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    For Katie: Drops of light, like rain, you fill me up.
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PROLOGUE


    Shiny Baubles and All
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    Phineas T. Pimiscule was not what you’d call an “attractive” man. He wasn’t “desirable” or “appealing.” He didn’t like “things” or do “stuff” or “wash” himself. He was not the kind of guy to “put” “quotation” “marks” around “words” or to say things in an unassuming or assuming way.


He was the kind of guy who wore a monocle.


He had also been known to fraternize with unsavory characters—a necessity of the job, and possibly a result of monocle-wearing. He traveled the world, seeing the worst of it—places with grotesque names like The-Twelve-Levels-of-Hidden-Terror, Devil’s Hill, and Wyoming.


His wasn’t a glamorous life, but it was a necessary one . . . more necessary than anyone realized.


But tonight—on the third night of the Hunter’s Moon—the necessities of such a life had caught up to him. And after all these many long years, Phineas could finally feel his time drawing near, and he almost welcomed it. Almost.


Cradling a crying infant in his arms, he raced along the lonely path that led from his property to the sleepy, unknowing town beyond. Decaying trees towered over him like a big tower towers over smaller, less-big towers.


Dead leaves crunched beneath his feet like sharp teeth on bones, and the moon cast blue-black shadows all around that looked like monstrous figures eating unspeakable living buffets.


His antiquated frock coat hung from him in tatters, ripped by claws, fangs, and worse, and Phineas, mumbling and cursing, did his best to ignore the pain that shot through his body with each jarring step.


At the bottom of a long and lonely hill, Phineas collapsed gratefully against a fallen tree.


“Shhh . . . no more monsters, Sky. Cross my heart,” Phineas promised, bouncing Sky gently in his arms, “You’re safe now. Uncle Phineas is here. No more of that nasty business. Shhh . . .”


Glancing down, Phineas grimaced as he noticed dark blood trickling from a black mark on Sky’s small hand. Phineas sopped at it with a dirty handkerchief, revealing two crescent moons running vertically on Sky’s palm, from his fingers to his wrist, with the moons pressed together at the tips like a giant eye. Another mark, pale and white, sat within that dark eye, smaller, and with horizontal moons.


Phineas pressed his handkerchief against the trickle of blood, and no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t seem to stop tears—his own tears—from coming.


“I’m so sorry, Sky. I’m so, so sorry. Your mother was right. I couldn’t protect you. And now look what I’ve done.”


Sky quieted as he watched Phineas weep, the infant’s forgiving eyes as big and blue as the ocean. And then, with eager hands, Sky reached for Phineas’s monocle.


“You like that, do you?” said Phineas, using the dirty handkerchief to wipe his eyes and nose before returning the cloth to Sky’s hand. “I suppose you would—shiny bauble and all.”


Phineas pulled the strange monocle from his eye and dangled it in front of Sky, swinging it back and forth like a pendulum.


There was a noise above—the fluttering of wings. Looking up, Phineas spotted dozens of oversize black and white crows landing on the branches around them.


“Piebalds,” said Phineas, narrowing his eyes at the strangely intelligent black-and-white birds, “there’s plenty to eat back at the manor!”


Phineas glared. He’d never cared for the things: Never trust a creature whose brain is smaller than a pea.


“CAW!” cawed the largest of the Piebalds.


“What do you mean you’ve become vegetarians?” Phineas replied suspiciously. “Since when?”


“Neat trick,” said a voice from the shadows.


Phineas spun, a gun slipping into his palm from up his sleeve.


“Hold on, hold on! I’m not armed! Not even a hunter anymore—remember? You booted me out yourself!” The man stepped out of the shadows covered in grime and gore, hands raised. He was unshaven, his skin rough and tanned like toffee left in the sun, and a faint smile played on his lips like a sun waiting to shine—if only there weren’t so many clouds.


“Beau?” said Phineas. He shifted his leg, cringing at the pain. “Your timing is impeccable, as always. Though, next time you attempt to sneak up on me, try not to smell like entrails.”


“Attempt to sneak up on you?” Beau scoffed. “You seemed pretty surprised to me.”


“All for show,” said Phineas. “I like for my former students to have a healthy sense of self-worth.”


“So,” said Beau, taking a few steps closer, “you really are Phineas, then?”


“At your trial three years ago,” said Phineas, holding the gun steady on Beau as the man took another step closer. “I gave you a book, but for the life of me, I can’t seem to recall the title.”


Beau stopped a few feet away. “The book was Twenty Things You Didn’t Know About Women and Wish You Could Forget Now That You Do. It doubled as a wedding gift.”


“Sorry,” said Phineas, lowering the gun. “I didn’t mean to dredge up the past.”


“Don’t apologize,” said Beau. “At least we know we’re both us.”


Phineas snorted. “I knew I was me long before you showed up…. Though, come to think of it, I have been suspicious of late.” Phineas dusted his monocle with the dirty handkerchief and returned it to his eye. “So, Malvidia couldn’t be bothered to come herself, then? She’s usually so hands-on when it comes to traitors.”


Phineas pushed himself to his feet with a huff while Sky sat cradled snugly in his arms, watching the Piebalds.


“I think she knew you wouldn’t kill me, and maybe she thought I could talk some sense into you,” said Beau as they began walking down the path together.


“It’s hardly the time for sense, I should think, since nonsense has been serving us so well,” said Phineas, sounding annoyed, and frustrated, and terribly tired all at once.


“So, you’re really running, then?” asked Beau. “You’re going to let Malvidia take over what’s left of the hunters and just hide from it all? What will the Hunters of Legend think of that?”


“The Hunters of Legend rejected me long ago, and good riddance to bad rubbish, I say,” said Phineas. “Besides, they have their own problems at the moment.”


“Namely you,” said Beau. “I know you want to protect Sky, but do you really know this boy anymore? Can you vouch for him—that he’s really what we think he is? With that black mark on his hand, are you really so sure he won’t become what we all fear?”


The air between them grew silent and heavy. Even the Piebalds stopped their constant cawing.


Finally Phineas spoke, his forehead creased with thoughtful lines.


“Ah, ‘fear’—a funny word, that,” said Phineas. “Did you know you can’t have ‘fear’ without an ‘ear’? Imagine if we used a nose instead of an ear. Do you suppose people would fnose a nose as much as they fear an ear? I don’t suppose I know . . . s.”


Beau almost smiled. “You always knew how to ruin a moment. But just because you’re not afraid doesn’t mean others aren’t. The hunters are the weakest they’ve been in centuries—since the days of Bedlam Falls! What are we supposed to do when the Arkhon’s prison fails like the others? You and Nikola are the only ones who understand how it works, and Nikola’s now insane!”


“There are fail-safes to buy us time if it fails,” said Phineas.


“And those are?” asked Beau.


“Something I’d rather not talk about, lest prying ears overhear,” said Phineas, glancing at the Piebalds flying overhead. “But I’ll be watching. When the time comes, I’ll return more openly. Maybe then I will have enough leverage to ensure Sky’s safety.”


