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Dear Reader:


Welcome to the magical world of the Legends of Orkney™! You are about to embark on a fantasy-filled, action-packed journey following young Sam Baron and his epic adventures in the magical, Norse mythology–themed realm of Orkney. After releasing the third and final book in the series last year, I decided to offer readers a chance to read the trilogy in one setting. This bundle of e-books has all three books in one, starting with The Red Sun, continuing with Kalifus Rising, and ending with The Raven God.


The series was inspired by a challenge from my youngest son: Write him a book he could read. Guided by his love of mythology and fantasy, I created the legendary world of Orkney, weaving in loads of Norse mythology with local folklore that included tales of witches trapped in stones. You can learn more about the series and its many creatures and characters by visiting LegendsofOrkney.com.


To Orkney! Long may her legends grow!


—Alane




[image: Images]




[image: Images]




For Alex


[image: Images]





Prologue
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The setting sun cast a farewell glow across the green and fertile countryside. Basking in the radiance, Robert Barconian watched the day’s end from a window in his new farmhouse on the outskirts of Skara Brae. At thirty-two, Robert had seen his fair share of sunsets, but they never grew old for him.


By Odin’s blood, Orkney is glorious this time of year, Robert thought.


After a difficult winter, spring was finally in the air. The days were longer now. Soon, crops would need planting and tending. The fence would need repairs to keep animals from feasting on early buds. Robert envisioned his life as a farmer with a smile. It would be a new adventure. An adventure, unlike many in his past, he could safely share with his wife and child.


“Is he asleep?” Robert whispered to Abigail, who gently rocked their seven-day-old son, Samuel, in her arms while she walked circles around the hand-carved bassinet.


“Yes,” she replied, “but I don’t want to put him down just yet.”


And to think some doubted Abby would make a great mother, Robert recalled. He took no small pride in knowing those naysayers were all wrong.


Robert returned his gaze to the fertile acreage outside the window. That dirt was now his family’s future. The soil was rocky in spots, but with this much afternoon sun there was no reason they could not claim a bumper crop come harvest time. “I’m thinking black cabbage and squashmor,” Robert whispered to Abigail, as she passed by him on another lap around the baby’s bed. “Maybe even some jookberries for the—”


Outside, a flock of crows broke Robert’s reverie. Flapping and cawing and scattering, spooked from a gnarled tree at the farm’s fenced border. Robert thought he caught a glimpse of a figure, indistinct, before it disappeared into the tree’s twisted shadows.


“No,” Abigail teased, bringing his attention back, “you are not corrupting our son with your jookberry addiction.” She finally stopped circling. “Now, if you had said gally melons, that I could support.”


Robert shook his head, amused, as she laid the infant down in the bassinet. The truth was that neither parent could wait to share their favorite foods with young Samuel, not to mention cherished places and childhood stories. Robert kissed his index finger and touched it to his son’s forehead. “Grow up fast, my boy,” he said half-seriously. “There’s much to see and much to do.”


After Abigail carefully tucked Samuel beneath a blanket bearing the Orkadian crest, a white heron clasping an olive branch, she floated a question.


“I know you have your heart set on homesteading, but do you really think the High Council will let you trade your sword for a . . . well, for a hoe?”


Robert bristled. “The Council does not control me.” His voice raised with his ire. “I’ll do what’s best for my family, politics be damned.”


“Shh,” Abigail chided with a smile as she waited at the doorway for her husband. “With any luck, our son will have more common sense than his parents.”


“I told you, Abby,” Robert reminded her on their way to the kitchen, “you have to forget what they’re saying. Every word, erase it from your mind. If we can’t trust our hearts, what can we trust?” He sealed the question with a kiss. “Call when dinner is ready.”


Robert left through the front door, soaking up the last rays of sun as he strode across his untilled land to the border fence where he had seen the mysterious figure beneath the old tree. There were footprints. Narrow and heeled. Clearly made by a woman.


Glancing back at his farmhouse, now cloaked in twilight, Robert noticed something amiss. A window was open—Samuel’s bedroom window.


That was closed before, he recalled. How could . . . ?


Before he could finish his thought, a wailing cry came from inside the baby’s room.


Robert ran across the dirt field, feet barely touching the ground.


Never had he heard his son cry like this. The sound distressed every fiber of his being, made worse by a dread revelation. I never thought it would happen this soon.


He burst in through the front door and sprinted to Samuel’s room, where he found Abigail cradling the bawling baby tightly in her arms.


“Is he all right?” Robert barked breathlessly.


“A Deathstalker. In his bed! Kill it!”


Robert moved quickly to the bassinet. He peered in, only to rear back in alarm. There was a violet-colored scorpion with black pincers and a stinger-tipped tail skittering across the blanket.


“Be careful, Robert!”


Without hesitation, Robert reached in and gathered up the blanket to capture the creature inside; then he flung the cloth to the floor and stomped with both feet until a sickly crunch announced an end to the threat.


He took a moment to regain his breath. “Thank Odin it didn’t sting him.”


Abigail had begun to quiet Samuel, now sobbing only fitfully.


“It did sting him.” Abigail lifted Samuel’s tiny foot to reveal a swollen red mark on the boy’s heel.


“I don’t understand. Deathstalkers are always fatal.”


Abigail covered the baby back up as she moved to the open window. She paused there, looking as if the world were caving in on her. Then she closed the window firmly and turned to Robert.


“We have to leave. Tonight.”


“Leave? But those cursed witches will find us wherever we go.”


“That is why we have to leave the Ninth Realm, Robert.”


Confused, he searched her eyes. “What are you not telling me?”


“To survive that creature. . . . Our son has more power than you can imagine. We’re all in danger now.”


With a heavy sigh, Robert nodded in resignation. As Abigail pulled together an overnight bag, he glanced out the window one last time at his would-be farm, now shrouded in darkness. Their future as homesteaders would have to wait.


“I know who can take us,” Robert said, following his wife from the room. “An old sailor.”


“Can he be trusted?” she asked, hurrying down the hallway.


“Without a doubt.” Robert joined Abigail in the master bedroom. “But we’ll take no chances,” he added, removing his broad, sheathed sword from the closet.


While Abigail stuffed a change of clothes for both of them into the overnight bag, Robert pulled on his High Council coat and gear. His mind raced ahead. He had never been to Midgard—the Earth realm. He was nervous but determined.


Wherever we settle, he silently vowed, I will be the best father a boy can have.





Chapter One
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The day started out like every other day in the life of Sam Baron, which is to say it was as boring and predictable as the sun rising over the Blue Mountains. Sam rolled up to school five minutes past the bell and parked his bike. The brick buildings of Pilot Rock Junior High glistened from the heavy Oregon rain that had fallen during the night. In the distance, the giant boulder the town was named for loomed like a swollen tick.


Sam splashed through puddles and entered the building. The hallways were deserted, but he wasn’t worried. Good old Mr. Platz didn’t mind if Sam was a little late, as long as he brought his English teacher some of his old Gamer magazines.


He strolled into class and was surprised to see kids sitting on desks, throwing wads of paper, and chattering like hyenas. There was no sign of Platz. A crowd of boys had formed a dogpile by the window. Sam dropped his backpack on his seat in front of Keely Hatch. A quiet girl who kept to herself, Keely had her nose buried in a book.


“Where’s Howie?” Sam asked.


Keely went on reading and pointed to the back.


Sam gritted his teeth. Howie got picked on. A lot. He was skinny, and his pants were usually an inch or three too short. Top that off with oversized glasses and a mop of curly hair, and he might as well have spray-painted a bull’s-eye on his chest.


“Be careful,” Keely cautioned as Sam brushed past. “Ronnie’s in a mood.”


A pair of familiar red tennis shoes stuck out from the bottom of the dogpile. Sam waded in, yanking aside the first two boys. Howie lay on his back. The class bully, Ronnie Polk, was on top of him, squashing a grape jelly sandwich all over Howie’s face.


Sam yanked Ronnie off and spun him around. The startled look on Ronnie’s face was priceless, as if he was about to wet his pants when he saw who it was. Kids started chanting, “Fight, fight!”


A twinge of guilt made Sam loosen his hold. He had already flattened Ronnie’s nose once a few months back. Another incident, and his mom was going to pack him off to military school. But Ronnie had other ideas. He twisted free and punched Sam hard in the stomach. The air went out of Sam with an oof. Blood zinged between his ears. Grabbing Ronnie by the shirt, Sam cocked his fist back to reflatten Ronnie’s nose, when the door opened with a bang.


A woman walked in on spindly high heels, dressed in a black suit cinched tight around the waist. Her ebony-colored hair was tied back in a sleek bun. Dropping a leather satchel on the desk, she turned to face the class, folding her arms primly. She arched one eyebrow at Sam, and he realized he was still holding Ronnie by his collar. Sam dropped the boy, sure he was about to be suspended.


“Sit down.”


She rapped out the command with quiet authority. Kids scattered to their seats. Sam helped Howie to his feet. Chunks of grape jelly dripped from his friend’s face. Sam handed Howie his glasses, and they slunk to their desks.


“My name is Ms. Endera,” she announced to the silent room. “I will be taking over for Mr. Platz.”


“What happened to Mr. Platz?” a girl up front asked.


Ms. Endera looked down her thin nose and said, “Why don’t I show you? Raise your hand if you would like to see a magic trick.”


Hands shot up. This was a lot more fun than grammar lessons. Ms. Endera rummaged in her black satchel and pulled out a silk handkerchief. “Observe.” She put the scrap of fabric over her left hand and waved her other hand in a circle. “Fein kinter, reptilia,” she whispered.


Ms. Endera whipped the handkerchief away, and on her palm sat a fat green lizard. Its pink tongue slithered out of its mouth. The class oohed and clapped as she raised the reptile up high. “Here is your Mr. Platz. As you can see, someone has turned him into a lizard.”


The class burst into laughter, but Sam half rose out of his chair. The lizard’s eyes looked so forlorn, he almost believed it was their missing teacher.


Howie grabbed Sam and yanked him back down. “Dude, how’d she do that?” he whispered.


Sam had no idea, but it was kinda strange.


“When’s he coming back?” Keely asked.


The room quieted, and Ms. Endera’s eyes narrowed as she put the lizard away in her bag. “I don’t believe poor Mr. Platz is going to be able to return. Let’s play a little game, shall we?” She clapped her hands. “Everyone stand up. Come, come, out of your chairs.” The students slouched to their feet, standing awkwardly next to their desks.


“Now, if you are a girl, you may sit down.”


The girls grabbed their seats and giggled as if they had just won a prize.


Ms. Endera held up a finger. “If your father has blond hair, take a seat.”


Seven of the boys sat down.


Sam shuffled from foot to foot. It was like an awful game of musical chairs. Only five boys remained.


She resumed her pacing. “If your father was at back-to-school night, please sit down.” Three more were excused, leaving only Sam and Ronnie Polk. The bully shot Sam a nasty look, like it was Sam’s fault Ronnie was left standing with him.


“You.” She pointed at Ronnie. “Where was your father?”


Ronnie scowled. “At home, watching the play-offs. He says back-to-school night is lame.”


She waved him into his chair. “And you?” She scrutinized Sam closely. “The boy with the temper. What is your name?”


“Sam. Sam Baron.” A bead of sweat rose up on his brow. This was embarrassing.


“Mr. Baron, where was your father?”


“Working on a fishing boat in Alaska,” he lied. She didn’t need to know his dad had walked out two years ago without so much as a note.


Ronnie snorted loudly. “His dad took off ’cause Sam’s so ugly.”


Sam would gladly have punched Ronnie right then and there, but Ms. Endera came to his rescue. She stalked over on those spindly heels of hers and leaned over Ronnie’s desk.


“Then your father must be a mountain troll—or has your nose always been that crooked?”


Ronnie turned red and sank down in his seat as titters of laughter spread across the class. Sam relaxed, taking the opportunity to take his seat. Maybe this Ms. Endera wasn’t so bad.


They spent the rest of the period writing an essay about the kind of work their dads did. Sam filled a couple of pages on how to bait a hook, before the bell rang. As he gathered his stuff, Ms. Endera tapped him on the shoulder.


“I’d like a word after class.”


The room emptied, leaving just the two of them. She sat on the edge of her desk, a tentative smile on her face. “I hope I didn’t make you uncomfortable. I find it breaks the ice to play a little game.”


Sam didn’t want to tell her it had been a pretty lame game, not when she had come to his rescue. So he just said it was cool.


Ms. Endera crooked her finger, inviting him closer. “I have a secret,” she said softly. “I’m looking for someone. A boy. About your age.”


“Who?”


“Perhaps you,” she said, searching his eyes intently.


Sam took a step back. His “crazy” sensors were sending off loud warnings. “I gotta go,” he said, grabbing his backpack. He turned to make a break for it, but she was fast. In a blink, she was between Sam and the door.


She poked her finger into his chest. At her touch, a jolt of pain shot through Sam. “Are you a Son of Odin, Mr. Baron?”


“What? No,” Sam gritted out. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


She pressed harder. Iron bands wrapped around his torso until he felt like he couldn’t breathe.


“I saw how you wanted to tear that boy apart,” she crooned in a low voice. “Are you the one I’m looking for?”


Sam tried to shout for help, but his tongue felt nailed to the roof of his mouth.


Thankfully, the door burst open as the next class crowded in, filling the room with noise. Ms. Endera vanished, appearing on the other side of the classroom. Sam didn’t stop to wonder how she had done that. He fled as fast as his feet could carry him.


Safely outside, he leaned against the wall, trying to slow his racing heart.


“Teacher’s pet,” Howie said, punching him on the arm.


“Shut up, Howie.”


“You shut up, Mr. Baron, or I’ll turn you into a lizard.” Howie pitched his voice higher, mimicking Ms. Endera and waving his arms around. “Finker pinker, reptile stinker.”


Sam couldn’t help it; he smiled, feeling the haze of fear lift. “You okay?” he asked.


Howie shrugged, his skinny shoulders jutting sharply under his tee. “Never better. Grape jelly facials are all the rage. Hey, check out the new kid.”


Sam looked up. A boy stood uncertainly in the hall, clutching his schedule. His long black hair was tied neatly in a ponytail. He wore a flannel shirt over faded jeans. With his almond skin, he was obviously Umatilla. Strange. The Native American kids usually stuck to the reservation school.


Their eyes met. The other boy’s nostrils flared, as if he recognized Sam, but Sam could swear he had never seen the kid before. One thing was certain: the day was turning out to be anything but boring.





Chapter Two
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Sam spent the day puzzling over his strange encounter with Ms. Endera. It was like she had turned him into a brain-dead zombie with that fingernail trick. He had been paralyzed, unable even to breathe. And how had she moved like a phantom from one side of the room to the other? As the last bell of the day rang, Sam found himself moving though the packed hallway in a daze. He was so busy thinking about Ms. Endera’s eerie green eyes that he didn’t see Ronnie Polk and his little gang of thugs lurking.


Next thing he knew, Ronnie slammed him up against a locker.


“Hey, Baron, seen your dad lately?” Ronnie laughed in Sam’s face, spraying him with spittle. Half his lunch was stuck in his braces.


Two of Ronnie’s pals pinned Sam’s arms back.


“Back off, Ronnie,” Sam said, trying to keep calm.


But Ronnie just sneered. “I’m gonna flatten your nose this time. See how you like it.”


Ronnie pulled his fist back. Sam flinched, waiting for the punch, but a slender hand caught Ronnie’s in a tight grip.


“Leave him alone.” Keely stood there, her hazel eyes fierce as she stared Ronnie down.


The bully looked surprised; then his lip curled into a snarl. “Buzz off,” he said, jerking free and knocking the books out of Keely’s other hand, “before I rearrange your face.”


A flush of anger rose up in Sam, making his cheeks sting. Picking on him was one thing, but picking on a girl? A burning sensation spread through his body, making every inch of his skin tingle. Strange words lit up in his brain, echoing in an incessant chant. With a sudden surge of rage, Sam tore his arms loose and grabbed Ronnie, pushing him backward so hard the boy hit the far wall with a thump. Like exploding firecrackers, the lockers around them blew open with loud cracks.


“I will finish you,” Sam breathed, his fingers wrapped tightly around Ronnie’s collar, “if you ever threaten her again.”


Ronnie paled, shrinking two sizes. And just like that, Sam’s anger faded. The flush in his face returned to normal, and the tingling subsided. He released Ronnie, suddenly ashamed over his outburst, and stepped back. The bully looked green, but he and his crew knocked over a trash can, shouting at the other kids in the hall as they made their escape.


Keely gaped at the open lockers as Sam bent down to pick up her books.


“How did you do that?” she asked.


Sam struggled to return his heart rate to normal. It had happened again, that unexpected flash of anger that took over his brain. He must have slammed Ronnie hard enough to make the lockers fly open. “I didn’t need your help,” he responded, handing the books to her. “I had it under control.”


Keely shook her head, tossing her blond hair over one shoulder. “Really? Because it looked like Ronnie was about to give you a black eye.” She hesitated, then blurted out, “I’m going to the library later, if you want to, you know, study or something. We have that geometry test Friday, and . . .”


“Yeah, I suck at math,” Sam finished for her, smiling so she could see that his dazzling lack of math skills didn’t bother him. “Thanks. But I have to warn you, I don’t know a trapezoid from a tarantula.”


Keely rolled her eyes but gave him a smile as she backed away, clutching her books. “Six o’clock, Baron. Don’t be late.”


Sam grinned, watching her go. Keely had kept to herself since she had moved to Pilot Rock the year before, but today she had shown real spunk. And Sam really needed the help with math.


