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Foreword to the



Codex of Infinite Knowability
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IF YOU’RE READING THIS PAGE YOU’RE probably not a wizard and most definitely not my blood descendant. Stop! For this is the Codex of Infinite Knowability—“codex” because it is a very old book, and “infinite” because the words herein are not bound to any page numbers or table of contents (for that reason, it’s not recommended that you use the Codex as a citation source for book reports). I suppose congratulations are in order, for you managed to get past the first level of electric shock protection (perhaps by opening the book with a stick or by wearing insulated gloves). However, don’t be too smug about your accomplishment. The Codex of Infinite Knowability contains the fifteen Prime Spells—the very foundation of all the magic in the three realms. Just drawing close to them is so dangerous that my team of lawyers requires me to tell you that at any moment you may be electrified, frozen, torn asunder, flung into the air, incinerated, or cast across time and space into the dark regions of the umbraverse. As the Codex’s author, I recommend you close the book now and run away—preferably with screaming and arm flailing. Sure, it might be socially awkward for a while, but it’s way better than experiencing total physical destruction.


Okay, you’ve ignored my warnings and are reading anyway. Fine. Please note that copyright violators will not only be prosecuted to the full extent of the law, but tied to the Tree of Woe and licked by fire kittens.


Also, if the final battle for earth did not go well, to our squirrel overlords let me say “well played”—you were a worthy opponent. If humans still survive, take heed and remember two very important things: First, never turn your back on a squirrel with a nut. Second, the Codex of Infinite Knowability is the most magical book ever written. Just having it in your possession will not only put your life at risk but will make you the target of the powerful and power-hungry. These are not creatures to be trifled with, believe me. My recommendation is that you abandon this book to whence you found it and wait for my long-lost ancestor to claim it—for only those of my blood will be able to read further and unlock the mysteries I have so carefully hidden away. And if you happen to find this great descendant of mine, please tell him or her not to bend the Codex’s pages—is it so hard to use a bookmark? A little courtesy goes a long way.


Maximilian Sporazo


Arch-Sorcerer and Regent of the Wizard’s Tower
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PROLOGUE



PRINCESS THE UNICORN WAS HAVING A BAD DAY. PROBABLY NOT AS bad a day as the happy-go-lucky frobbits she’d eaten—but a bad day nonetheless. First of all, the frobbits weren’t very satisfying. As a whole, frobbits were short, moderately salty creatures with big ears, hairy feet, large eyes, and bodies that were roundish as the result of long days of eating, drinking, and making merry. Frobbits had always been considered tender folk—both emotionally and when slowly roasted. But the frobbits of late were just . . . bland. And then there was the frobbit musician chained to the nearby tree. Sure, he was playing all the right notes on his little frobbit mandolin, but he wasn’t really feeling the music—perhaps because Princess had eaten his band mates. And if there was anything Princess despised it was bland frobbits and music without soul.


Magar approached Princess. He was a thin human with gray-flecked hair and a dark goatee of the evil henchman variety, but now his head hung low in the proper attitude of respect. As Princess’s designated wizard he was required to serve her until released by the Tower’s regent—and that wasn’t likely to happen soon given the current state of things. Unicorns were among the most powerful creatures in the Magrus, and Princess was a particularly nasty one, especially when on a rampage. Nevertheless, he had resigned himself to making the best of it—at the very least he’d try not to get himself incinerated. “Your Highness,” he purred, casting an annoyed glance at the frobbit musician, who immediately stopped playing. “I hope you found these ones more to your liking.”


Princess sighed in a way that sent shivers down Magar’s spine. “No, they’re not to my liking at all. Honestly, Magar, everything in this whole realm is either bland or tainted.”


“True enough,” the wizard answered, straightening as he tried to work the kinks out of his back. “Everything in the Magrus is tainted with magic. But it’s magic that makes us what we are.”


“Maybe. But that isn’t the case everywhere, is it? Not in the upper realm—not in the Techrus.”


“The human world?” Magar replied, wiping ash from his robes. As a wizard he never quite understood why he had to wear what amounted to a dress adorned with moons and stars. Mages didn’t wear long dresses. Mages wore armor and rode into battle swinging swords and casting spells. They were the star spell casters in the Magrus—wizards were conjurers in pajamas and pointed hats. Not that Magar really wanted to be a mage, especially with all their in-fighting and challenging one another for position. Being a wizard was generally a safer line of work, and that suited Magar just fine. “The Techrus is a tiresome place devoid of magic,” he continued. “And besides, unicorns there have a certain . . . reputation.”


“Reputation? What kind of reputation? As bloodthirsty conquerors?”


Magar knew he had to tread carefully here—he’d seen Princess do bad things to those who delivered disappointing news. “Uh, not exactly,” he finally answered.


“Then as devourers of flesh . . . destroyers of cities?”


“Well . . .”


“Creatures of nightmare and flame?”


