. Soon his knights exceeded the limit of twelve. They
didn’t take care of the land and property they confiscated. Tame fields grew wild. Livestock was wasted.
Renford not only raised the taxes, but he increased them beyond what anyone could pay. No Ellowine
champion is permitted to tax above fifty percent, but his fees came closer to eighty. The best of our
workers could barely scrape by. When a group of our people protested, they were slaughtered.”

“What a mess,” Cole said, horrified.

“My people gave up,” Twitch said. “There weren’t a lot of us. Many of our bravest were killed. I
had to do something, but attacking the swamp folk myself would have been pointless. I was a kid, and
not much of a fighter. I snuck out of Kasori and traveled to Wenachi, the last of the grinaldi villages, too
small and too far away to interest Renford. I told them our problem, and they agreed that it I could find
a champion, he could represent their village. So I left in search of a hero.”

“And then you got captured as a slave,” Cole said.



Wings trembling, Twitch bowed his head. “The grinaldi live in isolation. We never bothered with
freemarks or bondmarks. We had no needle masters. In my desperation to find a hero, I forgot how
dangerous the rest of the world could be. I was caught, marked, and enslaved.”

“You still need a hero,” Cole said.

“Finding one won’t be easy,” Twitch replied. “I’ve tried. The few outsiders who even know about
the grinaldi don’t care about us. Our villages seem rich to the swamp people, but not to the champions
of prosperous towns. I wasn’t having much luck, so I went beyond Elloweer, hoping to bring back a
great warrior from abroad.”

“What about Joe?” Cole asked.

Twitch shook his head. “Mira needs Joe. Besides, he doesn’t strike me as a professional swordsman.
The duels are structured to allow no enchanting. Only traditional weapons and armor can be used.
Renford may not be good for much, but the guy can fight.”

“Then what’s your plan?”

Twitch shifted uncomfortably. “I’'m hoping Mira will let me have a share of the money Declan gave
us. It might be enough to bribe a professional mercenary to serve as our champion. I need somebody
with the skill to win, who also has enough of a life elsewhere that he won’t want to stay on and replace
Renford. A person could live well enough off the spoils of the grinaldi that it would be tempting to
some.”

“A good enough life that the swamp people wanted it,” Cole said.

“But too lonely and modest for somebody accustomed to city living,” Twitch replied. He folded his
wings neatly. “Now you understand my quest.”

“You have to succeed,” Cole said. “The others will feel the same way. You should tell them. I'm
sure they can help you find the right champion. Joe knows his way around. He can make sure you don’t
get ripped oft.”

Twitch paused. When he spoke, it was with thoughtful conviction. “You might be right. I've carried
this secret for so long. I've always planned to keep my burden private until I found the right warrior. It
feels surprisingly good to explain my mission to somebody.”

“We all need help sometimes,” Cole said. “You don’t have to tackle this alone.”

Twitch smiled. “Thanks, Cole. Your lost friends are lucky to have you. I feel more hopeful than I
have in a long time.”

“And I feel more sleepy,” Cole said around a yawn. “Not because of your story,” he added hastily.

“I'm with you,” Twitch said. “I'm worn out. It would be a shame to waste these beds.”

“First things first,” Cole said. “It’s been too long since I had a bath.”



CHAPTER

CONFIDENCE LOUNGE

The next day, Cole stood by the window, peeking out through the blinds at the street below, feeling

sluggish after too much sleep. A knock at the door startled him. Twitch went to answer. “Who 1s 1t?”

“A friend,” came the reply.

“Joe,” Twitch muttered, opening the door.

Joe entered the room looking cleaner than Cole had ever seen him. His gray leather jacket and jeans
had been replaced by dark trousers, a maroon shirt, and a gentleman’s coat with a stylish cut. His face
was shaved, his hair neat.

After peering out into the hall, Twitch closed the door.

“We were worried about you,” Cole said. “We didn’t know who you were going up against. Looks
like you won the fight. Nice outfit.”

Smirking, Joe glanced down at himself. “This new persona is part of my plan. When possible, I dress
for my roles.” He tossed a couple of packages onto the bed. “I got the two of you new getups as well.”

“Did you catch up to the Enforcer?” Twitch asked.

“It took some time. We were both on foot, but he moved well. In the end, I put an arrow through
his back. I tried to question him but he was already gone. I swiped a horse and made my way here as
quickly as I could. I got in last night and spent the day running errands. At midday I met up with Jace
by the fountain. He mentioned that you ran into some trouble, Cole.”

“Horrible luck,” Cole said. “In West Carthage, I bumped into the slaver who brought my friends
here and had me marked. I used my Jumping Sword to get away, but he swore he’d track me down.”

“Name?” Joe asked.

“Ansel,” Cole said.

Joe frowned. “Carries a sickle?”

Cole nodded. “How’d you know?”

Joe gave an impressed whistle. “You don’t do it halfway when you pick your enemies. Ansel Pratt is
one of the most ruthless slavers in the five kingdoms.”

“You know him?” Cole asked.

“Only by reputation. He’s a man to avoid unless you have a lot of money and you need his services.

If clients default on an agreement, his retribution is swift and brutal. Other slavers have learned to stay



out of his way. Only a few traders can compete with the volume of slaves he moves. He and his people
are trouble.”

“He promised to chop off my hand with the freemark and haul me back to the Sky Raiders,” Cole
said. “I believe he’ll try.”

“So do I,” Joe said. “That settles it. You have to come with Mira and me to the confidence lounge.”

“Where?” Cole asked.

“Most of the cities in Elloweer have one. East Carthage has three. They serve as meeting places
where information can be exchanged with a degree of anonymity. Everyone who enters a confidence
lounge has a seeming placed on them, so they don’t look like themselves. Clients range from criminals
to government leaders. I secured a reservation at the most exclusive lounge in town.”

“To get information?” Cole asked.

“That’s part of it. Connections happen at confidence lounges. Deals get struck. Most seemings fade
after a short while. I want to find somebody who can put a lasting seeming on you and Mira to render
you unrecognizable—today, if possible. Too many people are hunting you.”

For the first time since Ansel spotted him, Cole realized there might be an alternative to hiding
indoors for the rest of his life. “They can do that?”

“The right enchanter can,” Joe assured him. “I belong to a resistance movement called the Unseen.
The movement wasn’t strong in the parts of Sambria we traveled together, but there seems to be a
decent presence here. I'm not supposed to tell any new people about our group without permission
from two other senior members, but I don’t see any way around letting you kids in on our secret.
Permission will have to come later. I can’t imagine I’ll take too much heat for it. After all, we’re on the
run with Princess Miracle.”

“Have you met up with them yet?” Cole asked.

“We have secret ways of contacting one another,” Joe said. “I’ve seen some subtle signs of activity in
the area. Last night and this morning I left marks around town for any of the Unseen to visit the Shady
Lane Confidence Lounge this afternoon. If some members respond, there’s a chance we can get the aid
we’re looking for.”

“When do we go?” Cole asked.

“I have a coach waiting,” Joe said. “I had initially planned to just bring Mira, since her face was the
one I most worried about, but I expect they can accommodate an extra guest. Admittance is three gold
ringers per person.”

“Three gold ringers!” Twitch exclaimed. “I could live for months off that much!”

“Good information doesn’t come cheap,” Joe said. “We should go.”

“Do I need ringers?” Cole asked.

“I’ll pay our entry fee,” Joe said. “You may want to carry some extra ringers, just in case, but leave
your main stash here. Get changed and meet me downstairs. Don’t bring the sword.”

Cole had restrung most of his ringers to a cord around his chest. He took oft his shirt, and Twitch
untied the cord. Opening the packages on the bed, Cole found a blue button-down shirt and black
trousers. He put them on, then pocketed a few gold, silver, and copper ringers.

“Wish me luck,” Cole said.

“Hopetully, the next time we see each other, I won’t recognize you,” Twitch replied.



Cole nodded, though the idea of looking like someone else was definitely weird. “See you later.”

Downstairs, Cole found Mira and Joe waiting for him. Joe carried a brown leather satchel. Mira wore
a simple black dress with a red sash. Cole hadn’t seen her decked out so girlie before.

“You look clean,” Mira said. “Our clothes have taken a beating since Cloudvale.”

Cole smiled, wanting to pay her a compliment, but unable to work up the courage. She looked a
little too pretty. “This will be a new adventure.”

“We’ll talk in the coach,” Joe said, leading the way to the door. They exited onto a small side street.
“This way.”

Joe led them around a corner and down a couple of blocks. They reached a street bustling with
people, and Joe turned again.

“Keep your head up,” Mira murmured. “Don’t act like you’re hiding.”

Cole hadn’t deliberately bowed his head, but he realized she was right. He felt exposed. It would be
just his luck to bump into a member of Ansel’s slave caravan.

Joe ushered them up marble steps to the pillared entrance of a grand hotel. The lobby floor was a
checkerboard of gold and platinum. Bright rainbows crisscrossed the cavernous space overhead. A
sapphire-blue waterfall dominated one corner, the vivid water tumbling in slow motion. Cole realized
that much of what he saw must be illusion.

They crossed the lobby and exited through doors on the far side. A uniformed attendant held the
door open. Joe flipped him a copper ringer. “I’'m Dale Winters,” Joe said. “I ordered a coach.”

