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Although this is a fictional book and doesn’t contain any mathematical calculations or Einstein formulas, so you don’t have to be a  scientist to follow the story, here are a few terms you will come across as you read.

Boson: a subatomic particle that caries the energy that makes matter move or affects matter in some way. 

Dark energy: the place holder name that scientists give to the forces that affect matter but do not interact with the electromagnetic field and therefore cannot be detected by our senses.

Dark matter: a place holder name scientists give to the matter they suspect exist, but which doesn’t interact with the electromagnetic field, and therefore cannot be de tected by our physical senses. 

Electromagnetic field: in the universe, the electromagnetic field contains all the matter and energy that we can detect through our physical senses.

Elementary particle: subatomic particle such as electrons, protons, fermions, and bosons.

Fermion: the subatomic particles that make up matter such as protons, electrons,  and neutrons.

Field: refers to an area of study or subject matter.

Gluon: this boson is the strong force that holds the protons in an atom together.

Graviton: the hypothetical boson that contains gravitational energy.

Higgs boson: this boson gives matter its mass

Nano: nine. In the International System of Units, the prefix "nano" means one-billionth, or 10-9. One billion is a number with nine zeroes

Nanotube: a tubular molecule composed of a large number of carbon atoms. 

Nanoscope: a microscope whose magnification is strong enough to see subatomic particles.

Nanosia: a fantasy world that is one billionth the size of the real world. Each book in the Nanosia Series focuses on one of the four kingdoms in Nanosia: The Quantum Realm, Atomidon, Cenozonia, and The Realm of Chaos.

Photon: the boson that light is made of.

Quantum (singular) Quanta (plural): subatomic particle such as electrons, protons, and neutrons. 

Quantum realm anything that has to do with a subatomic particle.: 

Relic radiation: also known as the cosmic microwave background (CMB). Whenever energy causes something to happen in the universe, it leaves a residue that scientists use to trace the history of the universe back to the Big Bang.

Subatomic particle: particles that are smaller than an atom such as protons, electrons, bosons, and fermions.
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Chapter 1
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Loby looked away. They were all having such a good time. Praise and promotion fell on him and his friends like laurel wreaths for all their hard work. But he knew that the four remaining elemental mages would expect him to take his late master's place as the new fire mage. And he wasn't ready. He had no plans to even begin getting ready.

He studied the silent trees and incurious stones around the earth mage's castle. Occupied by these inanimate objects over here, he didn't have to think about the mages over there. But distance wouldn't protect him from that one question—that inexorable question. Still, he tried, standing off to the side, out of anyone's line of vision, but not out of their thoughts.

"So what are you going to do now, Loby?" Quintessuma approached him.

"I don't know."

"What can he do?" Myrlo asked. "I doubt Lord Elveston prepared him to take his place."

Loby didn't find Master Myrlo's doubts helpful, either. He didn't want their expectations or their hand-holding understanding. All he wanted was a moment to breathe and enjoy not having the fire mage's wrath searing his every move.

His friends, Jawan, Cintella and Zap, stopped their chatter and looked at him. Loby knew they were trying to be supportive. After all, they were mice, members of a group he had started. But their gazes isolated him. He turned his attention to a large cloud boiling toward the sun. He could send his mind anywhere, but gravity trapped his feet among the grasses of Hadley Town.

Quintessuma moved closer. The spirit mage's power locked into his mind, drawing it back to the world where his feet stood.

"We know you're not fully prepared. But there has to be a fire mage, and you're the closest candidate—the only candidate—to take such a mantle."

She was making her point. Loby couldn't look away, down or up without showing disrespect for her rank as the mage of ether. But though she could force him to face her physically, she couldn't force his heart to take on this hateful role.

"I just don't know," he muttered. His master had never planned for him to be the fire master. Lord Elveston had died trying to destroy the world with Loby in it. Now Loby was a journeyman without a master. The world needed a fire master, but Loby was still a journeyman with a journeyman's knowledge of the element. Couldn't they see that?

Quintessuma didn't touch him. As the master of spirits, she didn't need to touch him to see into his heart and mind. He unfocused his eyes until she became a blur. No good. Like licking dry lips. He knew it wouldn't help but did it anyway. He couldn't see her, but she could still see into him.

"You know how to make fire cubes." Jawan, Master Myrlo's journeyman, felt an annoying need to remind Loby of this. "That's all the other mages need from you."

Quintessuma shook her head. "There's more to it. We need more from him."

"No!" Loby turned away from Quintessuma. He didn't want to show disrespect, but he hated this. They had no idea what they were asking him to do. To them, Lord Elveston was just another mage. But to Loby, he was . . . "No!"

"But we're mice, remember." Jawan winked at Zap and Cintella. The three of them faced Loby and chanted.


"Though fire and rain assail us,

Though earthquake and storm impale us,

We are mice!"



That was the motto of the Holy Order of Mice, a secret order Loby had started with Jawan and Zap to protest the way some masters experimented on their apprentices like mice. Loby wished he could slide back into that world of just fooling around with his friends, but he knew Jawan wasn't fooling around, and neither were the mages.