The sound of distant thunder got him going. He hurried outside to his bike, eyeing the dark clouds overhead, then let out a groan. His back tire was flat—make that shredded. A chunk of rubber was missing, as if something had taken a bite out of it. He put his hand on the tire and came away with a wad of sticky fluid. He tried to shake it off, but it was as thick as gorilla snot.


Did Ronnie sabotage my bike? Sam thought, staring at the damage. A shadow fell over him. He looked up to see the new Umatilla kid hovering.


“What happened?” the kid asked. His dark eyes darted from Sam to the bike.


Sam scratched his head. “You got me. Something took a bite out of my tire.”


The other boy knelt down, running his hand over the rim. He rubbed his fingers in the gorilla snot, bringing it to his nose to sniff it. “This is bad,” he said, standing. He wiped his hand on his jeans. “You’re being hunted.”


“Hunted?” Sam’s voice rose an octave. “By who?”


“Don’t worry. It’s my honor to protect you.”


He looked so serious, Sam did not have the heart to laugh, but the kid was clearly out of his mind.


“I’m Leo,” the boy said, and stuck out his hand.


Sam hesitated and then offered his own hand. “Sam.”


As they shook, Leo’s sleeve pulled away, revealing a long scar on the inside of his forearm. It looked like his arm had been torn up pretty badly. Leo caught Sam’s glance and pulled his sleeve down.


Sam tried to be polite. “No offense, Leo, but I think I’ll be fine. The most dangerous things around here are the rats in the cafeteria.”


Leo looked like he wanted to argue, but Sam gave him a wave and started to push his wobbly bike down the street. He half expected the kid to follow him, but when he looked over his shoulder, Leo was gone.


Sam shook his head, perplexed. Some slobbery dog had probably mistaken his tire for a chew toy. Heavy drops began to fall, rolling down his neck and under his jacket. He lowered his head as the wind picked up and blew rain into his eyes.


By the time Sam made it to his driveway, his clothes were plastered to his skin and his fingers felt like skinny Popsicles. He fumbled with the key to open the side door to the garage and trundled the bike inside.


That’s when his day got even weirder. By a factor of ten.


A bearded dwarf dressed in burlap stood where his mom’s car usually parked, pointing a large sword at Sam. Thick reddish whiskers bristled around his nose. His sharp blue eyes seemed to miss nothing as he looked Sam up and down.


Sam raised his hands, hoping the dwarf wouldn’t see how scared he was. “I-I don’t have any money,” he stuttered.


“What’s your name, boy?”


Sam backed away. “Sam. Sam Baron.”


The dwarf came closer, pressing the tip of the blade to Sam’s stomach. “You’re supposed to be dead.”


“Well, sorry to disappoint,” Sam joked, hoping the dwarf wasn’t about to run him through.


The dwarf continued to glare at him. Then he sheathed his sword and shook his head. “So the rumors were true. This changes everything. Name’s Rego.” He bowed slightly. “I served under your father.”


In a single heartbeat, Sam went from scared out of his wits to indignant. “My dad doesn’t live here anymore, so you can go serve him somewhere else. Feel free to show yourself out.” Dropping his hands, Sam nodded at the sword. “Unless you’re planning to use that on me, I have a tire to fix.”


Without waiting for an answer, Sam turned his back on the strange dwarf. His heart was pounding, but he was determined to act normal. He picked up his bike and flipped it over on the bench, kneading the rubber off the rim. Definite teeth marks had scored the aluminum. What kind of crazy animal attacked bicycle tires?


“We don’t have much time, so it’s vital that you listen to me,” Rego said gravely. “Your life is in danger, Samuel. Something treacherous stalks you in Pilot Rock”—he stopped, squinting at the scratches on Sam’s rim—“and from the look of things, it’s already got your scent.”


That Leo kid had said the same thing. Frowning, Sam opened a cupboard to get a new tire, when a giant bird burst out, knocking him over. It flew into Sam’s face like it was trying to claw out his eyes.


Sam threw his arms up. “Get it away!” he yelled, batting at it, but Rego just let out a hearty laugh.


“That’s where you’ve been hiding, Lagos.” Rego gave a low whistle. The winged thing immediately withdrew and glided over to the dwarf’s shoulder, where it perched daintily.


Sam risked a proper look at it. The bird was twice as big as a hawk, with cinnamon-orange feathers on its wings and a snow-white chest. Its beak looked sharp enough to rip his face off.


“What is that thing?” Sam asked, slowly picking himself up off the ground.


“She’s a iolar.” It rolled off Rego’s tongue like yo-lar. “Noblest creature in the Ninth Realm.” He ran his hand along her wing, smoothing her plumes with his fingers and crooning softly to her in a singsong language. “Go on, make friends with her.”


Sam extended his hand tentatively and stroked the front of Lagos’s chest with his knuckles. Her heartbeat was steady and strong. He pulled his hand back. “So . . . who are you, again?”


Before Rego could answer, Lagos cocked her head toward the window and let out an alarming squawk. Rego’s whole demeanor changed instantly. He unsheathed his sword, and his voice lowered to a growl.


“Let’s just say I’m a friend of the family.” Rego began slowly backing away toward the door. “I swore an oath to your father to protect you, and I never take an oath unless I’m willing to stake my life on it. But you must be careful, Samuel. The stones don’t lie. You are in great danger.” Then he tossed something into the air.


Sam caught it easily. It was a smooth rock, like the kind found in a riverbed. On its face was the scratched symbol of a jagged [image: Images] shape. When Sam looked up, the dwarf was gone.





Chapter Three
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Sam paced from one end of the house to the other, trying to understand both how a dwarf had ended up in his garage and why an Umatilla boy had warned him that he was being hunted. Not to mention his substitute English teacher was, well, strange, to say the least. Sam stared at the phone, tempted to call his mom, but she would just worry. His math book sat on the table. Sam made a decision. He would go see Keely at the library and then come straight home.


The rain had stopped, leaving scattered puddles that reflected the light from the streetlamps. Ordinarily, Sam wasn’t afraid of riding in the dark. Pilot Rock was about the most boring town in the world. But tonight, his nerves were on edge as he pedaled down the darkened streets, imagining that he saw something lurking in the shadows of every tree he passed.


He was three blocks from the library when a strange howl split the silence of the night. The sound made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. Sam skidded his bike to a stop across from the dumpy town park. He could make out the swing set outlined against the white sand of the playground.


There. In the bushes fronting the park. Was that a rustle?


“Hello?” Sam couldn’t see anything through the dense brush. His blood chilled. Was it the same animal that had tried to eat his tire? The animal that Leo and Rego said was hunting him?


Sam hesitated, biting down on his lip. It might be foolish, but he had to know. He couldn’t run away like a scared kitten. Leaving his bike, he crossed the street and then jumped back as Leo himself stepped out of a bush. The boy held a long wooden lance in his hands. The grip was wrapped in leather, like deer-skin. Its sharp metal tip glinted in the streetlight.


“Leo?” Sam let out the breath he had been holding, relieved and irritated he had been frightened by nothing. “Jeez, what’s the deal? Are you following me?”


But Leo’s eyes were trained on a spot just over Sam’s shoulder. “Run,” he said, shoving Sam behind him.


Sam turned in time to see a king-size wolf step out of the bushes and onto the sidewalk. Soot black, it had enormous paws the size of Sam’s baseball mitt. A long snout jutted from a head that was squared and capped by tall, pointed ears. Fangs glistened in the weak light of the streetlamp as it snarled at the boys. And those eyes: feral, wild, and hungry.


Nimbly twirling the lance, Leo snapped it to a stop and held it in front of him as he crouched low. “Don’t worry, Sam. My father has entrusted me with your protection. I won’t let you down.”


He jabbed at the fierce creature with his weapon, but it snapped its jaws, breaking the lance in half like a toothpick. Then the wolf coiled itself and sprang over Leo, straight at Sam. Terror froze Sam to the spot. All he could see was a set of glowing green eyes bearing down, claws outstretched, when a large figure knocked him to the ground. Sam scuffed his face on the pavement as the beast sailed past, skidding to a landing on the other side.


“Stay down,” the man said, before jumping to his feet. He was another Umatilla, older, but with the same long black hair and caramel skin as Leo. Three more Umatilla appeared out of the bushes. They surrounded Sam, holding sturdier lances than the one Leo had brandished.


“Dad! What are you doing here?” Leo asked, grabbing his broken lance and holding it in front of him.


“You should have told me a Shun Kara had returned,” his father rebuked.


The men shouted and jabbed at the beast, driving it back. The wolf kept circling, trying to move in. Finally, with a howl that hurt Sam’s ears, it loped off into the dark, fading into the shadows.


Leo stuck out his hand to help Sam up. “I’m sorry, Sam. This was my fault.”


“What was that thing?” Sam said, feeling the sting where his cheek had scraped the ground.


Leo’s father cut in. “That was a Shun Kara. The black wolf. If my son had warned me, you would have been properly protected. I’m Chief Pate-wa. You have my word: it won’t happen again. From now on, my people will be standing by to keep you safe.”


The other Umatilla men stood in a circle, staring silently at Sam. Leo’s head hung low. Sam knew he should thank them, but he backed away, feeling spooked by the chief’s words.


“I can take care of myself. Just leave me alone.”


“Wait, Sam!” Leo shouted after him, but Sam ran to his bike and shoved off. He pedaled furiously, imagining the clicking sounds of nails loping along the pavement, gaining on him with every step.


The bright lights of the library were the most welcome sight Sam had ever seen. Locking his bike to the rail, he barreled up the steps, not breathing until he was safe inside the building. He found Keely on the third floor, bent over a math book. Her hair had fallen over her face like a blond curtain.


She looked up with a smile, then frowned when she saw the scrape on Sam’s face. “Don’t tell me you ran into Ronnie Polk.”


“No. Just something . . . stupid. Forget it.” Sam didn’t want to think about that wolf or Leo’s strange need to protect him. It had to be some kind of Umatilla tribal thing.


“What is it with you and Ronnie, anyway?” she asked, laying her pencil down.


Sam flushed. “We got into it last summer. At my twelfth birthday party.” He grew silent as he dredged up the memory of that day. One minute, he had been enjoying his slice of cake; the next, he’d had Ronnie down on the ground, pounding his face into the dirt like a tent stake.


“What did he do?”


“It’s not what he did. It’s what he said.” Sam stared at his hands as he recalled the words. “He was mouthing off, saying my dad left town to be with his real family.”


“Ouch.”


“Yeah. I might have overreacted. Howie said I turned bright red.” All Sam remembered was that the sun had felt too hot, like he was burning up inside. The cake had slipped out of his fingers, and a roar in his ears had sent him into a boiling rage. He had never felt so much anger at one time.


Sam looked at Keely. “To be honest, I don’t even remember hitting him; it just happened so fast.” Sam left out the part where Ronnie had called him a freak as the boy’s mother rushed him away, glaring at Sam as if he were some kind of monster.


“So, what’s the story with your dad?” she asked softly.


Thinking of his dad was like stepping on a thumbtack. “He took off. Two years ago. No note, no warning—just left town.”


Keely said nothing at first; then she covered his hand with hers. “I’m sorry. I know how that must feel.”


Sam seriously doubted that. Hoping to change the subject, he took the odd stone the dwarf had given him from his pocket and tossed it on the table. “I found this today. You ever see anything like it?”


“This looks like a rune stone,” Keely said, picking it up and studying it. “Runes are part of Norse mythology. I did a project on them in sixth grade.”


She set the stone down and disappeared into the racks, eventually returning with a heavy, leather-bound book. She laid it out on the table, flipping through its pages. Sam scooted his chair closer to look over her shoulder. She smelled of cherry Chap-Stick. It was nice. The sheets were filled with drawings of fierce-looking men and strange, mythical animals.


“Here it is,” she said, turning to a page with a list of symbols. She pointed at the image of a sharply pointed [image: Images], just like the one scratched on the rock.


“What does it say?”


She studied the text. “This one stands for Sigel. It says, ‘The holder of this stone is the source of energy for the sun.’”


“What does that mean?”


Keely shrugged. “The runes aren’t literal. You interpret them according to the person and the wisdom being sought.” She flipped through more pages.


“Who’s that?” Sam pointed at a picture of an old man with a long beard and muscled arms, dangling from the branch of a large tree.


“That’s Odin. He was the most powerful god in Norse culture.”


Sam’s heart skipped a beat at the mention of Odin. What had Ms. Endera said? She was looking for a Son of Odin? “This Odin, did he have sons?”


“Sure, Odin had lots of sons and daughters. Haven’t you ever heard of Thor?”


Sam couldn’t stop a chuckle. “If Ms. Endera’s after a movie star, then she’s got the wrong guy.”


“Thor is based on a Norse myth,” Keely persisted. “Odin was his father.”


“Fine. Are any of these sons still alive?”


“Technically, the Norse gods are all dead. They walked the earth until an ultimate battle called Ragnarok, but some people believe they still exist in one of the other realms.”


“What other realms?”


She leaned in intently, folding her hands. “Odin created these nine realms, like worlds within worlds, each one separate from the other. The underworld was part of the lower realms. Our world, the world of mankind, was somewhere in the middle, and Asgard, the home of the gods, was at the top.” Her eyes shone with excitement as she told the tale.


“Do you believe that?”


Keely hesitated, and the light dimmed in her eyes. She shut the book with a snap. “Doesn’t matter what I believe. This isn’t going to help you pass your math test.” She held out the rune stone, but Sam shook his head.


“You keep it.” He didn’t want any reminders of his strange day.


She looked pleased, tucking it away in her bag before babbling on about angles and polygons.


Sam hardly heard a word she said. Overnight, Pilot Rock had gone from a boring little town to the epicenter of strangeness. And he had a feeling this was only the beginning.





Chapter Four
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That night, Sam dreamed that his substitute English teacher was chasing him down the hallway at school. As Ms. Endera got closer, she changed into a black wolf with glittering green eyes, reaching for him with sharpened nails. He awoke with a start, tangled in the sheets.


Lying back on his pillow, Sam stared up at the ceiling, thinking about good old Mr. Platz. Why would a teacher pack up and leave in the middle of a semester without saying goodbye? Maybe if Sam figured that out, he could shake the nagging feeling that Ms. Endera had actually turned Mr. Platz into a lizard.


Because that was crazy.


Unable to go back to sleep, Sam threw off the sheets and got dressed. He crept down the hall past his mom’s bedroom. He could see her asleep, still dressed, on top of the covers. His mom worked the night shift at the local mill and came home long after he had gone to bed. Sam hesitated, then went in and pulled a blanket over her.


The sun was just rising when he set out for Platz’s house on his bike. He had been there once before with Howie to drop off a late assignment, and they had ended up playing a round of Zombie Wars with his teacher. The guy had crazy gaming skills and had shown them some secret back doors to upping levels. Sam figured he had just enough time to knock on Platz’s door, beg his teacher to come back, and make it to school before the bell rang.


Relieved to see his teacher’s aging Camaro in the driveway, Sam left his bike and crept across the lawn, leaving footprints in the crisp layer of frost. He peeked in the front window. A sofa lay tipped on its side. Papers were strewn all over the floor. It looked like the place had been ransacked.


He tried the door. Locked. He was about to go around back, when the garage rumbled open. Diving into the bushes, he peered over the top and saw Ms. Endera come out and walk to Platz’s car.


What was Ms. Endera doing at Platz’s house?


She carried a small wire cage holding the lizard she had shown them in class. Sam stared at the creature and felt a connection as the lizard’s eyes locked with his. A jolt of sadness and fear shot through him, as if the lizard were trying to communicate with him. Ms. Endera stopped, her head turning toward the lawn. Sam ducked down lower.


“Is someone there?” she called.


Sam froze, his heart jerking like a yo-yo. Ms. Endera studied the lawn. He had stupidly left footprints, he realized with a silent groan. But just as he was about to jump out and offer some lame explanation, Ms. Endera tossed the cage on the seat and started the car, throwing the Camaro in reverse, and backed right over Sam’s bike. Sam watched helplessly as the tires squashed his rim and the Camaro roared off down the street.


He waited a moment to be sure that she was gone, then retrieved his mangled bike. Far from feeling better, Sam was now dead certain that this Ms. Endera was somehow behind Mr. Platz’s disappearance. Stashing the bike in Platz’s side yard, Sam began hoofing it to school. He could think of a million things he would rather do, but he had to get some answers. And this lady teacher seemed to be at the center of the recent strange events.


He slipped in the side door just in time for the first bell. Kids milled about, talking aimlessly, like it was just another normal day at school. Sam wanted to shout out the truth, that their substitute teacher was some kind of enchantress, but instead, he headed for his locker and angrily spun the combination and opened the door.


A fanged creature with black wings and razor-sharp talons launched itself at him, ensnaring the front of Sam’s shirt. Its wings flapped in his face as it tried to sink its teeth into Sam’s neck. A thin stream of slime dripped from its fangs. Sam caught a glimpse of red eyes as he screamed, putting his hands around it and wrestling it away from his neck. Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, it flew up into the heating vent and vanished, leaving Sam fighting with nothing but air.


Traffic in the hallway ground to a halt as every kid stared at Sam as if he had the plague. Howie came up and put his hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Dude, what’s with all the screaming?”


“Didn’t you see it?” Sam gasped. “That thing attacked me.”


Howie raised an eyebrow. “What thing?” He looked inside Sam’s locker. “You losing your marbles?”


Sam gingerly fingered the tiny tears in his shirt. No way had he imagined that.


The warning bell rang, and students darted in every direction.