“Right this way,” the doorman said, leading them to one of the horse-drawn coaches parked at the
curb. The attendant opened the door to the coach, and Joe gave the man another copper ringer as he
climbed inside. Cole got settled beside Mira, across from Joe. The door closed, and the coach started
rolling.

Joe’s preparation impressed Cole. Having a coach waiting at a different hotel from where they were
staying felt like the sort of clever precaution a secret agent would take. “The driver knows where we’re
going?” Cole asked.

“He does,” Joe said. “Just as he knows we would prefer him not to observe us. He kept his eyes
forward as we approached and boarded the coach.” Opening his satchel, Joe revealed three party masks.
He gave the glittery silver one to Mira, the blue one to Cole, and claimed the black one for himself.
“Put them on.”

Lifting the mask to his face, Cole pulled the slender blue chain around his head and slid one of the
links into a hook on the other side. Looking out through the eyeholes limited his visibility a little. The
mask covered all of his face besides his mouth and chin.

“Let’s talk strategy,” Joe said. “In a confidence lounge, information is currency. We all need to play
the game, or we’ll stand out. Fortunately, we’re from out of town and have juicy rumors that should be
of interest. We don’t want to mention anything about who we are, and we should avoid topics
surrounding the High King or his daughters.”

“What about Honor?” Mira asked.

“Leave it to me to ask after Honor,” Joe said. “I’ll also secure an enchanter who can manage long-
lasting seemings.”

“Can I ask about my friends?”” Cole wondered.



Joe paused. “I know finding them is important to you.”

“It’s important to me too,” Mira said.

Joe gave a reluctant nod. “Keep it general. If the right opportunity comes up, mention that you heard
the High King was sending new slaves with shaping talent abroad.”

“What rumors can we share?” Cole asked.

“Present nothing as personal knowledge,” Joe stressed. “Mention that you heard it from a reliable
source, that sort of thing. You can talk about Carnag having fallen, and four hundred legionnaires visiting
Skyport. You might vaguely mention shapecrafters. I'm interested to see if anyone knows about them. If
somebody seems useful, share that Declan was flushed out from behind the Eastern Cloudwall. The
information is good enough to work as currency, and it won’t hurt Declan—the High King already
knows he was there. Besides, it might help our cause to remind people that the Grand Shapers are still
around.”

“Should we spread the word that the High King imprisoned his daughters?” Cole asked. “We could
tell everyone he faked their deaths. Won’t people be outraged?”

“Most will ignore it as a dusty old theory,” Joe said. “If our real enemies hear the rumor, they will
move swiftly to crush it. The timing 1s wrong to reveal Mira’s true predicament.”

“What else should we ask about?” Mira inquired.

“Keep it hazy,” Joe said. “Check for news. Claim to be from elsewhere. It will ring true because
most of your info 1s from Sambria. Try to get a sense for what is going on in Elloweer.”

“Do you think Honor’s power is running wild?”” Mira asked. “Does Elloweer have a Carnag?”

“I imagine Honor’s shaping ability is taking form much as yours did,” Joe said. “Quima certainly
hinted that would be the case. This is the place to find out about anomalies in the kingdom. Keep your
ears open and your comments guarded. You will be among expert gossipmongers. They will read into
everything you share. Try not to lie. These are difhicult people to deceive.”

Before long, the coach turned down a bare alleyway and slowed to a stop. Joe barely had room to
open the door and step down. Mira and Cole followed.

They had halted beside an unmarked door set in an otherwise blank wall. Joe knocked, and the door
swung inward to reveal a hulking brute with a bad haircut. “Do you have an invitation?” the bouncer
asked.

Joe produced a card and handed it over along with a platinum ringer. “I had to add another guest at
the last minute. I hope that’s all right.”

Furrowing his brow, the goliath studied the invitation and the ringer. “One moment.” The door
closed.

“I can stay with the coach if'it’s a problem,” Cole said, feeling like a party crasher.

“No,” Joe said. “I want to get you inside and permanently disguised. If it requires a bigger bribe, we
can afford it.”

The door opened. “Request granted,” the big guy announced, stepping aside. “Welcome to Shady
Lane.”

Joe, Mira, and Cole entered. Behind him, Cole heard their coach continue down the alleyway. The

door closed.



They stood in a small, stone room with an iron door on the far side. Two of the walls had rows of
dark slits in them. Cole thought the narrow gaps looked sinister. People might spy through them, or
shoot arrows, or leak poison gas. How had he ended up in a place like this? It seemed like a mission for
a trained spy.

An efhicient-looking man, neatly groomed and well-dressed, patted down Joe, then Cole, and finally
Mira. He backed away and murmured into a small grate beside the iron door.

The door opened, and the man motioned for them to pass through. The next room was also made of
solid stone, but it was larger and softened by carpets, draperies, and cushioned furniture. The walls had
so many doors that Cole wondered if the room was surrounded by closets.

A bespectacled gentleman, who was probably in his sixties, greeted them. Though not very tall, he
had a gangly build with large hands and feet. Cole found his strong cologne distracting.

“Welcome, esteemed guests,” he simpered, rubbing his hands together. “You have wvisited us
before?”

Joe shook his head.

The gangly man perked up at this news. “Newcomers! How marvelous. At Shady Lane, we pride
ourselves on unparalleled discretion. We have four chief lounges. Your appearance will change each
time you pass to a new room. To begin, you’ll each enter your own changing room, remove your mask,
place it in a trunk, lock it, take the key, and face the mirror. Once satisfied with your disguise, exit
through the other door and follow the hall to the blue door. Any questions?”

Joe shook his head again. Cole wasn’t sure he could picture exactly what the man meant, but he
didn’t want to be the only one to ask for clarification.

“This way,” the gangly man said, walking over to one of the doors on the right side of the room.
“Young sir may enter the trident door.” A subtle trident symbol was embossed above a doorknob. The
man opened the door, and Cole entered. The door closed.

Though he listened intently, Cole heard no further conversation from beyond the door. The
changing room was soundproof, or close to it. Another door waited on the far side of the room. A full-
length mirror hung on one of the side walls. A row of medium-size trunks hid the base of the opposite
wall. Keys protruded from most of the locks. There were two empty keyholes.

Cole opened the leftmost trunk. He unhooked his mask, placed it inside, then shut the trunk, locked
it, and removed the key. A trident and a swirly symbol decorated the key. The lock had a matching
swirl.

Cole stood before the mirror. He looked exactly like himself, so he figured that whatever was going
to happen hadn’t started yet. Glancing around the room, Cole wondered if he was being watched.
Somebody had to create the illusion. He didn’t notice any peepholes. Maybe somebody was spying
through the mirror, like in an interrogation room. Or maybe the illusion happened automatically. Could
the mirror be magical?

As Cole gazed into the looking glass, his skin drooped and his hair thinned. His nose, ears, and lips
expanded. His stomach gained mass and pooched out. Before he knew it, Cole was staring at a pudgy
old man who bore no resemblance to him. The reflection moved when he moved, blinked when he

blinked. If a disguise like this could become permanent, Ansel would never find him.



Looking down at himself, Cole found that he did not match the reflection. He appeared the same as
when he had entered the room. But the figure in the mirror wore dapper clothes and had a very
different build. Held in front of his face, Cole’s hands looked normal, but in the mirror they were
obviously older, with thicker fingers and liver spots. Evidently the illusion only tricked his eyes in the
MIrror.

Cole went out the door and into the hall. Thick fur coated the walls, ceiling, and floor. When he
closed the door, the fur completely hid it. Feeling around through the fur, he could find no doorknob.
The sensation of the fur against his hand didn’t feel quite right; like brushing through spiderwebs. He
pressed a palm against the fur. His hand sank until he felt the cool flatness of a stone wall. Swiping his
other hand through the fur, Cole found it gave no resistance. The hairy walls were an illusion.

Cole picked a direction and walked down the hall until he reached a dead end. Doubling back, he
followed the hall when it elbowed left, then reached a blue door, the only interruption of a furry
expanse.

From the other end of the hall came a pale woman with silver hair and a jewel on her forehead.
Somewhat taller than Mira, Cole supposed it could be her. Or Joe for that matter.

Cole waved at her.

She waved back. “Is that you?” asked an unfamiliar female voice.

Cole realized the woman could be anyone. He didn’t want a spy to trick him. How could he
confirm her identity without revealing himself? “What does my name start with?”” Cole asked.

“C?” the woman asked.

“You're M?” Cole checked.

She gave a nod. “You were a Sky Raider?”

“You once rode in a flying coftin.”

The woman giggled. “You sound so difterent.”

“You too,” Cole said. “I sound the same to myself.”

“Me too,” Mira said. “Should we go through?”

“After you.”

Mira opened the door.



CHAPTER

RUMORS

The large room beyond the doorway contained several groupings of comfortable furniture. In one

corner, a string quartet played an unfamiliar tune, their instruments expertly weaving melodies and
harmonies. Two other doors led out of the room.

Cole immediately felt out of place. This looked like a party for sophisticated adults. He reminded
himself that with his disguise, he didn’t look like a kid anymore. Some of the others could be young too.

Excluding the musicians, he counted eight other people in the room. Two stood talking in a corner,
three sat together on a single sofa, and three others huddled around a table. Of the strangest, one looked
like a living statue carved from black stone, and another wore a purple robe and had the head of a
parrot.