“Uh . . .”


Princess frowned, stamping her hoof on the ground. “Well, at the very least, I’m sure we’re known as stabbers and gorers?”


Magar thought better of answering. He’d seen the strange pictures drawn by human children—pictures that showed happy unicorns leaping over rainbows, many with ribbons and tassels twisted about their horns. The wizard could only offer a halfhearted shrug in response.


“No, not even as stabbers? Then why do humans suppose we have horns at all?”


“Perhaps for picking delicious fruit from the trees and sharing with friends,” the frobbit musician offered in as helpful a tone as he could muster.


Princess smiled—as much as a horse-based creature of evil could smile—then lowered her head. Suddenly a bolt of lightning erupted from her horn and zapped the frobbit into dust. “Not helpful,” she said.


Magar made a mental note: Avoid future fruit-pruning references.


Obliterating something, however, did seem to lighten Princess’s mood. She moved to where the mandolin lay on the ground and casually stepped on it with her hoof. “Well, everyone in the Magrus knows that in addition to stabbing things, a unicorn’s horn is like a wizard’s wand, only much more powerful. That’s why we’re so feared.”


“Undoubtedly so, Your Highness.”


“Then here’s the situation as I see it,” she continued, stepping off the smashed mandolin with a final twang of a broken string. “The human realm is stocked with delicious nonmagical creatures to eat and it has a certain underappreciation for what unicorns really are.”


Magar didn’t like where this was going. As part of his training in the Wizard’s Tower he’d learned about the human realm. Specifically, that it was a place full of strange machines, loud noises, and a substance called twinkee that never aged.


“The only way to the human realm is through the monks of the Holy Order of the Tree of Attenuation—and just filling out the release form takes two years.”


“Perhaps.”


“And besides,” Magar continued, “ever since the Great Sundering, most magic won’t work there. So even if we could make it you’d be . . .”


Princess raised the patch of hair over her eye (the term “uni-brow” had been summarily rejected). “I’d be, what?”


“You’d be unable to use the full extent of your impressive and powerful magic,” Magar said, swallowing. “Your Highness.”


“There are different kinds of magic, Magar. I thought your Tower would have taught you that. Anyway, I think I want to talk with Rezormoor Dreadbringer. I’ve heard he’s obsessed with the Techrus these days.”


Rezormoor was the regent of the Wizard’s Tower. Even as a student, Magar had thankfully had little contact with him. Not only was Rezormoor the most powerful spell caster in all the realm, but he was notoriously boring at parties. This was due in large part to his singular obsession with finding the legendary Codex of Infinite Knowability. He tended to drone on about it, even when people yawned, tried to steer the conversation in another direction, or accidentally stabbed themselves with dinner forks. The thought of some kind of unholy alliance between Rezormoor and Princess was enough to put a knot in Magar’s stomach. “I will take you there, if that’s what you wish.”


“Didn’t I just say that? Yes, Magar, I want to go to your drab Tower. And if Rezormoor’s disagreeable, maybe I can at least trade you in for an upgrade—that way the trip won’t be a complete waste.”


Magar bowed, feeling the old twinge returning to his back. You at least had to be alive to be traded in, he thought. And that was a good thing.





CHAPTER ONE



MAX FINDS A BOOK


THE TECHRUS—PRESENT


    IN THE HUMAN REALM, WHERE LIFE WAS SO DREARY MILLIONS OF KIDS tweeted messages like, “eating breakfast,” “it’s Friday!” and “ [image: Image],” Max Spencer was riding the bus to Parkside Middle School and reading a book. But not just any book—he was reading a book that had been a part of his life for as long as he could remember. The fact that the last time he’d opened it was six years ago wasn’t important. What was important was that he’d found it under his bed (hidden beneath a dinosaur-themed swimsuit) just in time for his book report, which was due today. Max was used to having luck—just not the good kind. And that made him slightly nervous.


Max lived in a small house in a small town. He was expected to do chores like beat the weeds back once a week and unclog the toilet if it wouldn’t flush. But he didn’t mind as long as he earned enough allowance to pay for his online games. In the virtual world he was someone impressive—unlike in real life. In PE, for example, Max was always picked dead last (even when Tina Eubanks had two broken arms and a broken leg). And during football season Max had to stay on the sidelines and practice “imaginary jump rope” because the school counselor said competitive sports were damaging his self-esteem. Max was pretty sure middle school was hard enough without becoming known as the jump-rope kid.


As the bus pulled away from the next stop and the kids hurried to find their seats, Max kept his eyes on the pages of his book—partly because he had his English assignment due, but mostly so he wouldn’t make eye contact with Ricky “the Kraken” Reynolds. The Kraken was not only the bane of all nerds, geeks, dorks, and the great mass of unclassifieds that wandered the halls of his school, he was also the captain of the wrestling team. He’d earned his nickname after crackin’ the bones of two different kids during a regional tournament. The fact that there was also a terrible mythological creature by the same name was simply a bonus.