“Get it together, my man. You don’t want to be late to English, or Ms. Endera might turn you into a lizard,” Howie razzed.


Sam grabbed Howie by the arm. “There’s something going on with her. I went to Platz’s house this morning, and she was there. We need to find out what she’s up to.”


But Howie backed away from him, his cheeks reddening. “Is there a problem, Mr. Baron?” Ms. Endera’s voice sounded in Sam’s ear.


She had snuck up on him like a dark shadow. Sam turned and met the glittering look in her eyes. His courage wavered.


“There’s no problem, Ms. Endera.”


“Good. Come along, boys. You don’t want to miss today’s lesson. It’s going to be very enlightening.”


Sam watched her go, her heels clicking and clacking down the hall.


“Thanks a lot,” Howie muttered, slinking along behind her.


But Sam didn’t follow, his feet rooted in place. He had such a feeling of dread, such an aversion to going to class, that he literally couldn’t move. The second bell rang, and the halls emptied. He started to walk then, feeling like a prisoner going to the gallows. He stopped outside the door of the classroom. He could see Ms. Endera inside, stalking back and forth in front of the chalkboard. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead. He wanted to puke right there, wishing himself a deadly disease that would get him out of class.


As he reached for the handle, the fire alarm on the wall gave him an idea. Before he could change his mind, Sam lifted the lever and took a step back, slightly panicked, as the alarm started to sound shrilly.


Doors flung open in the hallway. Sam nearly wept with relief as students poured out, jostling him as they hurried for the exit. Ms. Endera’s eyes met his over the crowd of students leaving her class, and he couldn’t help grinning. But his smile faded as she glared at him like she wanted to eat his liver. Sam backed away, but not before he saw her pointing at him and tilting her head back to laugh.
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At lunchtime, Sam waited in line at the cafeteria, trying not to think about lizards or wolves or substitute teachers. He was surprised to see Keely sitting at a table with Leo and Howie, laughing at everything they said. Sam stuck his plate out, not caring what the lunch lady put on it, watching Keely’s hands flutter in the air as she told some story.


She waved him over to her table, and Sam took a seat. Howie was spooning up chocolate pudding. Howie liked to eat dessert first.


“That looks delicious,” Leo said politely, nodding at Sam’s plate.


Sam looked down. He had a big slop of spaghetti and meat-balls. Great—he was probably going to get sauce all over his face. He stabbed at a meatball as they resumed talking. Everyone seemed to like the new guy, Leo. Even Howie asked nonstop questions about the reservation.


Sam fumed in silence, wishing someone would ask him if he was okay, if he had been attacked by any strange creatures that flew out of his locker, and whether their missing teacher was really a lizard. He grew more and more angry as he tried to stab the meatball that kept sliding around on his plate.


Something was off. The noodles seemed to be moving. He would stab at the meatball, and it would slide away. Sam held his fork up and watched as the noodles inched along like worms, slithering around and around. He looked to see if anyone else had noticed, but the cafeteria had gone quiet, even though kids were still talking and laughing and eating their lunches. It was as if Sam was locked in his own world. He looked back at his plate and watched the noodles spin and dance, forming a tunnel in the center like a vortex. The meatballs swirled around the bottom. Sam stared, fascinated by what was happening, and then it suddenly blew up into his face, spattering him with noodles and red sauce. One meatball landed on his head.


The roar of laughter penetrated his haze. Sam wiped the sauce away from his eyes with one hand. Leo stared, and Keely’s mouth hung open. And then she started laughing and Howie joined in. Leo continued to stare, a frown marring his features.


“Sam, what the heck?” Keely said, giggling at him.


A wave of rage washed over him, blanking out Sam’s thoughts and leaving behind feelings so primal he wanted to howl. He started to rise out of his seat, when he saw Ms. Endera leaning against a wall in the corner of the cafeteria, her eyes on him like burning emeralds.


She had done this to him. She had made him look a fool. He was certain.


Ms. Endera moved away, but not before he caught a glimpse of the satchel she carried over her shoulder. A scaly lizard’s head poked out, desperately trying to escape. She roughly shoved the reptile back down and departed.


After lunch, Sam spent the day like a shadow, bouncing from class to class and staying as far away from Ms. Endera as he could.


When the final bell rang, he hurried to leave the building and ran straight into Keely.


“What’s the matter with you?” Keely blocked the door, looking impatient. “You act like you’ve seen a ghost.”


“I’m fine. I just need to go. Howie’s waiting for me,” Sam lied, listening for the clicking of Ms. Endera’s heels.


“He’s going to be a while. Ms. Endera asked him to help her with something.”


Fear spiked through him. Sam gripped her arm. “Where were they going?”


“Lay off! It’s like you’re about to explode.”


She was right. Sam did feel like he was about to blow his lid, because nothing was making any sense. He relaxed his grip. “I’m sorry. It’s just . . . you wouldn’t understand.”


“Try me.”


Sam studied her face. “Okay, what would you say if I told you that I think Ms. Endera really did turn Mr. Platz into a lizard?” There. He had said it out loud.


Predictably, Keely rolled her eyes. “Sam, if this is some kind of a joke—”


“It’s not a joke. She’s after me for some reason, and I think she’s using Howie as bait.”


Keely took a deep breath. “You know how crazy that sounds, right?”


“Look, I don’t expect you to believe me—I wouldn’t believe me, either. Just tell me where Howie is.”


“She told him to meet her in the gym.”


Without another word, Sam rushed off in that direction.


“Sam, wait!” Keely caught up to him and yanked him to a halt. “I want to help.”


“Then come on,” he said, grabbing her hand and running. “We have to stop her.”


Outside the gymnasium, they peered in through the glass door panels. The place was dark. It looked deserted.


“They’re not in there,” Keely said.


Sam ignored her and pushed open the door. The gym smelled of sweat and old leather. Voices sounded from the other side of the room. Sam dragged Keely out of sight under the bleachers. They crept forward to peer through one of the rows.


The lights snapped on. Howie walked alongside Ms. Endera across the basketball court, carrying a ladder. He seemed to be chattering away, like nothing was amiss.


“He’s fine,” Keely whispered.


“Wait,” Sam whispered back. “Let’s just make sure.”


Howie put the ladder under the backboard and climbed up. He stood on the top, teetering slightly, then reached and lifted something off the back of the rim.


Sam leaned forward for a better look. It was Ms. Endera’s lizard, clinging to the metal basketball rim.


Sam was so surprised, he raised up, bumping his head against the bench above him.


“You can come out, Mr. Baron,” Ms. Endera called. “Your friend, too.”


Reluctantly, Keely and Sam crawled out from under the bleachers and stood next to a rack of balls. Howie climbed down with the lizard, looking at Sam as if he were from another planet.


“Isn’t this convenient,” Ms. Endera said to Sam. “Now I don’t have to come looking for you.”


The lizard jumped out of Howie’s hands onto the floor, scampering for the exit door. Ms. Endera waggled her fingers and zapped it with a crackling green light that leaped from her fingertips. The lizard began to grow, its legs extending and its snout enlarging. As its torso thickened and stretched, its head grew larger and a row of ugly teeth sprouted. Thick scales covered its body. It rose up on muscular hind legs, towering six feet tall as it pawed the air with its front claws.


“Sam, what is that?” Keely said, clutching his arm so tightly that her nails dug into his skin.


“I don’t know.”


The lizard turned toward Howie. “Run, Howie!” Sam shouted, but Howie didn’t move. His hands hung at his sides; his jaw hung open in utter shock.


Sam tackled his friend as the giant lizard tried to bite Howie’s head off with its razor-sharp teeth. Then Keely screamed. The lizard had dropped to all fours and was waddling at high speed toward her.


Sam pulled Howie to his feet, and they rushed to Keely’s side. The reptile reared up on its hind legs and let out a snarling roar, beating its chest with its clawed hands. It snapped its jaws at them as it prowled forward, backing them up against the bleachers.


“Take Keely and make a run for it!” Sam shouted at Howie.


“No way! I’m not leaving you!” Howie hollered back.


Just then, a voice shouted from the other side of the gym. Leo stood in the open doorway of the boys’ locker room.


“This way, Sam!”





Chapter Five
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Sam grabbed the rack of basketballs and knocked it over, tripping the giant lizard with the jumble of rolling balls. Running hard, they burst through the double doors into the locker room.


“Follow me,” Leo said.


Metal overhead lights dimly lit the sprawling space. They raced down the center aisle past rows of lockers. Ducking down a row at random, Keely and Howie crouched behind one bay while Sam and Leo pressed up against the next. The lizard entered the room, its claws clicking on the cement floor.


“Come out, come out; I just want to talk!” Ms. Endera called. “There’s nothing to be afraid of!”


Keely and Howie looked at Sam hopefully, but he shook his head. Ms. Endera was lying through her teeth.


The lizard jumped on top of the lockers with a thump that shook the rafters. Sam’s friends looked terrified, huddling down as if they could make themselves disappear. The monster was jumping from bay to bay, searching for them. It was only a matter of time before it discovered their hiding spot.


Sam could hear the lizard lumbering down their row. Sweat rolled down his temples. If he just sat there, they were going to be an all-you-can-eat lizard buffet. He had no choice. Before Leo could guess his intentions, Sam jumped out into the aisle and waved his arms.


“Here I am, lizard-man—try to catch me.” Sam jumped onto the bench and then levered himself up to the top of the lockers as the lizard snapped at him, narrowly missing him. He ran down the bay, then took a running leap at the next set of lockers. Sam laughed as his feet hit the metal with a thump. The lizard jumped after him but fell short, slamming into the ground. The exit door was in sight. Sam picked up the pace as he raced along the locker tops, and then he nearly choked, flinging his arms back to stop himself from falling as Endera appeared in front of him in a puff of green smoke.


“Hello, Sam.”


“Leave me alone,” he said, backing away. But behind him, the Platz-lizard thing was making its way toward him.


“Oh, but I’ve come all this way just to see you.” She reached out a hand and grabbed him by his shirt. “And I can’t bear to leave without you.”


Whatever she was going to do next was lost in a sudden cacophony of noise as Sam’s three crazed friends ran toward them, bearing metal trash cans and beating them, hollering at the top of their lungs. Endera turned her head sharply toward the noise. Her hand came up, and a blast of green fire shot out of her palm, straight at Sam’s friends. Leo had the sense to raise the lid of his trash can like a shield. The blast of fire ricocheted off and shot up into the rafters. It must have hit one of the fire sprinklers, because before Sam could catch his breath, water poured down on them and the fire bells began to clang.


Sam was about to give Endera a taste of his knuckles, when she vanished in a puff of smoke, taking her ugly lizard with her. He spun around, searching, but Ms. Endera was nowhere to be seen. “She’s gone!” he shouted.


Leo helped Keely up, while Howie clambered to his feet. Sam jumped down to join them. Water from the sprinklers poured down, soaking them to the skin. They stared at each other in disbelief.


Leo spoke first. “We should go before someone comes.”


They headed for a side door that opened onto the practice field and ran all the way to the bleachers.


“You guys okay?” Sam asked, shaking the water out of his hair.


Howie gave him a weak thumbs-up, but Keely started shouting.


“Are you crazy? A giant lizard just attacked us. I’m the opposite of okay. What was that thing?”


Sam shrugged. “I told you, I think Ms. Endera turned Platz into a lizard.”


She looked at Howie, who just shrugged, then back at Sam. “How? And how did she make it grow like that?”


“I don’t know,” Sam said.


“Sam, you need to be more careful,” Leo cautioned. “Endera is not who she pretends to be.”


Sam laughed. “Yeah, I kinda figured that out when she zapped that lizard into a monster.”


Leo flushed. “I’m sorry,” he began, but Howie slapped him on the back.


“Thanks for saving our bacon, bro.”


Keely paced along the fence. “We have to tell someone what happened.”


“Tell them what, Keely?” Sam argued. “Our new English teacher turned our old one into a lizard, and it tried to eat us? Who’s going to believe that?”


Keely stopped pacing and glared at him. “Well, we have to do something!”


Leo stepped forward. “My father will know what to do. My people know this Ms. Endera. She has been hunting Sam.”


“Hunting him? Why?” Keely asked.


Leo looked embarrassed. “I don’t know. My father hasn’t trusted me with the whole story.”


They were all silent for a moment, until Howie chimed in: “So . . . anyone up for a Chuggies run?”


Chuggies was Pilot Rock’s local hamburger joint. Howie’s uncle owned it and gave them free fries.


“You want to eat a burger after nearly being eaten alive?” Keely asked in disbelief. “What’s wrong with you?”


Howie looked to Sam for support. “I don’t know. I guess life-and-death situations make me hungry.”


The high-pitched sound of a bird trilling had Leo looking over his shoulder. “My father is close by. I have to find him and tell him what happened. But I should stay with Sam—”


“Don’t worry about me, Leo. I’ll be fine.”


Leo hesitated. Then the trilling sounded again, and he backed away. “Stick with the others, Sam. I’ll see you later.” Then he ran off.


Keely tightened up her backpack. “I have to get dinner ready for my dad, so I’m out.”


“Can’t your mom do it?” Sam asked. “You heard Leo: we should stick together until we figure this out.”


Keely’s face tightened, and something flickered in her eyes. “No. My mom can’t do it. She’s not here. I mean . . . she’s dead.”


Sam flushed. Insert foot in mouth and swallow, he thought.


“Sorry,” he said awkwardly, but she was already walking away. Howie smacked him in the back of the head and hurried to catch up to her.


Howie lived two blocks from school. When they got to his street, he stopped to salute them. “Keep away from man-eating lizards,” he cracked.


“Lock your door,” Sam warned.


Howie laughed, backing away. “Dude, I live with ten people. Have you seen my brothers? They’d eat that lizard for breakfast.”


Sam waited until Howie was safely inside, then hurried after Keely. “Sorry about your mom,” he started, as he fell in step beside her.


“Forget it. It’s not your fault.”


For once, Sam wished he had the right words, but nothing came to mind. They walked in silence for a while. She stopped in front of a red brick house.


“This is me,” she said.


“Okay, well, double-bolt the door, all right? I don’t want a lizard to eat you.”


She didn’t smile, just headed up the cement path, her head down, like she was someplace else.
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Sam entered through the front door and caught the familiar smell of a burnt casserole.


“Mom, I’m home!”


“In the kitchen,” she called out.


Sam dropped his bag by the door. His mom was just pulling dinner out of the oven. She looked flustered. Her T-shirt was spattered with tomato sauce, and her long black hair was tied back in a ponytail, but most of it had come loose.


“Here, let me get it.” Sam grabbed an oven mitt and lifted the heavy dish onto the counter. The macaroni casserole had its usual blackened crust over the top.


“I burned it again,” she lamented. “I’ll never understand that oven. How was your day?” she asked, turning to smile at him.


“It was school.” He gave her a quick hug. “Long, boring, and teachers breathing down my neck.”


She held him at arm’s length. “Why are there holes in your shirt?” She frowned, poking at the small tears. “Have you been fighting again?”


Sam hated that look in her eyes, like he had disappointed her. He stepped back. “No. It’s a long story. Let’s eat. I’m starved.”


“Don’t change the subject. I’m off tonight, so I’ve got plenty of time to listen.”


Sam raised his eyebrows. “You got a night off?”


“Yup.” She slid two plates out of the cupboard. “I had this feeling you missed me, so I asked for a break.”


“Great!” he said, and meant it. He wished she had a better life. His mom worked long nights at the lumber mill, dispatching trucks. She was stuck working there because his dad had left them with nothing. Her eyes held a sadness that never went away. It had been there ever since the day two years ago when his father hadn’t come home.


They sat down at the table and began to eat.


“So, if you weren’t fighting, what happened to your shirt?” she asked over a forkful of casserole.


Sam opted for the truth. “A giant bat attacked me,” he said, looking her in the eye. “And then it disappeared like that—poof!”


She grew completely still; then, as he had hoped, she laughed. “Ha, ha, very funny,” she said. “Fine, none of my business. How are things at school?”


“I’ve got a new English teacher. And this girl, Keely, is helping me with math.”


“Is she cute? The girl, not the teacher.”


Sam rolled his eyes. No way was he talking to his mom about girls.


The doorbell rang as they cleared the dishes.


“I’ll get it,” he offered.


Sam opened the door. It was Rego, the dwarf from the garage.


“I need to speak with your mother,” he said.


“She’s not home.” Sam tried to shut the door, but Rego stuck his boot in the way, wedging it open. Before Sam could wrestle it closed, his mom came up behind him.


“Rego, what’s happened? Why are you here?”


And that’s how Sam found out that his mom knew much more about the incredible events of Sam’s day than he ever could have imagined.





Chapter Six
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Inside the red brick house, Keely checked her watch for the tenth time. Her dad should have been home by now. She sat at the dining room table, set for two. The candle she had lit sputtered fitfully. She had not eaten, hoping he would show up. It was his favorite. Roast beef and steamed spinach. The meal was cold now.


Her hands shook as she made a mental list of reasons today’s events in the gym could be explained. One, she had been exposed to some kind of tainted food at lunch and was hallucinating. Two, she had contracted a foreign virus and was currently in a feverish coma, having a vivid dream. Three, Sam was right, and Ms. Endera had turned their old teacher into a lizard. None of her choices was comforting in the least. She leaned forward and blew out the candle.


The thought of eating alone curled her stomach. She had tried to fill the gap left by her mom, but it was hard. Even harder for her dad, she remembered, awash with guilt. Her eyes flicked to the picture of the three of them that sat on the hutch. Happier times. Before the tumor. Before the crushing sadness.