"No, I can't. Look, I need to think about this. I need to go back to my master's castle and think."

"Your former master's castle, you mean." Quintessuma wasn't going to let him forget that. "You're not his journeyman anymore. It's your castle now."

Loby winced. "Yes, ma'am. Well, I need to go back to the fire mage's castle and think. This is all too much, too soon."

Their disappointed faces only made him more determined to get away. He pivoted and raced toward home.

Toward home, but he only continued in that direction until the road turned out of their line of sight. His former master's castle lay one way. He was in no hurry to see tendrils of flame that danced up its walls. They only reminded him of the fire pit within where Lord Elveston had imprisoned him for the unforgiveable crime of roasting a piglet in the cellar.

What worse trouble would Loby have gotten into if his master had known all the boyish pranks he'd played in the twelve years he'd been in that castle? And even with his master dead, how much worse would Loby be if he claimed the power that once belonged to such an evil man?

In the other direction lay Hadley Town. Flanked by a forest on one side and green mountains on the other, it was just big enough to host two rival gangs. The Red Ale tavern was Red Dagger territory, but it was also where the action was, and Loby wanted some action right now.

He turned down the path that led through the forest. The first trees loomed like sentries guarding the way. He plunged into the familiar darkness. Its cool green foliage took his mind off fire for a while. After a few strides, Loby realized the forest wasn't just cool. It was cold. Something glistened off the branches and leaves. He looked closer and saw ice. Thin slivers of ice hung like frozen teardrops, catching moon and star light.

He listened but heard nothing. The forest should've been teeming with birdsong this far into the summer. If it was still summer. He'd been in a strange world with his friends. It was nothing like Hadley Town or any part of the kingdom of Romatica, and maybe time moved differently there. Maybe he'd been gone much longer than he'd thought. Three empty bird's nests lay broken on the ground where they'd fallen. Loby couldn't think about what this meant. Not now. He kept walking.

What was the difference between fire and ice? They were two points facing off from opposite ends of the same continuum—deadly to the touch. Loby sighed with relief when he emerged from the chill forest and saw candlelight in the windows of Hadley Town. Fire far away, small and manageable.

The sound of his steps echoed loud and lonely on the town's cobblestone streets. No soul ventured out of the wooden houses that were barely more than hovels.

In some windows, candlelight sputtered. It wasn't as bright as he remembered. Was it yesterday? He just remembered robust fires lighting up these same windows, and many more windows. There was plenty of dead wood in the forest, so even the poorest town folk could afford whatever firewood they were diligent enough to gather. But Lord Elveston was master of fire and he was gone. The light in one window flickered and went out. Loby turned away.

Houses gave way to shops, closed for the night. Soon after, he reached his destination. He hadn't been going to the Red Ale long. At sixteen, he could pass for eighteen, and they didn't ask too many questions, as long as he didn't start any trouble. It was just one more thing his master hadn't needed to know about.

Red Dagger gang members spilled out the entrance, eyeing him with suspicion as he approached. Would he have to prove himself every time he came here? Well, so be it. He would do it. He squared his shoulders and entered.

Shiny bottles and glasses dazzled Loby's eyes, brighter than the dim oil lamps on the walls. The barkeep's constant polishing made sure of that. Locals teetered on the barstools, guzzling pints of Jaclos or Happy Down Under. No Daggers sat at the bar. They stayed at the tables—never drunk. Loby knew they watched him as he followed laughter and shouting to the game room in the back.

"Hey, Loby," a lad called as Loby sauntered in.

The lad elbowed his mate, who snickered. Like the elemental mages, this lad wanted Loby to do something spectacular with fire. Unlike the mages, he'd be just as amused if Loby fell on his face.

"Hey, Loby," another lad called from a group of Daggers throwing daggers at a bull's-eye nailed to a far wall.

The light was dim, but the Daggers were good. The knife hit the center, knocking to the floor one that was already there. Loby winced. There'd be no escaping any dagger thrown by a Red Dagger.

A middle-aged man with the looks of the sea about him and a cap of brown leather on his head slapped Loby on the back. "Aye mate, Loby."

Loby slapped him back, though not as hard. "Migan. Here's wind at your back, mate."

"Will take a stronger wind than that to get my old boat moving."

Loby grinned and turned his eyes away from Migan. Not too fast, or the man might think he was nervous. He couldn't be nervous. Not here. He'd be a mouse. Yes, he'd be as imperturbable as a mouse and charm this crowd. And this crowd, at the slightest wrong move or chary look, could decide that he was not charming.

A lass walked in. She drew all eyes to herself just by being the only female in a room full of men.

"Hey, Prenda," some lads called.

Loby didn't know how they could manage to say anything. Red ribbons pulled her hair back into a cascade of ringlets that transfixed him, swaying side to side like a hypnotist's watch. He swallowed hard, following her spine until it tapered down to heart-shaped hips. And there his eyes stopped, until somebody snickered. The lass looked up and saw him. He felt sixteen, and not a day older. He'd come here to get away from stressful expectations. Not today.

