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			To my father, Platte Evans Clark,

			who tolerated a twelve-year-old's love of comic books, fantasy novels, and long games of Dungeons & Dragons

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			DWAINE WAS AN OGRE, BUT not in the lumbering, football-playing, knocks-your-lunch-tray-off-the-table-when-he-walks-by kind of way. Dwaine was an ogre in the green-skinned, humongous, not-a-human-being kind of way. Although, admittedly, Dwaine wasn’t a particularly accomplished ogre: He had only earned a participation ribbon at the elf-smashing games (everyone who entered got one); his war howl sounded more like an old Volkswagen trying to start on a cold morning; and on career day his counselor gave him a pamphlet entitled Armor Testing and You! Worst of all, he’d only scored 7 percent on the MEE (Magrus Evil Exam). Seven percent ranked him as only slightly more evil than an annoyed woodchuck. Dwaine’s parents did their best to hide their shame, but when his older brother, Dolrug, scored a whopping 97 percent evil, they threw Dolrug a party and sent him to law school. The chances of Dwaine ever getting a party thrown in his honor were slim to none.

			When graduation day arrived at Moldy Cave Middle School, Dwaine cleaned out his locker and followed the other students outside. His class was eager to get to the recruitment fair, so they hurried across the field to assemble at the various career booths. It was the ogre custom that as soon as one graduated from middle school, he or she was expected to choose an occupation. And so it was that the recruiters were out in force.

			The biggest booth belonged to the ogre army, sporting a large banner that read COME SMASH FOR CASH! Other trades were represented as well, such as blacksmithing, culinary arts, and animal husbandry (also known as marriage counseling). Those with exceptionally high Magrus Evil Exam scores were immediately marked for a career in politics. Dwaine was not one of them, however. In fact, he was the only ogre not excited by the fair—not with his pathetic test score. So he lumbered around the field and watched as students listened to the speeches from ­recruiters, checked the minimum MEE scores for that vocation, and if interested, signed their contract. It was how things were done in the ogre community.

			Dwaine sighed. With a score of 7 percent there was no sense stopping at one of the colorful booths. Even the army required a minimum 15 percent evil. That left only one option, and Dwaine shuddered at the thought. At the far end of the field he saw the armor-testing stand, its old and tattered banner proclaiming ARMOR TESTERS—PROTECTING THE ONES WHO MATTER. It was supposed to be inspirational.

			Dwaine began his slow walk across the fairgrounds and consigned himself to his fate. He was to be an armor tester, then, which amounted to putting on various bits of ogre armor and getting whacked by an assortment of weapons. It wasn’t the kind of career that even bothered to offer a retirement plan. He passed the other ogres in silence as they celebrated their choices, but as he made his way across the field he noticed something odd—a small, black booth standing apart from the others. Stranger still, while the other booths had crowds of young ogres around them, not a single ogre stood before the black one. Dwaine hesitated, unsure what to do. He knew getting his hopes up was a dangerous thing—disappointment always followed, and he’d learned it was easier to just accept that the worst was going to happen and get on with it. But still . . . what did he have to lose? He shrugged and approached the structure, finding a solitary human sitting inside. The old man wore black robes, seemingly cut from the same black fabric as the booth, and watched Dwaine with a bemused grin.

			“Uh, are you part of the recruitment fair?” Dwaine asked looking around. The man rose from his seat in response.

			“Could be. Ever hear of the Maelshadow’s Minions?”

			Dwaine scratched at the side of his large, green head. “I don’t think so.”

			“Not many have,” the man answered. “We’re a select group. Very particular.”

			“Ah, well, it was nice talking to you,” Dwaine replied, turning to walk away. He knew words like “select” and “particular” meant he should be on his way. But the man called back to him.

			“Not so fast there. You’ve already passed the first test.”

			“I have?” Dwaine asked, turning around.

			“There’s a reason nobody else is standing here,” the man answered. Just then a group of students walked by. One of them, an ogre named Brokug, pointed at Dwaine. “Hey, you lost or something? You’re supposed to find a booth.” The group laughed and continued on their way. Dwaine turned back to the old man, who was smiling at him.

			“They can’t see you, can they?” Dwaine asked, not really understanding what was going on.

			“Clever,” the old man said. “Too clever a head to test helmets all day.”

			“The only thing that can do that is magic,” Dwaine continued, the words sounding strange in his mouth. He’d learned about the Wizard’s Tower and its order of magic users, although there were rumors that the Tower in Aardyre had fallen. But why would the Tower care about ogres? Or, for that matter, him?

			“I don’t suppose you see a lot of magic out here,” the old man replied. “But to answer your question, yes—my booth and I are completely invisible. Well, invisible to most.”

			“I don’t understand. Why come to a recruitment fair to not be seen?”