Sighing, she picked up the plates and took them to the kitchen, dumping them in the sink. It was tough enough losing one parent, but she felt alone in the world. Her hair needed trimming. She had outgrown most of her clothes. But she was too embarrassed to say anything to her dad. Not when she was to blame. If only she had seen how much pain her mom was in, maybe she could have done something. That’s what Keely kept telling herself.


The doorbell rang, interrupting her guilty thoughts. Her dad must be home at last, she thought, skipping to the door and opening it.


Ms. Endera stood on the porch, a malicious grin on her face.


“Hello, Keely. How would you like to take a trip?” Ms. Endera opened her hand and blew some black powder into Keely’s face. Keely sneezed, and then all feeling left her body.
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Howie’s homecoming was unspectacular. The household was in its usual state of chaos. When you were number eight of ten siblings, you tended to get overlooked. Howie’s parents had named their brood alphabetically, in order to better remember their names: Andrew, Brianna, Cody, Daniel, Ellen, the twins— Frankie and Gemma—then Howie, Isabella, and Jessie. The older ones hogged the TV, the bathroom, and the attention of their parents; the youngest two hogged whatever was left, leaving Howie with zippo.


“Hi, Mom,” he said, trying unsuccessfully to give her a hug as she moved away to prevent one of the twins from grabbing the dish in her hands.


“Howie, be a dear and get the table set.”


Four of his siblings were sprawled on the couch, watching TV. Howie sighed and opened the silverware drawer. “A giant lizard attacked me today,” he said loudly as he set the table. “I think it was my old English teacher.”


“That’s nice, Howie,” his mom said absently.


“Yeah, I thought so, too,” he said softly, carefully placing the silverware in its proper place.


Everyone in Howie’s family ignored his tall tales. They knew he made up stories because nothing exciting ever happened to him. He simply couldn’t compete with his siblings. They all had some kind of special talent. Andrew and Cody were football stars. Brianna and Ellen ruled the soccer field. Daniel and the twins were gifted pianists and flute players. Even Izzie and Jessie were excelling at ballet lessons. Howie had nothing—not a single trophy, award, or prize to show for his childhood, besides a meager collection of participation ribbons.


His mom put her fingers to her mouth and let out a loud whistle, signaling that dinner was ready. There was a stampede to the table. Howie sank into a seat at the end, waiting for the food to be passed. By the time the platter of roast beef reached him, there was only one gristly piece left. He went to stab it with his fork, but his brother Cody grabbed it with two hands, winking at him as he bit into it.


“Sorry, bro; every man for himself.”


Before Howie could complain, Jessie started crying because Izzie had taken her biscuit. The house erupted in yelling, shouting, and screaming. Giving up, Howie slunk away from the table, hoping to find something in the fridge to take to his room. As he studied the containers of leftovers, a scratching noise came at the back door, then the sound of rattling, as if someone were trying to open it.


Half hoping it was the Platz-lizard thing so he could show everyone that his story was true, Howie went to the door and pulled the curtain aside. The porch was empty. Probably the neighbor’s cat digging in the trash again. Great, he thought. I’ll be the one who has to clean it up. But when Howie opened the door to shoo it away, he came face-to-face with Ms. Endera.


“Hello, Howie.” She opened her hand. She had a handful of dirt, or at least that was the last thing Howie remembered. She blew it in his face, and the lights went out in his brain.
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While Sam’s mom, Abigail, made a pot of coffee, Sam stared across the table at Rego, who, in turn, watched his iolar, Lagos. The bird was perched on top of the refrigerator, gazing vigilantly out the window. The wheezing hum of the central heating system echoed the tension in the room.


Abigail joined them, gripping her cup like it was a lifeline to sanity.


“What’s the news, Rego?”


“News? Abigail, surely you know the news is sitting right here.” He jabbed a finger at Sam. “The boy’s alive. You led us to believe he was dead.”


She flushed. “It was safer that way. You know why.”


“I’ll have to take him back with me.”


She shook her head firmly. “He’s not going back.”


Sam looked between them, completely confused by the conversation and by the fact that his mom seemed to be on a first-name basis with this dwarf. “Does anybody want to explain where ‘back’ is?”


Rego ignored him. “Abigail, milady, the High Council will want to know he lives.”


She jumped up and started pacing. “If I send him back, the witches will find a way to get to him. I’ll take him away from here, somewhere safe.”


“The witches have already found him,” Rego thundered. “Endera Tarkana is here. And she’s brought her black wolves with her to hunt the boy.”


“How?” She looked at Sam.


He shrugged. “I told you. I have a new English teacher.”


“And?” Her face was white as she waited for him to go on.


Sam flushed, mumbling the rest. “And I think she turned Mr. Platz into a lizard. It sort of tried to eat me today.”


“Sam, you should have told me. And you”—she whirled on Rego—“you left him out there with those black monsters. He could have been killed!”


Rego’s shoulders stiffened. “I was guarding the stonefire, milady, so no more of those infernal spellcasters could cross over. Chief Pate-wa and his tribe were watching over Sam. I made sure of it.”


“I’ve heard enough. I’m taking Sam away. Tonight.” She grabbed her purse, fumbling for the keys.


“The red sun is back.”


At the dwarf’s quiet words, Abigail turned even whiter, as if all the blood had left her body. “No. No, it’s not possible.”


“Tell that to the farmers who have lost their crops this year because of its poisonous rays. The boy must come back. Surely you can see that.”


Sam couldn’t take it any longer. “Stop!” he shouted. “No one’s taking me anywhere.” He looked from his mom to the dwarf. “Not until somebody tells me what’s going on here. I mean, witches and wolves? Man-eating lizards? Tell me this is some kind of bad dream, and that I’m going to wake up soon. Please.”


“Sam.” His mom sat down and took his hand. “I don’t know where to begin—”


“Boy, your mother and father are from another realm called Orkney,” Rego cut in. “Your father’s a descendant of Odin, and your mother—”


“Rego, don’t!” Abigail interrupted.


“He needs to know,” Rego insisted, his eyes fixed on Sam. “Your mother is a witch. Your parents crossed through the stonefire when you were a tiny thing to protect you from the rest of them witches, like Endera Tarkana. The witches killed your father, and now they’re after you. Oops”—he looked at Abigail’s stricken face—“I’ve said too much.”


“Robert’s dead?” she whispered.


Sam barely took in the part where Rego had said his mother was a witch. All he heard was the part about his father being dead. His heart turned into a chunk of ice. He had always imagined his dad living it up somewhere, playing the slots in Vegas or fly-fishing on the California coast. Dead was something different altogether.





Chapter Seven
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Rego! Answers. Now,” Abigail demanded.


The dwarf licked his lips before answering. “Two years ago, when Lord Barconian returned to help lead the battle against the witches, it did not go as planned.”


Sam’s mind reeled. “Lord Barconian? Was that his real name?” He looked from Rego to his mom.


Abigail nodded, her hands twisting in her lap. “All this time . . . when he didn’t come back, I hoped he was still alive, still fighting. What happened?”


“The witches tricked him into going to the Ring of Brogar,” Rego said grimly.


Sam gripped the table, feeling dizzy. “What’s the Ring of Brogar?”


“It’s an ancient circle of giant stones. Centuries ago, eight of the most powerful witches were trapped inside them as punishment for their crimes. Endera lured your father there with the promise of peace, a way to end the war between us and the witches. The Council warned him not to trust her, but your father was a stubborn man. Once he entered the ring, the witches sprang their trap. Lord Barconian’s troops were being slaughtered. He surrendered himself in exchange for the lives of his men.” Rego took a deep breath. “The witches must have incinerated him with their damnable magic.”


“And his men? Did they escape alive?” Abigail’s voice was tinged with faint hope.


“No, milady, the witches laid waste to them without a shred of mercy.” The dwarf gritted his teeth at the bitter memory. “By the time we arrived with reinforcements, there were just the remains. We were burying them when we heard a voice. It was my brother, Amicus, trapped under the bodies of five men. He lost an arm, but he survived to tell us what happened.”


Abigail sagged with despair. “Endera always swore she’d have her revenge. She tried to take Robert from me when we were engaged; then, when he wouldn’t accept her advances, she promised to take my son, driving us from our home to this place. It seems she got her revenge after all.”


“We found this . . .” Rego pulled out a worn leather pouch and untied the string, tipping the contents onto the table. A rock the size of a quail’s egg rolled out. It looked like ordinary granite with rough, uneven edges.


Sam picked up the stone with trembling hands and studied its golden flecks. He remembered it well. His father had worn the pouch around his neck every day. He said Sam’s grandfather had given it to him. Sam let the rock drop on the table.


“Is all this true?” Sam whispered, lifting his eyes to look at his mother.


“Honey . . .” She laid her hand on his arm, but Sam recoiled in disgust, jumping to his feet.


“You’re a witch, like Ms. Endera?”


“Sam, let me explain.”


“No.” He backed away. “You knew. You knew all along why Dad left. And you never said anything. I thought he abandoned us, and you just let me hate him. How could you do that?”


Abigail looked stricken. “I don’t know, Sam. How could I explain I was a witch and we were from another realm?”


“Well, you should have said something!” Sam yelled. “Anything would have been better than letting me believe he didn’t care about us.”


He couldn’t stay in the same room as his mother. Sam ran out of the kitchen and flung open the front door, ready to run as far away as possible, but a flood of black-winged creatures flew in, knocking him backward.


His scream echoed through the house. They clawed at Sam’s face, trying to scratch out his eyes. He covered his head with his arms. The same kind of creature had attacked him at his locker.


Rego burst in, sword drawn, and started flailing at them. “Shreeks,” he muttered. “Filthy witches’ spawn. Endera’s had them tracking your every move.”


Sam’s mom crowded in behind Rego as a new swarm of shreeks erupted out of the chimney. They flew like a black ribbon across the room, heading straight for Sam.


“Rego!” he yelped. “Do something.”


The dwarf slashed at them, sending them squealing and spinning away, but more poured in through the front door. Lagos swooped in and sniped at them, tearing them to pieces with her claws, but there were too many. Sam grabbed a lamp by the neck and swung it at a cloud of shreeks. He missed and nearly hit Rego on the head.


“Get him out of here,” Abigail said to Rego. “I can handle them.”


Rego put his hand on Sam’s back and shoved him toward the kitchen.


Sam reached for her. “No, Mom, we can’t leave you.”


But Abigail seemed to be in a trance. Her head was cocked to the side, and she held her hands out, murmuring words that tugged at Sam like a faint memory. A strange blue glow emanated from her palms and then shot out in a streak of light. As the shreeks hit the light, they evaporated into a puff of white smoke. Sam watched in awe as his mother doubled over, breathless, as though she had just been punched in the stomach.


“Come on, lad,” said Rego. “Out you go.”


They spilled onto the porch as a dusty brown pickup careened across the grass and screeched to a halt, gouging rivets in the lawn. Leo and three Umatilla men jumped out of the back. They grabbed Sam’s arms and lifted him into the truck bed. As Rego levered himself in, the vehicle took off.


A cloud of shreeks swirled above the house, pouring down the chimney like ebony rain. Sam lunged for the side, determined to jump, but the men held him back.


“We can’t just leave her there!” Sam cried in a panic.


Rego rested against the wall of the truck bed, cleaning shreek skin from his nails with the tip of his knife. “Your mother can take care of herself, boy.”


Sam struggled to pull free, but the Umatilla just stared at him silently, their faces unyielding. He appealed to Leo. “Help me. I need to go home.”


Leo nodded. “Yes. It’s time, Sam. My father is preparing the way.”


Sam’s hands trembled when he realized Leo wasn’t talking about Sam’s little house in Pilot Rock. He was talking about this other realm, this place called Orkney. “You swear on your life she’ll be okay?” he said to Rego. “Swear it.”


Rego drew his fingers in an X across his leather vest. “By Odin’s blood, I swear it.”


Sam relaxed a little, then tried to orient himself to the blur of scenery passing by outside. “Where are we going?”


Leo explained proudly. “On the top of Pilot Rock is a sacred stone that can open the doorway between this world and Orkney. My father is a guardian. He will light the stonefire and help you cross over safely.”


“Stonefire? What is that?”


“An ancient method of travel between the realms. Don’t worry, Sam. It’s going to be all right.” Leo put a sympathetic hand on Sam’s shoulder.


Sam didn’t know what to say. He sat staring at the horizon as the truck bounced down the highway toward the reservation. Tears blurred his eyes. His father was dead. And his mother was most definitely a witch. She had used magic to wipe out those shreeks. Some crazy things had happened in the past few days, but that was the craziest.


They left the main road and entered a dirt lane, heading deep into the Umatilla wastelands. The familiar boulder loomed ahead as twilight settled over them, cooling the air. A glow came from atop Pilot Rock. A large blaze burned, lighting up the night sky.


Leo’s father was up there, preparing an ancient portal so that Sam could go “home” to a place he had never heard of. When the truck finally pulled to a stop, Sam jumped down onto wobbly legs. Leo looped a polished wooden bow and a quiver full of arrows over his shoulder. He handed Sam a serrated knife in a leather case.


“Take this. The Shun Kara may be here.”


Sam held it, trying to understand. “Why are you helping me? Have we met before?”


A muscle twitched in Leo’s jaw. “One day, you will understand. My people are connected to your world. We still believe in the ancient gods. When they need our help, we are their allies.”


Rego yelled at them to get moving. The other men would stay behind to guard the trail. The way was narrow and rocky. One false step, and he would plunge off the side into an abyss. Halfway up, Sam stumbled over something in his path.


A red tennis shoe.


“Wait,” he said, kneeling down to pick it up. Recognition hit him like a punch in the gut. “This is Howie’s.” He looked from Leo to Rego. “What’s Howie’s shoe doing here?”


Rego’s face tightened. “There’s sure to be trouble ahead, lads; stay on your toes.”


They continued on, hurrying now with renewed urgency. As they neared the top, shouts rang out. There was a loud pop and an explosion. Rocks tumbled down around Sam, knocking him off the edge of the trail. He grabbed a branch as he went over the side, kicking furiously to find his footing. Then Leo was there, pulling him back onto solid ground.


“Hurry, Sam—the portal has been opened.”


The smell of smoke reached them as they crested the boulder. The top was smooth and flat, barren of trees and shrubs. In the center, leaping flames burned a phosphorescent orange around a stone the size of a refrigerator. The stone glowed with a silvery light that shimmered and flickered, as if the rock were transparent. This must be the stonefire.


The doorway to another world.


Two days ago, Sam would never have believed it. Now, he barely glanced at it. He was more concerned with finding Howie and dealing with the three enormous black wolves that stood in front of the stone, defying them to pass.


The Shun Kara paced back and forth in the dancing firelight, fangs bared, growling deep in their chests. Leo’s father faced off against the beasts, a sturdy lance his only weapon. A bloody gash ran down his leg.


“Dad, are you okay?” Leo ran to join his father, and the first Shun Kara attacked, loping straight for Leo. Before it could crouch and leap, Chief Pate-wa impaled the beast in the shoulder, taking it down in a lifeless lump. Leo reached his father, putting his shoulder under the chief’s arm.


“Get Sam out of here!” the chief shouted. “It’s not safe for him.”


Sam understood when Ms. Endera stepped out of the shadows, holding Howie and Keely by the scruffs of their necks.


Keely screamed Sam’s name when she saw him.


Ms. Endera sent him a triumphant glare before letting out an evil peal of laughter.


Sam started to run forward, but Rego tripped him and knocked him to the ground. He looked up to see Endera step into the flames, dragging his friends with her through the shimmering stone.


“Keely!” he shouted, stretching his hand out, but she was gone, along with Howie. Furious, he rolled onto his back. “Why’d you do that?” he shouted at Rego.


Rego hauled him to his feet. “Don’t be a fool, lad. She’s using your friends to get you to follow her. She’s got a trap waiting on the other side.”


“Listen to him, Samuel,” the chief shouted, leaning on Leo for support. “The witches don’t want your friends; they want you.”


Another Shun Kara broke from the pair and ran straight for Sam. He fumbled for the knife at his side, but Leo already had an arrow notched. He let it loose, and the arrow embedded in the beast’s shoulder. It rolled to a stop at Sam’s feet.


Sam looked at Leo. His new friend nodded, offering silent support. Sam gathered his courage. Nothing was going to stop him from going after Howie and Keely. He took a step forward, then stopped as Endera’s giant lizard came from behind the stone. It roared, standing like an alligator on two legs, beating its chest with its clawed front feet. Lizard-Platz was blocking the entrance to the stonefire. The lone Shun Kara prowled between them.


“Step aside, Sam. We have to kill that thing,” Rego said, holding his sword.


“No way!” Sam yelled. “That’s Mr. Platz. You can’t harm him.”


“Sorry, lad. He’s not your Mr. Platz anymore.”


The lizard beat its chest again. And then its roar choked off into a squeak. Suddenly, it began to change; its talons retracted, and its snout shrank down. Hair began to sprout on its head, and then, a moment later, Mr. Platz stood there, looking dazed and confused.


“Sam?” He staggered a bit as he peered across the plateau at his student. “Where am I?”


Sam was as surprised to see Platz as his old teacher was to see him. Endera’s exit must have broken the spell keeping Platz in his lizard form. But the English teacher was still in grave danger.


“Watch out, Mr. Platz!”


The Shun Kara had turned and started loping toward the disoriented teacher. Sam didn’t stop to think. He ran, tackling the wolf as it leaped at his teacher, and tumbled into the stonefire with it. Sam fell into heat and flames, ready to be scorched, but there was only coldness and pain as the beast’s claws scraped his belly. He took Leo’s knife and plunged it into the mat of black fur. Then the world went dark.