After passing through the doorway, Mira looked like a jolly Asian woman with a tall, elaborate hairdo
full of combs. Facing him, Mira covered a giggle. Wondering what he looked like, Cole approached a
mirror. He had the head of a warty toad with bulging yellow eyes. His military jacket sparkled with
medals.

Cole couldn’t resist a chuckle. The toad head was perfectly lifelike. It would be the best Halloween
costume ever!

Mira joined the pair chatting in the corner. A bearded guy with an eye patch rose from the sofa and
sauntered over to Cole. Nervous to begin the conversation, Cole reached out to shake his hand in
greeting.

“No, no,” the man scolded gently. “No touching in here. You must be new.”

Cole lowered his hand uncomfortably. “Sorry. Nobody told me. First time.”

The man raised his bushy eyebrows. “Or you’re feigning inexperience.” He leaned closer and
murmured something.

“I couldn’t hear you,” Cole said. “The music 1s a little loud.”

“It should be. Discourages eavesdropping. What song are you singing?”

Cole scrunched his eyebrows. How was he supposed to reply to such a random question? The guy
was probably speaking in code. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Very well. What do you go by?”

“My name?”



“In the lounges I'm Hannibal. What do you go by?”

Cole hesitated. Should he make something up? Joe had warned him not to lie. “Nothing yet.”

Hannibal considered him for a moment, as if measuring his legitimacy. Cole found himself wondering
what the man really looked like.

“Out with it, then,” Hannibal said. “What are you doing here?”

“I’'m from out of town,” Cole said. “I just want news.”

Hannibal gave a chuckle. “Don’t we all? Where did you come from?”

“Sambria, most recently,” Cole said.

“T’ll believe that, since Sambria is just across the river. Where in Sambria?”

Cole paused. How could he keep the answer vague? “Lots of places. I’ve been on the move.”

“Any news from Sambria?”

Cole thought about what to share. “Four hundred legionnaires visited the Sky Raiders.”

“What were they after?” Hannibal asked.

Cole wasn’t sure how much to reveal. He wished he could have practiced this type of conversation
ahead of time. “I heard they asked about a slave.”

“One slave?” Hannibal asked.

“That’s what I heard,” Cole said.

“Four hundred legionnaires?”

“Supposedly.”

“Did they find him?”

“I’'m not sure,” Cole said. “I don’t think so.” The man didn’t seem particularly interested by his
news. “How are things in Elloweer?”

“When was your last visit?” Hannibal asked.

“First time,” Cole said.

“Welcome,” Hannibal said. “The latest news is a disturbance up north. People are disappearing.
Entire towns have been found empty.”

“Really?” Cole asked.

“It eerily matches your trouble with Carnag in Sambria,” Hannibal said. “But this only came to my
attention two weeks ago.”

“Somebody took down Carnag,” Cole volunteered.

“I heard that,” Hannibal replied. “Any idea who did it?”

“I’'m not sure,” Cole said. Was there anything he could share to sound less boring? “I heard some
legionnaires were involved. What do people know about this new problem in Elloweer?”

“Very little,” Hannibal said. “Nobody who gets close ever returns. Our leaders are already beginning
to panic. Like I said, the problem reminds everyone of Carnag. Forgive me for prying, but what brings
you to Elloweer, Master Toad?”

“'m . ..um. .. viiting,” Cole said.

“Surely you have some business here. Perhaps I can help. I have many friends.”

“I’'m with people,” Cole said, trying not to give away anything. “I don’t have business of my own.”

“Your affairs are private,” Hannibal said. “I understand. Should you wish to confide in me, I spend

most of my time in this chamber. I expect to remain here for the next hour.”



“Thanks,” Cole said, unsure how well he had done. Should he have given up a big secret? Should he
have pressed harder for information? The bearded man returned to the sofa. Cole hadn’t noticed Mira
leaving the room, but he no longer saw her. Everyone was engaged in conversation, so he decided to try
his luck elsewhere.

He went through a door and entered a less formal lounge where people reclined on divans and huge
pillows. Near one wall an attendant polished a counter, avoiding the food and drinks on display. In a
corner, a man tapped a massive xylophone while a woman played a flute.

Once in the room, Cole could no longer detect any sound of the string quartet. Of the six other
people in the room, only two were talking. One guy hovered near the food counter with a drink in his
hand; an old woman napped on a divan; a plump man hunched over a circular ottoman, studying an
arrangement of playing cards; and a coldly beautiful young lady sat regally in a huge armchair like an
empress on her throne.

Crossing to one of the mirrors in the room, Cole found that he looked like a middle-aged Italian guy,
short but muscular. Seeing the reflection helped Cole realize he didn’t need to let everyone know this
was his first time in a confidence lounge. As long as he didn’t divulge important information, he could
be anybody he wanted, act however he chose. He couldn’t do much worse than his first conversation.
Maybe he’d do better if he loosened up.

Surveying the room, Cole tried to relax. The guy playing cards struck him as the most approachable.
Cole walked over and sat near him. “How are you?”

The man didn’t look up from his game of solitaire. “Content. You?”

“Just looking for news.”

“I’'m Stumbler. What are you called?”

“Dracula,” Cole answered for no good reason.

“Never heard of you,” Stumbler said. “What song do you sing?”

“Karaoke hits from the sixties, seventies, and eighties,” Cole tried.

The man looked up from his cards. “What nonsense are you talking? Go bother someone else before
I complain to the management.”

Joe had warned Cole not to lie. Apparently, that included joking. So much for his experiment with
relaxed improvisation. Cole decided to move on rather than risk really annoying Stumbler. He stood up
to find the beautiful young woman staring at him. She wore a snug, glittering gown that reminded him
of fish scales. She curled her finger, summoning him over.

As Cole drew near, he tried to remind himself that she could easily be an ugly old lady. Or even a
grungy old man. He shouldn’t let her looks intimidate him. He resolved to be more honest. Making up
weird answers had gotten him nowhere.

The woman leaned forward and spoke in hushed tones. “I suspect the Rogue Knight might be the
exiled Duke of Laramy.”

“Wow,” Cole said. “I have no idea what that means.”

“Should I speak slower?” she teased.

“I don’t know any of those people.”

She blinked. “Surely you’ve heard of the Rogue Knight?”

“I haven’t,” Cole said. “This is my first visit to Elloweer.”



She patted her hands together delightedly. “In truth?”

“Yeah. This is my first time in a confidence lounge.”

“I hardly believe you, but let’s pretend. I'm Vixen. Where do you come from, Mr. Mysterious?”

“Sambria.”

“Distant parts of Sambria, if you haven’t heard of the Rogue Knight.”

“Far from Carthage,” Cole said. “Who is this knight?”

“That 1s the question,” she said. “His identity 1s a matter of much debate. The Rogue Knight
became champion of a small community east of here. He has an insatiable urge for dueling and a knack
for winning. He started with minor towns, but he has moved on to great cities. None of this sounds
familiar?”

“No,” Cole said. He wondered if what she was talking about had anything to do with the info they
needed to help find Honor. It definitely didn’t seem connected to Dalton or Jenna. He was tempted to
cut her off and ask what he really wanted to know, but she seemed excited about this topic, so maybe if
he let her discuss it, she would eventually get to something he cared about.

“The Rogue Knight shows no interest in settling down to enjoy the spoils of his victories. Six knights
now follow him. Some say seven. They live like vagabonds. When the Rogue Knight unseats a
champion, he sacks the alderman and grants all taxes to the common people of the town. No officials or
nobility get a copper bit. Over a short span, the Rogue Knight has become quite the man of the people.
As you might expect, his list of enemies grows quite long.”

“Shouldn’t he be called the Rogue Champion?” Cole asked.

“One could make that argument,” Vixen said. “But none of the lords or champions of Elloweer wish
to bestow that honor upon him. He does not behave like a champion. They say he robs travelers. Some
cities have declared him an outlaw. He is wreaking havoc with our government.”

“You don’t like him?”

“I would give my right arm to meet him,” she gushed immediately. “My opinions have not yet
crystallized. I burn with curiosity. I agree with our nobility that the man is a scoundrel, but you must
admit there is something horribly romantic about such boldness.”

Cole thought it sounded like the Rogue Knight had a groupie. “You know who he 1s?”

“Nobody has seen him without his armor,” Vixen said. “His helmet conceals his face. But he could
be the Duke of Laramy. It fits. The duke was a vocal advocate of the common people, and he often
flouted convention. They say he died, but what if that was a ruse to conceal his new identity?”

“So it’s a theory,” Cole said.

“At the very least,” she replied. “At best it is a brilliant deduction. The Duke of Laramy was
notoriously handsome.”

“Are there other theories?”

“Dozens. But here I am overflowing with gossip without asking after Sambria.”

“Carnag fell.”

“As we well know,” Vixen replied. “The slayer of the fiend remains unannounced.”

“I heard some legionnaires helped.”

She waved away the information like it was a bothersome fly. “Are you really so devoid of

knowledge? Don’t you know something juicy? Then we could truly talk.”



Cole leaned toward her and lowered his voice. “I heard that Declan, the Grand Shaper of Sambria,
was chased out of hiding.”

“No!” she said. “How certain is this?”

“It’s reliable.”

“Some have surmised that Declan would have passed on by now.”