“And if you die before then?” asked Beau.


“I won’t leave you clueless,” said Phineas, smiling.


Beau sighed. Phineas knew Beau hated puzzles, but that just made Phineas smile all the more.


Up above, the Piebalds flapped off into the night, cawing and thinking about what they’d heard. They flew north toward red, blue, and black clouds full of strangely colored lightning and unnatural thunder—toward a terrible storm raging like unholy titans above a sprawling, dreadful manor.


Lightning struck the manor and the grounds around it again and again, illuminating a gargantuan glowing wall several football fields away from the manor itself, and hundreds of dark figures of all shapes and sizes (some human, some less so) locked in a horrifying struggle.


As the Piebalds sailed higher, they noticed countless bodies—so many bodies scattered everywhere.


A funnel cloud of furious lightning and color formed over the manor. Great rushing wind rose up, drawing the Piebalds closer. They banked left, racing to escape the funnel’s pull.


The dark figures below broke, racing for the glowing wall.


Thunder cracked. A gruesome wave of light and darkness exploded out of the manor, crashing through everything.


And then . . .


Nothing more.




    
CHAPTER 1


    A Trap, Like a Good Story
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    A good trap is like a good story: hidden and leading toward one inevitable conclusion,” muttered Sky, checking his vines with a practiced delectation.


He dropped to the ground to get a closer look, his dirty black hair dragging through the dirt.


“Rule number two,” whispered Sky, brushing leaves over the vine, trying to make the pattern look random. “A good trap, like a good story, has to arise naturally from the environment. It has to be seamless. If the prey suspects what’s coming, they’ll bolt.”


Standing but still partially crouched, Sky shimmied behind the closest tree. He peeked out, surveying the forest for signs of life. Traces of fading sunlight slipped through the canopy above, moving across the earth like matadors with threadbare capes teasing and taunting the night onward. And the night—stupid thing that it was—kept taking the bait.


Just like Sky.


His stomach growled at the thought of bait. He’d eat some right now if he had any. The problem was, he’d already eaten it. He pressed his back against the tree, holding his stomach.


Didn’t his uncle know there were child labor laws to protect kids from this kind of thing? He must have set up a bazillion traps today, and still nothing. He was only eleven, for crying out loud! No, not eleven—twelve, actually. It was his birthday, after all, and an awful one at that. And yet nobody seemed to care. He’d been wandering the woods all day, hungry, alone, and with nothing to look forward to, except for yet another horrible move.


He was getting tired of it. He pulled out his yo-yo and practiced a few tricks: pinwheel, double or nothing, rock the baby. Just as he was slipping into a Ferris wheel, he heard it—


SNAP. “AARGH!”


He flipped his yo-yo into his pocket and raced west toward the sound.


“Yes, yes, yes, yes, YES!” He ran into the broad clearing and saw Uncle Phineas hanging by his ankle on the clearing’s edge. “HA! Goulash for you!”


His uncle smiled down at him.


“Yes, yes, well played. I get goulash for your birthday party tonight, and you get leftover pizza. Bully for you. Now, if you wouldn’t mind cutting me down?” said Phineas.


Sky walked toward the tree that served as the linchpin of the trap, laughing. “You mess with the best, you hang like Aunt Tess.”


“That was your great-great-aunt Tess, and she wasn’t hung. She was drawn and quartered,” said Phineas.


“Same dif,” said Sky, searching through the jumble of vines to find the primary link.


“Only in that your bowels void in both situations. Though I assure you one is much messier than the other,” said Phineas.


“Really? Which one?”


“I’ll leave that for your overactive imagination to puzzle out,” said Phineas as he swung back and forth, back and forth.


“That’s the third rule of trap building, right? A trap,” said Sky, trying to imitate his uncle’s not-quite-British I’ve-been-in-America-too-long accent. (Clear throat.) “A trap, like a good story, needs to hint at greater things without revealing them until the prey is snared.”


“Spot on, though your imitation could use some work,” said Phineas.


“You can add vocal coaching to my curriculum right after botany,” said Sky, “since you seem intent on boring me to death.”


Sky found the main vine and started tracing it through the jumble. This was a particularly complex trap that used all the fundamentals of trap building: direct and misdirect, attract and repel, lure and snare—all the things his uncle had taught him over the years.


“Botany could well save your life one day, you know,” said Phineas, “if you’d only read all the books I gave you and not just the ones you like.”


“Pshaw,” said Sky. “If the day ever comes that I need botany, I’ll eat the goulash—a whole pot of it.”


“I don’t think goulash is healthy for a body in the throws of rigor mortis…. Actually, I think goulash may cause rigor mortis, but if you promise to eat it, I’ll see to it that you have some in your hour of need,” Phineas replied. “It might make a good side dish to your words.”


“Ha, ha. Eat my words. I get it. It’s a word puzzle, like an acrostic or an anagram, but not as clever,” said Sky sarcastically as he gave up on the vine he’d been working on and started tracing another.


Phineas smiled. “It was very clever of you, Sky, using a triple trolley—or the troll snatcher, as Sir Alexander Drake used to call it before he was brutally murdered.”


“You don’t have to call it the ‘troll snatcher,’ Uncle Phineas; I’m twelve now, all grown up. I know there are no trolls to snatch,” said Sky.


“Which reminds me . . . ,” said Phineas, wiggling around like a prize marlin. A small wrapped box fell from his tattered frock coat. “Happy birthday.”


Sky let go of the vine he’d been playing with and crossed the open space between them to pick up the box.


“Well, go on! Open it!” said Phineas, smiling down at him, his strange monocle fastidiously clinging to his face despite all the laws of physics. He’d worn the monocle for as long as Sky could remember. It was dark, strange and thick, like a jeweler’s monocle, with retractable hooks that fit over the nose and ear.


Sky shook the box.


“But . . . aren’t you going to be at my party tonight?” asked Sky, suddenly worried.


“Of course. I know I haven’t been around as much of late, but I’ve never missed it before, have I?” replied Phineas. Sky felt measurably better. He couldn’t imagine a party without Phineas.


“I’m giving this to you now because this is one gift best given in private,” Phineas supplied, answering Sky’s next question before he could ask it. “Well, go on!”


Grinning, Sky ripped off the wrapping paper and opened the box. Inside he found an antique pocket watch, similar in style to the monocle his uncle wore, but lighter, sort of grayish.


“Your watch?” said Sky, surprised. He flipped it open, watching as the numerous dials ticked and the moon made its way around the edge like a peddler looking for a place to push his wares. Phineas had tried to show him how to read it once, but he’d never figured it out.


After a moment the dials settled down and the moon took its place in the night, full and heavy—just like the moon overhead. “It’s amazing! Thank you.”


“She’s old, but she keeps good time,” said Phineas. “The great monster hunter Solomon Rose and I once argued over whether or not the moon ran by her or the other way around. You share a birthday with him, you know, both born under the Hunter’s Moon.”


“Solomon Rose? The greatest monster hunter of all time? Died more than four hundred years ago—and you claim he argued with you over this watch? I find that hard to believe,” said Sky.