A Dagger pushed his way through the crowd of snickering gangsters and confronted Loby. The five seconds of silence told Loby this was a sink or swim situation. Everybody seemed to know who was going to sink and who was going to swim, so they carried on elbowing one another and snickering.

Loby smiled. A rabbit wouldn't smile at a wolf. Maybe if he didn't act the part, he wouldn't have to prove he wasn't a rabbit.

"Hey, Mit."

Mit looked at Prenda, and she made a point of looking at Loby. 

Mit turned back to Loby and fingered the dagger at his belt. "I got the smoothest knife in the house."

Prenda looked from Loby to Mit, smiling. Loby looked from Prenda to Mit and knew what this was about.

The Dagger looked at the lass and smiled, too. "Prove me wrong, little boy. Winner takes all."

Drawing the dagger from his belt, Mit glared at Loby. Loby stood still, as if that would make him invisible. In one fluid motion, Mit whirled around to the bull's-eye and sunk his dagger dead in its center. Prenda gazed at the quivering dagger, and Loby steeled himself not to quiver along with it.

As if fate delighted in making a fool of him that day, a lad in plaid knickers and a brown vest handed him a dagger. Loby tried not to look at it. He tried not to look like he had no idea what to do with it. Until he proved otherwise, they'd assume that he didn't. Even the lass. She was enjoying herself.

"Watch him," another lad whispered.

"He's a magician, you know." The lad in plaid waved an imaginary wand.

Loby winced. He never made a big deal of his magical talent here. Bragging about being the dead fire mage's erstwhile journeyman wouldn't impress these lads. And they'd find out Lord Elveston was dead.

Still, they knew he had magic. He shrugged it off and tried not to let them see his hands shaking. He couldn't throw the dagger. It might hit the ceiling if he was lucky enough to hit anything. They'd laugh him out of Hadley Town. And Prenda . . . No, he couldn't throw it. But he had to do something. He knew only one thing that wouldn't fail. He had one power to his name. It was the last thing he wanted to do, but walking away wasn't an option.

"I don't fight with kids' toys." And he tossed the dagger over his shoulder.

"So what are you gonna do?" a Dagger asked, catching Loby's dagger by the hilt.

Without a word, just as calm as you please, Loby pointed at the dagger buried in the bull's-eye and sent a stream of fire into its hilt. He spread his arms in triumph and turned to face his admiring audience. But the Daggers looked angry, and Prenda looked alarmed. Turning back to the bull's-eye, Loby gasped. The fire had spread out from the dagger and ignited the whole bull's-eye.

The Daggers scrambled, cursing and hollering for somebody to get water.

"What the . . ."

"The fool is trying to burn the whole place down."

Loby tried not to groan too obviously as five Daggers doused the bull's-eye with buckets of water. To his surprise, Prenda watched him from the corner of her eye like she was interested but didn't want to show it. Were women drawn to fire? No, he wasn't going to treat this like a big blunder. Let them panic. He was too much a mouse to make mistakes. "Come on. You big lads scared of a little fire? I was just playing. The fire wouldn't have gone anywhere I didn't want it to go. If I really wanted to burn something down, you wouldn't be able to put out my mage fire."

A stone-faced lie, but they didn't need to know that. Mit saw Prenda gazing at Loby and scowled. Daggers glared and growled, but Loby let flames dance between his fingers, and none of them dared to move toward him.

"Pst. Pst."

Under the Daggers' loud shouts, Loby heard the annoying sibilance of someone trying to get his attention. Loby turned to see who it was. His eyes grew large with shock. The young man sitting on the other side of the room couldn't be him, Loby thought. After all these years, why would he show up here, at this moment? The young man didn't look up, as if he knew Loby would come to him, as if he'd known Loby would be here and wouldn't be able to resist reuniting with his long-lost half brother.

"Pyck," Loby whispered. The room suddenly became overcrowded with memories, or perhaps that was just Loby's mind crowding with people he'd tried so hard not to remember for so many years.

"Have a seat." His brother gestured at the game board on the table in front of him. "Care to join me, little brother?"

Loby paused. He might find a dagger buried in his back if he turned away. He closed his fist, banking the flames in a way that let the Daggers know he could flare it up any time. He had power in his fingertips, and they knew it. He envisioned the sinister smile on Lord Elveston's face and felt his own lips curling up. He shuddered and looked at his fingers, already corrupted by the power of a mere journeyman. And the mages wanted him to take on the full power of a fire master? He would become a monster. No!

Without saying a word, he sat down across from Pyck and thrust such thoughts away by admiring the ivory and onyx pieces of King's Court. Matching Loby's silence, Pyck deftly threw dice to make the first move of the game. He moved an onyx prince, and it landed in the king's courtyard.

Loby tried to remember the rules of the game Pyck had taught him when he was younger. Players rolled the dice but still had choices about where to move and what to move. "You're taking a risk."

Pyck shrugged. "Risk more, win more."