“He’s alive and well. He was hiding behind the Eastern Cloudwall.”

She gasped. “At the Brink? Absurd.”

“I guess there was space back there,” Cole said. “He found a way in and built a fort. A bunch of
legionnaires flushed him out.”

“Declan got away?”

“Nobody knows where he went. But I heard they almost had him.”

“These are indeed novel tidings,” Vixen said. “Substantial if not scandalous. Very well, I owe you
something remarkable. Since we’ve visited the topic of the Rogue Knight, I will impart recent
developments that are not yet public.”

“Okay,” Cole said, a little disappointed that she was still focused on the knight and didn’t have
anything else to reveal.

“From a dependable source close to the matter, I hear that the Rogue Knight has challenged none
other than Rustin Sage, champion of Merriston.”

“Where 1s that?” Cole asked.

She chuckled as if he were kidding. “Don’t pretend ignorance of our capital. Do you wish me to
believe you are a stranger or a fool?”

“I really am a stranger,” Cole said. “When is the fight?”

“Postponed indefinitely,” Vixen said, her voice low and excited. “Rustin refuses to acknowledge the
Rogue Knight’s right to challenge him, and he has the full backing of the governor. Naturally, this is all
being kept quiet. No champion wants to seem afraid to fight.”

“Is he afraid?” Cole asked.

“The Rogue Knight has slain too many proven champions, including Gart the Headsman, who
everyone thought would rule Cirestra unchallenged until he died or stepped down. Can you imagine if
the capital’s taxes were completely dispersed among the common folk? It would cripple the
government. Anarchy would result. Chaos. The cities the Rogue Knight has taken have either plunged
into confusion or else have quietly ignored his edicts. I have it on good authority that the capital will use
all necessary means to deny the Rogue Knight his duel.”

“Interesting,” Cole said, still unsure whether the knowledge was relevant to his problems.

Vixen whispered for the first time. Cole could barely hear her over the music. “If you’re as new as
you act, be careful where you repeat those tidings. For example, Stumbler over there is one of
Henrick’s knights. He would not appreciate such tales being spread. When they’re not killing one
another, champions tend to stick together, especially on the matter of the Rogue Knight.”

“That guy’s a knight?” Cole asked.

“He’s much younger and stronger than he looks,” she assured him.

“I guess anything 1s possible in here,” Cole said. “He could even be a girl.”



“Not so,” Vixen corrected him. “They keep the seemings at Shady Lane true to your gender. House
rules.”

A bony old woman shuffled over to them. Cole had not seen her enter the room. One of her eyes
was notably larger than the other. “We should talk, sir,” she oftered.

“And who might you be?” Vixen challenged.

“Nobody to worry about,” the old woman said. “Anyone here who lives on Upton Street should
mind her own business.”

Eyes darting to Cole, Vixen looked shocked. She forced a smile.

The old woman stepped close to Cole. “Seriously, follow me.”

Cole wasn’t sure what to do. The old woman seemed intrusive and probably dangerous. “Why me?”

She brought her dry lips to his ear. “I'm from Arizona too.”



CHAPTER

JILL

So excited and curious that he could hardly keep his mouth shut, Cole followed the old woman. She
led him to a side of the room away from either of the doors and stepped through the wall. The dark

wooden panels looked completely solid. Extending a hand through the illusion, Cole experienced a faint
sensation similar to penetrating cobwebs, and then went through.

He entered a cozy space with framed art on the walls. A round table and four chairs served as the
only furnishings. The old woman sat down in one of the chairs, and Cole sat next to her.

“Okay, we can actually talk now,” she said. “This is one of the secret unmonitored rooms.”

“You're really from Arizona?” Cole asked, desperate for an explanation. “Who are you?”

“I'm from Mesa,” she said. “I got kidnapped with you, Cole! This 1s crazy! I can’t believe you’re
here! I'm Jill Davis.”

“I know you!” Cole exclaimed. “You're a seventh grader!” He had seen her in the halls at school
last year. She had sung in the talent show. He’d finally found one of the kids from his slave caravan! He
tried to picture how she really looked under the illusion. It wasn’t easy to overrule his eyes. “Your
brother is in my grade.”

“Jett,” Jill said. “We used to trick-or-treat together. He was off with his own friends this Halloween.
I'm so relieved he 1sn’t stuck here, but I keep wondering what would have happened if he’d been with
me—maybe [ wouldn’t have ended up here, either. Don’t you have a brother too?”

“Sister,” Cole corrected. “Chelsea—she’s a pain, but I miss her, anyway.”

“I know the feeling.”

Cole blinked, still trying to put Jill Davis’s face onto this old woman’s. “How’d you recognize me?”
he asked, feeling oft-balance.

“I was helping the enchanter who prepped you when you first came in,” she said. “We can see into
almost all the rooms here, even the changing rooms. Not to watch people take off their clothes or
anything. They just remove their masks, then we change how they look. I couldn’t believe it when I
saw you!”

“What are you doing here?” Cole asked.

“I was going to ask you the same thing!” Her excited tone and posture didn’t match her aged

features. “The slavers sold you first, before we got to Five Roads. The buyer took you somewhere in



Sambria. Sky something, I think. Ansel made it sound really scary.”

“That’s right,” Cole said, unsure how much he should reveal. She’d already said the other rooms
were watched. How could she be sure this one wasn’t? “I went to Skyport and joined the Sky Raiders.
But I earned my freedom.”

“Really?” Jill replied. “So quickly? Did somebody buy you and free you?”

“Sort of,” Cole said. “It’s a long story. What about you?”

“I went to Junction City,” she said. “They took the kids with shaping talent. Nineteen of us. We all
met the High King. He was . . . well, it was pretty scary. They gave us tests, then sent us oft to difterent
kingdoms based on our abilities. Your friend Dalton came with me to Elloweer.”

“He’s here?” Cole asked, thunderstruck.

“Not in Carthage,” Jill clarified. “They sent him to train at a confidence lounge in Merriston.”

“The capital?”

“I guess it’s a big deal for them to send someone there,” she said. “He’s really great at illusions.”

Cole could hardly believe the precious information he was getting. Dalton was in the capital of
Elloweer? He could make seemings? The task of finding his friends had started to seem hopeless. “What
about Jenna?”

“Jenna Hunt? I’'m not sure where she went. She came to Junction City with us. Once they split us
up based on our abilities, we never saw the kids in the other groups. She isn’t in Elloweer.”

“Do you know the name of the confidence lounge where Dalton went?”

Jill scrunched her brow. “I did. I've never been there. It’s been a while since I heard it. The Silver
something. Deer, maybe? No. It was Silver something, though.”

“That’s great,” Cole said. For the first time, he had a solid lead about Dalton!

“Are you really free to go visit him?” Jill asked.

“Yeah,” Cole said.

She bit her lip. “You’re so lucky, being free. Dalton belongs to the High King now, just like I do.
And the king is basically the emperor of this whole world. You should see his castle! He has zillions of
soldiers, and some of them have shaping powers. You don’t want to get on his bad side. If you’d met
him, you’d understand.”

“I know how bad he 1s5,” Cole said, thinking of Mira. “But there’s got to be a way to get you and
Dalton free, like I got free.”

Jill’s eyes filled with hope. “All I've thought about is someone getting me out of here.” Her
expression wilted. “But, Cole, I don’t know if anyone’s told you . . . They say we can’t get back home,
no matter what. That even if we find a way there, we won’t be able to stay—we’ll always get drawn
back here. If I snuck off, I'd be a runaway slave with no place to go.”

Resting his elbows on the table, Cole bowed his face into his hands. He knew the High King was
powerful. And he’d also known there was no way for them to get home permanently. Even if that was
true, did it mean they shouldn’t try to find each other? Did they have to accept slavery as a way of life?
Who could say for sure there was no way of escaping the Outskirts?

“I’'m not trying to get you down,” Jill said. “You were really brave trying to help us back at the
wagons. | wanted Tracy to die after what she did to you. But we’re stuck here, Cole. Dalton and I are



marked slaves. If we rebel, it’ll just get worse. I saw someone try once, and . . . it was bad.” She
shivered, clearly disturbed by the memory.

Cole leaned toward Jill across the table and lowered his voice. “You don’t want me to bust you out
of here?”

Jill regarded him anxiously. “Are you kidding? Of course I do! You're the first person from our
world I’ve seen since coming here. But how can we do it without getting caught?”

“Let me talk to my friends,” Cole said. “We can figure it out.”

Jill’s wrinkled features contorted with worry. “Who are your friends? Are they powerful enough to
keep us safe from the High King?”

“We’ve made it this far,” Cole said, unsure how much he should share. He didn’t want to put Mira
in danger, but he needed to give Jill some confidence. “They’re members of the resistance. Working in
a place like this, you must have heard of them.”

“I have,” she said, her face paling. “Cole, you’re in tons of danger! The High King does awful things
to anyone he catches who’s a part of that.”

Cole tried to hold his frustration in check. He had finally found someone from home, and she was
clearly scared to leave. What if she was too scared to come with him? Was he supposed to just leave her
here?

He tried to recall everything he knew about Jill. His sparse memories of her mostly involved her
chatting with friends. Since she was a grade higher, he’d never known her well. He seemed to
remember her brother, Jeft, making fun of her because she never learned to swim. Jeft had claimed she
was scared to put her head under the water. Cole guessed if she’d been a nervous person back home,
she’d only be more anxious here. Still, he had to try to convince her.