The key to riding the bus safely was to not be different. If you were a jock, or popular, you were generally safe. But if you were a little pudgy, had a big nose, wore braces, played a reed-based band instrument, or stood out in any way, you were no longer riding a bus—you were a passenger on Ricky’s private yellow torture chamber on wheels. Just last week Max had witnessed Ricky deliver an atomic wedgie, a frontal Melvin, a purple nurple, and the dreaded two-handed monkey scrub. The best thing to do in situations like these was to keep your head down and hope Ricky stayed focused on someone else. And that’s what Max did, staring intently at his book.


He was reading a section about unicorns. Not that he thought unicorns were especially interesting, but the book had a strange habit of choosing whatever topic it wanted. For instance, if Max wanted to read about something other than unicorns he could grab a handful of pages and flip ahead, but there he’d find exactly the same thing he’d been reading previously. After several attempts, all with the same result, Max finally decided that you didn’t actually read the old leather-bound book; instead it allowed you to read parts of it. He knew that didn’t make much sense, but a book was a book and he had an English assignment to do.


Someone yelped from the backseats where Ricky and his friends were, so Max hunkered down even farther and continued reading: In addition to being ruled by a queen, unicorns are highly magical creatures capable of speaking to humans. Occasionally, a unicorn gives up on its diet of grass and oats and goes for a little variety, perhaps by eating the human it was previously talking to. Unfortunately, once a unicorn gets a taste for meat there’s really no easy way to stop it from plundering, pillaging, and devouring whatever it wants. This includes frobbits, who happen to be a bit of a delicacy, are easy to catch, and come in at around six hundred calories each.


There was a picture of a unicorn standing defiantly on a hilltop next to a human wearing a robe with moons and stars on it. The unicorn was white, with a long mane accented with pink streaks. On its head sat the emblematic horn, shaped like a tall ice cream cone swirled to perfection. The whole thing reminded Max of a poster a young girl might hang on her wall next to her kitten calendar. Beneath the picture the caption read, Princess the Unicorn, also known as Princess the Destroyer. Pictured here with her faithful wizard, Magar the Tolerated.


“Dude!” a voice exploded near Max, and he looked up to see his best friend Dirk dropping down in front of him. Dirk was wearing his favorite “Wang Computers” T-shirt as he leaned over the back of the seat, completely oblivious to the Kraken or anybody else. “The online raid last night totally rocked! I was like, ‘You want some of this?’ And they were like, ‘Yeah, we want some of that.’ So I was like, ‘Then that’s what you’re gonna get.’ And they were like, ‘Good, because that’s what we want.’ ” Dirk paused, noticing what Max was holding. “Hey, isn’t that the old book you used to read?”


“Codex,” Max said a little too loudly. “So another raid, huh? Sounds . . . epic.” Max had lost count of how many times they had had this exact same conversation.


“It was. I totally destroyed this noob elf. Then I did the whole ‘chicken’ and ‘laugh’ dance over his dead body. It was awesome.”


Max could picture Dirk’s character doing the chicken dance and then laughing—two of the commands at the ready for online gamers wanting to add a little insult to injury. “Didn’t that happen to you once?” Max asked. He seemed to remember a large party of orcs dancing around Dirk’s mangled corpse.


Dirk frowned. “Yeah, well where do you think I got the idea?”


“Figures. So anything else happen?”


“Just the usual, except the elf was part of some humongous guild and they all came after me. Then they danced around my dead body and mocked me for like an hour or so—all two hundred of them.”


Having an entire guild chasing Dirk through the game was also something Max had seen before.


“So where were you? I didn’t see you log on at all.”


“I told you I got busted after staying up all night. I can’t play until the weekend.”


Dirk shook his head. “Smacked down by the man! Or should I say the woman.” Max had made a deal with his mom that if he got a B average he could play online games on weeknights and weekends, and if he got a C average he could only play on the weekends. Max had just barely missed getting all B’s last term, so he figured that getting close should count for a couple of extra game days. But when his mom returned after her night shift and found Max still awake and online, he’d discovered what “letter of the law” truly meant. Unfortunately, his mom had an administrative account that locked him out of the game. Banished from all known forms of fun, Max decided to look for lost comics under his bed, and that’s when he’d rediscovered the book.


“So what’s up with that . . . codex?” Dirk asked, motioning toward the odd book and unconsciously rubbing his fingers. When Dirk and Max were little, Dirk had tried to open it—but every time he touched the cover he got shocked. Max laughed hysterically as Dirk tried over and over, grabbing his fingers and yelping with each failed attempt.