"I guess that's true—sometimes."

"It's true when the only other choice is losing."

Loby nodded, understanding what his brother meant. For Pyck this game had always been more than just a game. "Pyck, why are you here?"

Pyck just studied the game board.

"Answer my question. Say something. You were gone so long, and now I wonder if I even know you. Why are you here?"

Pyck looked up. "Know me? No, you don't. But we're brothers. You know that, and that's enough."

Pyck turned back to the board, as if that were the end of that. But Loby wondered why a half brother he hadn't seen in six years should just show up and expect to pick up where they'd left off. 

Pyck gestured toward the board. "Your move." 

"Huh? Oh." Loby threw the dice and moved his jester before Pyck's king.

Pyck glanced at him quizzically then shrugged. "Strategic move."

Loby wondered if Pyck was mocking him or if he'd really made a smart move. It was only smart if Loby knew what he was doing and what move to make next. He didn't, and he was tired of not knowing anything. "I asked you before, why are you here?"

Pyck sat back, as if he were seriously considering the question. He sighed and waved a hand over the board. "Not just for this, of course. But I left Romatica with so much unresolved, and I want to see my family again."

"You left the whole kingdom? Where'd you go?"

Pyck's eyes slid off to the side as if to brush that question away, too. "No, I don't mean left the kingdom. I . . . uh . . . went abroad for a while. But I returned to Romatica, of course, and, like I said, I want to see my family."

"After six years, you suddenly decided you miss your family? Well, it's too late, brother. Guess you forgot our mother's gone. Maybe you found some kind of father wherever you went. I never knew mine, and now, there's no one left but me."

"That's what I mean. You are my family. I came to reunite with you. If we're the only ones left."

Loby rolled his eyes. He wanted to have again the brother he'd had before Lord Elveston made him an apprentice. Like all the masters, Elveston forbade Loby to see his family. When Pyck came to tell him their mother was dead, gored by a wild boar that had tried to make off with her garden vegetables, Lord Elveston ran him away with fire scorching his heels. After graduation, Loby had gone back to his home, but Pyck was gone. "You knew there was no one but me when you left. So I still don't know why you're here."

"Then you'll just have to not know, for now." With that Pyck threw the dice and moved his queen next to Loby's jester.
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Chapter 2
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We were waves of energy coursing slowly through the earth's crust for billions of years. We knew every rock by name. Every pocket of gas was familiar to us. Then one day something went wrong.

"You're pushing me."

Light rocks took easily to our heat and we drove them up, one tortuous nanometer at a time. Other rocks were heavy and stayed cold to our touch. They stubbornly yearned for the earth's mantle. For eons, the rocks flowed up and down in this slow, convective dance.

"I can't go any further."

"You have to go. You have to move. We are energy. We can't stop."

We heard the rocks hitting against the under surface. We saw the cone rising above us and the blue of the sky. But the fire that once melted the rocks and sent them bursting through that cone was gone. All we could do was keep them shaking and wondering.

"Can't you hurl us up?"

We paused. We'd never done that before. Our job was to bring them this far. But a greater heat always took them through. Instead of heat, we felt cold. Why was it cold?

The pressure built. It had to go somewhere.



***
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Jawan tried to concentrate as Myrlo showed him the spell for finding lost things.

"Spirits of the earth, you know where my coin is." Jawan closed his eyes and repeated after his master. "Let there be a thread of light between me and it."

"Spirit. There is one spirit of the earth. You must concentrate and be careful. Even a little thing like a plural where there is no plural can have unexpected results."

But before Jawan could feel embarrassed by his mistake, scores of birds rose from the nearby forest and flew off to open ground. Some of them landed near the earth mage, their beady eyes darting about nervously.

"Did I do that?" Jawan pointed in disbelief.

"No. You couldn't have." But Myrlo's eyes looked troubled as they shifted between the birds and his journeyman.

Jawan fingered the talisman that prevented his spells from taking effect while he practiced. "Yes, sir."

But he could hardly concentrate with all the birds hopping around chirping, trilling, and squawking. Something on the ground frightened them. They found no refuge in the trees and couldn't stay in the air indefinitely. So they hopped, and it drove Jawan to distraction.

His own legs trembled, and he didn't know why. Was it the cold? Cold? In high summer? But weather could be funny. Just a cold spell. Spell? He knew it couldn't be the spells. This should be easy. He no longer stuttered, so the words flowed out of his mouth easily. Yet, a subtle tremor reverberated up through his body. "I'm trying. I don't know why I missed that."

"Maybe you're still nervous from your ordeal in Nanosia, and that's breaking your concentration."

"No." That was days ago. And everything turned out all right. So why was he still shaking? Still? He hadn't been shaking when he came back. This was new.

Myrlo closed his book of elementary spells. "It is something . . ." His keen green eyes studied Jawan. "Maybe we've had enough for the day. At any rate, it's time for sup."

It is something. Jawan noted the pause. But like all mages, his master knew more than he would tell.