“I argued with him, actually. And just because you find it hard to believe doesn’t mean it’s not worth believing,” said Phineas. “Sometimes the hardest things to believe are the only things worth believing at all.”


Sky closed the watch and started to put it away. He paused, noticing an etching on the back: a white eye, like two crescent moons pressed at the tips, set deep into the metal. He raised his left hand, comparing the etching to the birthmark on his palm; they were identical.


His white birthmark had always felt so strange to him, like paper held too close to a candle, not yet burning, but destined for ash. Another mark, black and gruesome, surrounded the first with the two crescent moons running vertically from fingers to wrist. He called this second mark his cicatrix, or just “trix” for short, because it reminded him of an unhealed wound. Whereas the birthmark felt hot, the trix felt cold, shifting, and sometimes brittle, like it might burst open at any moment.


The watch didn’t have the trix, but there was no mistaking the birthmark.


“You did this?” asked Sky, showing Phineas the etching on the watch.


“Not me. That etching was done a long, long time ago. Centuries ago, in fact,” said Phineas.


Sky smirked. “Yeah. Uh-huh.”


“It’s true, Sky! Your birthmark—it’s special. It’s the Hunter’s Mark, not seen since Solomon Rose himself.”


“Really?” said Sky, not taking Phineas seriously, but wanting to. “So where’s the trix, then? I assume it’s special too?”


“Not particularly,” said Phineas, his expression unreadable.


Something in the back of Sky’s mind seemed to growl as if upset—a peculiar sensation that usually ended with him in trouble. Over the years, he’d come to call this unpredictable sensation his “little monster.” His sister assured him it was completely abnormal, and probably terminal—perhaps an incurable disease eating away at his brain or, even worse, early onset puberty (if there was, in fact, a difference between the two).


He didn’t think it was abnormal, but having never been inside a normal person’s head, he couldn’t be certain.


The sensation didn’t really bother him—in fact, quite often it was the only friend he had—but sometimes it could get on his nerves.


Feeling uneasy, though he couldn’t explain why, he ignored the sensation and grabbed the next vine.


“Sky, do you remember the poem from The Evil Echo of Solomon Rose?” asked Phineas, swinging, his face turning as red as a turnip as blood continued rushing to his head.


“Er . . . not particularly,” said Sky. “Something about evil echoes and gloaming? I’m not really sure.” The Evil Echo of Solomon Rose was his favorite story. He knew the poem, though perhaps not as well as he should. He tended to skip poems when he read, but what was he supposed to do when so many of them droned on endlessly and made no sense whatsoever?


Besides, it’d been almost a year since he’d read it…. Well, since he’d read anything, really.


“You should know this poem backward and forward by now, for how many times you’ve read it,” rebuked Phineas. “I’ve seen the book. It’s all ragged and abused.”


“I know, I know,” said Sky, “but maybe you should tell me the poem to help me remember.”


Sky preferred hearing Phineas recite the poems anyway. His accent and old-world charm—magnified by the frock coat and monocle—gave the poems a portentous air. Plus, Phineas was hanging upside down and looked like a beet; in Sky’s opinion, it didn’t get much funnier.


“All right, then—but just this once!” said Phineas.


Just this once had happened many times before.


Phineas began:


The evil echo came, a gloaming in the dark,


’pon belly bowering and crawing for the Mark,


to Solomon Rose the same, who sang the names of yore,


and with it brought his evil forth, a gibbering from the moor.


My branches shook and writhed, and standing did I shriek,


“Why callest thou me, thou thawing thorn? What sorrows dost thou seek?”


Old Solomon shook and shivered, but dreaming of Lenore,


’pon his evil he shed his mind, and cast it in the gore.


“I’m Solomon,” he said, “and my servants you shall be,


till earth and sky begin to shake,


and the sieves of time begin to seep.”


Then he found us, and bound us,


and sent us off to dream,


till finally watchful waiting, our senses fading,


his evil echo slithered off to sleep.


Phineas finished, and the grove filled with a weighty silence.


Sky knew all about the Echo. They weren’t popular like vampires and werewolves, monsters that—according to his uncle—had been a little too popular and had been hunted to extinction as a result.


Phineas claimed (and Sky doubted) that dozens of different kinds of monsters, like the Echo, survived still—monsters that were far cleverer, far better at hiding, far stronger, and far more terrifying than vampires and werewolves.


The Evil Echo of Solomon Rose described the various Echo as vaguely treelike, with large black leathery wings that folded out of their trunk-ish bodies. Their branchy arms could be as inflexible as iron one moment, and as slithery as tentacles the next, and when the wings spread out, the branches swept downward into a rickety protective shell. Or, if the Echo chose, the wings spread outward like writhing spears to flay and terrify those below. A tree one instant, a nightmare with wings the next.


Great pupil-less white eyes ran half the length of the trunk—eyes that Solomon Rose gouged out, one by one, when the Echo refused to follow him against a monster he claimed would destroy the world. Robbed of their sight, the Echo began to “see” through highly sensitive organs in their branches and mouths—tasting the scents, sights, and emotions around them.


Echo kept to themselves, hiding in the old, dark forests of the world. Tangled roots spread deep, deep beneath them, clinging to the roots of other Echo like children holding hands, and they spent days and nights lost in a haunting sort of collective dream.


According to the Echo narrator of The Evil Echo of Solomon Rose, breaking an Echo from its roots ended the dream, effectively exiling the Echo, and was one of the cruelest things that could happen; it was also one of the best, because a rooted Echo couldn’t fly, and flying, as the narrator claimed, was a dream worth waking up for.


“The Mark in the poem is the Hunter’s Mark,” said Phineas.


“Are you sure about that?” Sky appreciated his uncle’s efforts to tell a good story, but honestly . . . “Are you sure it isn’t just a terrible paper cut? Or maybe a stick caught Solomon in that moor—left a nasty mark on his cheek—big red welts all swollen and puffy . . . just horrible.”


“I know the kind,” said Phineas. “I suspect I may have one just like it around my ankle.”


“I am here to serve.” Sky swooshed a tangled vine in front of him and bowed mockingly from his knees, like an actor taking full credit for a mediocre performance. “And I’m twelve now. I can do without all the lessons.”


“I think I may still have a lesson for you,” said Phineas. “A grape might become a raisin, and taste the sweeter for it, but even a raisin will rot on the vine, if you do nothing for it.”


“You just rhymed ‘for it’ with ‘for it,’” said Sky.


“So?”


“That’s atrocious—just dreadful really,” said Sky, mimicking his uncle; maybe he couldn’t mimic his uncle’s accent very well, but the words were easy enough. “You could’ve just said you wanted down. You didn’t have to bore me with a poem.”


“Ah, but can’t a poem have more than one meaning?” asked Phineas. “Perhaps I was making the important points obvious to illustrate a point.”


Sky followed one of the vines across the ground, pulling it from the earth. “Hold on. I almost have it.” It seemed to be leading him toward the next tree, but for some strange reason he couldn’t remember laying it. Of course, he’d laid so many today it was hard to keep track.