Chapter Eight
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Endera Tarkana let out a shriek of elation as she emerged from the stonefire. Dropping the two squealing children, she filled her lungs with air after their suffocating journey. She watched with amusement as Howie frantically patted out the flames on his raggedy clothes. The girl was more demure, or maybe she was in shock. She got to her feet, looking around her silently. Only the clenched fists at her sides revealed that she was seething inwardly. Good. Keely would need strength to withstand what was coming. Endera let out a low whistle. From the shadows of the trees surrounding the stone portal, a bevy of witches appeared.


“Where is the Barconian boy?” The commanding voice came from Hestera. As the eldest member of their coven, Hestera fancied herself in charge. She hobbled toward them, bent over a knobby cane topped by a magnificent emerald-colored stone. “Does he live or not?”


Endera sauntered forward to greet her. “Hestera, dear sister, were you not even a little worried about me?” She pouted playfully.


The old witch bared her teeth. “Your survival was never in doubt, Endera. You always find a way. This cannot be the boy.” She sniffed Howie up and down. “He smells weak.”


“Back off, you bag of bones.” Howie put on a brave face, but Endera could see his fear. His bottom lip quivered, and his pupils were dilated. He had just made a fatal mistake, however. Before she could intercede, Hestera struck like a snake.


“You dare speak to me like that?” Hestera’s bony hand shot out to wrap around Howie’s throat as she dragged him closer. The boy’s face turned purple as her grip tightened.


“Leave him alone!” Keely kicked at Hestera until a pair of witches grabbed her by the arms and held her back. “Make her stop,” she yelled at Endera. “Why did you bring us here if you’re just going to kill us?”


The girl had a point. Endera clapped loudly. “Hestera, enough.”


The old witch whirled on Endera. “You waste our time. This child is not a Son of Odin.” She continued to squeeze the boy’s throat. He began to go limp.


Endera stepped forward, laying her hand on Hestera’s arm. “Patience, Hestera. These children are the bait in our trap. The boy we seek will be coming through that portal any moment.” She pointed back at the stone. “You will see. You will all see.”


“Then we wait here and kill him!” Hestera cried, releasing Howie. He dropped to his knees, his hands on the grass as he sucked in huge gulps of air. The other witches murmured in agreement.


“The Son of Odin is under my protection,” Endera commanded. “If he dies, we can’t achieve our goals.”


“You and your plans,” Hestera mocked. “That boy is a threat. We cannot afford to let him live.”


“He has no idea of his potential. Take these brats back to the dungeons. Leave me with some of my sisters, and I will have the boy eating out of our hands. If my plan succeeds, we will gain unfathomable power. If I fail, you can kill him personally and feed his corpse to the Shun Kara.”


Hestera hesitated, and then finally relented.


Behind Endera, the stone began to glow and crackle with electricity.


Endera shooed the others toward the trees. “Quickly, before we are seen.”


In a puff of green smoke, the witches vanished, taking the captives with them. Endera and the small remaining band faded into the woods, disappearing from sight as the stone began to open.


From the shadows, Endera paused to be sure the Barconian boy made it safely through. She watched as Sam tumbled into sight with a Shun Kara wolf on top of him. Her stomach clenched. It would do her no good if one of her pets harmed the boy, but the beast lay still and unmoving, a knife sticking out of its ribs. With another thump, the nosy dwarf tumbled through, landing next to the boy and jumping to his feet. He checked Sam and then took a seat on a stump. Satisfied, Endera hurried after her sister witches. Her plan to bring the boy to Orkney had succeeded. The next step was to help him discover who he really was.
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A foul animal stench filled Sam’s nostrils, rousing him from his stupor. He felt as if a load of bricks had landed on his chest. Gasping for air, he opened his eyes and saw the gaping mouth of a Shun Kara. Yelling loudly, he pushed off the brute and then scrambled away on all fours. The animal rolled over onto the grass as limp as a dishrag, the hilt of Sam’s knife buried in its rib cage. Its sticky blood covered his hands and arms. Sam wiped his hands on the grass, trying to get his heart rate back to normal.


Across from him, Rego sat on a tree stump, whittling. In the tree behind him, Lagos ruffled her singed feathers.


“You could have gotten it off me,” Sam said, feeling wobbly. He put his head between his knees and took several deep breaths.


“Aye, I could have,” Rego agreed, continuing to whittle. “But I didn’t want to disturb your beauty sleep,” he quipped, his whiskers twitching.


“This isn’t funny,” Sam said, raising his head. “That witch has my friends. Howie and Keely could be dead already.” He staggered to his feet, fighting dizziness. “We have to go after them.” Bright spots danced in front of his eyes. Traveling through the stonefire had left him light-headed.


“They’re long gone. Smell that sulfur? They spirited themselves away. And your friends aren’t dead, lad. Not yet. The witch didn’t bring them all this way just to kill them—though it probably would have been better for them if she had,” he added.


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“It means nothing good ever comes from a witch.”


Sam took a proper look around. So this was Orkney. Place didn’t seem half bad. The day was warm. He filled his lungs with air from this new world. It was kind of crazy, but he was excited. The air had a faint pungent odor like the burnt sage from his mom’s cooking. A large stone stood nearby, charred and cracked from their passage. Sam couldn’t remember much of the journey; he had been too busy trying not to get eaten by the Shun Kara. He did remember a sense of falling and a lack of oxygen.


By the looks of it, they were on top of a large boulder like the one back in Pilot Rock. In fact, the closer Sam looked, the more he realized it was the same boulder. Only now, the big rock wasn’t perched on the edge of the barren Umatilla waste-land. Below them, rolling green hills spread out like a lush carpet. Sheep grazed peacefully among the rocky cairns that lined the landscape. In the distance, white-capped waves crashed against the coastline under an azure sky. Sam could only shake his head in amazement. It defied explanation, but after he had seen Mr. Platz change back from being a lizard, anything seemed possible.


Sam squinted up at the sky, and that’s when his excitement turned to dust. Blood-red veins ran across the face of the sun, splitting off into thinner capillaries. He frowned, trying to make sense of it. His head felt like someone had dropped a sledgehammer on it. A wave of nausea came over him so strongly that he thought he would faint.


He tried to drag his eyes away, but he was transfixed as waves of envy, rage, and a sense of pleasure flooded him at the same time. As he stared at the sun, another plump vein sprouted, sending a fresh trail spiking across its yellow face.


Without warning, Sam’s legs were swept out from under him, and he landed on his back with a loud woomph. He looked up at Rego and shouted, “What’s your problem?”


“Don’t be daft, boy. You can’t stare at the sun and not get poisoned by it.”


Not wanting to alienate the only person he knew in this place, Sam did his best to tamp down his temper. He picked himself up, brushing off the dirt. “What happened to it?”


“Witches,” Rego said, as if that explained it. “Here, this belongs to you now.” He tossed Sam the leather pouch Sam’s father had worn. It had a drawstring knotted in a long loop. Sam hefted it, feeling the weight of the rock inside.


“What’s so special about it?” He hesitated. Part of him wanted to throw it back at Rego, but another part craved a little piece of his dad. Finally, he slipped the pouch around his neck. The weight felt reassuring and heavy.


“It’s what remains of Odin’s Stone. A powerful talisman of the gods. The witches ground it into dust years ago to destroy its power. This remnant survived. It’s small, but it still contains Odin’s breath. Your father would have wanted you to have it.”


Lifting Lagos onto his arm, Rego stroked her feathers, then launched her into the air. “You’re my eyes now, Lagos.” She sprang off his wrist and took to the sky, circling once above them before heading away. He shouldered his pack. “We should be moving. There’s still a long journey ahead.” Without waiting for Sam’s answer, the dwarf began trudging down a narrow trail.


“Wait up.” Sam took a step and looked down at his feet. Sooty toes stuck out through burned holes in his socks. “Snap, where are my shoes?”


“Didn’t make it through the fire,” Rego said over his shoulder.


Sam’s clothes were singed black around the edges. The only thing to survive intact was Leo’s knife. It stuck out of the side of the beast. Reluctant to touch it, but even more reluctant to leave it behind, Sam put his foot on the wolf’s shoulder and pulled with both hands. The knife slipped out with a repulsive sucking noise. He wiped the blade on the ground several times to remove the blood, then stuffed it in the sheath at his waist.


Rego was a distant blur on the trail. Sam picked his way over sharp stones, wincing with every step until he caught up with the dwarf.


“Where are we?” he asked.


“Where do you think? Orkney.” Rego said it like that should mean something to Sam, then kept on trudging down the trail. Annoyed, Sam grabbed Rego by the shoulder and spun him around.


“I know that, but where is it? How did we get here? Why are the witches after me? How can witches even exist?”


Rego was silent as Sam finished his string of questions, staring at Sam with something close to pity in his eyes.


“Please. I just want to understand,” Sam added quietly, dropping his hand.


The dwarf sighed and took a seat on a rock. Sam sat down across from him on the ground.


“To understand the present, you have to start in the past when the world was young and gods like Odin walked freely on the earth.” Rego took an apple out of his satchel and began peeling the green skin.


“So the gods are real?” Sam leaned forward, feeling his breath catch in his chest.


Rego laughed. “Of course they’re real. The world didn’t make itself. Odin is the father of creation. Keeper of mankind.”


Sam remembered the book Keely had shown him in the library. “Is it true he divided the world into nine realms?”


“Yup, each one separated from the other by a thin veil. In the center is your world, the realm Odin called Midgard. Home of men, but also in those early days, home to all kinds of magic folk, including the witches. Odin watched over them like they were his children.” Rego carved a slice of apple and handed it to Sam.


He chewed it, savoring the familiar, if somewhat tarter, taste. “What changed?”


“A powerful he-witch named Rubicus is what changed. Rubicus wanted to control the nine realms for himself.”


“Sounds like he wanted to be a god,” Sam joked. “Bet Odin didn’t like that.”


Rego glared at him. “No. Odin didn’t like it one stinking bit. But Rubicus had big plans. He thought if he poisoned the sun, Odin would surrender to him.”


Sam swallowed the mouthful of apple. “What happened?” “Rubicus found a source of dark magic powerful enough to curse the sun. As the veins spread, the sun began poisoning everything in the land. War broke out between the witches and the gods. The spell got beyond Rubicus’s control. It was terrible. No one could stop it, not even Odin. All of Midgard was in danger of extinction.”


Sam was speechless. “So what did Odin do?”


Rego snorted loudly. “He cut off Rubicus’s head and mounted it on a stake outside the witches’ fortress.”


“Ouch!” Sam’s eyes flickered to the poisoned sun. “So what made it come back?”


Rego tossed away the apple core. “Odin never found the source of the dark magic. A few months ago, the first red vein appeared on the sun. The High Council thinks the witches found the source and used it to finish what Rubicus started.” Rego hesitated. Sam thought he was going to say something else important, but the dwarf scowled. “We’re wasting time yapping.” He reshouldered his pack and began tromping down the trail.


Sam hurried after him, slowed by his bare feet. The poisoned sun beat down, drilling into his head like he was at the dentist getting a cavity filled. The trail seemed endless, winding between large boulders. His feet were cut and raw by the time he caught up with the dwarf.


“At the house, you said the witches were after me,” he called out to the back of Rego’s head. “Why am I so important to them?”


Rego stopped in his tracks. Sam thought he was going to answer his question, but the dwarf was focused on the clearing ahead. A horse whinnied close by. They weren’t alone. A group of men clustered around a small encampment in a clump of trees across the open space. Red banners were planted in the ground. A shout went out when they caught sight of the pair. Best of all, Sam could smell a whiff of something delicious cooking.


Rego started to stride toward them, but Sam grabbed his arm. “Come on, Rego. What’s so special about me?”


The dwarf jerked his arm free, blue eyes fierce as he spat out the words. “After Odin cut off Rubicus’s head, he swore vengeance on the witches. He cursed them to never again bear a male child.”


It took a moment for the words to sink in, and then Sam’s eyes lit up. “So my mom can’t be a witch, right?”


Rego just grunted. “She’s a witch all right, a descendant of Rubicus, himself. Your father descended from Odin. Somehow, they overcame his curse. Some say it was the strength of their bloodlines, others the power of their ‘love.’” He said the last part with a touch of disgust. “I say it makes no matter how it happened. You, Samuel Baron, are the first son born to a witch in a very long time. And now the witches want to know whose side you’re on.”


“Whose side I’m on? Well, not theirs; that’s for sure,” Sam said hotly.


Rego looked at him a long time before answering. “We can only hope. But in the meantime, I suggest you keep your piehole shut about all this. Not everyone is going to be happy you’re still alive.”


A dwarf strode out to greet them, his lone arm extended. Rego clasped him heartily, pounded him on the back, and then turned to Sam. “Samuel, this here’s my brother, Amicus.”


Amicus raised one bushy eyebrow. “So the rumors were true.” Amicus extended his hand, and Sam shook it. The dwarf’s grip nearly crushed Sam’s fingers.


A soldier came forward. He was twenty or so and blond, dressed in a white shirt of fine linen and simple leggings tucked into tall, black leather boots. He wore a vest of loose metal mesh that bore the symbol of a white heron on the chest.


“Milord.” He bowed low in front of Sam. “Our hope has been restored to us. It is good to have you back on Orkadian soil.”


“Thanks. I’m Sam.” He stuck out his hand.


The soldier looked surprised. “Yes, Sam, I know who you are. I am Teren, Captain of the Orkadian Guard.” He grabbed Sam’s hand with both of his and shook it vigorously. He turned to the other men. “Samuel Elias Barconian, Lord of the Ninth Realm, Son of Odin, has returned to us.”


The men, about a dozen of them, let out a resounding cheer and raised their swords high. The horses neighed noisily, and one of them reared up.


Now, this was a homecoming. Lord of the Ninth Realm? Rego must have left out that part of his story.





Chapter Nine
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Captain Teren ushered Sam into a silken tent and left him to wash up in a large bowl of steaming water. It was a relief to get out of that cursed sun. He stripped off his charred pants and then soaked his feet, washing away the grime and dried wolf’s blood. A set of clothes had been laid out for him: black breeches like Teren’s, a white shirt, and a pair of boots that were a size too big but better than going barefoot. Sam looked down at his new outfit and thought he must look like quite the swashbuckling musketeer. He pretended to slash the air with a sword and heard a giggle.


“Who’s there?” he called, feeling foolish.


The giggle repeated, and Sam waded deeper into the tent. There were piles of animal skins, saddles stacked up, and tubs of cookware. The room was bigger than he had thought and partitioned by a silk screen. He pulled it aside.


A girl, no more than eight or so, crouched behind the screen. She held her hand over her mouth as she tried to stifle her laughter.


“Are you spying on me?” Sam asked, irritated and a little embarrassed.


“No, this is my tent,” she said, standing up. She had bare feet. Her dress was clean but worn.


“Your tent? It looks like a storage tent.”


“I’m Mavery.” She stuck out her hand. Her hair was black and uneven, as if she had cut it herself. She had shiny black eyes like those of a crow.


“I’m Sam.” He reached for her hand, only to find that he was holding a trout and Mavery had disappeared.


“What the—”


The giggle came from behind him. Sam whipped around. “How did you do that?” The fish wriggled and slipped out of his hand onto the ground.


Captain Teren entered at that moment. “Feregen, Mavery. You know better than to use your witchery around camp. Get out before I tan that backside of yours.”


The girl scampered to the door, sticking her tongue out at Teren behind his back before slipping away.


Sam had to smile. She was an imp, but he liked her already.


“Milord, are you feeling ready to begin our journey?” Teren asked.


“Sure, but call me Sam. Where are we going?”


“To Skara Brae, milord. The capital city. The High Council is most anxious to meet with you.” Teren held open the door of the tent and waited for Sam to exit.


Sam stepped out to find that the camp had literally dropped to the ground while he was changing. Behind him, he heard the slithering of ropes being released as the tent he had just bathed in came down.


He spied Rego sitting on a horse, talking to his brother, Amicus. Sam walked over to Rego’s mount. The pony was smaller than the others, a ruddy red color with short, thick legs and long, pointy ears. It reminded Sam of a cross between a mule and a Shetland pony. Amicus rode a similar mount.


“There’s a little problem,” Sam said uneasily.


“What now, boy?” Rego asked.


“I don’t know how to, you know . . .” He jerked his head at the horses.


“Don’t know how to what?”


“The horses. I don’t know how to ride them,” he confessed.


Rego let out a laugh. “And here I thought you were Lord of the Ninth Realm.” He kicked his pony in the side and moved off. “You’ll figure it out soon enough,” he called over his shoulder.


Sam glared at his back. That dwarf really got on his nerves.


Amicus was no help. He gave Sam a wink and kicked his pony to catch up to Rego.


One of Teren’s men led over a stallion, tall and majestic, black as night. It reared up, pawing at the air with its hooves as it pulled against the lead.


I’m going to die, Sam thought.


“Oh no, not that one,” he said, shaking his head. “I need an old one, a slow one, preferably one that doesn’t buck.”


The man just shrugged and led the horse away. A boy in dungarees and a cap, not much older than Sam, appeared with a sturdy brown mare.


“Here you go, milord,” he said. “Seamus was just being a daft jerk. This beauty will be steady and easy on your bum.”


“Thank you.” Sam felt eternally grateful. “What’s your name?”


“I’m Davis, sir. Here, let me help you up.” He grasped Sam’s foot and helped hoist him into the saddle, adjusting the stirrups before handing him the reins. “Now, point them where you want to go, and she’ll follow. Pull back when you want to stop.”