Myrlo turned toward his castle, and Jawan followed. As Jawan walked under the portcullis and trod across the stone floors to the kitchen, he noticed that his legs no longer tremored. Did the solid mason work suddenly calm him? Calm him from what? He opened his mouth to ask Myrlo what it could be, then closed it. Telling his master that he was worried about something without even knowing what it was would only convince his master that the lessons were too much for him. And they weren't too much. As a new journeyman, Jawan wanted to learn all he could. So he kept his mouth shut.

For days, Myrlo tried to keep Jawan focused on learning magic. And for days, Jawan's attention was drawn away by the strangest things.

"What is that?"

Myrlo looked where Jawan pointed. "That's a snake. You've seen snakes before. Are you suddenly afraid of snakes?"

Actually, scores of snakes slithered across the ground. He'd never seen so many snakes converging together like soldiers called to arms.

Why didn't the earth mage notice this? Why didn't he notice the squirrels and chipmunks abandoning the trees in favor of open ground?

The snakes had plenty of food as mice fled the castle—running from what, Jawan had no idea. He hadn't known squirrels were omnivorous, until one caught a centipede.

Each night, Jawan grew more and more uneasy. Something was wrong. Each day, the tremor in his legs grew stronger and stronger each time he stepped onto living ground.

"Are you ready to . . ." Myrlo stopped still, concentration furrowing his brow.

"What is it?" Jawan asked.

"Sh." Myrlo dropped to his hands and knees. He put his palms deep in the grass and focused on something Jawan couldn't tell.

"I've been feeling this." Myrlo rose to his feet. "But I dismissed it."

"Feeling what?"

"The earth is distressed. The distress has been growing, and I wasn't paying attention."

Jawan frowned. The earth mage wasn't paying attention? This was bad.

Myrlo dragged Jawan away from a nearby tree. He threw himself and Jawan to the turf just as the entire ground heaved under them.

The earth rocked back and forth, up and down like nothing Jawan had ever experienced. He felt a pounding under the ground like something big and terrible trying to push its way through. "Stop this, Master. You're the earth mage. Make it stop."

But Myrlo only shook his head. "I can't. My magic works with the earth, not against it."

The rumbling didn't stop, but Jawan heard another sound—a human sound approaching from Hadley Town. He glanced in the direction of the town and put a hand on his master's arm. "The people are coming."

"Yes, I know."

A solemn band of townsfolk made its way toward Myrlo's castle. They moved as one, like a snake, undulating across ground that wouldn't stay still under their feet. Two of them carried bundles in their arms. As the crowd drew near, Jawan realized these were men and the bundles in their arms were children. Though the procession was slow and solemn, the people murmured angrily.

Grief and anger drove them. Myrlo raised his hand for them to stop fifty yards away. But the two men carrying their children didn't stop. They marched right up to Myrlo and dropped the children at his feet. Jawan looked into the dead eyes that didn't roll as the ground rocked the children's heads back and forth in a most undignified manner. He shouldn't look. They should have closed the eyes. Why think of what anyone should have done when the whole earth is acting so wrong?

"Maddie was only twelve years old. Went to sleep where she always slept. Whole thatch roof fell on us. By the time me and the missus untangled ourselves and found her, she'd suffocated." Reproach steadied the man's voice as tears streamed shamelessly from his brown eyes.

The other man just stared at the ground and muttered, "Three more years and Tane would have been old enough to help me in my shop. Because of you, I now have no one."

"I am sorry," Myrlo whispered.

"Sorry? You killed my only child, and all you have to say is sorry?"

The murmur from the crowd grew louder, and Jawan caught a word here and there.

"He doesn't care."

"All that magic and none to spare for the poor likes of us."

Jawan couldn't believe they were actually blaming his master. "But Myrlo didn't do this."

"He didn't stop it either."

"But . . ." Jawan started to protest.

But Myrlo put a hand on his shoulder. "No. They are right. It is my fault. I felt trouble coming and ignored it."

Jawan couldn't argue with him, though one look at the restless crowd made him want to.

"And he's still ignoring it."

The people swayed. The trees swayed. The castle swayed, and Jawan felt the crowd preparing to move like the earth.

"We should tear that eyesore of a castle down if he's not going to do anything to help us."

Myrlo raised a hand as if to ward off a landslide. "People, I don't know what to do. It's not that I don't care. I just don't know what's happening. This has never happened before."

This confession by the earth mage did nothing to lessen the people's agitation. One of the men bent down to close his daughter's eyes. "So you mean to tell us you're the earth mage and can't help us when your element is killing us?"

"I will look for an answer . . ."

"Aww . . ."

"I know there's an answer. But I need time and space. Leave me and let me work."

"No. What you need, you arrogant magic-monger, is a good lesson in humility." The men picked up their children and returned to the crowd, but the crowd didn't budge. They stared at Myrlo with a challenge that would have broken his concentration. But he turned his back to them and knelt down on the ground. It rocked under his palms, but he dug down until he felt the earth underneath the grass.