“So you’re just going to stay in this place?” Cole asked. “Seriously? With all these people you don’t
even really know? Haven’t you thought about running away before?”

“Of course I've thought about escaping,” Jill said, lowering her voice. She looked torn. “I don’t
know, Cole. Sooner or later, runaways get caught, and then things get really ugly. I told you, I've seen
it.”

“Bad?” Cole asked.
“The punishments are harsh,” Jill said. “Probably to scare the rest of us from trying the same thing. It
kind of works.”

“I can’t promise everything will be easy if you come with us,” Cole admitted, thinking of what he
and his friends had already been through and the risks of traveling with Mira. “But it has to be better
than staying here.”

“Slaves who can shape don’t live so badly,” she argued. “Don’t get me wrong—all I want is to be
back home. But if I'm stuck here, do I have to make it even harder? At least making seemings 1s kind of
fun.”

“Doesn’t being a slave kind of wreck the fun?”

Jill flushed. “I guess I try not to think about it all the time.” She narrowed her gaze. “Tell the truth.
Are you actually a runaway?”

“No,” Cole assured her. “I really got free.”

“Then wouldn’t having me around make everything more dangerous for you?”



“What if we bought you?” Cole suggested. “We could do that with Dalton too. My friends have
money.”

Jill looked excited for a second, then her face dropped. “I don’t think I’'m for sale—the High King
seemed super interested in keeping the slaves he bought for himself.” She hesitated. “I can’t believe
you’re free. That never happens.”

“I had help,” Cole said. “Why did the High Shaper send you here? Does he run this place?”

“The High King has people controlling all the legal confidence lounges,” she said. “It’s where a lot of
the top enchanters find work. But if you’re mixed up with rebels, Shady Lane probably isn’t safe for
you.”

“Did the High King hurt any of you?” Cole asked. “Did he mess with your powers?”

“Mess with our powers?”

Cole looked around the room, then took another chance. “Have you heard of shapecraft?”

“You mean shaping?”

“No. Shapecraft is when people shape the shaping ability. The High King may just be training you so
he can steal your shaping powers and do weird experiments on you.”

“What?” Jill exclaimed.

“He’s done it to others,” Cole said. “Reliable sources have told me his shapecraft experiments will
only get worse.”

“Thanks for telling me,” she said, her voice hushed. “I haven’t heard of shapecraft, but I'll be extra
careful.”

“Do your bosses know we’re talking?” Cole asked.

“Not officially,” Jill said. “I didn’t let on that I knew you. They tell us to enter the lounges in
disguise if somebody seems interesting. The owners are as eager for secrets as anyone who comes here.
My bosses always have a few regulars out there mingling. We also listen through the walls, ceilings, and
floors as best we can. We learn all sorts of things. If somebody asks about us talking, I'll say you made
me curious because I'd never seen you here before. Most of our clients visit regularly. I'll tell anyone
who bothers me about it that you're just some traveler looking for news.”

“That’s true,” Cole said. “I really am traveling. I'm only here today because I'm tagging along with
some people.”

“Yeah . . . maybe you should dump those people, though. If you don’t, you could end up in jail. Or
worse.”

Cole didn’t want her to worry, and he definitely didn’t want her to know too much about his actual
situation, in case someone forced the information out of her later. “The people I know aren’t super
involved in the resistance,” he lied.

“Just watch out,” Jill said. “They crack down hard on those people.” She wrung her hands. “I hope
your friends are really careful. Cole, this is a dangerous place. We shouldn’t talk much longer. T just—I
really don’t want you to go.”

Cole wished he knew the right thing to do. He hated leaving her here, but he could tell she was too
afraid to come. His top priority was to find Dalton and help Jenna. “Do you know anything else about

anyone from our world?” he asked.



She shook her head. “I just know the other kids they sent to Elloweer. Melissa Scott went to a
confidence lounge in Wenley, and Tom Eastman went to a lounge in Stowbarth. I'm always hoping I'll
hear more, but I never do. That’s why I was so excited to see you!”

Cole suddenly remembered the other huge question that had brought him to the confidence lounge.
“I heard something is making people disappear. Do you know anything about that?”

“There was a creature called Carnag in Sambria,” she said. “Some kind of monster. People think this
new problem might be related, but nobody really gets what’s happening. We still don’t understand
where Carnag came from either. Some people think it was a shaper who went nova.”

“You haven’t heard about any famous prisoners, have you?” Cole asked. “Secret ones? Maybe recent
ones.”

Jill clenched her hands tighter. “There are always prisoners,” she said. “It’s not the kind of thing you
should get too interested in if you want to stay free.”

It was obvious that the High King’s tactics had already worked perfectly on Jill—she was scared not
only for herself, but for anyone who might cross him.

“I’'m most interested in visiting Dalton,” Cole said. “Not to rescue him,” he added hastily. “I don’t
want to get him into trouble. But I miss him. He’s my best friend.”

Her expression softened. “If you head to Merriston, watch out for the Rogue Knight. They say he’s
been stealing from travelers.”

“I don’t have much to steal,” Cole said. “But thanks for the warning. The lady I was just talking to
told me about the Rogue Knight. Is she trustworthy?”

“Vixen?” Jill asked. “Hard to say for sure. Her real name is Mavis Proftin. Have you heard of her?”

Cole shook his head.

“She’s a regular—the wife of a local official. Vixen is much older than she looks. It’s arranged so that
she gets gorgeous disguises. She mostly cares about social gossip, but she’s no dummy, and she’s in a
position to hear a lot.”

“Got it,” Cole said.

Jill glanced around furtively, even though they were still alone. “It’s so good to see you, Cole. You
have no idea. I wish we could talk more, but if anyone notices this conversation going long, they might
get suspicious, especially if I don’t have any info.”

“The Grand Shaper Declan was hiding behind the Eastern Cloudwall,” Cole said. “Legionnaires
chased him out. That’s the best info I have.”

“You don’t mind if I share that?” she asked.

“Not if it helps you.”

“Thanks.”

“You won’t come with me?” Cole tried.

Jill looked miserable. “I can’t. It’s too dangerous.”

Cole sighed. “Okay, I get it.”

“I wish we could meet up somewhere and hang out. I don’t have privileges to go out yet.” She
paused. “If you figure out how to get us back home, you’ll come back for me, right?”

“Of course!” Cole promised. “Are you sure you're okay here?”

“Okay enough,” Jill said. “I think it’s safer than trying to leave. At least for now.”



“All right,” Cole said. “I won’t forget you. I'll help you if I can.”

“I won’t forget you, either,” she said, failing to hide the desperation behind her words. “You’re really
brave, Cole. I know you’re trying to do the right thing. It’s lucky you got free. That doesn’t happen
much. Don’t mess it up.”

He stared at the face of the old woman, trying to visualize the real Jill. He doubted whether his
mind’s eye was getting it quite right.

“Bye, Jill,” Cole said, his voice a little husky.

“See you, Cole.” There was no mistaking the deep emotion beneath her casual words.

Cole didn’t want to leave her, but he knew the time had come. He walked through the illusory wall
and back into the lounge with the xylophone. Vixen glanced his way, as did Stumbler. Deciding that his
disappearance through the wall had drawn too much attention, Cole strode across the room and into a
new one. People milled about as a guy patted tall bongos. Mind brimming with new knowledge, Cole
crossed to another door. Each new room meant a new physical appearance. He hoped his hasty tour
would make it hard for onlookers to keep track of him, then wondered if Jill was still watching.

The next room contained people at gaming tables. Some played cards. Others rolled dice. At one
table they appeared to be racing caterpillars. Cole didn’t linger.

After the next door, Cole ended up back where he had started. Most of the same faces were present,
including Hannibal and the guy who looked like a statue. In the mirror, Cole found that he looked like
a skinny teen with lots of freckles and really big ears.

A gentleman with white curly hair cornered Cole and struck up a conversation, but the man was
boring. Cole shared his routine information and learned nothing of interest.

After the gentleman ambled away, Cole claimed a solitary chair. He couldn’t keep his mind off Jill.
She was the first person he had met from back home since leaving the slave caravan. And now he was
leaving her behind because she was too scared to join him.

What if Dalton felt the same way? What if Jenna didn’t want to be rescued? What if trying to save
them made everything worse?

No. He couldn’t think that way. Not everyone would be as wary as Jill. Cole knew that wherever he
had ended up as a slave, he would have fought to get free. He felt certain that Dalton would leap at the
chance to escape as well. And now he had a real chance of finding him! What about Jenna? Maybe
Dalton would know something. In his gut, Cole believed that Jenna would want to run away too,
whatever the risks.

But first he had to get away from Shady Lane. As he sat alone in the chair, Cole realized he wasn’t
sure how to find Mira or Joe to learn whether they were ready to leave. How would he recognize
them? Were they still here? If he left too early, would he end up alone on the streets of East Carthage?

Cole decided they would have worked very quickly if they were already gone, and he figured they
probably wouldn’t take off without him. His best option was probably to stay put and watch for people
exiting.

A new person came into the lounge from outside, talked to Hannibal, and moved on. A freakishly
thin woman entered from a neighboring room and briskly exited. Cole continued to wait, feeling edgier

as the minutes passed.