			“It’s a test,” the man said, waving his hand. “We’re looking for those who are, how do I put this . . . slightly evil. I’m cloaked in a spell that keeps me hidden from everyone else.”

			Dwaine had never heard of a recruiter looking for somebody who wasn’t mostly evil. “But didn’t you say you worked for the Maelshadow?”

			“That’s right.”

			“And isn’t the Maelshadow the most powerful and evil being in all of the three realms?”

			“All that and more,” the man nodded. “He is the Ruler of the Shadrus! The Lord of Shadows!”

			Dwaine scratched at his head again as he tried to work it out. “I don’t think I understand why someone like that would be interested in me.”

			“Look, I’m going to share a secret with you,” the man said, motioning for Dwaine to lean closer to him. “Evil isn’t all that difficult to master when you really think about it. I mean, how hard is it? Stomp around and destroy some pretties? Swipe things that don’t belong to you? Bonk a few innocents on the head? The great weakness of evil is that it’s, well . . . predictable. And predictable is exactly what you don’t want to be when you’re trying to take over the universe.”

			The old man paused, watching as his words sank in. Dwaine had never heard anything like this before. Everything that mattered in an ogre’s life was centered around being as evil as possible.

			The old man brought his hand up to his head. “Boom!” he exclaimed as he opened his fingers. “Kind of mind-blowing when you think about it.”

			“I suppose so.”

			“See, if you’re the Maelshadow and you’re as evil as evil can get, you have to stop playing by the rules if you want to win. So the Lord of Shadows is looking for special recruits to carry out important missions—recruits with enough good in them to throw everything off. Recruits just like you.”

			Dwaine had never been called special. “I only scored seven percent on my evil exam.”

			“Seven percent?” the man said, beaming. “That’s the lowest yet! My friend, let me officially offer you a job!”

			Dwaine wondered what his parents would think of that. Maybe he’d get that party after all. The old man pushed a solid black parchment forward and handed Dwaine a white feather. “Just sign at the bottom.”

			Dwaine squinted at the black document.

			“I can’t read anything,” he finally admitted.

			“Well, of course you can’t,” the old man said, as if it were the most sensible thing in the world. “Standard procedure for a Maelshadow contract is black ink on black parchment. Cuts through all the nonsense of having to read and understand it.”

			“Oh,” Dwaine said, slightly confused. But then again, what did it matter? Joining the Maelshadow was his way out. He took the white feather and pressed it against the parchment, feeling it vibrate in his hand as he scrawled his name across the bottom.

			“Congratulations,” the black-robed man announced, snatching the contract back. “You, my friend, are going to go places. And by that, I mean right now, because your ride is here.”

			“It is?” Dwaine asked. Then he heard the sound of approaching hooves and turned to see a black horse galloping through the woods toward them. Only it wasn’t like any horse Dwaine had seen before. For one, it was much bigger. And when it snorted, flame and smoke bellowed from its flared nostrils. It was so black, in fact, that even in the sun the beast looked as if it had been peeled from the darkest night sky. It leapt across the open field, startling Dwaine’s classmates and scattering them in all directions.

			The creature galloped forward, then skidded to a stop in front of the black booth. Its mane fell around the huge neck in a tangle of thick hair, and two burning eyes stared down at Dwaine. The scent of smoke and sulfur rolled off the beast, and the sunlight seemed to pull away from it as if such a thing had no business being in the world.

			“That . . . ,” Dwaine said doing his best to speak. He was having a hard time finding his voice. “That’s a nightmare!”

			“Yes, so I wouldn’t keep her waiting if I were you,” the man said. “They have been known to eat riders that annoy them.”

			Dwaine swallowed. All around him the other ogres were pointing, their heavy jaws hanging in disbelief. Then he realized that if there was ever a moment he could let the whole school know that they had misjudged him, it was now. Dwaine took a breath and reached for the thick black mane. He might have been one of the most unpopu­lar ogres in school, but he was an ogre nonetheless, and his powerful legs propelled him up and onto the beast’s back. The nightmare reared, pawing at the air with black hooves that seeped a tarlike substance, which smoldered when it hit the ground.

			There were gasps from all around the fairgrounds, and Dwaine nearly tumbled off the creature’s rear (which would have been a bit embarrassing, all things considered), but he managed to stay on.

			“My name is Dwaine!” he shouted as the nightmare thundered back to the ground. “And I am not an armor tester!” And with that the nightmare galloped off, flame igniting around its hooves as it charged forward. The great beast flew across the grounds and into the forest, burning hoofprints marking the path behind it.

			There was a stunned silence as the remaining ogres caught their breaths. Syndy, one of the more popular females on the cheerleading team, turned to her ­boyfriend.