Sam tested the reins. “Seems easy enough.”


Davis tugged on his cap and slapped the mare on the flank. She jolted forward and joined the line of horses heading down the trail. A whistle came from the tree next to Sam. In its lowest branch, Mavery squatted on a limb. She pursed her lips together and began to blow, and a golden-brown globe floated toward him. He watched as it got closer, fascinated by the shimmering colors, until it popped in his face, spraying him with a sticky liquid. He dabbed his finger on his face and licked it.


Maple syrup.


He rode off to the sound of her giggle.
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The trail converged with a river that twisted its way through the forest. The rushing water sent up a spray as it tumbled over boulders, showering the air with a mist that made Sam’s clothes cling to his skin. The thicket of trees kept out much of the sunlight; the trunks were painted green with moss. He began to shiver. Something stung his neck. He slapped it, looking down at his hand. Great—even Orkney had mosquitoes.


Captain Teren rode up next to him.


“Well, Samuel, what do you think of your homeland?”


“It’s a lot like the Blue Mountains near Pilot Rock, where I grew up,” Sam said, grateful for the company. “I used to go camping there with my dad.”


“What did your parents tell you about this place—the Ninth Realm?”


Sam shrugged. “Not much. Actually, nothing. I guess they thought I wouldn’t believe them.”


Teren smiled, flashing white teeth. “Then allow me to give you a history lesson. Did Rego tell you about Rubicus?”


“Yeah. He’s the guy who started that.” Sam pointed at the freaky red-streaked sun.


Teren nodded grimly. “Rubicus had a daughter named Catriona. She was determined to finish what Rubicus had started. She went to war with mankind, and she would have won if not for Hermodan.”


Sam looked over at the soldier. “Hermodan? Who was he?”


“Hermodan was the King of Orkney. Not this Orkney. The Orkney of your world. Back then, it was a small chain of islands near a place you call Scotland. But Hermodan was no ordinary mortal. He was a direct descendant of Odin.”


“A Son of Odin,” Sam whispered. His horse let out a whinny, as if it understood the name.


“Aye. Like you and your father. His birthright made him capable of crossing to Asgard to ask Odin for his help. Hermodan returned with Odin’s Stone, a talisman powerful enough to fight the witches.”


Sam’s fingers crept up to the pouch around his neck. No wonder his dad had kept it close. The tiny chunk of granite used to hold great power.


Teren continued. “Hermodan used the magic in Odin’s Stone to trap Catriona and seven of her most powerful witch-sisters inside the stones that make up the Ring of Brogar.”


Fresh grief shot through Sam. “That’s where my dad was killed. But how does that explain this place?”


“Odin feared magic would be the undoing of mankind. He wanted to destroy it forever. It was Hermodan who pleaded for mercy for the magic folk who had fought on the side of good. He offered part of his kingdom as sanctuary, a handful of islands that could be lifted from your world and cast, here, into the Ninth Realm of Odin. Every magical thing, creature, stick, and stone would go with it, thus protecting mankind. And still preserving magic.”


Sam couldn’t speak. The idea was fantastic. Take islands from his world and just remove them? No wonder Rubicus wanted to be a god, Sam thought. “But why did Odin bring the witches here, too? Why not just get rid of them if they were such a problem?”


Teren sighed. “Hermodan believed there was some good to be found in them. The elven folk, the Eifalians, were the first to agree to go. Then the Falcory, ancestors of the Umatilla. Next were dwarves, giants, and, yes, even the witches—all given a choice. Stay behind in your realm and lose their powers, or leave and be cut off from Midgard forever.”


“What about the people who lived on those islands, the ones who didn’t have magic?”


“Some left. The Orkadians who stayed were chosen to help oversee the new Orkney. That’s how I got here. My great-great-great-grandfather served under Hermodan.”


Sam let his history lesson sink in as the horses wended their way through the forest. After a while, he asked, “Do you know what happened to my dad?”


“The witches have never stopped trying to defeat us. Endera and her cronies are just the latest batch to attempt to bring us to our knees. Your father wanted to make peace, and he paid for it with his life. My own father served under yours, you know,” he added. “He perished that day, fighting alongside Lord Barconian. I inherited my commission earlier than I would have liked.”


“I’m sorry.”


“That’s all right. You’re here now.”


He said it like Sam mattered. Before Sam could ask why, one of the men rode up and called Captain Teren to the front of the caravan. Sam was left alone to ride in silence, wondering if his father had suffered before he died.





Chapter Ten
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The trail left the river and began to wind through thick trees. Moss hung down and brushed his face. Thorny bushes caught at his clothes. Without the cooling effect of the river, Sam felt sweaty and irritable. A bee began to fly around his head. He swatted at it, but it persisted, buzzing in his ear.


“Go away,” Sam said, as it tried to land on his nose. It flew off, and he relaxed. But then a buzzing sounded behind him. A flash of panic made him turn around in his saddle.


The bee had landed on his horse’s rump. It stuck its tail up high, then sank down and stung the poor animal. The mare bucked once and then took off at a dead gallop, veering off the trail and bouncing Sam along with her.


Holding on to the saddle horn for dear life, Sam prayed to stay in one piece. He ducked to avoid getting blinded by slapping branches. The mare finally came to a stop in a wide clearing. She put her head down and began eating grass as if nothing had happened.


As he picked leaves out of his hair, Sam realized the clearing wasn’t empty. A young woman dressed in a white gown sat on a rock in the center. Blond hair fell to her waist. She was beautiful, thin-limbed, and pale-skinned.


“Uh, excuse me,” Sam said. “I think I’m lost.”


The woman looked up at him, and he reeled. Her eyes were the color of milk.


“Yes, Son of Odin, I’m very much afraid you have lost your way.”


“Do you know me?” Sam asked, wondering what had happened to make her eyes so blank. He eased himself off the horse, glad for an excuse to have his feet on the ground. He walked over and knelt down across from her. She looked at him as if she could see him, yet she had no pupils, nor irises.


“I know you, Samuel Barconian. I am Vor, the Goddess of Wisdom. There is a battle raging inside you. Which bloodline will win? That is the question on everyone’s mind.”


“What do you mean?”


She extended one arm and opened her hand. On her palm, a white butterfly fluttered. “The blood of your father leads you down one path.”


Sam swallowed, dreading her next words. “And my mother’s?”


“Her blood will take you down another path.” Vor opened her other hand. A black wasp buzzed angrily. Its wings were laced with red-veined membranes. A large, pointed stinger protruded from its rear. It saw the butterfly and darted at it, giving chase as the butterfly took flight. Vor dropped her hands. “When the time comes, you must decide whom to save and whom to sacrifice. The fate of the world hangs on your decision.”


Fate of the world? Sam looked back at Vor, feeling weak. “So, what am I supposed to do?”


Her hand waved gently in the air. “We cannot influence your decisions.”


“We? Who’s we?”


“The gods, Samuel.”


Oh, just the gods. Great. He sat back heavily. “Then why are you here?”


“Because Odin has allowed you to ask one question of me.”


Sam tried to think of something important, like how to rescue his friends or why the witches wanted him dead, but the words that tumbled out were filled with his shame.


“Sometimes, when I lose my temper, it’s like I’m a different person. I can’t control it. Why does that happen to me?”


She looked at Sam with those pearl-colored eyes and put her hand on his forehead, closing his eyelids. Her hand felt cool and soothing.


An image formed in his head of a baby lying in a crib. Sam was the baby, he realized, looking up at the small hands waving in front of his face. Over his crib, a woman appeared. He felt afraid.


No wonder. A younger Endera Tarkana smiled down at him and tickled him under his chin. He began to wail. As he did, she held a scorpion over the crib by its tail. He began to scream in earnest as the scorpion dropped onto his blanket and scuttled under the covers. A burning pain shot through his foot. Blue lights burst over his head, and then his mother appeared, looking scared. His father joined her, reaching down and grabbing the horrid thing, crushing it under his foot.


Vor took her hand away, and Sam gasped.


“I was stung by a scorpion?”


“Not just any scorpion. A Deathstalker,” Vor explained. “The sting should have killed you. We cannot explain why you lived. Perhaps some venom remains inside you, circulating its poison.”


“So it’s not my fault,” he said, feeling a rush of pure joy. There was a reason for his rage. He wasn’t a monster.


But Vor dashed his sudden joy. “Yes and no,” she answered. “A fire does not burn without fuel. You are easily brought to anger, Sam. The venom merely fans the flames. You must learn to control those feelings, or your path will be very dark, I’m afraid.”


Voices rang out, calling Sam’s name. He looked up to see Vor’s reaction, but she was gone. In her place, a white dove sat cooing on the rock.


Captain Teren rode into the clearing. “Milord, there you are,” he said, reining in his horse and looking relieved. “Is everything all right?”


“I don’t know,” Sam said with a puzzled sigh that reached into the soles of his boots. He had just met a blind woman who claimed to be a goddess, then turned into a dove. There were so many things that weren’t “all right,” he had lost track.


“Shall we proceed, then?” Teren asked. His horse pranced nervously as wind rattled the leaves in the clearing. The dove took flight through the trees.


Sam climbed back onto his horse and followed Teren to the trail. There was no more idle conversation between them. Sam hunkered down over the saddle. Not much about this place made sense. But one thought kept him going: rescuing Howie and Keely. His friends needed him to figure things out.
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They made camp in a clump of trees as the sun set. Davis brought him a bowl of black cabbage stew, promising it was delicious. Sam managed a few bites before he grew too tired to chew. He stretched out on a rough blanket, his eyes closing before he could even take his boots off. It must have been some hours later when he awoke. Men slept in scattered lumps on the ground atop bed-rolls, heads resting on folded saddle blankets. A few feet away, Sam could make out Rego’s lumpy figure, snoring like a chain saw.


Sam stood, stretching the kinks out of his muscles. A large fire burned in the center of camp. A sentry warmed his hands over the flames. He gave Sam a nod. Tall trees pressed in close, surrounding the clearing. The moon was half full, spilling white light over the camp. The night was clear, the sky sprinkled with distant stars. A branch snapped in the woods behind Sam. He whipped around. An animal? He looked back at the sentry, but the man had wandered over to check on the horses.


A whispery voice drifted through the trees. “Saaaamm . . .”


His ears pricked up. Was that Keely? Uncertain, Sam looked at Rego’s sleeping figure. It was probably nothing. The dwarf would be annoyed if Sam woke him. But if it was Keely, it was his chance, maybe his only chance, to rescue her. The sliver of moon was bright enough to see by. He would check it out and then go back to bed. He ducked into the stand of trees. Instantly, the thick canopy blotted out the moonlight. A cloak of dampness settled over him, making him shiver. He paused to listen.


There. Ahead. That sound was definitely Howie’s laugh. No time to get Rego. Sam started to run. Branches whipped him across the face. He tripped over a root and hit the ground hard. He lay still, trying to catch his breath, listening for the voices. Pushing himself up, Sam grabbed a tree trunk, his fingers sinking into thick moss.


“Son of Odin,” came a whisper through the trees.


“Who’s there?” Sam called. His heart galloped in his chest. Fear made it hard to think. “Mavery? Is that you? Stop playing tricks. This isn’t funny.” Sam put his hands in front of him as he moved blindly toward the sound.


“Release us,” the voice pleaded, a plaintive, restless sound that echoed inside his brain.


“Stop it,” Sam said, straining to see in the near darkness. “Get out of my head.”


“Release us, Son of Odin. It is time.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he yelled.


“Sam?” came a familiar voice, faint but real.


“Keely?” Sam instantly forgot his fear. “Keely, where are you?” he shouted.


“Sam, I thought you were my friend. Why won’t you help me?” she called, her voice trailing through the wind and the branches.


“I’m coming!” Sam cried, and ran in the direction of her voice, crashing through the trees.


He broke into a small clearing. A figure stood alone in the center. Her head was bent and covered in a black, hooded cloak.


“Keely?”


“Sam, why don’t you come?” It was Keely’s voice, but as she raised her head, Sam stepped back in horror.


His substitute English teacher stood gloating, her eyes gleaming in the moonlight.


“I thought you were my friend,” Endera mouthed, her face creasing into a smile as her voice lapsed back into her own. “Welcome home, Sam. We’ve been waiting for you.”


Behind her, the clearing filled with a dozen figures in black cloaks. Sam took another step back.


“What do you want?”


“We want you to join us,” she said, opening her arms wide. “You’re one of us.”


“One of us,” the clan of witches murmured softly in agreement, while moving to encircle him.


For once, Sam wished Rego would show up unannounced. “Forget it! You’re a bunch of evil, disgusting witches!”


“Ouch. I’m offended,” Endera pouted, crossing her arms. “I thought we were getting so close.”


“Where’s Keely? What have you done with Howie?” Sam turned his head side to side to make sure they weren’t sneaking up on him.


“Your friends are enjoying their time in our dungeons.”


Sam lunged at her, wanting to wipe that smug look off her face, but Endera vanished, reappearing behind him to tap him on the shoulder. Sam spun around, prepared to swing at her, but her hand shot out and grabbed him by the throat. She lifted him off the ground easily, as if he weighed nothing, all the while keeping her eyes locked on his.


“What’s. Your. Problem?” Sam choked out, pulling at the hands wrapped around his throat. “What did I ever do to you?”


She arched one thin eyebrow. “You don’t know?”


“Know what?”


“Who you are.” Endera pulled him closer, her eyes searching Sam’s, as if seeking to know what thoughts were inside his head.


“I’m no one. I’m just a kid.” That was what Sam wanted to believe.


Endera released him then, dropping him to the ground, and tilted her head back to laugh. The other witches remained silent, watching.


“Just a kid? No, Sam, that won’t do. It’s time you discovered who you really are.”


The cloaked figures pressed forward, lifting him up by his arms and holding him tight. Their pale faces were shrouded in darkness, but Sam felt their wickedness.


Endera murmured some words. “Fein kinter, respera, respera Barconian fils.” Her palm began to glow, and then a bolt of green light shot out and hit him in the chest. A sharp, lancing pain sent stars behind his eyes. Sam’s body arched back as he let out a loud shriek, but a hand covered his mouth, muffling it so that he sounded like a mewling cat.


The witch drew nearer, keeping the sizzling bolt locked on Sam’s heart. “All young witches undergo a ritual where they receive their full measure of power. Haven’t you ever wondered why strange words hover on the tip of your tongue?”


Sam shook his head, but it was a lie and she knew it. He heard them when he lost his temper, echoing like a muffled chant in his head.


“Why do you fight who you are?” She thrust her hands forward and increased the flow of energy.


It was agony, as if his soul were being ripped from his body, but Sam fought it. “I know who I am,” he gasped. “I’m Sam Baron. And nothing you do is going to change that.”


“Well, we’ll see about that, won’t we?” She stepped closer, until her scorching fingertips were only an inch from his body.


She murmured some final words and then touched one finger to his chest, just as she had done the first time he had met her back in Pilot Rock. Only this time, an explosion of dazzling green fire lit up Sam’s brain. At the same moment, the witches let him go. He fell backward, boneless and faint. In slow motion, the sky came into view as he hit the ground with a thud. He couldn’t move. His eyes were wide open, staring up at the sky. A jumble of words began filling his head in a language he understood hazily.


Endera leaned down next to him. “Welcome to the coven, Sam.”





Chapter Eleven
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Opening his eyes, Sam looked up into the bloodstained sun. The veins on its face throbbed in rhythm with his pulse, squeezing his heart with an angry fist. He turned away and saw Rego—except there were two of him. Sam had to blink several times before the vision merged into one annoyed dwarf. Next to him, Lagos let out an angry squawk as it fluttered its wings out, as if chastising Sam.


Rego squatted down next to him. “So, you want to tell me why you were knocked out cold in the woods?”


Sam sat up, groaning at the aches in his body.


“How did I get here?” He was back on his bedroll. Someone had taken his boots off.


“Lagos spotted you passed out in a clearing a click away. Teren and I had to drag your sorry hide through the woods. What on Odin’s earth were you doing that far from camp?”


Sam tried to remember. “I thought I heard Keely’s voice. I was trying to get to her. I must have run into a tree and blacked out.” His fingers went to his chest, pulling his shirt open to look for any burn marks.


“Something wrong?”


Sam abruptly let go of his shirt. “No.”


Rego glared at him suspiciously. “A tree, huh? Did you hear anything else?”


Sam hesitated. Telling Rego he had been zapped by Endera in some crazy ritual would just make the dwarf worry, or ask a lot of questions Sam couldn’t answer. “Just my stomach growling,” he lied. “I’m starving.” That part was true. On cue, his stomach let out a loud grumble.


Rego abruptly shoved himself to his feet. “I don’t believe a word you said, Sam Baron. Next time you wander off into the woods, I’ll leave you to the wolves.” He stomped off to join Amicus by the horses.


“What about breakfast?” Sam called after him.


Davis came up with a cheerful grin. “I’ve saved you some biscuits and sliced ham,” he said, opening a checkered cloth. “Should tide you over till morning tea.”


“Thanks.” Sam bolted down two biscuits before asking, “Hey, Davis, can you tell me anything about magic?” If he was going to survive in this place, it was time he learned more about how things worked in the Ninth Realm.


Davis knelt down and helped put Sam’s boots back on. “Not me, milord. But I know someone who can.” He turned his head to search the camp. “There.” He pointed. “That’s who you’re looking for.”


Mavery. The little imp. She flitted across the clearing and darted into a tent. Sam thanked Davis, grabbed another biscuit off the plate, and then jogged after Mavery.


Edging around behind the tent, Sam snuck in through the back opening. Mavery was scarfing down a freshly baked pie, her face smeared with cherry-red filling.