A man and a woman came into the room from the gaming lounge. The handsome man had black
hair slicked back and a small mustache. The woman had green skin and snakes for hair. She pointed at
the ceiling, softly said, “Away,” then scanned the room.

Hair squirming, the woman watched as Cole approached. “I know a guy named Twitch,” Cole said
quietly.

“I know Jace,” she replied. It had to be Mira, which meant the guy was Joe.

“We should go,” Joe murmured.

“What about a permanent illusion?” Cole asked.

“Not here,” Joe whispered tersely.

They exited together. In the furry hall, a previously unseen door appeared ahead of them. They went
through, then through another, and found themselves back in the room with the gangly bespectacled
man.

“May I see your keys?” the man inquired.

After a look at Cole’s key, the man escorted him to the trident door.

“Once you retrieve your things, put on your mask and return to this room,” the man instructed.
“Please leave the key behind.”

Cole did as requested, leaving his key in the lock of the trunk. He met up with masked Mira and
Joe, and they left the room together through a different door from the one they had originally entered.
Cole desperately wanted to share what he had learned from Jill, but decided he had better wait until
they were alone. Two large men escorted them down a staircase, along a plain hall, then up some stairs
to a door. They walked out to find themselves in an alley with their coach waiting.

Joe, Mira, and Cole climbed into the coach, and the large men shut the door. Once they were
rolling, Joe took oft his mask. Mira and Cole followed his example.

“I saw someone from home!” Cole announced, barely able to contain his excitement.

“Really?” Mira asked.

“A girl named Jill, from my school,” Cole explained. “She’s a slave—some kind of apprentice in
training. She told me where I can find my friend Dalton!”

“That’s wonderful!” Mira exclaimed. “Where is he?”

“At a confidence lounge in Merriston,” Cole said. “The Silver something. Jill wouldn’t come with
us, even though I tried to convince her, but I know where she is now, so I can come back for her.”

“Good information,” Joe approved. “I met with one of the Unseen. Apparently, the main confidence
lounges in Carthage have fallen under heavy government supervision. He warned that it would be too
dangerous to hire any of the enchanters working there. He gave me the name of an illusionist who can
help us—Verilan the Incredible, a prominent local performer. We’ll go to his show tonight and meet
him afterward. Did either of you pick up any leads about a valuable secret prisoner?”

Cole shook his head.

“I heard a lot about the Rogue Knight,” Mira said. “People are also talking about a big threat in the
north. People are vanishing. They suspect it’s an Ellowine Carnag.”

“It’s a safe bet that Honor’s power is on the prowl,” Joe said. “My contact thought this illusionist

could have some good information for us. He also warned me that Enforcers have started making



inquiries about a girl and three boys traveling together, perhaps with an adult male. The contact guessed
that I was the adult male in question, and I made no attempt to dissuade him.”

“Did he know who I was?” Mira asked.

“He hadn’t heard your name,” Joe said. “But he had seen a sketch of your face. Sounds like the
Enforcers are pretty sure we’re here. One of their best is coming to personally oversee the manhunt.
They call him the Hunter. He’s infamous. Most Enforcers limit their work to specific kingdoms. Hunter
runs operations in all five. Chances are he has some unusual shaping abilities.”

“Or shapecraft skills,” Cole said.

“Nothing would surprise me,” Joe said. “In short, we need to hurry and disguise your faces, then we

need to get out of town.”



CHAPTER
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I love illusionists,” Twitch said, fingers drumming on his knees. “With all the trouble we’re in, I

can’t believe we’re on our way to a show.”

“We’re not after laughs,” Mira said. “The right disguises could help us avoid a lot of trouble.”

They had boarded a coach in front of a museum several blocks from their inn. Joe thought the
vehicle would help mask their arrival and departure. It was not the same coach they had used to wvisit
the confidence lounge.

“But meanwhile we get a show,” Twitch enthused. “I’ve loved dazzle shows ever since I was little.
They make the impossible come true.”

“Illusionists fake the impossible,” Jace scofted. “They fool your eyes. Big deal.”

“The good ones make it seem real,” Twitch insisted. “You know they’re tricking you, but it looks
amazing. The point is to be entertained.”

“Verilan charges a lot for his services,” Joe said. “The show will display the quality of his seemings.
Enjoy it. Just don’t forget that the real purpose tonight is to get disguises for Mira and Cole. We need to
be alert.”

“I’'m excited for the show,” Cole said. “I've never seen a magic act done by an actual illusionist.”

“How could you put on a dazzle show without an illusionist?” Jace asked.

“We have magicians in my world even though nobody can shape,” Cole said. “They pull oftf some
cool tricks with just skill and special props.”

Jace snorted. “This will crush anything people can do without shaping.”

“Here we are,” Joe said. “Stay close to me.”

The coach slowed and then stopped. Joe opened the door. Cole exited last.

The mirror surface of the building reflected everything in intense shades of electric light. As he
moved toward the front doors, Cole saw his reflection blazing a brilliant green. Everyone in the crowd
reflected as a different glaring hue.

Beyond the doors, they passed through a lobby where the floor simulated a pond teeming with
decorative fish. Despite the authentic appearance, there was no sensation of wetness as Cole walked
across it. This already looked way cooler than the magic shows he’d seen on TV back home. Chelsea
had always been into that stuff. He wondered what she would think of this.



In the performance hall, rows of benches flowed up and away from a semicircular stage. The hall was
small enough to have no terrible seats, but Joe led them to a prime bench just right of center, about ten
rows from the front.

Watching the stage expectantly, eager audience members chatted with neighbors. Cole longed to
share in the atmosphere of anticipation instead of trying to wish himself invisible. Everyone who saw his
face represented a potential risk. After taking his seat, he hunched forward and lowered his head.

Cole had worried that Twitch’s insectile appearance would draw unwanted attention, but about one
in every dozen members of the crowd looked as bizarre as Twitch or worse. A guy just a few seats
down on their row had a huge, lipless mouth with triangular sharklike teeth.

Audience members were still trickling in when a guy strode out onto the stage. Though not a large
man, his leopard-print vest showed oft a chiseled torso and arms. He wore his long, blond hair tied back
in a ponytail. His tan skin looked lightly sunburned. The audience cheered.

After absorbing the adulation for a moment, the performer raised his arms to calm the outburst.
“Find your seats at your leisure,” he called. “The starting time didn’t apply to you. Nobody is bothered
by your tardiness.”

The audience laughed, and he flashed a winning smile. Extending one arm, a large hoop appeared in
his hand. When he moved the hoop in front of himself, all portions of him visible through the circle
appeared to be a curvy woman. He raised the hoop high oft to one side, then swung it down, and a
shapely brunette appeared beside him, waving to the crowd. She smiled, but there was no warmth
behind it.

“Meet Madeline, my lovely assistant this evening,” the man said. “And [ am . . .” He cupped a hand
behind his ear.

“Verilan the Incredible!” the audience shouted.

“The what?” Verilan asked, brows knitted in befuddlement.

“Incredible!” the audience roared, Twitch among the loudest.

Verilan and his assistant proceeded to work wonders. Juggled swords turned into clouds of butterflies.
Water leaped from one container to another until bucket by bucket and barrel by barrel Verilan created
an elaborate fountain. On a huge canvas, Verilan painted birds that came to life and swooped around the
performance hall. Madeline and Verilan danced together above a sea of flame. Cole was pretty sure
Chelsea would have been on the edge of her seat. Too bad he didn’t have a phone to take some videos
for her!

At one point, Verilan called for volunteers. It took a hard scowl from Joe to make Twitch lower his
hand. The chosen man was placed inside of a cabinet. Verilan proceeded to fold the cabinet into a tiny
cube and swallow it. Later in the show, Verilan carved a huge block of wood until it came to life as the
missing audience member. The confused man returned to his seat.

Cole was delighted by the quality and variety of illusions. He could see why Twitch loved dazzle
shows. No show on Earth could compare.

After countless marvels, Verilan announced his most dangerous trick. The lighting dimmed. Three
empty cages were wheeled onto the stage and spaced with a good distance between each of them.
Verilan escorted Madeline into one of the cages. After a blinding flash, a huge leopard replaced

Madeline in her cage, and she now occupied a different one. Another flash, and Madeline moved to the



final cage, leaving behind another leopard. A third flash removed Madeline from the stage, leaving only
Verilan and three caged leopards.

The applause broke up as one of the leopards began heaving against the side of the cage. Verilan tried
to keep smiling, but he looked distressed. White foam dripped from the leopard’s jaws. Fluid muscles
heaving, the leopard burst from the cage and rushed Verilan, biting his chest and shaking him violently.

Cole tried to jump to his feet, but Joe’s extended arm held him down. “Wait,” Joe ordered.

Trailing horrible amounts of blood, Verilan tore away from the ferocious leopard. The other two
leopards burst from their cages as well. Verilan collapsed, and the leopards pounced, viciously tearing
into him until nothing remained but his ruined vest.

Madeline rushed onto the stage carrying the hoop from the beginning of the show. A leopard charged
her, and she held up the hoop like a shield. When the leopard sprang through the hoop, it disappeared.
Madeline used the same technique to dispose of the other two leopards.