			“What did he say?” she asked, her voice filled with awe.

			“I think he said his name was Dave,” the ogre answered thoughtfully. “And he’s an armor tester.”

			Meanwhile, Dwaine was holding on to the nightmare for all he was worth, quickly losing any thoughts of parties and such. They were doing more than traversing the lands of his ancestral home—they were descending from the Magrus into the Shadrus, the Shadow Realm. The nightmare was able to cross the border between the two realms as few other creatures could.

			Day turned to night, and Dwaine had to tie the heavy cords of the nightmare’s mane around his arms or risk falling off. He lost all sense of time, noting only that the world grew darker the farther they traveled. He finally gave in to exhaustion and slept.

			He woke to a black sun burning against a gray sky. The nightmare had ceased running, and instead walked purposefully toward a giant fortress that rose from the cracked, dry ground. Ragged, seemingly chaotic pillars of rock climbed over one another to form the palace of the Maelshadow. An impossibly large wall encircled the structure, while rivers of thick, putrid water snaked along the ground. Dwaine wondered what else was on the other side of the wall—a city, perhaps?

			They continued traveling along the well-worn road. On either side numerous statues emerged from the earth—clay creatures that crawled away from the Maelshadow’s domain, their expressions locked in ­horror. Definitely not the kind of thing you’d see on a postcard and think, Now that’s a place I’d like to visit.

			It wasn’t long before the nightmare deposited Dwaine at the main gate. The ogre was met by a sullen, emaciated creature whose dark skin was covered in ivory tattoos. The strange symbols crawled around the manlike limbs and chest, disappearing behind the folds of a loose-fitting robe.

			“Are you a wizard?” Dwaine asked, his muscles aching from the long ride.

			“Wizard? I should certainly say not!” the creature coughed, and Dwaine had a sudden feeling that he had a cold coming on. “I am a plague—a bringer of disease and pestilence. You’d better learn the way of things down here if you want to live long enough to be useful. Now, follow me.” Dwaine had never met a plague before, and decided it was probably not a good idea to shake hands.

			The two of them passed under the gate and walked toward the palace in the distance. “I imagine you’re the Black Death, then,” Dwaine said, thinking that maybe the two of them had gotten off to a bad start. “You hear a lot about the Black Death. Very impressive.”

			“Oh, sure, it’s bubonic that gets all the attention,” the being said, waving a skeletal hand at the gray sky above. “I suppose it’s the fashionable way to go if you want to be part of the in crowd.”

			“I didn’t know plagues could be popular,” Dwaine continued, doing his best to keep the small talk going.

			“We’re no different from anybody else, you know,” the plague replied. “Bubonic—as if there’s any challenge in that. Do you know how difficult it is to start a bubonic outbreak?”

			“I’ve never really thought about it.”

			“Give me a rat and a couple of peasants and I can whip up the Black Death in no time.”

			“So what kind of plague are you, if you don’t mind my asking?” Dwaine pressed. He’d decided to keep his eyes forward and concentrate on the conversation. Around him the Shadrus city, comprised of oddly twisted buildings and even stranger inhabitants, seemed to press in with an almost palpable sense of foreboding.

			“I am tonsillitis,” the plague answered with a sinister glint in its eye.

			Dwaine walked in silence for several moments. “Is that an actual plague? I thought it was just swollen glands or something,”

			“It’s from the pharyngeal family if you really want to know,” the plague said, sounding defensive.

			“I see,” Dwaine replied.

			“Sure, I know what you’re thinking,” the plague continued. “A sore throat and intermittent cough isn’t a big deal. But if you don’t get it looked at, it can turn into rheumatic fever. Very nasty, that.”

			“Sounds like it,” Dwaine agreed. He didn’t think ogres got rheumatic fever, but it probably wasn’t a good time to bring that up.

			“Beware the Red Swelling!” the plague suddenly exclaimed. “Sounds scary, doesn’t it? Like the Black Death, much better than bubonic plague. Every good disease needs a catchphrase.” Suddenly the plague started chuckling. “Get it? A catchphrase about a virus . . . ­sometimes I crack myself up.”

			Dwaine forced a laugh just to be polite. Thankfully, the plague was content to walk the rest of the way in silence.

			He was led into the spacious palace and taken to a temple where the Lord of Shadows was waiting. Once Dwaine was in his presence, he felt icy fingers wrap their way around his insides. The Maelshadow was every bit as terrifying as in the stories he’d heard, and when the Lord of Shadows spoke, his voice filled the place with a deep rumble, as if some giant had awoken beneath the earth.