“I found it in my room,” Max said, wiping some of the dust from the cover. Although it was very old, the book was in remarkably good condition. It had a reddish tone to it, which Max thought looked a bit like the color of dried blood. The edges appeared to be outlined with three rows of ornate symbols, but on closer examination it could be seen that the symbols were actually tiny, intricate dragons that interlocked with one another. In the center was a gold, eight-pointed star that split the cover in half. On one side of the star a number of people in colorful robes were crowded together, and on the other side there was a mix of fantastical creatures. “I’m going to use it for my book report. Except right now it’s talking about unicorns.”


“Unicorns? Unicorns are lame.”


“I know, except these unicorns cast spells and eat people.”


Dirk nodded, getting the gleam in his eye that Max knew well. He and Dirk had been best friends since the second grade. It had all started when eight-year-old Ricky Reynolds had taken Max’s glasses and taunted him to try to get them back. Max stumbled along, everything blurry, trying to make a grab for them, but he was way too slow and clumsy to even get close. That’s when Dirk showed up. Apparently, Dirk had just learned a new “your momma’s so fat” joke and decided to try it out on Ricky. Soon after, Ricky forgot all about the glasses and was chasing Dirk—but Dirk happened to be the fastest kid in the entire town. After that, Max and Dirk became best friends.


“Okay, a carnivorous man-eating unicorn might be cool. Too bad they’re not vampires,” Dirk said, his head bouncing as the bus hit a pothole. “Vampire unicorns would be awesome.” For Dirk, any creature plus being a vampire equaled something awesome. Unless that creature was a love-struck human running around with his shirt off.


Max hurried to put the book in his backpack as the bus made the last turn leading to Parkside Middle School—Home of the Eagles! But for some reason Max couldn’t get the image of Princess the Destroyer out of his head. It wasn’t a particularly cold day, but a strange chill crawled up his spine.
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Mrs. Lundberg’s seventh-grade English class was always too hot. It was as if the administration had decided that sitting through English wasn’t hard enough, so they decided to crank the temperature up and see who could stay awake. After thirty minutes it was almost a relief when Max heard his name called. He made his way to the spot just under the READING IS FUNDAMENTAL banner. “I’m going to read from a book that I’ve had for a long time,” he said, pushing his glasses up. “It’s called the Codex of Infinite Knowability—and I think ‘codex’ basically means book, but its fancier or something.” Max looked up at Mrs. Lundberg, who’s raised eyebrow signaled that he should keep going, so he held the Codex up for everyone to see. “The part I’m going to read is about unicorns,” Max continued, opening the book to the spot he’d marked earlier. Several of the boys started snickering.


“Did you say . . . unicorns?” Mrs. Lundberg asked in a husky voice.


“Yeah,” Max answered, looking down. But this time the page he’d marked didn’t show a unicorn. Instead it had a drawing of a small creature with oversized feet, a large head with round eyes, and a curly tuft of hair. In its hand was a small stringed instrument. The title of the page read “On Frobbits.”


“I mean, no!” Max blurted out, seeing now that his unicorn page had disappeared. “I mean, not unicorns. I’m going to talk about . . . frobbits.”


“Frobbits?” Mrs. Lundberg asked, raising her infamous eyebrow again.


“Yeah. They’re way better than unicorns.” Or so Max hoped.


Mrs. Lundberg stared at Max with a look that almost made him confess to having no idea what he was doing, but instead she waved her hand in the universal gesture for “Let’s get going.”


Max cleared his throat and began to read . . .


On Frobbits
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OF THE VARIOUS LIFE-FORMS LOCATED in the middle realm—or Magrus as it’s formally called—the peace-loving frobbit is a must-see for any traveler. Frobbit culture is based on the unwarranted trust of strangers, moving slowly when chased, and taking baths seasoned with eleven herbs and spices; which is also why frobbits are a favorite food source for all carnivorous predators (and even some leaf-eaters who want to live it up on the weekends).


Sometimes when threatened, a frobbit will rub itself with mint leaves as a warning—a strategy that has yet to yield any positive results. Frobbit villages are called treeshires, because frobbits like to build their homes inside of giant, hollowed-out trees. On at least two occasions squirrels have been known to wait until the frobbits were finished tree hollowing and then successfully run them off and move in (for more on the future world domination by squirrels, see appendix B).


Frobbit mandolins, constructed from the discarded wood from such hollowing activities, are highly prized throughout the Magrus. Not so much for their musical qualities, but as ready-made kindling for campfires or cooking pits.


Whether as a handy food source or treeshire construction crew, frobbits have become an integral part of life in the Magrus.
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Max looked up as the frowning Mrs. Lundberg took out her red pen, gave it an audible click, and wrote something in her grade book. He’d seen that done enough times to know he probably wasn’t going to be bringing home the MY MIDDLE SCHOOLER’S ON THE HONOR ROLL bumper sticker.


“I believe I said the assignment was to read a chapter from a novel of historical fiction,” Mrs. Lundberg announced. “Do you believe your frobbit tale qualifies, Mr. Spencer?”