Setting the hoop aside, Madeline crouched over the bloody remnants of Verilan’s vest. Scooping the
tattered material together, she molded the rags into a small cube. Then she unfolded the cube into the
cabinet from earlier, opened it, and out came Verilan, shirtless but otherwise unscathed.

The crowd went wild. Cole clapped and whistled along with them. Illusion or not, it was the coolest
trick he had ever seen.

Verilan reached into the hoop and pulled out a leopard-print vest. After putting it on, he passed the
hoop over Madeline, and she disappeared. Waving good-bye, he raised the hoop over his head like an
oversized halo and dropped it. As the hoop fell, Verilan vanished.

The cages exploded into flocks of origami birds. As the paper swans, sparrows, owls, and eagles
soared overhead, they burst into colorful flames and disappeared. A rotund announcer came onto the
stage, thanked everyone for coming, and asked for the crowd to exit in an orderly fashion.

“That was awesome,” Cole said to Twitch.

“Best I've ever seen,” Twitch gushed. “That guy can do anything.”

“He’s good,” Mira agreed. “There are limits to how many illusions one person can generate, and
how elaborate they can be. Verilan has serious talent.”

“I agree,” Jace said.

“You liked 1t?” Cole asked, surprised.

Jace shrugged. “I pictured card tricks and dancing lights. Simpler stuft. It was better than I
expected.”

“What now?” Mira asked, turning to Joe.

“We wait,” Joe said. “Keep talking to one another. We want to look like we’re casually lingering.
Let everyone clear out.”

Cole and Twitch discussed their favorite parts of the show. Cole had seldom seen Twitch so
enthusiastic and let him do most of the talking.

Before long the room had emptied except for Cole and his friends. The rotund announcer
approached them. “Show’s over, folks.”

Joe stood up. “I have an appointment with Verilan.”

“Do you now?” the announcer said, looking him up and down. “We use passwords for such things.”

“Seeming is believing,” Joe replied.



The announcer unclasped a bracelet from his wrist, and suddenly he was Verilan. “Now you’re
speaking my language,” Verilan said with a toothy smile. “And who are these young people?”

“This 1s your biggest fan,” Jace said, indicating Twitch.

Twitch wilted under the attention. “I really liked the show,” he said softly, avoiding eye contact.

“I aim to please,” Verilan said warmly. “We should go backstage.”

Twitch shot Cole an excited glance.

They followed Verilan to the front of the performance hall, onto the stage, and back into one of the
wings. Catwalks crisscrossed above them. Cole passed bulky props, tall black curtains, and numerous
ropes that stretched up toward the high ceiling.

Verilan led them to a plain door. Behind it they found an untidy dressing room lit by white globes.
Madeline awaited them in her form-fitting stage outfit. They all entered, and Verilan closed the door.

“Are these your after-hours clients?” Madeline asked.

“Yes,” Verilan said. “I understand you want two permanent disguises?”

Joe glanced uncertainly at Madeline.

“Relax,” Verilan said. “We’re a team.”

“For two of the kids,” Joe explained, indicating Cole and Mira. “We need seemings that can
withstand scrutiny from skilled enchanters.”

Verilan gave a chuckle. “No seeming is flawless, friend. But mine rival the best.”

“That’s why we came to you,” Joe said.

“My services don’t come cheap,” Verilan said. “Two platinum each.”

“Two each?” Joe exclaimed. “My contact said it would be a lot, but that’s outrageous.”

Verilan grinned. “Nobody made you come to me. If you care to hunt for a better value elsewhere,
be my guest.”

“I can pay.” Joe sighed. “Go ahead.”

“Why throw away so many ringers on a couple of kids?” Madeline asked.

“Our business is our own,” Joe said.

“Not if you involve me,” Verilan said. “If my cover gets blown, I become a wanted man. I need to
know who I’'m working with and why. Are the kids going to be used as spies? Are they fugitives? If they
get into trouble, could it get traced back to me? What’s the story?”

The blatant curiosity made Cole uncomfortable. He shared a look with Mira and Joe.

“Knowing the whole story will greatly increase your level of risk,” Joe said. “I'm a member of the
Unseen. Can’t we leave it at that?”

“Afraid not,” Madeline said. “We’ve heard the Enforcers are looking for four kids travelling with a
grown-up. But we have no details.”

“They’re looking for us,” Joe said. “The kids are wanted. Isn’t that enough?”

“Not if we’re doing business together,” Verilan said. “We prefer the risks of knowledge to the risks
of ignorance.”

Joe turned to Mira.

She stepped forward. “I’'m Miracle Pemberton, daughter of Stafford, High Shaper of the five
kingdoms. I'm the same age I was when my father stole my shaping abilities, faked my death, and tried
to lock me away. I've lived in hiding for years. We’re on the run.”



Madeline glanced at Verilan. “Could this be true?” She squinted at Mira. “You have the aura of a
powerful shaper.”

“I recently got my abilities back,” Mira said. “They’re more useful in Sambria.”

“What about your sisters?” Madeline asked.

“I don’t know,” Mira said. “We’re been hiding separately for years. I'm here because Honor is in
trouble. We think she may have been captured.”

Madeline shook her head in astonishment. “Can you verify your identity?”

“Most of the people who knew me are now old or dead,” Mira said. “I still have my royal seal. Each
of the daughters had one. My mother smuggled them to us before we were sent into exile.”

Mira produced an engraved golden disk fastened to a chain and embellished with tiny diamonds. It
was the first Cole had heard of it.

Madeline accepted the seal, waved a hand over it, then peered at it closely. She handed it to Verilan,
who took a long look as well.

Verilan sank to one knee, head bowed. Madeline followed his lead. “Your Highness,” he said
gravely. “We had not dared to hope that you survived.”

“It’s the High Shaper’s most closely guarded secret,” Joe said. “You may have shortened your lives
by learning it.”

“You tried to warn us,” Madeline said thoughtfully.

“Please, rise,” Mira offered.

Verilan and Madeline stood.

“Who are you?” Verilan asked Cole.

After Mira’s introduction, he felt like any description he gave would sound anticlimactic. “I’'m not a
princess.”

“He’s a wanted slave who came here from Outside,” Joe clarified.

“He’s with us now,” Mira added. “A trusted ally.”

“This 1s the wildest news we’ve had in years,” Madeline said with breathless excitement. “I’'m in the
mner circle of the Unseen, but I never heard a whisper of it.”

“We’re very careful about sharing this knowledge,” Joe said. “Their mother kept the secret to herself
for a great while. Only recently has she reached out to a few among the Unseen. Many of our most
trusted members have no idea. The information is only shared when the need is most dire. I'm serving
as her protector.”

“Think of what this could mean to the revolution,” Verilan murmured.

“We’re well aware,” Joe said. “First priority is to secure the other princesses. Do you have any
information about recent Ellowine prisoners surrounded by the highest levels of secrecy and security?”

Madeline put a hand to her mouth. “Blackmont Castle.”

Verilan nodded. “In Edgemont. They’re keeping a nameless prisoner there under unusually strict
guard.”

“Edgemont i1s just outside of Merriston,” Joe told Mira. “It’s in line with the marker that initially
guided us.”

“Marker?” Madeline asked.



“Until recently, we had an indicator that pointed toward Honor’s location,” Joe said. “It no longer
functions.”

“Our best spies only know that the prisoner exists,” Madeline said. “None have managed to confirm
the identity. There has been much speculation about what prisoner would demand such extreme
precautions. It must be her.”

“It’s our first good lead in some time,” Joe said. “Thank you.”

Cole felt relieved that the lead was near Merriston. That meant finding Dalton could stay his top
priority without pulling everyone else oft course from searching for Honor.

“It’s the least we could do,” Madeline said. “Your secrets require more trust than I expected. I want
to share mine.”

“Are you sure?” Verilan asked.

“Positive,” she replied. “My name is not Madeline. I'm Skye. I change my appearance every few
months, as if Verilan keeps hiring new assistants. They’re characters I play.”

“I couldn’t perform the show without her,” Verilan confessed. “I’'m the apprentice in this
partnership. Almost all the seemings you witnessed tonight were hers.”

“Wait,” Joe said. “Skye. Are you Skye Ryland?”

She gave a little bow. “At your service.”

Joe chuckled incredulously. “You’re a legend! One of the best illusionists in all of Elloweer. And one
of the main leaders of the resistance.”

She gave a little wave. “Unseen. Inner circle. I wasn’t lying.”

Jace gestured at Verilan. “What do you really look like?”

“This 1s me,” Verilan said, spreading his hands and flashing a practiced smile.

Skye covered her mouth and whispered, “I helped him with the tan.”

“The tan is enhanced,” Verilan agreed. “And my real name is Alan. Not that it matters. I go by
Verilan everywhere.”

Skye approached Mira and took one of her hands. “We’re in the same kind of trouble. I'm wanted.
Not as badly as you, but I have plenty of enemies, including your father. This act is my camouflage. I'm
a fugitive.”

“We don’t want to put you in greater danger,” Mira apologized.

“You misunderstand,” Skye said. “I want to share your danger. There won’t be any fee for my
services. I don’t just want to help you with disguises. I want to help you find your sister.”

“What about the show?” Verilan asked, a little shaken.

“You could team up with Mandy,” Skye said. “Have her pose as your latest assistant. She could
handle most of my illusions. Or you could take a break. We’ve made plenty of money. Our arrangement
was never meant to be permanent.”