			“Listen,” the Maelshadow commanded, “and I will tell you how Max Spencer, the boy who can read the book, will doom his world.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			RETURN OF THE CONQUERING HERO

			MAX STARED AT THE OBJECT of dread hanging in front of him and realized there was nothing to do but face it. It was bad enough that Parkside Middle School’s husky-sized PE shorts had remained unchanged and out of fashion since 1976, but now everyone was staring at him too. And that included the older kids. From Max’s perspective it looked as if the entire ninth grade were sitting in the bleachers,   watching him. Kids with actual facial hair were giving him the eye.

			“Spencer, Max,” a deep voice grumbled for the second time. A hush settled over the gym as Max finally raised his hand.

			“Here.”

			Coach Mattson put his clipboard aside and raised his  whistle to his mouth. He wore his United States Marine Corps T-shirt and was probably the only guy in the world trained to use a dodgeball ball as a deadly weapon. “On my mark,” he grunted through clenched teeth.

			Max slowly stepped forward, craning his neck in an effort to see how high the rope stretched. It was the first day of the new school year, and how Max performed on the rope climb would determine his fate. He’d either be going into regular PE (where they played games that involved actual score keeping), or remedial PE (where Coach Mattson ran his special military-inspired torture routines). Max had heard the whispered tales of woe that came from remedial PE: pain, humiliation, and guaranteed barfing. Max really, really wanted to be in regular PE, but if there was one exercise he was especially bad at, it was the rope climb.

			Max looked at the students in the bleachers and the line of others waiting impatiently behind him. Maybe he could fake a seizure? Only he wasn’t a particularly good actor, and if he got it wrong, it would just make things worse. Everyone knew you could only play the seizure card once, so you had to make it count.

			“Come on, Max, you can do it!” a familiar voice cried out. It was Dirk, his oldest and best friend. Dirk was the kind of kid who ate nothing but junk food and still managed to scuttle up the rope like gravity had left the building. He was also the fastest runner in the entire school, which was a good thing given his tendency to say things that made people want to kick him—even girls.

			“Yo, don’t break it, Spencer!” another voice shouted, and behind it came a chorus of cackles. That voice belonged to Ricky “the Kraken” Reynolds, and he was about as scary a kid as you could imagine. Undefeated as a wrestler, he’d gained his nickname for all the bones he “cracked” on the mat. It also gave him the kind of reputation perfect for bullying. But Max had seen something even more terrifying when the Kraken had been transformed into something else—a hulking beast with red skin and glowing eyes. That had been in a different time and in a different world, but the memory remained.

			Max jumped for the rope, and the burning in his arms began much too quickly. He struggled to pull himself up, and he imagined he looked like a fish flopping around at the end of a fishing line. Thankfully he managed to find the big knot at the bottom with his feet.

			“Hey, Spencer, you’re supposed to go up!” another wrestler called out. There were more laughs.

			“Yeah, even I got higher than that!” a squeaky voice followed. It was Melvin Jenkins, head of the Live Action Role-Playing group, or LARPers. They dressed up as fantasy characters and ran around with cardboard swords and threw tennis balls as spells. Online gaming was different—your character had truly heroic abilities. LARPers simply ran around and pretended to do things. So if Melvin was mocking him, his life had hit an all-time low. In response, the gym broke out into howls of laughter.

			Max gritted his teeth and shoved off the knot. For a moment—a very brief moment—he managed to hold himself on the rope. But the burning in his arms became a fire and his hands were sweating way too much. It occurred to him that he should at least try for a graceful dismount. He let go, but he ended up sliding too fast, and his feet got tangled up in the rope. He somersaulted forward, the rope flying through his hands. And if that wasn’t bad enough, the large knot at the bottom whipped around and smacked him squarely in the face. His glasses flew off as he tumbled forward. Max landed with a loud slapping sound that seemed to reverberate off the old gym’s walls. There was a moment of stunned silence before the entire gym exploded in laughter. It was, without a doubt, the most humiliating moment in Max’s life—and that was saying a lot.

			“Okay, that’s enough,” Coach Mattson said, blowing his whistle and bringing the place back to order. He marked something on his clipboard. “We’ll be seeing you in remedial PE, Mr. Spencer,” he announced. Max picked himself up off the mat and retrieved his glasses. “Don’t worry son,” the coach continued. “I’ll toughen you up.”

			There’s a place where I’m tough enough already, Max said to himself. He wiped his glasses off and limped back toward the locker room. Dirk ran to catch up to him.

			“Dude, you’re not very good at rope climbing,” he announced, stating the obvious.

			“Really?” Max replied, trying not to sound bitter. He hadn’t bothered to put his glasses on—that way he wouldn’t have to see the laughing, judging eyes of everyone in the gym.

			“Don’t worry about those dweebs,” Dirk said as if reading his mind. “Jocks might rule the schools, but nerds rule the world. That’s why they’re so angry at us.”