Suddenly Max had a flashback of Mrs. Lundberg detailing the assignment on the chalkboard. Max was drawing a picture of a dragon at the time and probably should have been paying closer attention.


“Yes, ma’am,” was all Max managed to squeak out.


“Oh? Please elaborate.”


Max wasn’t particularly good at on-the-spot thinking. He also wasn’t that good at off-the-spot thinking. But since the difference between a D and an F was probably riding on his answer, he did the best he could. “Well, history is about things in the past, and this book is really, really old. And frobbits are probably totally made up, so that would be fiction. So, yeah, it’s pretty much historical fiction.”


Several of the smarter girls in the class began to giggle. Max figured that wasn’t a very good sign.


“Nice try, Mr. Spencer,” Mrs. Lundberg announced, sealing his fate. “Have a seat.”


On the way back to his desk Max knew he should be at least a little concerned that he had just blown the assignment, but he was thinking about the Codex. There was something really strange about the whole notion of meat-eating unicorns, spell-casting wizards, spice-bathing frobbits, and a middle realm called the Magrus. He figured the book needed to be taken to an expert, and the first person he thought of was Dwight, the owner and sole proprietor of the Dragon’s Den.


Chris Lemons, a tall gangly kid with a long neck, leaned over to where Max was sitting. “Nice job, Einstein. You should have stuck with the unicorns.”


Max ignored him. It was bad enough that he was being mocked by a kid who had cried when a sunflower had touched his face, but now another poor grade meant he’d probably never get ungrounded. At least there was lunch to look forward to—all that talk of well-seasoned frobbits had made him kind of hungry.





CHAPTER TWO



REZORMOOR’S GAMBIT


(THE MAGRUS—PRESENT)


REZORMOOR DREADBRINGER WALKED THE LONG HALL OF THE Maelshadow’s temple. A whimpering gracon crawled before him, bound by a twisted collar and barbed leash that the sorcerer held in his gauntleted hand. The gracon was a ferocious beast—three or four times the size of the human. A spiderweb of molten lava spread like veins across the creature’s armored hide, and its great three-horned head hung so low that it cut into the marbled floor, leaving long, smoldering trenches as evidence of its woeful path. Unfortunately, its name was Peaches—which happened to be far more impressive in Gracon than in English.


Rezormoor had to respect the audacity of the creature. It was a testament to the power of the gracon that it would dare to rise up against the Maelshadow at all. And the fact that the Maelshadow had been unable to quickly subdue the creature suggested that the Lord of Shadows might have some weakness. But those were dangerous thoughts and not part of the sorcerer’s immediate plans. For now, he would bring Peaches to the feet of the Maelshadow and see if a deal could be struck.


The hallway opened into a large chamber and Rezormoor and his captive entered. The Maelshadow’s throne was carved from the monstrous skull of some titan aberration, long lost in the annals of the ancient past. Enormous curved fangs shot from the top of the skull’s gaping mouth, driving down into the floor as if they were two mammoth pillars. Its eyes were empty black pools.


The chamber itself seemed to dance and flicker as if lit by an unseen flame, but stranger still was the black river that carved itself through the hard floor, speckled with small points of light. It looked as if the night sky had been pulled down from the heavens and forced to assume a liquid state.


Suddenly there was a presence that Rezormoor more felt than saw. Peaches sensed it as well, trying to lift its head and cry out. But the sorcerer pulled on the leash, the twisted collar (made from the roots of the Tree of Abysmal Suffering) constricting and biting into the creature’s flesh. The gracon groaned, a deep and pitiful wail that filled the chamber. But as the sound faded away the gracon dropped its head in submission, casting its eyes to the floor and whimpering. Rezormoor dropped his own gaze and took a knee. Despite the prize he held in his hand, Rezormoor knew that his life was in danger. He was certainly not foolish enough to underestimate the Maelshadow’s power or absolute cruelty.


“Speak,” came a voice that rolled like distant thunder. Peaches whimpered in response and inched closer to the foot of the skull, groveling and rolling out its massive tongue. A formless shadow had settled upon the dais.


“I have captured the gracon, my lord. It had fled from the Shadrus as you had suspected.”


“As I had known,” corrected the Maelshadow. Rezormoor looked up to see the strange darkness that now occupied the throne. The Maelshadow was said to dwell in the darkest parts of the Shadrus, though its presence could transcend to its temple. Rezormoor himself had never been to the Shadrus—nor did he have any plans to do so. Maximilian Sporazo was rumored to have built a fortress there—a great castle carved from the side of an obsidian mountain. But whether it was actually his or just a rental, nobody knew for certain.


“Then with this gift I would ask a favor,” Rezormoor requested, doing his best to keep his voice steady. Beseeching favors from the Maelshadow could prove a life-shortening experience.