“You want to join us?” Joe asked Skye.

“I’ve never heard opportunity knock so loudly,” Skye said. “It isn’t every day I get the chance to
strike a serious blow against the High King. Will you have me?”

Joe turned, deferring to Mira.

“Absolutely,” Mira said. “We plan to leave Carthage soon.”



Cole let out a breath. He had seen Skye’s seemings in action. It would be a huge advantage to have
help from someone with her talents.

“Good,” Skye said. “Most of the people looking for you have no idea who you really are, but word
1s out about your presence here. I should age you. People are watching for a girl and three boys.”

“You should make Cole older as well,” Mira said.

“What’s your story?” Skye asked him.

“My slavemark got changed to a freemark,” Cole said, holding up his hand to display the mark. “But
the slaver who captured me saw me and 1s after me.”

“Which slaver?”

“Ansel Pratt.”

Skye grimaced. “He’s a nasty one. But I can only adjust one of you tonight. A lasting seeming saps a
lot of strength, and I'm already worn down after the show.”

“How do you keep your energy up?” Mira asked. “There were so many seemings tonight.”

“Prep work helps,” Skye said. “I enchant items to produce certain illusions, like the hoop, or the
bracelet that turns Verilan into the announcer. Verilan assists with several of the seemings. Even after
major preparations, the show still requires a great deal of effort and concentration. If I stretch beyond
my limits, I could end up sick, dead, or insane, and anyone nearby could be injured as well. But I'm
confident I can handle one of you tonight.”

“Change Mira tonight,” Cole said. “She’s in the most danger.”

“Okay,” Skye said. “We’ll meet up tomorrow and I'll disguise Cole. How soon do you want to
leave town?”

“I"d love to be on our way before nightfall tomorrow,” Joe said. “Day after that at the latest.”

“Then let’s take care of Mira and get you out of here,” Skye said. “Do you mind leaving me alone
with her? Work like this goes better without distractions. You can wait right outside.”

Mira nodded, and Cole, Jace, Twitch, Joe, and Verilan left the dressing room. Verilan led them out
to the stage. They sat on the edge in a row with their legs dangling.

“Think Skye could darken my tan?” Jace asked.

“She could make you look like anything,” Verilan said. “You've got plenty of color already. My
natural skin tone is quite pale.”

“You're part of the resistance too?” Cole asked.

“Yes,” Verilan said. “I’m also a member of the Unseen, but Skye is more heavily involved.”

“Are you bummed to lose her?” Jace asked.

“What do you think?” Verilan said. “The woman has irreplaceable talent. Her capacity for seemings
1s nothing short of astonishing.”

“How are you in a fight?” Jace asked. “Maybe you could join us too.”

Verilan chuckled. “I'm no warrior. I'll take some time off, work on a new show with a new partner.
You're lucky to have her help. She knows her way around Elloweer. Your chances of success just went
way up.”

When Skye finally emerged, she was accompanied by a short, plump, middle-aged woman. A scarf
bound the woman’s brown hair. She had a plain face and wore simple clothes.

“Is that you, Mira?”” Cole asked.



“What do you think?” the woman asked, not sounding like Mira at all.

“Perfect,” Joe said. “Nothing about you stands out.”

Cole agreed. The woman wasn’t ugly or pretty, tall or short, heavy or thin. She looked very
ordinary.

“Skye 1s a genius,” the woman said.

“I'm glad you’re pleased,” Skye said. “I'm wiped out. Joe, why don’t we meet tomorrow at Trellis
Square? You know the place?”

“I’ll ind 1t,” Joe said.

“Look for me around the third hour of the day,” Skye said. “Verilan will show you to a stage door.
Did you come by coach?”

“We did,” Joe said.

“You should find it near the north curb,” Skye said. “The officials won’t let coaches linger out front
without passengers present. Until tomorrow.”

Verilan guided them across the stage to the opposite wing from Skye’s dressing room and out a
simple, unmarked door. Their coach waited not too far down the side street, near a couple of others.
Streetlamps glared brightly enough to wash out most of the stars overhead. The side street didn’t have
much pedestrian traftic, but Cole kept his head down, just in case. In less than a day, he would have a
disguise that would render him invisible to his enemies. It would be nice to walk in public without a
constant fear of discovery.

In the coach, Joe asked Mira some trivia to ensure it was really her. Cole didn’t blame him. Mira
looked and sounded like a complete stranger.

After the coach dropped them oft a few blocks from the inn, they made their way to their rooms
without trouble. In bed, Cole relived the events of the day with gratitude. He knew where to find
Dalton! He could still hardly believe it. How many days before he got to see his friend again? They also
had a lead about Honor’s location, and a guide to help them get there. As he drifted oft to sleep, Cole

wondered what Skye would make him look like in the morning.
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Cole,” Twitch whispered urgently. “You hear that?”
The words reached Cole through an exhausted haze. Twitch and his bed were dim shapes in the

darkness. Cole felt deliciously cozy inside the pocket of warmth between his covers. He wanted to
ignore the question and sink back to sleep. Instead, he propped himself up on one elbow. “Huh?”

“Listen,” Twitch whispered quietly.

Twitch had never awakened him like this. What did he think he had heard? Was he being paranoid?
Twitch was cautious, but not stupid.

A faint metallic scraping came from over by the door.

“That?” Cole asked, tensing up.

“Oh, no,” Twitch said, swinging his grasshopper legs out of his bed.

With a final click, the door burst open. A lantern backlit the stealthy figures racing into the room.
Cole had barely sat up before rough hands seized him and squashed a coarse rag against his nose and
mouth.

Struggling, Cole inhaled a chemical scent from the damp rag. The fumes burned inside his nostrils
and throat, making him instantly woozy. Coughing and choking, Cole bucked and twisted as strong arms
picked him up. One assailant pinned Cole’s arms to his torso while the other held his legs together.

The rag remained over his face. Having coughed out his air supply, Cole inhaled the piquant odor
again. His senses receded. He thought he heard glass breaking. A gruft voice gave terse, unintelligible
orders. They were carrying him. Or was he floating? He couldn’t resist anymore. It was hard to move.
He could feel his consciousness slipping away, and tried to fight it, but his mind was already too far

adrift. Insensibility overcame him.

“Kid’s coming around,” a dry voice said.

“About time,” another voice answered.

Cole decided he should pretend to still be asleep. He was sitting up, tied to a chair, with a sharp ache
behind the center of his forehead. He kept his head down and his eyes closed.



“Don’t play possum,” the first voice said. “I know you’re listening. Your breathing changed.”

Cole recognized the voice. Full of despair and dread, he opened his eyes.

Pushing his hat back a little, Ansel grinned. “Scarecrow! I just knew we’d meet again.”

They were in a squalid, bare room with old brick walls. Ansel and Ham sat in worn wooden chairs
by a rickety table. They had apparently been playing cards. The room had no windows and a single
sturdy wooden door. A pair of lanterns provided light, showing dark stains on the walls and floor,
perhaps from flooding.

Cole found that he still had both of his hands. That was a relief. But Ansel was free to carry out his
threat at any moment. Cole tried not to fixate on the sickle.

“Where are we?” Cole asked.

The grin disappeared. “I’ll ask the questions.”

Cole squirmed, testing his bindings. Thick ropes held him in a snug, scratchy embrace. His torso was
lashed to the back of the chair, and his legs were bound to the wooden legs.

“You're not going anywhere,” Ansel said. “Best to shake off any thoughts of freedom. That’s all in
the past. You lasted longer than most runaways. You still have your hand.”

“I noticed,” Cole said.

“The freemark on your wrist is remarkable. Looks completely authentic. No hint you ever bore a
slavemark. Where’d you get 1t?”

Declan was in hiding far away. Telling the truth shouldn’t cause the Grand Shaper of Sambria any
trouble. Cole swallowed. Maybe Ansel would show him some mercy if he was honest.

“I got it from Declan,” Cole said. “One of the Grand Shapers.”

This earned a wry chuckle from Ansel. “If you're going to tell a whopper, might as well be a
doozy.”

Cole gritted his teeth. Being honest wouldn’t help much if Ansel didn’t believe it. “Do you know a
lot of other people who can turn a slavemark into a freemark without a trace?”

Ansel rubbed his chin, studying him. “Okay, Scarecrow, tell me how a runaway slave happened to
meet the exiled Grand Shaper of Sambria.”

“I escaped Skyport in a skycraft,” Cole said. “Adam Jones knew about it. I flew into the Eastern
Cloudwall and found Declan back there. He helped me. He’s not there anymore. The legionnaires
chasing me flushed him out.”

Ham slammed a meaty hand down on the tabletop. “Enough! I'll not hear another lie out of you.
Come clean to the boss, or I'll make you speak true.”

The outburst made Cole flinch and close his eyes. When he peeked, he saw Ansel holding out a
staying hand to Ham. “Boy may not be lying.”

Ham’s eyes bulged with disbelief, but he made no reply.

“I’'m not saying his tale sounds credible,” Ansel clarified. “I’'m just saying it might be true. Go fetch
Secha.”

Ham rose, crossed the room, and went out the door. Cole saw dim, grimy stairs through the
doorway. Nothing else. Cole wondered if he would ever climb those stairs. The chances didn’t seem
good. If he did, it would be as a one-handed slave.