			Max smiled at that. He knew plenty of people who thought he and Dirk were nerds. But so what if they liked computers and role-playing games and reading all the sci-fi and fantasy they could get their hands on? Max knew a truth that very few others did—that the universe was made up of three different realms, and magic, heroes, and monsters really did exist. It turned out the nerds weren’t so far off after all.

			“Meet me in the lunchroom,” Dirk said, slapping Max on the shoulder. “I hear we’re getting new tater tots this year.”

			[image: ]

			That afternoon Max rode the bus in silence. Dirk was going on about an online game he was excited about, but Max wasn’t paying attention. Instead, he watched as the houses of Madison passed by the window. Madison was a small town that was, as the mayor liked to say, “not too close or too far from anything important.” But everyone knew that was just code for being in the middle of nowhere.

			Max looked up and saw Ricky Reynolds standing in the aisle, staring down at him. The bus driver gave a quick disapproving glance in the mirror, but refrained from saying anything. Ricky was big enough that even adults thought twice about making him angry.

			“I liked how you cried in gym today,” Ricky taunted, saying it loud enough that everyone could hear. “I liked it so much I was thinking that maybe you should cry some more.”

			“Don’t go using all your big words at once,” Dirk shot back. “You might want to save some for tomorrow.”

			Someone near the back of the bus started to laugh, but when Ricky shot an angry look in that direction, it quickly became a cough.

			“Come on, Spencer,” Ricky continued, turning his attention back to Max. “I hear you had an exciting first day at school today. Let’s see, you were tripped in the hallway, wet-willied between classes, had your chocolate milk taken at lunch, towel snapped in the locker room, and, oh yeah, you humiliated yourself in front of the entire school. I’m just worried you might think you’re a loser or something. Oh wait, you totally should feel like a loser, because you are one.”

			Ricky began to howl with laughter, and the rest of the bus followed his lead. Thankfully Sarah didn’t ride the bus home, because she was the kind of person who’d stand up to Ricky. She’d done it before, in fact, last year. She was an expert in judo and had sent Ricky flying in the school hallway. Ricky avoided her now, but that only seemed to make him more venomous toward Max and Dirk.

			“Dude, we get it, okay?” Dirk said. “You’re big and bad and you’ve proved it once again. So maybe cut him some slack?”

			It was, unfortunately, the wrong thing to say to a kid like Ricky Reynolds. Ricky didn’t look at weakness as an opportunity to step back and declare victory. Ricky saw weakness as an opening for total annihilation. He lifted his hand and pointed at Max. “Look, everyone, I see a tear. Spencer is totally going to start crying like a little baby! Crybaby, crybaby!” he called out, getting the bus to join in. “Crybaby! Crybaby!” Soon the entire bus was shouting at Max like they were back in elementary school. At the next stop Max bolted from his seat, squeezing past Ricky and making for the door.

			The chants continued as the bus began to pull away. Max looked up to see the myriad faces pressed against the windows. He knew he shouldn’t have looked, just like he knew to keep his glasses off in the gym. But this time he did, and the laughing, mocking expressions stung even more as the bus drove by. And then there was Dirk, who simply mouthed, Dude, that’s not your stop!
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			When Max glanced at the clock, it read 12:15 a.m. He was supposed to be in bed by ten thirty, but the online campaign had gone longer than anyone had expected. Max just wasn’t feeling it, however, so he excused himself and hurried and logged out. He was sure there’d be some angry complaints from the others, but he didn’t care. His eyes drifted to the newspaper article pinned next to the monitor. MISSING STUDENTS FOUND, the headline proclaimed. There was a picture of him, Dirk, and Sarah, standing arm in arm in front of the school. Somehow they had to explain their disappearance last year, so Dirk had come up with the story. They told everyone they had been walking home when there was a sudden bright light—and the next thing they knew a number of days had passed. Max thought it was the worst story imaginable, but Sarah said the simplest explanation would work best, no matter how crazy it sounded. So they all agreed to tell a small white lie rather than explain the truth: that Max was the long-lost relative of a great sorcerer and had accidentally used his spell book to cast them into the future. And that once there, they’d had to fight against Robo-Princess, a decidedly evil unicorn who had been hunting them. Then they’d made a promise to a great dragon king, who sent them back in time to the Magrus (the magical kingdom). There they had to take the Codex of Infinite Knowability to the place it was created—which happened to be the Wizard’s Tower, where a powerful sorcerer had been after Max and his friends all along. They defeated Rezormoor Dreadbringer and his minions and were taken back to the Techrus (the human realm) by means of a magical coach. When they arrived in Madison, they had effectively doubled back in time, so it had only been a few days since their mysterious disappearance.