“You know,” said Phineas, “the triple trolley really was brilliant. The only thing I can think of to top it would be the quadruple quandary—”


Sky stopped suddenly, the vine taut in his hands.


“No—” But he didn’t get any further. The coil under him snapped closed around his ankle, dragging him into the air. Uncle Phineas started laughing and clapping his hands together.


As Sky rose upward, Phineas gently descended to the ground. Phineas undid the coil around his ankle and crossed to stare up at Sky.


“How do you like my poetry now?” asked Phineas.


“You meant ‘for’ as in ‘four’ . . . as in quadruple—as in quadruple quandary,” said Sky. “You were giving me a clue.”


“Quite so,” said Phineas. “You really should pay more attention to poems.”


“You tricked me,” accused Sky as he swung in the air.


“Of course I did. If I didn’t trick you, it wouldn’t be a trap,” said Phineas. “Use your heart. Understand. Learn to see things in the now, not as they were or will be, or as they might or should be, but as they are, right now, in this moment. The heart sees the now; the mind only sees the next. If you can’t learn to see the now, you’ll never see what’s truly there, and then where will you be?”


“Trapped,” said Sky.


“Precisely. But if you take care of the now, the future will work out as it should. Rule number four: A trap, like a good story, pretends to be something it’s not until the very end.” Phineas turned and started walking away.


“But that’s the same as rule number one!” Sky exclaimed.


“Maybe if I say it twice, you’ll remember,” Phineas called over his shoulder.


“Where are you going?” cried Sky, beginning to feel nervous.


“You’re moving to Exile tonight, remember?” Phineas prodded. “Some of us don’t have time to hang out.”


Sky groaned. The pun was bad enough, but did he have to bring up moving?


“Wait,” said Sky, suddenly realizing something. “Aren’t you coming with us?”


“If things turn out as I hope, we’ll finally be neighbors!” chirped Phineas, sounding more excited than he’d sounded in a long time. “See you back at the house for your party—and goulash! Happy birthday, Sky!”


Phineas laughed, quickening his pace. But when he reached the far edge of the clearing, Sky saw him slow down, and then stop. For a second he wondered if Phineas would let him down after all, but Phineas just stood there staring into the far woods, as silent as the approaching night.


Phineas turned around, and Sky could see his face in the half-light. Phineas’s smile had disappeared, and he looked grim, almost frightened. He removed his monocle, dusting it with a handkerchief before returning it to his eye, and then he spun around and ran off into the gathering darkness.


For a moment it almost seemed to Sky as if the deepening shadows followed after him, terrible and menacing. Something long and silvery flashed in Phineas’s hand, and then he was gone.


Sky shook himself. Too much blood in his head—that was the problem. Couldn’t see straight. He’d thought Phineas might come back for him, but then . . .


Well, not coming back after all. It was just like him. Always disappearing when Sky needed him.


Sky swung slowly back and forth, back and forth. He was hungry, alone, and he had nothing to look forward to except goulash and a move. And now he was trapped. This was definitely, hands down, bar none his worst birthday ever.




    
CHAPTER 2


    Exile
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Sky’s birthday wasn’t over, and what was worse, it wasn’t getting any better.


He pressed his fingers against the car window, feeling the cold with one hand while he twisted a Rubik’s Cube with the other. He lined up a side without even looking.


Sky was good at puzzles. He’d broken free of the quadruple quandary in less than fifteen minutes. It was a good trap, but if you swung in just the right way and jerked just so . . . Well, give him something with missing pieces—or something where things just didn’t fit together right—and he could figure it out. Puzzles, he could understand.


His family was a different matter entirely.


They had moved six times in as many months, and before that, for as long as he could remember, they’d moved almost as much. His parents had never really explained why they moved all the time. Oh, they’d certainly tried—lost jobs, bad schools, poor air quality, too many beaver dams—but Sky knew none of it was true.


Especially the beaver dams. Honestly, it was like his parents weren’t even trying to come up with good excuses anymore.


The fact was, his family was a mystery, a puzzle with missing pieces. And he was beginning to think that, unlike traps and Rubik’s Cubes, this was one puzzle he’d never figure out.


“I still don’t understand. You’re saying he never came back? Not even for goulash?” asked Sky. He pulled out the pocket watch Phineas had given him and started fiddling with the dials. The watch didn’t make any more sense to him now than it had before, but he needed a distraction.


He felt uneasy. Something was wrong, and he couldn’t put his finger on it. Even his little monster seemed on edge.


“He’ll be fine, Sky,” Mom consoled, her latest knitting project in her hands. Mom’s hands were always moving—twiddling needles, moving dirt, strangling innocent sponges, writing letters to government officials to let them know her opinions on the state of the world, and the way things are, and the outrageous price of gasoline and milk and milk-based products. Mom’s hands moved almost independently of her, as if they had a mind of their own.


“Just because the man chose to flee like a coward rather than eat my goulash doesn’t mean something happened to him,” Mom continued. “You shouldn’t let his stories get to you like this. What was it today? Harrow Wights and Harrow Knights? Edgewalkers? Wargarous, maybe?”


“Echo,” said Sky.


Mom harrumphed. “Well, don’t let it bother you. Phineas promised he’d meet us in Exile, and that’s where he’ll be.”


“And if he’s not?” asked Sky for the three-hundredth time.


“He promised he’d be at my party. He’s never missed my birthday party before!”


Mom sighed, turning back to her knitting without another word.


Sky slumped down in his seat. Something was wrong. He could feel it…. The way Phineas had stopped, and how frightened he’d looked, and then how he’d just run off into the woods . . . it wasn’t like him. Uncle Phineas wasn’t the kind of guy to leave without goulash; he was the kind of guy to make others eat goulash with him, or perhaps instead of him. So why hadn’t he come back to the house?


“Dad, Sky’s looking at me again!” said Hannah, his sister. She looked up from her magazine, Cheerleader’s Quarterly, obviously annoyed. She had long blond hair, eyelashes like spiderwebs, and lips like rubies. At fifteen, almost sixteen, she excelled in every sport, captained any team she joined, and was always the most popular girl in the room.


She was everything Sky wasn’t.


“I wasn’t looking at you,” Sky retorted. “I thought I saw something out your window.”


“Yeah, it’s called corn,” Hannah responded sarcastically, “or, as the Indians called it, ‘maize.’”


When Sky moved, he left nothing behind—no friends, no teams, not even a forwarding address for bulk mail, which was the only kind of mail he ever got. But when Hannah moved . . . when Hannah moved, that was different.


“Hannah, there’s no need to pull the Indians into this!” Dad chided from the driver’s seat. “They’ve had enough problems as it is.”


Sky’s Dad, Herman—or Mr. Weathers, as his friends called him—peered at Sky in the rearview mirror, the corners of his mouth perked up in a perpetual smile. There were rumors that Dad had frowned once back in ’69 when he’d learned of the hippie movement, but that was before Sky’s time, and he had his doubts.