As if in response, two black-robed acolytes appeared from the shadows. Their faces were hidden within their cowls, but strands of long, ghostly white hair jutted out and fell past their shoulders. Whether they were men or abominations Rezormoor did not know. He handed the leash over when one extended a pale hand—its skin seemingly stretched too tightly over misshapen bones. The sorcerer watched as they led the gracon from the chamber. There was no more fight in the creature—Rezormoor could see that in its eyes. Peaches allowed itself to be led into whatever dungeons lay below.


“The gracon is a worthy tribute,” the Maelshadow continued. “What do you seek in return?” The sounds of a portcullis ratcheting shut rang out from somewhere in the temple, and Rezormoor wondered how many others had heard the sound and then lived to tell about it.


“As you know, I seek the Codex,” Rezormoor said, after taking a breath. “Lost now for over two thousand years. Some believe it destroyed, but I do not.”


“It exists,” the Maelshadow announced with absolute certainty. “I can sense it, if only by the small ripples it creates in the fabric of the universe.”


It was the first time the Maelshadow had ever spoken of the Codex with such specificity, and Rezormoor could only hope that his gamble to capture the gracon would pay off. “Truly then,” the sorcerer continued, “it must be found.”


“It houses the Prime Spells. It’s not a trinket for magicians to play with.”


Being called a “magician” was a particular insult used only by those who did not fear the power of the Tower. As its regent, Rezormoor had never heard human lips utter the word in his presence. Perhaps this was how the Maelshadow chose to test him, or it could be the Lord of Shadows was just being a jerk. Either way, Rezormoor vowed not to let the insult show. “In the hands of your servant,” the sorcerer finally replied, “the Codex would further your will.”


“Do not pretend this is about my will!” the Maelshadow roared. “You should ask what you want while I still have the patience to hear it.”


Rezormoor had the sudden urge to withhold his question and leave, but he swallowed hard and pressed forward. He had come too far to turn back now. “Lend me the use of the Gossamer Gimbal, my lord. With it I will find the Codex.”


There was a long silence—an interminably long silence in which Rezormoor wondered if he had spoken his final words. Finally, however, the Maelshadow answered, the tempest that was his voice seemingly calmed. “You need a descendant of the arch-sorcerer to read it.”


“As you say,” Rezormoor replied, bowing slightly. Although the Maelshadow was correct that Rezormoor needed a blood relative to read from the book, if the Lord of the Shadows knew what Rezormoor truly planned to do, the wizard would be destroyed on the spot. “The Gossamer Gimbal could find both—the Codex and Sporazo’s heir.”


“If such a descendant even lives. His line has been hunted for two centuries and without success. And while it’s true I have the Gimbal, my own agents have tried and failed. I do not see how you could do otherwise.”


“Your agents cannot travel to the Techrus—or should I say, even if they did, their magic would be so weakened as to be useless. Not that they would be without means, but without magic the Gimbal has no power.”


“You tell me nothing I don’t already know,” the Maelshadow replied, its voice crashing against the interior like an ocean wave. “The Techrus is devoid of magic.”


Rezormoor straightened a bit. “But not all magic. There are some who carry such power within them.”


“Dragons and unicorns. But you’ll find none willing to aid the Tower. Nor will the monks who tend to the Tree of Attenuation be persuaded to grant passage between the realms. These are not new thoughts, sorcerer. They are old stratagems without the means to accomplish them.”


“I believe that is no longer the case.”


The mass of black shadows on the throne seemed to shift and move. “How is that possible?”


“It’s not been easy, but I’ve been in contact with the monks for some time. We are close to a trade.”


“And what of the creature of magic?”


“I have a candidate in that regard as well.”


“If you have turned the monks and can convince a creature of inbred magic to serve you, you may take the Gossamer Gimbal,” the Maelshadow announced. “But there is a price: If a blood relative of Sporazo is found you will deliver them to me.”


It wasn’t exactly what Rezormoor had in mind, but once he had what he needed the life of any descendant would be unimportant. “I agree,” the sorcerer said, the bargain now struck.


“Good. Now tell me how you will bend a magical inbred to your will. They are as powerful as they are defiant.”


Rezormoor smiled. “As it happens, there’s a unicorn on her way to the Tower as we speak. And from what I can tell, she has just the right appetites to be useful.”





CHAPTER THREE



THE KRAKEN VERSUS GRAVITY


(THE TECHRUS—PRESENT)


IT WAS LUNCHTIME AND MAX WAS JUST FINISHING SWAPPING HIS books at his locker when Dirk ran up to him, eyes wide and face flushed. “Dude, you totally have to see this!” When Dirk got this way it reminded Max of his neighbor’s Chihuahua, jumping up and down and running back and forth along the fence. Max barely had time to close his locker before Dirk dragged him down the hall. It was no great shocker to see that the Kraken and his band of thugs were giving somebody a hard time. What was strange was that that somebody was a girl—and even stranger was the fact that she didn’t seem to be backing down.