"I feel pressure and no release for it. The earth is doing what it usually does, but usually there is release for the pressure."

"What will release the pressure?" a man asked.

"Usually, steam. But it has built up, and now only a volcano will release it fast enough."

"You're the earth magician. So make a volcano."

Myrlo opened his mouth to speak then shut it. Jawan knew what Myrlo needed. He looked at the crowd—the mob—and agreed with his master's tacit decision not to tell the people the fire mage was dead.

"If this is usual, why's it never happened before?"

The people muttered in agreement. "He never had a problem making volcanoes before. What's different now?"

Myrlo plucked at a blade of grass and sighed. There was no help for their questions. They were dying and deserved to know the truth. But what good would it do to spread panic before he and the other mages worked out a plan? Only now, the earth itself was spreading panic.

"I will open a volcano in the Kaphlin Mountain . . ."

Their eyes grew wide. "That's so close. Hadley Town will be buried in lava."

"And direct the flow away from Hadley Town," Myrlo continued.

But the crowd looked skeptical. With the ground swaying under their feet, they didn't have much confidence in the earth mage.

Myrlo turned to Jawan. "Come with me."

He rose to his feet and led Jawan toward the castle. The crowd murmured in alarm. "So he's just going to hide out in his thick-walled castle and leave us to whatever."

"I hope the cursed thing falls on him."

Jawan looked doubtfully at the swaying castle. He didn't want to go in there. But he followed his master.

They walked into the entrance, and Myrlo paused. Jawan gasped at the cracks around the portcullis. He could see it falling on his head just as he passed under it. "Do we really have to go in there?"

"Yes. We need fire cubes to create a volcano." Myrlo ran his hands along the cracks. "The damage is not structural. It's safe to go in."

They passed under the portcullis, and Myrlo continued to trace the damage along the walls.

"Go to the storage bin and bring me eight . . . no, ten fire cubes."

"Do we have any left?"

"Maybe. Go see."

Jawan went, holding onto the walls to keep his balance. Just as he rounded a corner, the castle bucked, throwing him across the threshold of the storage bin.

He picked himself up and looked around the empty bin. There were no fire cubes left. He couldn't hear the crowd through the castle walls, but he knew that last heave must have made them even more frightened and less patient for the earth mage to do something. The floor continued to buck and heave, and there were no more fire cubes.

He returned to Myrlo, who was using magic to seal the cracks.

"There may still be some fire cubes in the fire mage's castle," Myrlo said. "I'll summon Loby."

They went into the castle laboratory, and he approached a table where sat four bells. Each bell had a symbol of one of the elements on it. There were five elemental mages in the Romatican kingdom—at least, there had been five. Earth, water, fire, wind, and ether. The only bell Myrlo didn't have was his own. He picked up the bell bearing a simple triangle symbolizing fire and rang it. Minutes went by, but Loby didn't step through the portal.

Jawan shrugged. "He's just a journeyman. Maybe he doesn't know what the summoning is."

"That's possible. Lord Elveston certainly never taught him what he needed to know as a mage. You must go to the fire castle and fetch him. And hurry. This is getting worse and will not get better until I open a volcano."

As if to make his point, the floor gave a tremendous heave, and Myrlo had to steady the table to keep the bells from falling to the floor.

Something thumped on another table. Jawan and Myrlo turned.

"The nanoscope!" Myrlo raced to catch his precious scope before it tumbled to the floor.

Jawan tensed, remembering how he'd used the nanoscope when he needed something more powerful than a microscope to find a cure to the dreadful purple plague spreading throughout Hadley Town.

"We can't let this thing sway about. Even its parts are delicate."

Myrlo held the machine and muttered an incantation. It remained still while the table continued to jump and sway.

Jawan left the castle only to face an angry mob.

"Boy! You sniveling urchin. Your master's a beast."

Some of them picked up stones, ready to throw them. Jawan quickened his pace. He could deflect two or three stones with his small command of earth magic. But if they all came at him at once . . . 

"My master is trying to stop this. He sent me to get something he needs. Will you stone your only help, or can you make the ground still by your own power?"

He passed them by, but their resentful eyes followed him all the way down the path to the fire mage's castle until he turned out of their sight.

Jawan's mouth opened with foreboding as he approached the fire mage's castle. Something was terribly wrong. The flames that usually licked up the castle's walls were just flickers now. He walked under the portcullis and called, "Loby."

Nothing. He crossed the entryway to the laboratory and looked in. "Loby?"

He saw Crisp, Lord Elveston's pet salamander, looking ready to pounce on him like a cat. Well, Jawan was a mouse, but not that kind of mouse. The laboratory was empty. No Loby. He climbed the stairs to Loby's room, but found no one there, either. Where could he be? After searching the other rooms, Jawan returned to the laboratory. The door to the fire pit caught his eye. He shuddered. The door alone filled him with dread, as if it might swing open at any moment and release terrifying secrets. Could Loby have gone there? No, he would not have gone down into the fire pit alone.