“Hey, this isn’t about me, Dad. Learn to control your off-spring!” said Hannah.


“I’m not offspring,” said Sky, checking his armpits to see if he smelled. He showered nearly every day, except when he didn’t, so the thought of Hannah questioning his hygiene was highly offensive.


“That’s Irish Spring, you dolt! I called you offspring!”


“Same dif,” defended Sky.


“If you were Irish Spring, you’d smell good like soap—not like rotten cabbage! And since you brought it up, would it kill you to take a shower? Just once a month maybe? If you won’t do it for us, please, Sky, will you do it for the children?” Hannah put her hands together, putting on a show of pleading. “Just think of the children!”


“Would you two knock it off!” Mom reprimanded. “Sky’s smell is perfectly normal. It’s the scent of youth.” Mom spoke in his defense, but Sky almost wished she wouldn’t.


“More like the stench of youth. And I don’t care what it is! He should use deodorant or something,” said Hannah. “Even Europeans have that much courtesy.”


“You’ve never even been to Europe,” said Sky.


“I don’t have to go. I can smell it from here!” said Hannah. “At least during those blessed moments when you’re not around.”


“Just a little longer now, kids. That’s all. Please just try to get along.” Mom closed a loop and moved on to the next layer of yarn-web.


Sky slumped back in his seat.


Worst. Birthday. Ever.


The car behind them flashed its lights, and Dad rolled down his window to wave them on.


“A 1957 Cadillac Eldorado Brougham,” said Dad, whistling as the car passed. “You don’t see those around anymore.”


“Gee, Dad, I wonder why,” said Hannah, rolling her eyes.


From within the Cadillac’s murky depths, Sky could just make out two dark shadows watching from the front seat. His little monster growled in the back of his mind, surprising him.


Over the last few years, Sky had learned to ignore his little monster. He didn’t let it push him to get in fights at school or to argue with teachers or to sneak out at night and wander…. Well, not as much as he used to, anyway.


More often than not it pushed him into trouble. But sometimes it warned him of trouble too.


As the old car disappeared into the darkness ahead, Sky could almost hear the little monster’s whisper. “Beware.”


Beware of what? An old car?


Five minutes later they reached Exile. Most the town was invisible, hiding respectfully in the trees, but plenty of old buildings hunched together along Main Street, like hobos around a campfire trying to warm their socks.


Sky had been born here, he knew, but he couldn’t remember anything. His parents seldom spoke about why they’d left, and what little they said was seldom worth saying at all.


They’d lived in a house here. Sky had gathered that much. Not an apartment, not a duplex or motel, not a run-down rental, but a house they’d actually owned.


Even Uncle Phineas had a home here—a large estate, by all accounts—that he’d left behind. Sky had never known Phineas to live anywhere, let alone on an estate; even the word sounded important.


Uncle Phineas traveled the world selling old books, and on those rare occasions when he did visit, he didn’t stay long. Sky couldn’t imagine Phineas staying in one place long enough to own it.


As they slipped through the quiet streets, Sky’s thoughts jumped back to Phineas.


“But what if he’s not there?” asked Sky for the three-hundred-and-first time.


“Sky, your uncle loves you very much. I know he doesn’t visit like he used to—it can’t be helped—but that doesn’t change things. He’d give anything for you—for all of us, for that matter.” Mom sighed, shaking her head, as if there were more to say but she wasn’t willing to say it. “For all his faults, he’s a greater man than you realize. If Phineas said he’d meet us in Exile, he’ll meet us in Exile.”


“But—”


“Drop it, Sky,” said Mom, cutting him off. “I know you’re nervous. I know you don’t like moving—none of us like it—but this move is . . . It’s . . . different.”


“That’s what you always say,” said Hannah, peeking over the top of Cheerleader’s Quarterly.


“Yes,” said Dad, smiling, “but this time we mean it.”


Hannah snorted, and Mom rolled her eyes.


“Very delicately handled, Herman,” said Mom.


Dad grinned.


At that moment they turned onto a cracked blacktop road that wove its way through an old neighborhood before coming to a dead end at a rusted wrought iron fence.


Beyond the fence—far, far away—Sky could just make out the black pinnacles of what must have been a very large church or house.


“That’s not it, is it?” asked Sky.


“What’s not it?” said Mom.


“That,” said Sky, watching the pinnacles disappear behind red and orange fall leaves. “Up on the hill over there. With the pinnacles and all.”


Dad cast a strange glance at Mom. “You can see that from here? In the dark?”


Sky had forgotten it was dark out, but as he realized it, everything seemed to fade away—or maybe he just wanted it to. “Er . . . not anymore. Now that you mention it, it is kind of dark out.”


“Little freak,” said Hannah without looking up from her magazine.


“Hannah!”


“What, Mom? He is!”


“To answer your question,” said Dad, ignoring Hannah’s unpleasantness, “no. That’s not our house. That’s Phineas’s house.”


“That’s Pimiscule Manor?” Sky exclaimed, trying to get a better look.


“Everything on that side of the fence is his,” said Mom, staring at the rusted fence, her jaw clenched, eyes distant. “The estate goes on for miles. Cass and I never did find the northern boundary.”


Mom had mentioned Cass before—a friend that, by the way Mom talked about her, must’ve died—but Sky knew she wouldn’t say anything more.


“Uncle Phineas never mentioned it was so . . . er . . . ,” started Sky.


“Ugly?” offered Hannah.


“No.”


“Repulsive?”


“No.”


“Repellent? Abhorrent? Freakish?”


“No!” exclaimed Sky. “I was going to say ‘big’—and you didn’t even see it!”


“I don’t have to see it. I’ve seen the way Phineas dresses,” said Hannah. “I mean, really—a frock coat? His house must be ghastly.”


“I want you two to stay away from there,” said Mom. “You especially, Sky. No nighttime forays.”


“Why?” asked Sky, confused. “How am I supposed to see Uncle Phineas if I have to stay away?”


“It’s likely,” said Dad, “that if Phineas is able to stay in Exile—”


“Which isn’t certain,” added Mom.


“Right. Not certain at all,” continued Dad. “But if he does stay, then he won’t be staying at the manor. Nobody has lived there for a very long time. It’s certainly not safe—broken stairs, vandalism, glass everywhere. Termites have likely eaten the place to rot. Best to stay away. Besides, Phineas may stay with us for a time, but it’s hard to say.”


Staying with them? Sky felt elated. As embarrassing as it was to admit, he considered Uncle Phineas his best friend. Well, his only friend, really. Moving as often as he did made it hard for Sky to make friends.


Plus, he was a bit odd. How many kids spent their birthdays talking about monsters and trying to trap their uncle in the woods?


But of all the people he’d ever met, he felt certain Phineas understood him best.


“Ah, this is our place,” said Dad. They rolled to a stop at the last house on the right, just next to the fence separating Pimiscule Grounds from the rest of the neighborhood.