			So bright light and time loss it was. Ricky knew the truth because he had ended up in the Magrus somehow—Max wasn’t sure how that had happened exactly. That left Dwight as the only other person who knew the truth. Dwight was the owner of the Dragon’s Den, the game and comic shop on Main Street. They had always thought of him as a little person, but it turned out Dwight was an actual dwarf. Dwight had been on the whole adventure as well, taking them all the way to his ancestral home of Jiilk. There, Max had earned the respect of the dwarf king and stood between two armies ready to go to war. That seemed a strange memory now that he had to put up with the daily humiliation of being plain old Max Spencer. It didn’t seem fair, and Max had started to wonder if coming home had been a mistake.

			He rose from his chair with a sigh and plopped on the bed, bouncing Moki from his sleeping position on Max’s pillow. Moki was a fire kitten and had come with Max all the way from the Magrus. In fact, the little fire kitten had saved Max and his friends more than once. He’d originally gone home with Sarah, but apparently her mom was allergic to fire kittens. Max had taken him in happily, and he now stroked Moki’s head as the fire kitten purred with contentment. Fire kittens could also talk, and he and Max had to be careful—a few close calls with his mom had nearly unraveled everything. A talking cat was the kind of thing a parent would blow out of proportion.

			“Do you miss the Magrus?” Max asked. Moki stretched as he contemplated his answer.

			“I like it here,” Moki replied. “TV is great.” Max smiled—Moki pretty much thought everything was great.

			“Sometimes I miss it,” Max admitted. “I had power in the Magrus. People respected me.”

			“You are a great wizard.”

			“But not like before—magic doesn’t work the same here.” Max opened his nightstand and pulled out the Codex of Infinite Knowability. Moki frowned when Max’s scratching hand left to become a page-turning one. “I’m the only person in the three realms who can use this,” Max continued, “and it pretty much just sits in my drawer collecting dust.” He flipped through the ancient book, the handwritten pages and elaborate drawings part of the encyclopedic knowledge the Codex had of just about everyone and everything. And as far as Max could tell, the Codex also had a mind of its own—its pages would change and the book would communicate what it wanted, regardless of what the reader was interested in. Because the Codex had been created by the greatest arch-sorcerer who had ever lived, it also contained the Fifteen Prime Spells—the most powerful magic in all of existence, and the foundation of all other magic in the universe. The fact that the arch-sorcerer had turned out to be Max’s father was still too new a revelation for Max to completely appreciate. But maybe that was why he felt the pull of the place—he was born there. The Magrus was his real home.

			Max stood with the book in his hand. He reached out with his mind and found the strange sensation that was the Codex. In the human realm, magic was slippery and hard to hold on to. Still, he found the tide of power that flowed through the book and pulled it back. It engulfed him like a warm ocean current. He closed his eyes and reveled in the feeling, not aware of the books, papers, and other items that lifted into the air and began to float around the room. Moki slid along the bed as well, finally grabbing hold of the bedpost with his claws. The power swelled in Max, and he smiled at its warm and comforting embrace. This is who I am, he said to himself.

			Outside Max’s house the trees in the yard bent as if caught in an invisible wind. Then the old water hose began to move across the yard like a snake until it lifted into the air. The hose was joined by several newspapers and a number of long-lost toys hiding under bushes or in rain gutters. Several dogs started barking, and suddenly one of the neighbors’ cars lurched forward.

			All around Max’s house items took flight, carried on the invisible current of magic. Then the neighbor’s car began to slowly lift from the ground, triggering the security alarm. Max’s eyes shot open as he became aware of what he’d been doing. The magic slipped away and everything fell down, including a grateful Moki, who had been losing his grip on the bed. The car outside bounced as the front end fell to the driveway, blasting the horn on impact. Max looked out the window in time to see his neighbor run outside, nearly getting struck by a falling garden gnome. He drew the blinds and pressed himself against the wall, keeping out of sight, then waited a minute before chancing another look. His neighbor was standing by his car, gnome in hand, scratching his head.

			Max put the Codex away and closed the nightstand drawer. It was far too dangerous to use magic in the Techrus—no matter how good it made him feel.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			RUMBLE IN THE PIT

			MAX SHOULD HAVE SEEN IT coming. Since when did Coach Mattson ask to see him during lunch? And why would he want to meet him in the wrestling pit (a small, smelly room in the basement where the wrestlers practiced) instead of his office? If Max had been thinking right, he would have realized something was wrong, but he’d been walking around in zombie mode after his magical episode the night before. When Sarah saw him, she asked if he was sick, so Max figured he probably looked as bad as he felt. But now things were about to get much, much worse.

			He stood at the bottom of the long, narrow flight of stairs that led to the pit. There were people waiting for him, but none of them happened to be Coach Mattson. Instead, Ricky Reynolds and a few of his wrestling buddies were eyeing him like a rabbit in a lion’s den. Max heard the door at the top of the stairs slam shut, trapping him inside.