Jawan quivered when he realized that he was in that creepy castle alone. Loby wasn't there. He went outside and searched the grounds. If he could find Loby's footprints, he'd be able to use a tracking spell to find him. Problem was, if Loby had stayed on the path, there'd be no footprints. 

There was no help for it. He had to go back into the castle, up to Loby's room, and find something that belonged to him. Crisp peered at him as he passed by the laboratory. Big empty castle. No need to be quiet, but several ghosts walked across Jawan's grave as the stairs creaked under his feet. He turned left at the top of the stairs and crept down to Loby's sparsely furnished room.

Grabbing a shirt, he raced outside. He placed the shirt on the path and uttered the bloodhound spell Myrlo had taught him. "Show me the footprints that belong to the owner of this shirt." If Loby had been on this path, his essence would still be here. Mortal eyes couldn't see it, but the magic would reveal it.

Nothing happened. Jawan looked closer but still saw nothing. Had he said the spell right? He looked up, as if the sky might tell him what he'd done wrong. From a side door rose a faint glow. He ran over to it and breathed a sigh of relief—Loby's essence. Remembering the tracking spell, he touched the glow, and some of it clung to his fingers like sawdust. He whispered to his fingers, "Show me where your owner has gone."

He cast Loby's essence from his fingers onto the path and waited for it to form into the shape of shimmering footprints. Without further prompting, the prints hopped down the path. Jawan followed.

To his surprise, the footprints turned toward Hadley Town. Odd, Jawan thought. He knew Loby had friends in town and had been going to the Red Ale for a few years, but the last time Jawan had seen Loby, the lad hadn't been in a Red Ale mood. Odder still was the way the footprints stayed with the swaying path. Though his own legs wobbled, the footprints rode the path like master horsemen.

Jawan nearly turned around when the footprints followed the path into the woods. The dark woods were frightening enough when the earth lay still, but Jawan could see the shadows of exposed roots and branches dancing like silhouettes of legs and arms seen through a window.

Twiggy fingers slapped his face as he followed the path through the trees. He jumped back when a top-heavy oak fell across his path. The footprints hopped right over it. So did he.

Or at least, he tried to. The mammoth tree rolled back and forth at the whim of the temblor, and Jawan wasn't sure how to find purchase without getting squashed. His fingers clawed at the trunk. To his surprise, it was cold and icy slick. He saw the footprints glowing far ahead. They would soon round a bend and pass out of sight.

Have to hurry. He moved over to where he could grab a branch and pulled himself up. The tree rolled and tossed him back to the ground. He tried to climb back up, but felt the weight of the tree press the tips of his toes. Jumping back, he let go of the branch and fell on his backside.

From his perspective on the ground, the icy trunk of the tree looked unscalable. He'd have to go around the tree. It would take time, but so would this. So he leapt to his feet and stumbled through the underbrush to the top of the tree as quickly as the bucking ground would let him. 

He rounded the crown of the tree and saw no sign of the footprints. Trotting forward, he came to the bend in the path. In the distance, he saw the telltale shimmer and ran.

As he entered the streets of Hadley Town, Jawan saw the wooden houses bobbing up and down, back and forth like small boats on a huge ocean. He wondered where the people had gone until he heard them in the open fields. He didn't blame them for not wanting to be near these precarious hovels.

He turned his attention back to his task just in time to see the footprints sashay around a corner. When he reached the corner, he stopped. The footprints had burrowed into a crowd of people in the heart of Red Dagger territory. What was Loby doing there? Dagger gang members milled around the Red Ale tavern, gesturing angrily at the quaking building. This was not where Jawan wanted to be, but the footprints kept hopping forward, so he had no choice.

"What're you doing here?" A great big burly Dagger blocked his path.

Jawan wanted to gulp. He wanted to run, but he dared not. The Dagger was right up in his face. If he acted like prey, they'd only act like predators.

"He's probably some spy the Steps sent over here."

The Red Daggers and the Dreaded Steps vied for dominance on the streets of Hadley Town. Jawan had always skirted around the territories of both gangs. "No. I'm looking for someone."

"Looking for someone? Hear that, Poppy? He's looking for someone."

Poppy moved closer, and Jawan could smell everything he'd had to drink in the last two days. "Well, if you're looking for trouble, we'll give it to you."

How could these lads think of rumbling with the Steps when the whole planet was rumbling? But gangsters would always be gangsters. Jawan bit his tongue on the words "I'm not looking for trouble." Wrong thing to say. They didn't need to know he was harmless. Just that he wasn't there to challenge them at the moment.

"I'm looking for a lad named Loby."

What did he expect? Chummy name recognition and a welcoming embrace from the whole Red Dagger family? He got none of that.

"What's your business, boy? Ain't no Loby around here. So if you're not a sniveling spy, you'd better speak smart."

Poppy's fingers caressed the dagger at his belt, and Jawan couldn't help gulping. A little earth magic could easily deflect the weapon, but he'd still have enemies at his back, and he didn't want that. The footprints were out of sight. He knew no spell to bring them back. Loby was somewhere, but Jawan couldn't hope to find him in this crowd. If he could get past the crowd. Such a big if.