The house sagged like an old woman carrying a bag of groceries. Cracked wood—as dry as a desert—peeked out from faded paint. Tall weeds covered the lawn and poked through a broken walkway that led to a porch, which (given the slightest provocation) might fall right off.


“It’s a hole,” said Hannah, scowling at the run-down house. “It’s like a giant pigeon pooped on the grass and that’s where we’re going to live.”


Everyone exited the car, and Dad moved around, looking at the house from different angles, as if that could improve the sight. Reaching up, Dad adjusted a sagging shutter. His shirtsleeve snagged as he pulled away, and the shutter broke right off and dangled from his arm. He jerked his arm around to shake it loose; the shutter fell, but it took half his shirt with it. Dad wasn’t known for his grace and elegance. In fact, he’d once broken his leg while playing the banjo. Admittedly, it had been a tough song to play, but even so.


“I never thought I’d be back here again,” said Mom, her eyes unfocused as she stared off into the night. With a heavy sigh she started to unpack the car, leaving Sky to wonder whether she was happy to be back or horrified. From the look on her face, Sky suspected it was probably a bit of both.


But why come back, then?


“Listen to Mom for once,” said Hannah. “Just . . . just try to be normal, okay? Just promise me? Stay away from the house, no wandering around at night, no building traps, or hiding in your room fiddling with puzzles all day listening to voices in your head, or talking about hunters and monsters all the time. No being . . . being . . .”


“Me?” Sky offered.


“Right,” said Hannah. “Try to be someone else. Someone cool. You could have friends here, a real life. Don’t you want that?”


Sky did want that. He wanted it quite a bit.


“All right. I promise I’ll try,” said Sky. “Is that good enough for you?”


She looked him over once, frowned, and then nodded.


Walking to the end of the driveway, Sky looked up the empty road.


“Where is he?” wondered Sky.


He heard the gate to Pimiscule Grounds open, and he turned, hoping to find Phineas trudging through in a worn frock coat and monocle.


Instead he found a bright-eyed brown-haired girl stuffing something into her backpack as she exited Phineas’s property. She looked to be about Sky’s age, and her clothes were black, somewhat frumpy, and very baggy, like hand-me-downs that had been first worn and then trod upon by elephants.


She seemed to sense his eyes upon her, because she stopped suddenly and looked right at him. She frowned.


Sky politely looked away so she wouldn’t think he was staring. He’d never been good with people.


When he looked back, the girl was gone.


“Disappointed?” Dad stepped up next to him.


“What? No…. I mean, I don’t even know her,” said Sky.


Dad stared at him, a strange expression on his face. “I meant about Uncle Phineas. But if you’d rather talk about the lady love you left behind . . .”


Sky turned bright red, and Dad laughed.


“No, Sky. I know. The only lady love for you is the night, and she seems to be with us wherever we go.” Dad put his arm around Sky. “It could be different here, you know—better. It was for me.”


“Then, why did you leave?”


Dad didn’t say anything for a moment, thinking.


“Sometimes,” said Dad, “we have to give up what we love for what we love best.” He pulled Sky close in a one-arm hug, and then he patted him on the back, turned, and walked away.


Love best? What did that mean? It almost sounded as if Dad had left Exile because of Sky, but what did Sky have to do with any of it?


His family was a puzzle with missing pieces, and the more Sky learned about them, the more pieces he found missing.


And the biggest puzzle right now, the one that bothered him most of all, was Phineas. Where was he? Had something happened?


Sky turned to follow Dad, glancing up the road one last time. At the end of the street, a faded-red 1957 Cadillac Eldorado Brougham slowly drove past. From within the car’s shadowy depths, he could almost see two sets of sinister eyes watching him.


And then the car was gone.




    
CHAPTER 3


    Feckless Shadows
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An old truck drove down an empty street lined with abandoned houses and rolled to a stop just shy of a wrought iron fence that seemed somehow familiar, though Sky couldn’t remember why.


He watched from the shadows, slowly creeping closer and closer, though why he did, he didn’t know. It just seemed like the thing to do.


His trix ached from cold, though it wasn’t terribly cold out. Looking down, he saw a tiny rip on the trix, and a stream of black blood dripped onto the Hunter’s Mark. He wiped his hand against his pants, feeling odd. He couldn’t remember having black blood before. Of course, he couldn’t remember his trix bleeding before either. Come to think of it, he couldn’t remember much of anything.


He turned back to the truck. He could see Uncle Phineas in the driver’s seat scribbling furiously on some papers propped against the dash. Uncle Phineas…. He felt like he should remember something about his uncle, but he couldn’t remember what it was.


A moment later he heard a rumbling engine, and a faded-red 1957 Cadillac Eldorado Brougham pulled up, stopping just up the road.


Sky narrowed his eyes, a feeling of wrongness stealing over him. Where had he seen that car before? He could almost remember, just like he could almost remember how he’d gotten here.


A man stepped out of the car. Darkness tipped with fire writhed about him like worms in the dirt, and Sky nearly screamed. He couldn’t see the man’s face or clothes.


He squinted his eyes to pierce the unnatural murk, but the flames flashed brightly, blinding him!


Sky stumbled forward, blinking away the flashes and tears until his vision returned.


The old truck door creaked, and Phineas stepped out, the papers he’d been scribbling on conspicuously absent. His frock coat was ripped and his hair was disheveled. A long cut ran down his cheek, caked with fresh blood.


“Bat! It’s been a long time!” said Phineas, in good spirits despite his appearance. “You seem . . . different. Is that a new cravat?”


New cravat? What in the world was a cravat? Couldn’t Phineas see the darkness and blinding flames?


Sky tried to scream a warning, but his tongue kept slipping away from him.


As the man strolled toward Phineas, a woman stepped out of the car. She had piercing blue eyes. Small wrinkles lined her forehead, and wisps of gray hair wrestled with brown, but she didn’t look terribly old.


“Give us the keys, Phineas,” said the woman.


“Well . . . Ambrosia,” said Phineas, narrowing his eyes. “What a surprise. You followed me, then? I suppose that means you’re not really Bat, after all. A pity, really. He was a good man once.” Phineas turned to regard the man. “You’d be the Wargarou, then? From Whimple?” Phineas’s voice went cold.


The darkness around the man who was not Bat seemed to smile a confirmation.


“Ah,” said Phineas. “I guess that explains the cravat.”


Before Sky could blink, Phineas pulled a long, glittering knife from his frock coat; in the same motion his shoulder jerked, and a gun dropped into his other hand.


The two figures pounced, their bodies writhing unnaturally—distorting and shifting. Worms of fire-tipped darkness lashed at Phineas, bursting from the Wargarou’s body.


Sky screamed, helpless, but Phineas couldn’t hear.


Five dark shadows, like wolves, burst from the abandoned houses and rushed Phineas. He moved like wind among them, twisting and diving, weaving and cutting. But there were just too many.


“You’ve almost found me, Sky!” said a voice—his own voice—inside his head.


He felt a push, and then he was flying.
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    “Phineas!” Sky screamed, opening his eyes. He bolted upright in his bed, safe and sound in his new home.