Sam cleared his throat. “Gotcha.”


She looked up guiltily, then smirked when she saw who it was.


“Get yer own pie,” Mavery said, and went back to her snack, finishing the entire dish in a matter of seconds.


For a waif, the girl could eat. She scraped the tin until there was nothing left but crumbs. Then she let out a loud burp and a small bubble floated toward Sam. It was green and smelled faintly of apple. He snicked his fingers at it so it popped harmlessly in the air.


“Davis says you can tell me about magic.”


She licked her lips greedily. “What’s in it for me?”


“How about I don’t tell Teren that you ate one of the cook’s pies?”


The girl shrugged it off. “I’ll just tell them you ate it.”


“So don’t help me,” Sam said indifferently, giving a shrug. “You probably don’t know anything, anyway.”


Mavery stomped her foot. “I know all about magic. I was one of the Tarkana witches. I know why they’re after you. I know why they’ll make you pay for—” She stopped at his triumphant grin. “You tricked me.” A smile crossed her face. “You’re not as dumb as you look.”


“And you’re a little pig, so let’s make a deal. You tell me what I want to know, and I’ll make sure you get all the pies you want.”


“I have been wanting to try a giblet pie,” she said dreamily.


“Giblet pie, apple pie—whatever you say. I am a Lord of the Ninth Realm,” Sam boasted, hoping she wouldn’t ask him what that meant, since he didn’t have a clue.


She fell for it. “That you are, milord.” She gave a little curtsy. “Son of Odin, I am your humble servant.” She stuck out her hand.


Sam stepped forward, reaching out with a smile, and failed to notice her little trap. Using her foot, she knocked over a lantern, spilling its oil on the ground. He promptly slipped in the puddle of slick tallow and landed hard on his sore bottom.


He wanted to curse her, but oomph was all that came out of his mouth. Sam reached for Mavery, but she danced away, laughing as if her gut would burst.


Suddenly, they heard voices outside the tent. The girl dove under a pile of blankets as Captain Teren walked in. He took one look at Sam sprawled on the floor and put his hand on his sword.


“Mavery!” he shouted. “I warned you, witchling!”


Sam picked himself up. He was fine, and since he needed the girl to trust him, he lied. “Teren, it’s only me. I was just looking for something to eat.”


Teren eyed the empty pie tin, then looked at Sam, one eyebrow raised.


Sam gave a shrug, lifting his hands. “Sorry. Ever since I got here, I’ve been starving.” A muffled snort came from the blankets. Sam coughed to cover it up.


Fortunately, the captain let it pass. “We are a half day’s ride from the capital, Skara Brae. The High Council is eager to meet with you. We will be leaving before the men break camp to expedite our journey.”


“Then let’s expedite,” Sam said cheerily, waving at the door.


Teren looked at him like he was a bit loony, but the soldier exited the tent.


Sam swung around and pulled the blanket off Mavery.


“I saved your nasty little hide; now you owe me.” His hand wrapped tightly around her thin wrist. Her pulse raced under his grip. The little witchling looked scared. Feeling bad, Sam relaxed his hold, and she immediately slipped away to the tent’s opening.


Mavery stopped and flashed him a grin. “Bring a giblet pie to the stables later, and I’ll tell you one secret.” Then she disappeared.


One secret, my foot. She was going to spill a truckload if Sam had his way.


Davis helped him onto his mare. Sam’s backside was raw from the previous day, but he just grimaced and kept quiet as he followed along behind Teren. Their party was small; only Rego and Amicus joined them. The rolling hills gave way to farmland and scattered villages where smoke rose from the chimneys atop small stone cottages. Teren pointed out the towns as they rode along. The names were simple. Potters Hill. High Town. Bright Hook. Sam felt like he had been dropped into a medieval time warp where electricity and flush toilets had not been invented— and apparently, here in Orkney, they hadn’t. The fields were brown and filled with shriveled stalks of grain.


“Why is everything dead?” he asked Teren.


Teren jerked his head upward toward the smoldering red sun.


“The sun did this?” Sam found himself sneaking frequent glances at it. The glowing ball both attracted him and repelled him.


“Aye. It spreads a poison over the land, tainting everything it touches. The crops were the first to be affected.”


“What happens next?”


Teren pulled up his horse and turned to face Sam. “From what is written in history, animals will start to perish. Livestock. Fish. Every living creature will become sickened.”


“And the people?”


“They will go mad,” Teren said quietly, then gave his horse a kick and moved on, as if he couldn’t bear to think about it.


They drew near a farmhouse. A couple stood out front, watching them. There was a cheerlessness about them, as if they knew that ruin and destruction were coming. Sam stopped his horse, curious. The man gave him a long look, then ushered his wife inside their home, shutting the door and, with a loud clank, barring it.


Sam kicked his horse in the ribs to catch up to Teren and the two dwarves.


The horses seemed eager to reach Skara Brae, trotting so fast that every bone in Sam’s body felt shaken out of place. As they crested a hill, the land fell away before them. He saw the stone walls of a fortress ahead, red flags flapping in the breeze. Beyond it, the ocean crashed against the stark cliffs guarding the seaward side.


Teren reined in his horse. “Welcome home, Sam. The people of Skara Brae await you. I sent ahead word of our arrival. Your father was much loved here. You will find it a warm welcome.”


A curious mix of excitement and dread churned through Sam at the thought of returning home to a place he had no memory of.





Chapter Twelve


[image: Images]


The riders entered the city through tall wooden gates and found themselves in a wide courtyard. The horses’ shoes clattered on the paving stones, uprooting a flock of pigeons. A crowd of well-wishers jammed the square. They waved small flags and let out a cheer when they saw the group. The flags of red silk bore a white heron, wings outspread, clutching an olive branch in its beak.


The people were chanting something. It took Sam a moment to realize it was his name. Not Baron. The other one, the one he had apparently been born with.


Bar-con-ian! Bar-con-ian!


People reached out to touch him as he rode by. Women patted his legs, tears in their eyes. Brawny men shouted out that they had known his father. A silly grin was plastered on Sam’s face. This was the coolest thing that had ever happened to him. They treated him like a hero.


The horses stopped in front of the wide stone steps of a palatial building where a group of official-looking people had gathered. A boy ran up and took his reins, helping Sam down before leading his horse away. Sam’s legs were wobbly, but he was too awestruck by the sight in front of him to care.


“Wow.”


The assembly of officials appeared in all sizes and colors, including some angry-looking warriors that reminded him of the Umatilla. They seemed to be waiting for Sam to do something. He felt tongue-tied and out of place, suddenly ashamed of how they had cheered for him. The truth was, he wasn’t a hero. That had been his dad.


Then the crowd began to clap, and one by one, the groups waiting on the steps joined in, until the walls of the city echoed with their cheers. Sam couldn’t help it. He smiled. They clapped harder, and Teren slapped him on the back, then grabbed his hand, thrusting it up in the air victoriously.


Captain Teren gave him a short bow. “Ready to face them?”


“Don’t leave my side,” Sam said in a panic.


“Never, milord. I am sworn to protect you.” He winked, but there was an earnestness to his words that the soldier couldn’t hide. Teren turned to face the assembly of officials and rubbed his hands together. “Right. Introductions are in order. First up are the Falcory.”


Sam followed him, eyeing the pair of men standing motionless and silent at the end of the line. They looked like the Umatilla, with their long black hair and leather leggings embroidered with colorful beads. When they got closer, Sam gasped. Their noses were shaped like the curved beaks of falcons.


Teren stopped in front of them. “Samuel, this is Beo, the Falcory representative to the High Council.”


Nervous, but eager to get it over with, Sam stuck out his hand with a smile. “Nice to meet you.”


Beo ignored his hand, staring at Sam with flinty eyes that overflowed with suspicion, which was strange, since they had just met. Then, suddenly, Beo grasped Sam’s hand, mashing Sam’s fingers under his.


Up close, Sam could see Beo’s hardened beak. It curved down slightly, ending in a sharp point. Small silver hooks dangled feathers from his earlobes. Sam’s smile faded as the pressure on his hand increased until he nearly cried out in pain.


“Welcome home,” Beo finally said, releasing Sam’s hand. A muscle ticked in the warrior’s cheek, as if the words were being dragged from him.


Sam let out a sigh of relief as blood flowed back into his fingers. Teren pushed Sam along and introduced him to Beo’s brother, Geb. Geb looked scarier than Beo. His hair was cut close to his scalp, revealing a web of crisscrossing scars, as if he had tangled with a wildcat. Geb wasn’t the friendly sort. He grunted once at Sam and folded his arms.


As they approached the next group, Teren whispered in Sam’s ear, “These are the Balfins.”


A cluster of somber-looking men in heavy black robes awaited them. All had shaved heads and the same round, scowling faces.


“Emenor is their representative to the council,” Teren continued. “He’s a nasty piece of work. I don’t think the Balfins should be allowed a seat, what with their alliance with the witches, but your father wanted peace with them.”


“They take the witches’ side?” Sam’s feet slowed.


“Aye, the Balfins shelter them on Balfour Island and marry them. In exchange, the Balfins receive trinkets of power.”


Sam disliked them on sight, but Teren was already introducing him to the Balfin representative.


“You should not have brought him to Skara Brae,” Emenor said in a low voice, his eyes shifting from Sam to Teren.


“Emenor, mind your manners,” Teren said lightly, his hand casually moving to the hilt of his sword.


“It was a mistake, and you know it. He is not safe.” Emenor’s eyes slid over Sam like those of a snake sizing up its prey. “The witches will come for him. That blood will be on your hands.”


Thankfully, Teren moved him along. “Beware of Emenor,” he warned. “He’s not happy unless he’s plotting something.”


“Does anyone in this place actually like me?” Sam grumbled.


Teren stopped, pitching his voice low. “They don’t know what to think, Sam. Your mother is a witch, after all.”


Teren had a point. Around here, witches were about as popular as the plague. “Okay, who’s next?” Sam said.


“Next are the Eifalians. They’re the elven folk to the north. They live on the island of Torf-Einnar. I’m pretty sure they don’t hate you.” Teren winked.


Sam stared at the tall, translucent-skinned men and women. Their oversize eyes were fixed on him as they whispered to one another. The Eifalians were reed-thin and wore long robes of shimmering greens and aquamarine that changed color in the light. Their pale skin glowed faintly as they eyed Sam up and down. But their hair was the most striking, an alabaster white, like the color of the moon on a clear night.


“Greetings, young master,” the tallest one murmured in a low-pitched, singsong voice. “The Eifalian Kingdom welcomes you back to the Ninth Realm. I am Gael, son of King Einolach, who sends his greetings. This is my wife, Rayan.” A beautiful woman with haunting eyes of luminescent blue smiled kindly at Sam.


“Welcome home, Samuel. Your father was a good friend to the Eifalians.” She squeezed his hand gently, and Sam smiled, feeling marginally better from the warm greeting.


Gael closed his eyes and placed his hand on Sam’s head. His scalp tingled under the Eifalian’s touch.


Rayan elbowed her husband. “Stop reading the boy’s aura, Gael. It isn’t polite.”


Gael lifted his hand. “You are right, as always, my wife.” But his words were terse, and suddenly he didn’t look happy at all.


At that moment, Sam’s stomach rumbled loudly enough for Rayan to notice.


“Husband, the boy is famished. He needs refreshments.”


Gael bowed. “A thousand pardons. Please, enter the Great Hall. Someone will show you to your room.” He swept his hand forward, his long fingers giving off a faint turquoise light.


Sam looked around for a friendly face, but Beo held Teren’s arm, speaking urgently in his ear. Sam made his way slowly up the stairs, feeling alone and unprotected. At the top, a man stood off to the side, staring intently at Sam with narrowed eyes. He was dressed in long red robes. Anger radiated from him, as if from a furnace. Whoever he was, he was not one of Sam’s fans.


In his mind, Sam heard the echo of Vor’s prophetic voice: There is a battle raging inside you. Which bloodline will win?


Sam felt paralyzed with doubt, suddenly feeling the weight of this world upon him. But before he could turn around and head back to Teren, the man in the red robes reached out and grabbed his arm.


“We need to talk.” He dragged Sam forward, away from the crowd. His hand gripped Sam’s bicep like an iron manacle.


Thankfully, Rego came to his rescue, butting his head between them and pushing them apart.


“Apologies, Lord Orrin,” the dwarf said loudly. “Didn’t see you standing there. The boy needs some rest, so, if you’ll pardon us, you can speak to him later.”


Orrin gave the dwarf a blistering glare but said nothing, tilting his head slightly to signify his permission.


Rego pushed Sam along through the main doors into the entry of the Great Hall. Ceilings arched high overhead. Twin sets of stone staircases went up both sides, lit by candelabra set into the walls. The floor was a mosaic of black and white tiles. Freshly cut flowers stood on a table. A maid curtsied before hurrying past with platters of what looked like ham. Sam’s stomach rumbled again as he looked longingly after her.


“Keep walking,” Rego said, shoving him down a long corridor. It was dark; the ceilings were low, lit only by the widely spaced candles. They passed several open rooms, but Rego didn’t stop until they came to a heavy wooden door that he pressed open with one hand, shoving Sam inside with the other.


“Seriously, you can lay off the pushing,” Sam said, secretly relieved to be out of the spotlight. They were in a large chamber. An ornately carved canopy bed took up one corner. A large wardrobe stood open, a row of crisp white shirts hanging inside. A table had been set with a platter of fresh fruit.


Rego checked under the bed and behind the curtains, as if he suspected someone might be hiding there, before turning to warn Sam. “You stay away from Orrin. He’s a serpent in disguise.”


“You mean he’s worse than that Falcory guy who looked like he wanted to punch me? Or that Balfin who said I shouldn’t have come here?” Sam muttered, eyeing the fruit hungrily. There were clusters of plump grapes, and he grabbed a fistful, stuffing them in his mouth.


Rego grunted. “Your father loved jookberries, too. Seems you have something in common with him.”


Sam looked at the purplish grapes and put them down, suddenly finding their sweet taste cloying. He settled on a plum and bit into it. It was sweet and juicy, like an Oregon plum from home. Sam sat down, feeling the wear and tear of the past couple days sink in. He propped his boots up on the table, trying to ease the ache in his bones.


“We’re not in a barn, boy.” Rego used the point of his sword to knock Sam’s feet off the table. “So don’t act uncivilized.”


Sam couldn’t do anything right for this dwarf. “What do you want from me?” he griped, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. “You brought me to this medieval place and have told me nothing about what I’m supposed to do. People treat me like I’m some kind of hero or hate me on sight, and all you do is yell at me!”


Rego waited till Sam was done, then sheathed his sword, letting out a sigh. “I suppose you’ve a right to be upset; it’s your parents who created this mess. It’s not fair you’re in the middle of it, but there’s nothing to be done about that now.”


“When am I going home?” Sam asked, feeling a spell of homesickness.


“This is your home now, lad.”


Sam shook his head, slamming his hand down on the table. “Orkney is not my home. I don’t belong here. And my friends don’t, either. We should be going after them. Those witches killed my father—doesn’t that mean anything to you?”


Rego glared at him from across the table. “Your father cared more about the safety of this realm than about his own life. As for your friends, I told you, Endera took them for a reason. Try to rescue them, and you’ll play right into her hands.”


Sam stood up abruptly, knocking over his chair. He was done being bossed around by this dwarf. “Well, I’m going after them!” he shouted, feeling his temper soar. “And you can’t stop me. I’ll get Teren to help me.”


Rego drew a dagger from his waist and slammed it into the wooden table, spearing Sam’s half-eaten plum.


“You go right ahead.” He leaned in, his whiskered face inches from Sam’s. “Captain Teren will willingly follow you to his death, the same way his father and twenty other men followed your dad to their deaths. They think you’re a hero come to save them. So you take Teren, and you lead him to his death, and see how it feels then.”


Sam’s anger deflated like a popped balloon.


“I can’t just abandon them,” he said, righting his chair and slumping down in it. “Howie’s my best friend, and Keely . . .” The words dried up, but he pressed on. “They didn’t ask for this.”


Rego sighed sympathetically. “No, they didn’t. But they’re in it now. You have to make a choice, just like your father. What do you care about more—your friends or the safety of your realm?”


“It’s not my realm,” Sam protested.


A knock at the door interrupted whatever the dwarf was going to say next. A maid curtsied, apologizing for the intrusion. She carried a jug of hot water and a change of clothes.


Rego took the opportunity to hightail it for the door. “We’ll talk more about this later,” he said, pausing on the threshold. “I promised Captain Teren a word before supper.” And then he ducked out, leaving Sam feeling more frustrated and confused than ever.





Chapter Thirteen
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Keely pressed her face against the bars of her cell, trying to see into Howie’s. He was imprisoned across the corridor, behind a wooden door, but she could just make out his body through the barred window. He was sprawled on a thin layer of hay. He hadn’t spoken since a pair of brutes dressed in black armor had tossed them in here.


“Howie, answer me. Are you okay?” she repeated for the tenth time.


Howie didn’t move. His eyes were open, looking at the ceiling. Every so often, he blinked, his only signal that he was still alive.


“Come on, Howie, snap out of it. We have to make a plan to escape. Sam’s going to need our help.”


He blinked once but didn’t move.


“Or maybe you don’t care about Sam. You know, your best friend? The one who always has your back? The one who protects you from bullies like Ronnie Polk?”


That got Howie moving. He sat up. Clumps of hay stuck to his stray curls. His glasses were tilted sideways on his nose. He pushed them into place, breathing in deeply before he spoke. “I can’t protect Sam.”