And so much commotion. Beyond the Daggers, the cries and curses of the refugees who'd fled their homes made Jawan blanch.

Making its way through the Daggers, a brown leather cap veered toward him. Now what? Unless Loby got a new cap, that wasn't him. Some Daggers noticed the cap and glanced around uncertainly. Jawan didn't want to meet a bloke who made Daggers nervous.

Poppy was still in his face, but he, too, had an eye on the brown leather cap. "Hey, Migan."

A middle-aged seaman emerged from the crowd sporting the ominous cap. "Which way is the wind blowing, mate?"

"Nothing, Mig. We just caught this sniveling spy snooping around trying to act like he belongs here. Got Dreaded Steps written all over him."

"That so?" Migan said with the air of a man who needed convincing before he acted. He glanced at Jawan. "What you doing here, lad?"

Jawan had no idea who this man was, but the question seemed sincere. "My name is Jawan. I'm looking for Loby."

Big and burly glanced from Dagger to Dagger. "Who ever heard of Loby? He's making stuff up, Mig."

Migan slapped him on the back as playfully as a tiger might. "What? You never heard of Loby? Why, Loby's my ace man." He turned to Jawan. "You looking for Loby? Follow me."

Jawan stared at the swarthy sailor. He had to have been a sailor. He had a patch over one eye. All he needed was a parrot on his shoulder. Where the Daggers carried daggers at their belts, Migan carried a long sword on one hip and a short sword on the other. Jawan knew from reading and hearing tales that the blades he could see weren't the ones he had to watch out for. Follow him? He'd rather follow Poppy.

Migan led Jawan past the Red Ale. The doors hung open, swinging to the rhythm of the bouncing earth. Debris on the ground made each step precarious for Jawan, but the sailor trod on unaffected. Ruckus from the field grew louder as they approached. Jawan paused, but Migan plowed right through, shoving aside anything or anybody in his path. Jawan followed closely in his wake and soon found himself surrounded on all sides by the town people who hadn't gone to accost Myrlo.

Campfires sputtered here and there. Old men sat around discussing whatever old men discuss, and women scolded heedless children who scampered about.

Migan spoke to a man in the crowd, listened to what the man had to say, and then pulled Jawan around a tent to a campfire where Loby sat looming over—of all things—a game board!

Jawan wondered by what magic the game piece stayed in place as the board swayed on the unsteady ground. Loby couldn't be doing it with fire magic, so it must be someone else. Jawan had never seen the lad sitting across from Loby. He wasn't an apprentice or journeyman of any of the elemental mages. But was it his power holding the game pieces in place? Jawan studied the lad's movements intensely, keeping a record of each one. Who is he? Jawan shrugged. It was just a game, and Myrlo's need for Loby couldn't wait.

"Loby . . ."

Without taking his eyes off the game, Loby muttered, "Wait a minute. Hey, that was a smooth move. I'm gonna make use of it next time you try something."

The other lad looked up at Jawan then turned back to Loby. "It's not the single move that matters. You have to look ahead and see every move as part of one strategic plan."

"Loby! Myrlo needs you. Everybody needs you."

Loby raised his head and looked at Jawan as if for the first time. "Can't you see I'm doing something?"

"Can't you see the ground is about to tear apart because my master can't make a volcano without you? We need you."

Loby stiffened visibly. He cast around for an escape route, and Migan provided one.

"Volcano? That's Lord Elveston's job. Can't the great Lord go a day without his journeyman?"

Jawan stared at Migan. So Loby hadn't blabbed to his friends about Lord Elveston? Good. But Loby was acting strange. He probably wouldn't budge unless Jawan reminded him that Lord Elveston wasn't around anymore. And he had to do that in front of Loby's friends. There was no help for it. He opened his mouth, then stopped. This wasn't all about Loby. Even Myrlo hadn't told the townsfolk who came to the castle. And now Jawan was about to take that choice out of his master's hands.

"Lo . . . I mean, the fire master does need Loby. Loby's the only one who can . . . well, I don't know how it works or what Loby has to do, but he needs to do it so the mages can do something about the cold and earthquakes. So everybody's waiting on Loby."

Loby's face twitched in an ill-concealed grimace that showed no sign of appreciating the peril.

Migan patted Loby's back. "Maybe you oughtta go back and see what your master needs you to do."

"He has to. The ground is shaking because Myrlo can't release the pressure without the fire only the fire mage can produce."

"I'm not the fire mage." Loby peered at his hands. A small flame flickered from the tip of his left forefinger, but he smothered it in the palm of his other hand. "I'm just a journeyman."

"Look, matey, who said you gotta be the fire mage? Just go and see what the man wants, is all."

Loby knew what the mages wanted. He turned back to the game board. He picked up his prince and moved him into the garden area. Or at least he tried to, but the piece slid off when the ground swayed. "Hey! What's going on?"

"You need to go." Loby's game partner, whom Jawan was sure had some kind of magic, sat back from the board.
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