He took a deep breath to calm himself and wiped the sweat from his forehead.


He shivered. Another nightmare to add to his collection; would they ever stop? But this one seemed so much more real.


Moonlight trickled through his window, casting feckless shadows across unpacked boxes and the random bits of furniture they’d found hidden away in the attic after they’d arrived. An old desk and gas lamp, a plastic ficus tree with missing leaves, and a dresser with a mirror on top, against which he’d laid his least-favorite, and only, tuba. (Mom claimed it built character; Sky claimed it built more determined enemies.)


The only other possession he could claim as his own, aside from the pocket watch, Rubik’s Cube, and yo-yo that sat on the desk, was a small collection of old books—journals from supposed “monster hunters,” myths, folk stories, narratives, encyclopedias, botany and metallurgy guides, science books, bestiaries, and maps, some hundreds of years old.


Uncle Phineas had given him the collection when he was five. Up until a few years ago, he’d been slowly working his way through it—a few journals, a myth or two, and most of the stories: The Shadow Wargs of Whimple, Reaper Keeper, Demon Wraiths of Windsor, The Hogsnatcher King, The Tourmaline of Foresight, and, of course, The Evil Echo of Solomon Rose.


He’d always planned to read the other books. When he was younger, he’d loved the stories, and the maps, and guides, and science stuff, and bestiaries. He’d loved all of it. As he’d gotten older, he’d grown less interested in the more boring stuff, but he still loved talking about the stories with Uncle Phineas, even if he didn’t quite believe them anymore. But in the last year or two, after Uncle Phineas had stopped visiting as often, he hadn’t seen the point. Why read the books when Phineas wasn’t around to improve on them? He’d never talked to anyone else that had even heard of the stories or monsters before. And so, the collection was still packed away, like it usually was, resting next to his tuba.


As his eyes drifted across the darkened room, he realized that he could hear murmuring. At first he thought it was coming through the vents, a low, metallic scratch . . . scratch . . . scratch, but as he stood, he realized the sound came from outside.


Tap, tap, tap.


Sky sat still. What was that?


Tap, tap, tap.


Slipping from his bed, he padded to the window.


A large black-and-white crow sat on the windowsill, pecking at his window.


Tap, tap, tap.


Sky slid the window open. The crow flew back to the tree and sat on a branch, staring at him. Sky looked closer and noticed dozens of black-and-white crows watching him.


“Er,” said Sky, not sure what to say to a crow that had, for some inexplicable reason, decided to wake him up in the middle of the night. They looked larger than other crows he’d seen, maybe half again as big, and the Piebald markings—the black-and-white pattern—gave them an almost eerie glow.


“CAW,” cawed the crow.


“Er,” said Sky, starting to get a creepy feeling. The crows seemed somehow familiar, but Sky couldn’t see how that was possible. They were birds. Admittedly, they were strange birds, but birds nonetheless.


As he watched them, he heard voices. To his right, just beyond the large tree outside his window—by the fence separating their property from the trail leading to Pimiscule Manor—he could see his parents.


Sky grabbed his pocket watch off the desk and checked the time. Nearly midnight.


“CAW!” cawed the crow.


“Shhh!” Sky hissed.


He stuck his head out farther, straining to hear.


“… Jack could get you, you know,” said Mom, voice full of worry. “You’re not exactly in practice. And what if he’s not even there? Sky’s right. Phineas wouldn’t have left without saying good-bye. And he most definitely would’ve met us here. What if he’s been duped like Beau was? Or has disappeared like Cassandra?”


“I’ll be fine,” said Dad, “and Phineas probably just didn’t want to draw attention to us.”


“Not likely. You know how he dotes on Sky,” said Mom. “He would have met us. Nothing would’ve stopped him, and something that could . . . That scares me more than anything. What else is hiding in this town, Herman? What could possibly have taken someone like Phineas?”


“Helen, if Phineas is missing—it’s more important than ever that I check things out. Ursula may know something, and no matter what she did to Beau or anyone else, if she has information as she claims, we need to find out what it is. If Phineas is gone, it falls to us. You know why we came out of hiding. A fail-safe has been thrown. Nikola’s wall has returned under a full moon! We have to do something. We have to try!”


“Don’t go up there tonight, Herman. Please. Malvidia has set a trap for us, no matter what she’s promised . . . and her promise never extended to Phineas.”


“But if we can meet with the Hunters of Legend tonight in Phineas’s place, to explain—” started Dad, but Mom cut him off.


“I seriously doubt one meeting with the Hunters of Legend is going to get them to side with Phineas. If Phineas can’t convince Malvidia and what’s left of her hunter riffraff that he’s not a traitor by protecting Sky, how is he ever going to convince the Hunters of Legend? And how could we? It’s a trap, Herman. Malvidia has trapped us by letting us return, but she’s trapped Phineas most of all. Phineas is getting old, and I’m not just talking physically. The loneliness, the isolation. To be hunted like he is—forced away from everything he’s ever known and loved, and then to be forced again to distance himself from the very person he’s sacrificed everything to protect! He’s worn down . . . after all these years, and just when we need him most. We can’t afford to lose him, Herman. We just can’t!”


“That’s why I have to do this!” said Dad. “Even if Phineas isn’t there, he must have left us clues, some kind of instructions.”


“But—”


Sky watched as Dad wrapped Mom in his arms, pulling her close. They stood that way, silent for a time.


“It has to be me,” said Dad tenderly. “You’ve always been the better of us, in all things. That’s why you have to stay. Because if I fail—”


“Don’t—”


Dad pressed his fingers against Mom’s lips, silencing her.


“Because if I fail,” Dad continued, “we’ll need the best to protect our children.”


Sky could hear Mom crying. He’d never heard Dad talk like this. Ever. The words were dark, like an unlit candle in a lonely cave.


“If I don’t come home tonight, take the children and run. Get as far away as you can as fast as you can. Use every asset at your disposal to hide yourselves, no matter the cost. Will you do that for me?” asked Dad.


Sky didn’t hear her say yes, but she must’ve, because Dad let her go. He held her at arm’s length, and they stared into each other’s eyes.


They gave each other a final kiss, and then Dad walked through the arch gate leading to Pimiscule Manor. He gave a parting wave to his wife and then disappeared up the trail.


Sky stood at the window watching Mom. Time slipped by unnoticed. He waited for her to return to the house, but she didn’t. She just kept standing there, as silent as the stars.


“CAW!”


Mom spun at the sound, and Sky fell back into his room, crashing loudly to the hardwood floor.


“CAW!” The crow landed on his windowsill.


“Go away!” whispered Sky, waving his hands. He jumped to his feet, shut the window, and dove into bed.


A moment later he heard footsteps coming up the stairs.


His door opened and a ray of light slid over him. I’m asleep, I’m asleep, I’m asleep, Sky thought frantically. I didn’t hear anything. Just me and the crows sleeping peacefully.