“I said don’t try it,” the girl announced. The group (many of whom were wrestlers) all started laughing when she delivered her warning, but she wasn’t angry or yelling or even on the verge of tears. There was a cool determination in her voice that seemed to cut through the air like a razor.


“You’re like a kung fu princess, is that it?” Ricky taunted, looking around at his wrestling buddies. “You think you could take me to the ground?”


“I didn’t say kung fu,” the girl answered evenly. “And no, I’m not interested in taking you anywhere.”


The crowd was starting to grow bigger. Max finally recognized the girl as Sarah Jepson from his math class. She was tall, smart, with the kind of auburn hair movie stars had. She didn’t hang out with the popular girls, or the band geeks, or even the drama kids. Come to think of it, Max didn’t really know a whole lot about her, other than the fact that she had somehow wandered into Ricky’s sights and was about to pay the price.


“You didn’t answer my question,” Ricky continued in a mocking voice. “I didn’t ask if you wanted to, I asked if you could. You think because your parents were, like, karate kids you’ve got something on me?”


Not karate, Sarah thought, but judo. It wasn’t something she talked about because she hadn’t wanted to end up here—standing in the hallway and having to deal with Ricky. But her parents had met as competitors at the world judo finals, so she had pretty much spent her whole life learning the Japanese martial art. As a toddler she didn’t play with her Tickle Me Elmo doll, instead she practiced hip throwing it across the living room. There was a reason jujitsu (from which judo developed) was used by the powerful Samurai warriors of old—it worked.


“What I can and can’t do is none of your business,” Sarah replied curtly. Now maybe the Kraken wasn’t the sharpest tool in the toolshed, as Max’s grandmother liked to say, but he was smart enough to figure out that Sarah really wasn’t afraid of him. And that had to be a first . . . ever.


“I don’t believe it, she thinks she’s tougher than I am!” Ricky exclaimed. The rest of the kids laughed and cheered him on as he looked around the hall, grinning wildly. Then he lowered his voice and turned to face Sarah again, only now everyone grew quiet—they’d seen this before, sometimes on the wrestling mat when he was about to destroy an opponent, or sometimes during school when a student was about to get pounded. Ricky leaned forward and looked at Sarah as if she was his worst enemy in the world. “You should probably start something,” he growled through clenched teeth. “Or I will.”


But Sarah didn’t flinch, and that was saying a lot. Max had seen all kinds of tough kids melt under similar circumstances. George Lobowski, who played center on the football team, broke down and started crying when Ricky did the same thing to him. But not Sarah—to the amazement of Max and every other student gathered in the hall, she actually stood her ground.


“Hey, why don’t you pick on somebody your own size?” Dirk called out. Max shouldn’t have been surprised by that. Dirk’s ability to say things without thinking was probably hard coded into his DNA. Max, on the other hand, tried to shrink down and be as invisible as possible.


The Kraken whirled, finding Dirk standing in the crowd and staring back at him. “Oh, is that right?” Ricky said, playing it up for his audience. “You offering then?”


“Well, clearly I’m not your size either,” Dirk said with a shrug.


If Ricky had thought he could catch Dirk he might have made a run for him, but he knew better. And besides, he wasn’t finished with Sarah yet. “Keep squeaking, little mouse, and mind your own business.”


Ricky turned his attention back to Sarah, getting eye to eye with her and violating the whole “personal space” thing they talked about in health class. But Sarah didn’t even blink. “Look, Ricky, I’m just a girl. I don’t see how picking on me does anything to enhance your reputation as the alpha male around here. So I’m going to turn and walk away, and you guys can yell ‘chicken’ or make clucking sounds and that’s fine with me. And if it makes you feel better if I say you’re tougher than I am, I’m happy to. But right now I need to get to lunch. So if you’ll excuse me, I’m leaving.”


And that’s when it happened. Sarah had started to turn when Ricky grabbed her roughly by the shoulder. She reacted at once, moving so fast it was a blur. She grabbed Ricky’s arm and pivoted on her leg, using his momentum against him. She then bent and threw Ricky over her shoulder so that he landed flat on his back—the air blowing out of his lungs as he hit the floor. But Sarah kept moving, placing her knee against his arm and pulling Ricky’s elbow across her thigh at a painful angle. Ricky yelped, but otherwise didn’t move. Sarah was glaring down at him, and for a moment it looked as if she was going to press down on the arm and break it, but suddenly she let go and her hand flew to her mouth in astonishment.


“I didn’t mean . . . ,” she started to say, looking around at all the shocked faces. Sarah had just executed what her parents called the ippon seoi nage. Her brain coolly processed the information while the emotion of it all began to surge in her like a tidal wave.


A bunch of kids started to push through the crowd wanting to get a closer look at the Kraken spread out and lying on the hallway floor. Max and Dirk managed to get caught in the middle of it, and the two of them were suddenly pushed forward. They lost their balance, falling into each other and then tripping over the Kraken, landing in a pile next to him. Before they could untangle themselves and get to their feet, Mr. Jackson, the vice principal, parted the kids like Moses at the Red Sea. He stood there, his hands on his hips, and scowled.