			“Hey, look who’s here!” Ricky announced, a gleam in his eye. “I told you he’d come.”

			“Not too bright,” another wrestler said as he cracked his knuckles.

			“Okay, very funny,” Max said, putting his hands up. “You got me.”

			Ricky approached Max and grabbed him by the shirt, pulling him into the room. “I don’t think Max has ever been Captain Hooked. Have you, Max?” Max cast a worried look at the row of hooks on the brown brick wall. He’d never been Captain Hooked before, but he’d heard stories—the wrestlers would lift some poor kid up and catch his underwear on the wall hook. Then they’d just leave him there, hanging by his underwear and getting the world’s worst wedgie. It was more than painful, and once you were Captain Hooked you couldn’t do anything about it. And if Max knew Ricky and his friends, they’d leave him like that until somebody wandered down after school. The thought of it made Max’s heart race as he tried to pull away.

			“No!” he cried out. “Please don’t!”

			The half dozen or so other wrestlers surrounded Max, taking control of his arms and legs and easily dragging him toward the line of hooks.

			“You ready?” Ricky mocked. “You can cry all you want down here ’cause nobody’s gonna hear you.”

			“Please, just let me go,” Max pleaded. Despite his panic he had to resist the urge to use magic. It was too powerful and too unpredictable, and somebody could really get hurt. All he could do was struggle against the stronger kids and try to delay the pain and humiliation as long as possible. He was quickly losing the battle, however, when a new voice filled the room.

			“Put him down.”

			All eyes turned to see a boy standing at the bottom of the stairs. Max didn’t recognize him, and he definitely wasn’t the sort you’d soon forget. He was big—the biggest kid Max had ever seen—with massive arms and a broad chest and shoulders. But he didn’t look like the guys who spent all their free time in the gym getting pumped up. The kid just looked strong, like he’d spent every waking hour on some farm throwing bales of hay around—or possibly cows. It was enough for everyone to stop what they were doing and take in the sight of the stranger filling the doorway.

			“Who are you?” Ricky demanded. Ricky wasn’t the kind of person to be intimidated by anyone.

			“I’m the one who told you to put him down,” the kid replied.

			“This is none of your business,” Ricky answered.

			In response the big kid walked toward the group, stopping in front of Ricky so he was chest to chest and staring down at him. “It is. So put him down before I have to make you.”

			The other wrestlers obeyed, their survival instincts kicking in at the sight of the hulking boy. As soon as Max’s feet hit the floor, he spun away and ran to the far wall.

			“What’s your name?” Ricky pressed. “You don’t go to school here.”

			“I’m Wayne. Today’s my first day.”

			“Okay, Wayne, maybe you don’t know how things work around here,” Ricky replied, standing his ground. “You’re new, so I’ll tell you. I’m the captain of the wrestling team, and what I say goes. In the pit, and anywhere else I happen to be. And right now I say we’re going to Captain Hook this dweeb. Understand?”

			Wayne turned to Max, ignoring Ricky. “Are you Max Spencer?” he asked.

			“Yeah,” Max managed to get out, his heart still racing. “Do I know you?”

			“No. But your friend Dirk told me where I could find you,” Wayne answered. Max should have figured if anyone was going to find the biggest kid in the world and send him to the rescue, it would be Dirk. He owed his best friend big time. Wayne returned his attention to Ricky and said, “We’re leaving now.”

			“I don’t think so,” Ricky grunted, raising his hands and pushing the bigger kid in the chest. But Wayne hardly moved, and Ricky stumbled backward, his eyes wide in surprise. Then Wayne grabbed Ricky with as much effort as lifting a bag of potato chips (that was the first thing that came to Max’s mind) and tossed him halfway across the room. Ricky landed on the mat with a heavy thud and managed an awkward roll as he tried to get back on his feet. The other wrestlers took a collective step backward, wanting nothing to do with it.

			Wayne turned and pointed a massive hand at Ricky. “Stay down,” he commanded. It was probably the hardest thing in the world for Ricky to do, and mixed in with the confusion that played across the Kraken’s face there was a new emotion—fear. Ricky turned his head, remaining on his hands and knees.

			“Come on,” Max said to Wayne. Wayne turned and followed Max across the mat and out of the pit. They emerged into the gym and Max extended his hand. He wasn’t sure how you thanked somebody for saving his life, but he figured a handshake was probably a good start.

			“Thanks. You totally saved me down there,” Max said. The big kid looked puzzled, but slowly reached out and clasped hands. Max could feel the power behind the big kid’s grip.