Keely breathed a sigh of relief. It was good to have company. “Sure you can. We both can. We can do it together.”


He laughed. “In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m a coward. That’s why Ronnie picks on me. He knows I won’t fight back.”


“So prove him wrong. Prove them all wrong. Help get us out of here.”


But Howie sat frozen, staring at the wall.


Keely gripped the bars on the door. “Howie, say something.”


“Quiet,” he said.


“I’m not going to stay quiet. Sam needs us.”


“Rats,” he said, scrabbling back on all fours. “Giant rats.”


That’s when Keely heard it: a scratching noise coming from the stone walls of her cell. She turned slowly. Howie was right. Giant rats had crawled out of some dark corner. They advanced on her, their small paws brushing their whiskers, as if they were assessing her. They weren’t ordinary rats. Their teeth were long and sharp, their bodies the size of a small cat’s.


“Howie, what are these things?” she shouted.


“Why’re you asking me?” Howie shouted back.


Keely searched for a weapon. The only thing in her cell was a wooden bucket. She grabbed it by the handle and swung it at the closest rat as it tried to run at her. She sent it flying against the wall. It hit with a satisfying thump, but another rat moved in, scurrying across the stone floor to bite down on the soft flesh of her ankle.


She yelped in pain and heard Howie do the same.


More rats appeared, flowing across the floor. Keely crouched down, backing up against the wall. She kicked at one and threw the bucket at a bunch. She put her arms up, fearing they were about to run her over, when they stopped and sniffed the air, turning to fade away into their hidden nests.


Keely lowered her arms. Outside her door, Endera’s eyes glittered at her.


“How do you like my rathos?” she asked.


Keely grabbed the bucket and threw it at the bars, enjoying the look of surprise on Endera’s face. “Where’s Sam?” Keely demanded.


“Sam is tied up at the moment, but he’ll be here soon,” Endera quipped.


“When he gets here, he’s going to kick your butt.” That came from Howie. Keely smiled at him over Endera’s shoulder.


He winked at Keely. “My buddy Sam is the most righteous dude I know. He’s not scared of you. Even if you are wicked-ugly.”


Endera just laughed. “I shall count the minutes till he arrives to save you. Until then, enjoy my hospitality.” With a swirl of her skirts, she stalked off.


Keely looked across the hall at Howie. His whole demeanor had changed. His face was still pale, but his jaw clenched as he spoke. “Don’t you worry, Keely-pie. Sam’s going to come for us, and when he does, you just watch. These witches are going to wish they’d never been born.”


“You really think so?”


“I know Sam. And don’t forget, that Leo dude was there with his Umatilla warriors. They aren’t going to just leave us here.”


For the first time since Endera had showed up on her porch, Keely felt a flicker of hope. In her pocket, she found the rune stone Sam had given her in the library. She pulled it out, rubbing the jagged [image: Images]. Howie’s right, she thought. Sam will come for us, and he’ll find a way to fix everything.





Chapter Fourteen
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Freshly dressed in a clean white shirt and breeches that tucked into soft leather boots, Sam opened the wooden shutters to his room, letting in the weak evening light. The sun hung low, clinging like a red blister to the horizon.


Questions swirled in his head. It was starting to sink in that nothing about him was normal. His parents had kept their incomprehensible, not-to-be-believed, straight-out-of-a-movie heritage such a big secret, Sam was completely in the dark about who he really was. One thing was certain: ever since Endera had shot that electrifying green fire at his chest, a strange language had been whispering constantly in the back of his head.


A young boy showed up at his door to take him to dinner. The boy held a candle to light the way down corridors lined with stone. The place was like a mausoleum. Sam stopped to look at a spear mounted on the wall. It was bronze, very old looking, sort of dull and dusty. A plaque underneath it read Gungnir.


Sam reached out and felt a rush of cold air as his fingers touched the shaft.


“You like it?” a voice said.


A man dressed in a black cowl, the hood loose around his neck, appeared next to Sam. His face was smooth under a sheaf of white hair, but his eyes were watery and yellowed with age.


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to touch it.” Sam snatched his hand back. He looked for the boy with the candle, but he had disappeared around the corner.


“It’s okay. Take it. It’s yours.” The hooded man’s voice was as dry as paper.


“Me? No, I’ve never even seen it before.”


“Some things belong to us whether we like it or not,” he wheezed with a deep sadness, as if his words weighed on him.


“Did Vor send you?” Sam asked, thinking that the old man reminded him of the pale Goddess of Wisdom, because of the stillness and the suddenness with which he had appeared.


“So, you have received Vor’s counsel? You are most fortunate,” the man answered. “I am Forset, the God of Justice. I provide fairness when none can be found.” He coughed once, a deep, phlegmy sound, and wiped his mouth with a white handkerchief he pulled from his pocket. “It is rare for me to leave my home. But I have been sent to give you a gift.” He lifted the spear down and handed it to Sam. “This belonged to Odin.”


“Odin? Really? That’s so cool.” Sam eyed it with renewed respect. It felt heavy in his hands but really like nothing special. Still, a spear of the gods!


Forset nodded. “It is said to always find its target. When you most need it, raise your hand and call its name, Gungnir. It will appear.” He stepped back, and a wave of panic washed over Sam. This stranger was leaving him holding a priceless artifact.


“No, they’ll think I stole it.” Sam tried to put it back, but the bracket was gone and so was the name plaque. When he turned around, Forset had disappeared. Sam looked down at the spear. It began to glow in his hand, turning red-hot, singeing his palm. He dropped it, and the spear vanished into thin air, leaving only a puff of smoke.


Shaking his head, Sam hurried to find his way to the banquet. After several wrong turns, he ended up in the kitchen. A blushing maid took pity on him and led him to the dining hall, curtsying quickly before fleeing.


He stood in the entrance, taking it all in. The crowded hall was blanketed by a haze of smoke emanating from a large stone fireplace where crackling flames leaped six feet into the air. Rough-hewn beams lined the ceiling. Hundreds of flickering candles dripped wax down from swaying chandeliers. Long tables lined both sides of a carpeted walkway leading to a head table at the other end of the room. The table was draped in Orkadian red, with the symbol of the white heron displayed prominently in the center.


Captain Teren hurried over to join Sam at the entrance and bowed. “I was beginning to think we’d scared you off. May I escort you to your seat?”


Relieved to see a friendly face, Sam nodded rapidly. “Who are all these people?”


Teren slapped him on the back and turned him around to face the crowds. “These are the people of Orkney. Don’t worry, you’ll get their names straight soon enough. But there’re a few things you should know if you’re going to live long enough to save us all.”


Save them all? Sam wanted to ask what Teren meant by that, but the soldier was already moving him forward down the center aisle. Conversation died as they walked toward the head table.


Teren whispered in his ear as they slowly made their way. “The Chief High Council is that large man in the center, Lord Drabic—looking a bit into his cups, I might add. He took over after your father perished.”


Drabic was fat and balding and had long jowls that wobbled as he drank from his goblet. This was his father’s replacement?


“Drabic might seem a fool, but beware—he has strong alliances,” Teren added at Sam’s skeptical look. “He should have been on the steps to greet you earlier. A calculated move on his part to put you in your place.”


As Teren led Sam past a table of dwarves, Rego eyed Sam closely over a tankard of ale, then rose abruptly from his seat to move into the aisle, blocking their way. He bowed low. Teren elbowed Sam, and Sam bowed back awkwardly.


Rego took the moment to grab him by the arm. “Don’t trust anyone, boy,” he whispered in Sam’s ear. “You hear me?”


His words were sharp and intense. Sam nodded, seeing fear in the dwarf’s eyes. Rego resumed his seat as Teren pulled him along.


Sam focused on the head table. The man in the red robes who had accosted him earlier sat watching his approach with narrowed eyes. “Who’s that to the left of Drabic?”


“That’s Lord Orrin. He’s High Regent. Advises the council on matters of importance, which is to say he spies on everyone. He has Drabic’s ear. You should avoid him. He and Emenor are too close for my comfort.”


Emenor’s shoulders were hunched under a heavy black robe, but his beady eyes were pinned firmly on Sam.


“Why does Emenor hate me so much?” Sam whispered.


Teren gave a slight shrug. “It’s not a question of hate; it’s one of trust. The Balfins have the same concern we all do about you.”


“Which is?”


They stopped a few feet from the head table. Teren looked at Sam. His eyes were kind but troubled as he leaned forward and whispered in Sam’s ear, “Which path will you choose, Samuel? Which path will you lead us all down?”


A gong sounded, and the large hall grew quiet. Lord Drabic stood up, a little tottery, and raised his glass. Sam could feel Orrin’s eyes impaling him. Gael looked worried, a small frown pinching the Eifalian’s forehead. And Beo—well, the Falcory looked at Sam over his beak nose as if he would like to flay him alive.


“We welcome the return of a Barconian to the Ninth Realm.” Drabic waved his glass in Sam’s direction. “May Odin smile upon you with his good fortune.”


Glasses clanked together as applause broke out, and then conversation resumed. Teren bowed and left to join a table of Orkadian soldiers. Sam made his way up to the dais.


Drabic grabbed his arm, speaking so only Sam could hear. “Don’t get any ideas about who’s in charge. Your father is gone, and I run this city. Now take your seat and smile nicely, like a good boy.” He pinched Sam’s cheek roughly and gave him a little shove. Sam burned with anger and embarrassment, but he gritted his teeth and moved along toward the only empty seat. It was sandwiched between the scowling Emenor and the less-than-friendly High Regent, Lord Orrin.


Servers marched in with platters of steaming food, dropping them down in the center of each table, and the room was soon abuzz with the sounds of eating and drinking. Ravenous hunger had Sam reaching for a fat drumstick. It was good—much better than the black cabbage stew and hard biscuits he had been eating since he got to Orkney.


Lord Orrin waited until Sam was on his second drumstick before he spoke. His breath smelled like cloves. His face was smooth and oily and gave off a sheen in the candlelight. A thin scar ran along one cheek.


“I can help you rescue your friends,” Orrin murmured in a low voice, keeping his eyes on the crowd, as if his attention were elsewhere, “but you have to do exactly as I say.”


Sam choked on his food. An offer of help was the last thing Sam had expected from the High Regent. Across the room, Rego set down his mug, his eyes on the two of them.


“How do you know about my friends?”


“Word spreads fast in our world. The High Council is going to send you on a suicide mission,” Orrin went on. “You must be gone before morning, or your friends will die at the hands of the witches.”


The turkey turned to sawdust in Sam’s throat. Here he was, feasting, while Howie and Keely were being held hostage in some drafty dungeon.


“Why do you care?” Sam asked, pushing his plate away.


“Let’s just say our interests are aligned.” His next words surprised Sam even more. “The Balfins have agreed to assist.”


Sam looked to his right at Emenor. So far, the Balfin had showed him only contempt. Why would a witch-loving Balfin lift a finger to help him?


Orrin rushed the words out. “Your friends are being held on Balfour Island. Emenor will provide a map to the Tarkana fortress. Without it, you will perish in the never-ending bogs and swamps that surround it.”


Before Sam could ask how he was supposed to get to this Balfour Island, Lord Drabic pushed back his chair. The council members all rose and began filing out as the rest of the diners continued their meal.


“Be ready tonight,” Orrin whispered to him, before hurrying to catch up with Drabic.


Rego and Captain Teren began heading intently toward Sam. No doubt Rego wanted to know every word the High Regent had been whispering, but before they could arrive, Gael took his elbow.


“Walk with me,” the Eifalian said.


They left the dining hall and walked down a long hallway lit by softly glowing sconces. The walls were lined with portraits. The faces were a blur, old men with inscribed names whom Sam had never heard of—until he came to one he recognized. Sam stopped, his breath catching in his chest.


It was his father. Lord Robert Barconian, the nameplate read. In the picture, he looked young, noble, alive.


“Your father was of the old bloodlines, a true Son of Odin,” Gael said. His long robe shifted colors from emerald to shimmering aquamarine when he moved. “A direct descendent of Baldur, Odin’s most favored son. He embodied many of Baldur’s qualities: a brave warrior, strong and courageous.”


So his father really had been a hero. If his father had had these traits, then maybe there was hope for Sam to follow in his footsteps. He looked at Gael, expecting warmth, but instead something flinty gleamed in the Eifalian’s pale eyes.


“What’s wrong?” Sam asked.


Gael shrugged. “I have read your aura. You are clouded. Too much of your mother’s blood, I suppose.” He moved away, gliding down the hall in his flowing robe.


Sam was speechless as he glared at Gael’s back. If his aura was cloudy, maybe it was because he had been lied to his whole life. He looked back at the portrait of his father, and this time a wave of bitterness washed over him. They treated his dad like he was a full-on hero, but Robert Barconian had left Sam behind. Abandoned him. Lied to him. And never come back.


A real hero would have had the guts to say goodbye before he took off through a stonefire to another realm.


“Sam, the High Council is waiting for you.” Captain Teren stood outside a set of double doors.


Sam gave his dad’s portrait one last, bitter glance and then moved on.





Chapter Fifteen


[image: Images]


Teren ushered Sam into a room with high ceilings and no windows. The room was stuffy and warm. Orrin’s eyes burned into Sam from where he stood behind Lord Drabic. The Council members were seated around a long, oval table ringed with high-backed chairs. Teren motioned Sam into an empty seat and sat down beside him.


Drabic poured himself a generous portion of wine and then planted his hands on the table. “So, how soon can he leave for Asgard?”


Asgard? Wasn’t that the land of the gods? Sam was about to remind them that he had just arrived in Orkney, when Rego jumped up. “You’re not sending him off on a wild goose hunt after Odin. He’s just a boy.”


“Things have changed, dwarf,” Drabic said. “Have you not seen how the red sun has spread its veins? Its poison destroys the crops. Soon there will be food shortages. The boy is a Son of Odin. Who will save us, if not him?”


The Council all began shouting at once. Everyone seemed to have a different opinion about what Sam was supposed to do now that he was here in Orkney.


Rego put his fingers in his mouth and let out a shrill whistle. The room quieted down, and all eyes turned to Sam. “Tell him,” Rego urged from his seat. “He deserves to know what you’re asking.”


Gael waved his hand, and a cloud of fog rolled across the table. When it cleared, in the center Sam could see a hazy image of a circle of large stones. He sat forward, suddenly interested. “Is that the Ring of Brogar?” It fit Rego’s description of the place where his father had been killed.


“You’ve heard the story of how Catriona and her sisters were entombed?” Gael asked.


Sam repeated what he remembered. “A long time ago, some guy named Hermodan defeated them with Odin’s Stone and sent Orkney away from my world, into the Ninth Realm.”


“Exactly.” Gael waved his hand again, and the cloud shifted to show a young man standing in the middle of the Ring of Brogar, holding a large stone in the shape of a shield in front of him. “Hermodan used Odin’s Stone to defend against the witches.” A burst of green lightning flowed over Hermodan, but he was safe behind the stone. “Odin’s Stone was powerful enough to trap Catriona and her cronies inside the stones of the Ring of Brogar.”


Sam watched as the crackling energy bounced off the shield and returned to a group of women dressed in black gowns, their long, nasty fingers shooting green fire. Hermodan thrust the shield into the sky, his lips moving wordlessly. Blue fire exploded out of Odin’s Stone, and the giant ring of stones began to glow.


Sam leaned in, watching breathlessly as the witches were pulled toward the rocks; their backs stuck against the sides like magnets. And then they vanished, sucked inside the stones.


“Cool,” he whispered.


“The witches have waited a thousand years to take their revenge,” Gael continued. “A few months ago, the sun began to shimmer, and then the first red vein appeared. It is spreading like a poison across the realm, killing the land and tainting the spirit of the people. Endera and her cronies wish to drive Orkney to its knees. They have sent a letter demanding our immediate surrender to their rule, or they will allow the curse of the red sun to spread until all of Orkney perishes.”


He let his words hang in the air. The eyes of the Council continued to stare at Sam, as if they were waiting for him to come up with a plan.


Sam looked into the wisps of fog. “Rego said Odin cut off Rubicus’s head and solved the problem. Can’t you just do the same? Take an army and go after the witches?” Sam wouldn’t mind seeing Endera’s head on a stake.


Beo spoke then, spinning a knife in his hand as he vented his frustration. “Even if we killed every witch, we’d need Odin’s magic to end the curse. Hermodan went to Asgard, to the island of the gods, to beseech Odin for his help, but one cannot find Asgard, let alone enter, unless one shares the blood of Odin.”


There was silence after Beo spoke. It took a moment, and then the importance of his words hit Sam. “I’m a Son of Odin,” he said, looking around the table.


“The last known offspring,” Gael added softly.


Every adult stared at him expectantly, waiting for him to jump onboard with their plan.


Without thinking it all through, Sam blurted out, “Look, I’m happy to help, but first I have to pay a visit to Endera to get my friends back.”


There were angry grumbles from the group. Beo slammed the tip of his blade into the table. “See how he runs to the witches’ side,” he said angrily. “His blood is tainted.”


“Beo is correct,” Gael added. “We don’t know where the child’s loyalty lies.”


Rego jumped to his feet, his face red as a tomato. “His father was Robert Barconian. You know spleeking well where his loyalty lies: with the realm.”


“He is also one of theirs.” Beo practically spat out his words. “We can’t be sure.”


Confusion laced with a ripe dose of anger hummed through Sam. One of theirs? Tainted blood? His cheeks began to tingle with that familiar sense of rage at the injustice of how they were treating him. He rose out of his chair. “Hey, I said I would go on your stupid quest as soon as I get Howie and Keely back.”
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