“What’s going on here?” Mr. Jackson asked in his no-nonsense vice principal voice. On the floor was the Kraken, who still wasn’t moving; Dirk, who was looking wide-eyed and flushed; and Max, who was too shocked to do anything but point at Sarah. The vice principal sized up the situation quickly. “Everyone go to lunch . . . now. Somebody find the nurse and get her here. And you three,” he said, looking coldly at Sarah, Max, and Dirk, “you all come with me. You’re in serious trouble.”





CHAPTER FOUR



AN UNLIKELY FRIENDSHIP


(THE TECHRUS—PRESENT)


SARAH STARED ANGRILY AT MAX AS HE TRIED TO EXPLAIN THAT FINGER pointing was simply an unconscious survival instinct handed down through the Spencer family line. The reaction was so ingrained in his genetics, in fact, that he might as well try to stop a sneeze as prevent an anger-deflecting pass-the-buck finger point. Sarah, however, was unconvinced.


“I really wasn’t trying to get you into trouble,” Max offered, for probably the thirtieth time.


The three of them were sitting in an empty classroom, waiting as the whole “situation” was being sorted out. Throughout it all, Dirk just sat and looked at Sarah with a kind of wide-eyed, slack-jawed wonder. She ignored it as long as she could, but finally she’d had enough. “Do you really have to stare at me like that?” she blurted out, tearing her gaze away from Max. “I’m so glad I could be here to provide you with some amusement before I’m suspended.”


It was as if Sarah were speaking to a stone wall—Dirk didn’t blink. But when he finally spoke, it was with that rare kind of childlike wonder that most kids drop by the time they get to middle school. But then again, Dirk was definitely not like most kids. “You were so . . . awesome,” he finally said.


Max rolled his eyes, but he knew his friend well enough. No matter what happened in Dirk’s future, whether he ended up collecting cans and living in his parent’s basement or he became the president of the United States, the day he saw a girl take out the Kraken in front of the entire school would rank as one of the greatest moments of his life.


“Very funny,” Sarah replied, turning away.


“He’s not making fun of you,” Max offered, hoping that he wasn’t about to get another hard-eyed death look from Sarah. “And I’m not either. What you did . . . it was amazing.”


Sarah turned back to face the boys. She looked at them a bit closer now. Max had a round face that reminded her of the baby angel on the toilet paper packages her mom bought—only with glasses. He had hair that was naturally messy, with a few strands hanging across his forehead, and a mouth with lips pursed together as if he was holding back a hiccup. Dirk, on the other hand, had a mouth that was perpetually locked in a half grin, with a narrow face and larger ears that hung on the sides of his head. His dark hair was cut as if he was in the army, with expressive eyes and a prominent nose.


At least they had each other as friends, Sarah thought. Neither of them probably stood much of a chance on his own. “You don’t understand,” Sarah finally continued. “What I did wasn’t awesome or incredible or anything like that. I could have really hurt him—don’t you get it?”


Dirk snapped out of his hero-worshipping and began emphatically shaking his head. “No way. I saw the whole thing. You tried to leave—you turned away and then he grabbed you.”


“Barely.”


“No,” Max chimed in. “He grabbed you hard. I saw it too.”


“Yeah, everybody did,” Dirk added.


Sarah sighed, feeling a little better despite herself. “Maybe.” She realized it had been Dirk who had called out from the crowd when the whole rest of the school seemed to be against her. Maybe she needed to cut them some slack.


After an awkward moment of silence, Max decided to break the ice. “So anyway, my name’s Max,” he said, offering his hand. “And this is Dirk.”


Dirk did his best Renaissance fair bow, “Milady.”


That made Sarah giggle as she shook Max’s hand. “I’m Sarah, officially now the most unpopular kid at Parkside Middle School.”


“I never thought I’d meet someone less popular than me,” Dirk replied. “I’m kind of conflicted about it.”


Sarah managed a meek smile before realizing what she must look like—hair a mess and mascara (that her older sister made her wear) probably running. “Hey, you guys don’t have anything I could clean up with, do you? I must look like a train wreck.”


“Oh, uh, I don’t carry a handkerchief in my pocket or anything,” Max said. “It’s because I cried real hard once when I was little, I think because I had gotten an ice cream cone and it fell in the gutter when I tried to lick it. Anyway, my grandpa gave me his old handkerchief, and as I sat there, crying and holding my empty cone, I realized it was the same old handkerchief that he’d been using for like forty years to blow his nose in. And it just seemed kind of . . . gross. So anyway, that’s why I don’t have a handkerchief. But if I did I don’t think you’d want to use it anyway—not that I have allergies or anything, just the normal amount of nose . . . stuff.”
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