			“Max!” Sarah called out. She was with Dirk, and the two of them hurried over to where he and Wayne were standing. “Dirk told me about the note,” she said, sounding relieved.

			“Yeah,” Dirk said. “You’re lucky I found it. How did you not know that was a trap?”

			“I guess it was pretty obvious,” Max admitted. “I just haven’t been myself lately.”

			Sarah turned to Wayne. “Hi, I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Sarah.”

			If there was anyone in the world that Max looked up to, it was Sarah. Not only was she way too smart and too pretty to be hanging around with a pair like him and Dirk, but she was tougher than both of them put together. And where Max was pudgy with glasses and a thick mop of black hair, and Dirk lean (okay, more like scrawny) with a short military-style haircut, Sarah was tall with auburn hair and dark, expressive eyes. Max had seen her both as the quiet smart girl sitting in the front of math class and the fearless warrior who used her judo to bring grown men to the ground. In short, Max was in awe of her, and counted himself lucky to be her friend.

			“That’s Wayne,” Dirk said, confirming the fact that he’d had something to do with the big kid’s appearance in the wrestling pit.

			“Good to meet you,” Wayne replied.

			“I guess you got to Max in time,” Dirk said, looking his friend over. “No damage done?”

			“Just my pride.”

			“Yeah, I bet.” Dirk added. “Good thing I saw Wayne. I figured, here’s the biggest kid I’ve ever seen—I’m going to be his friend. And then my new friend will rescue my old friend. That’s what having high charisma does for you.”

			Sarah rolled her eyes in response. “So what’s your story, Wayne? Where did you move here from?”

			“Oh, well I just moved from that small room to here,” he answered. There was a pause, and then Max and his friends starting laughing.

			“Yep, you’re going to fit in just right,” Dirk added. “Hey, you should come to lunch with us.”

			“I am hungry,” Wayne admitted.

			“Then lunch is on me,” Max said. “My way of saying thanks.”

			[image: ]

			Max and his friends watched as Wayne not only ate a lunch tray full of food but finished Sarah’s leftovers as well. “So, you never said where you were from,” Sarah remarked, watching as Wayne dunked the fries in ketchup and wolfed them down.

			“You gotta respect a man who can eat like that,” Dirk said. “Unlike Max—he’s dainty.”

			“Very funny,” Max shot back. “How many times have I saved your skinny hide now?”

			“A few,” Dirk said with a nod, settling into his chair. Wayne swallowed before answering Sarah.

			“Where I’m from? Well, it’s a little complicated, and I wanted to make sure you were the right people before I said anything. But you are, aren’t you? You’re the three who brought down the Wizard’s Tower.”

			Max shared a surprised look with his friends—how could he possibly know that?

			“It’s okay,” Wayne continued, mopping up the last of the ketchup. “I know it’s something that isn’t talked about here. I mean, everyone in the Magrus knows about the Techrus. But for some reason people here don’t know about us.”

			“Or the Shadrus,” Dirk added. They had all spent time in the magical Magrus, but the Shadow realm was largely a mystery.

			“Dirk,” Sarah cautioned, “I’m not sure we should be talking about this.”

			Wayne continued, “They say you left before all the uproar that followed the defeat of Rezormoor Dreadbringer.”

			“We did,” Dirk confirmed. “Although I thought we should hang around and bask in our hero-ness for a while. Pose for statues and such.”

			“What happened?” Max asked. “After.”

			“The wizards were suddenly without a leader, and the Tower was in ruins,” Wayne continued. “Word spread quickly about the boy who could read the book and his companions. The rulers of the Seven Kingdoms were more than a little nervous, of course. They met in a great council where the dwarf king and the king of Mor Luin shared their stories about meeting you.”

			Max glanced around the lunchroom, but nobody seemed particularly interested in what they were talking about. If anything, it probably sounded like they were discussing an online game or something. “How did you find us?” he asked.

			“You have many friends in the Magrus,” Wayne continued. “Unicorns, dragons, and an elf who drives a magical coach.”

			“Sumyl,” Dirk said with a smile. “She’s cool.”

			Wayne nodded. “I was sent by those who seek your return. All the realm knows what you’ve done for us.” He put his food down and turned to Max. “You’re the keeper of the Codex of Infinite Knowability. We believe that you and the Codex belong in the Magrus. The Tower would come together if you were to return and rebuild it. And the kings of the Seven Kingdoms desire to have you as an ally.”

			“So you’ve come to take us back?” Dirk asked.

			“Only if you want to,” Wayne replied. “I’m here to watch over Max and invite him and his friends to return.” Wayne turned to Dirk. “When you asked me to help, I knew it was more than a coincidence.”

			“Dude!” Dirk exclaimed to Max. “You have your own tank now. That’s awesome! He’s like your bodyguard and stuff.”
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