The light hovered over him like a wrecking ball . . . swinging . . . swinging . . . and then it drifted away as the door closed. He listened to Mom’s footsteps on the creaky floor until they trailed off down the hall, followed a moment later by the distinct cardboardy sound of boxes being unpacked.


He lay for a moment, thinking, breathing. Whatever Phineas had been preparing him for all these years with his strange books and games seemed to have arrived, and like a well-placed trap, it had captured them all in a snare.


Who would want to take Phineas? Phineas had always been odd, nearly as odd as Sky, which might explain a few things, with his stories and his frock coats and his traps and his puzzles and his claims of monsters and hunters and his monocle-wearing. But he wouldn’t hurt a soul. He was harmless, wasn’t he?


And to hear his parents talk about Phineas . . . Sky knew he traveled a lot. His life was similar to Sky’s in that way, but “forced away from everything he’s ever loved?” Isolation and loneliness? Being hunted?


Had something really happened to Phineas?


Sky’s nightmare returned to him in vivid detail—the creeping, the hiding, the dead end street, strangely like his own, ending in the same wrought iron fence, the abandoned houses, and . . .


The Wargarou, five shadowy wolves—Shadow Wargs, he knew from his books—and some unknown shifter named Ambrosia. Each of them were shifters of one kind or another. Not simply “shape” shifters that could only change their shape, but true shifters, as Phineas called them, capable of changing colors, weights, identities, and even their own elemental makeup.


Sky had read about Wargarous and Shadow Wargs in The Shadow Wargs of Whimple. Wargarous were much larger and more terrible than Shadow Wargs; Wargarous were the real monsters in the stories, the pack leaders. They created Shadow Wargs by binding willing power-hungry people to them in blood and darkness. But The Shadow Wargs of Whimple dealt more with Shadow Wargs than Wargarous. Another book, Wicked, Wicked Wargarou, discussed Wargarous in far more detail, but he hadn’t read it in some time. He thought about finding it but feared the noise would draw Mom’s attention.


Fortunately, he did remember something about Shadow Wargs. Wolflike and horse-size, they started as people. But when they chose, they could shift into Shadow Wargs, creatures made of darkness that could slip between shadows without being seen. And almost nothing could harm them.


Almost nothing…. But, if he remembered correctly, Shadow Wargs did have weaknesses like . . . like . . . well, like something.


The Shadow Wargs of Whimple tells the story of a penniless shoe salesman who outwits a pack of Shadow Wargs by exploiting their weaknesses, whatever they are, only to marry the mayor’s daughter and discover when he lifts the veil that she’s the Wargarou. The story doesn’t end well; the shoe salesman gets away in the end with the mayor’s real daughter (the Wargarou ate her sister, not her), but the town is slaughtered. Uncle Phineas had given him the book with a customary cryptic warning: “Sometimes it’s best to leave the veil down.”


Of course, it was all bunk, just a story.


Shadow Wargs and Wargarous were no more real than any other monster, and the idea that Uncle Phineas was some kind of monster hunter was laughable. But if it was really just a story, and the dream was just a dream, then why did Sky feel so on edge?


“Sometimes the hardest things to believe are the only things worth believing at all,” Sky muttered, remembering what Phineas had said while hanging upside down only hours before. “And sometimes,” Sky continued, “they aren’t. And sometimes ‘for it’ rhymes with ‘for it’ and I’m trapped whether I want to be or not. And sometimes I should stop talking to myself or myself might think I’m crazy.”


The fact was, he didn’t believe it—monsters, hunters, his dream being more than a dream—but he was certain of one thing now: Phineas was definitely missing, and he needed to do something about it.


He heard Hannah’s door open. A moment later Mom’s door opened at the end of the hall. Sky tried to calm his breathing.


His little monster came and went unpredictably, but lately it seemed to be with him more and more. And right now it pushed at his mind, tugged on his emotions, stronger than ever, whispering, “Don’t go,” “Stay safe,” “Dad will take care of it,” “Please don’t die!” It was exactly the opposite of what he’d expected. Normally it would have been egging him on.


His trix burned with cold, and a small trickle of black blood oozed from the dark eye. Just like it had in his dream. It had never done that before.


Sky gritted his teeth.


“What’s going on?” asked Hannah. “I thought I heard a door shut.”


“It’s nothing,” said Mom. “Go back to bed.”


“Did Sky wander off again?” asked Hannah, trying to make the question sound idle, but beneath it he could hear worry in her voice.


“It was your Dad. He ran to the store to get some stuff for tomorrow; it’s nothing to worry about,” said Mom, lying outright.


“Are you sure that’s all?” said Hannah, sounding almost anxious. “Sky didn’t maybe slip out while you weren’t looking?”


Sky listened intently to the sudden silence in the hall.


“Hannah, Sky is sleeping soundly in his bed. If there’s something you should be telling me . . .”


“No, no! Nothing like that. It’s just . . . it’s just this place, you know?” said Hannah.


“Hannah, listen to me. It’s just your imagination . . . just the shadows,” said Mom gently, “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”


“I know, I know,” said Hannah. “You’re sure he’s there?”


“Sure as sure,” said Mom.


“All right. Good night, then,” said Hannah.


“Good night, then,” said Mom.


Sky heard Hannah’s door shut. A moment later his door opened again, as he knew it would.


As soon as the door closed, he slipped out of his bed, pulled on his shoes and coat, propped open the window with his tuba, and climbed onto a tree branch just outside his window.


Thankfully, the crows had flown.




    
CHAPTER 4


    The Arkhon


    [image: images]


    

His legs ached with cold as the wind whipped through his plaid flannel pajamas, and he wished he’d brought a flashlight, mainly so he’d have something to occupy his hands—his left hand especially, which still hurt, though it had finally stopped bleeding. His little monster grumbled but, it seemed, had finally given up.


This wasn’t Sky’s first nighttime foray into deep, dark, and scary woods, even if it had been a while. And he could see freakishly well, as Hannah liked to point out, so the dark wasn’t really a problem. Some of his earliest memories involved wandering through dark places without a light, searching for something he couldn’t find—something that called to him, begging for him to keep searching, the little monster pushing him on.


His parents had caught him the first couple of times he’d slipped away, but as he’d grown older, he’d grown savvier. In the early days, even up until a few years ago, he’d dragged Hannah along more often than not. She’d loved the adventure as much as him, but then she’d “grown up,” as she’d put it none too delicately.


Now if he went at all, he went alone.


He felt a twinge of guilt as he thought about the promise he’d made to Hannah to stay away from Phineas’s run-down manor, but in his mind she was the one who’d abandoned him. She was always trying to get him to fit in and be normal—and he tried. Oh, how he tried. But deep inside he knew he wasn’t normal, and he felt it now more than ever in these dense, dark woods.


He knelt down, studying the ground. It had rained a few nights before, and the ground was still soft like molding clay. Clearing the leaves, he noticed several shoe prints.


Saltine crackers sat about beneath the leaves, some whole, some crunched to bits.


“CAW!”


He looked up; the crows had returned. They sat in the trees all around him, watching.


“You’re not helping,” said Sky.


“CAW!”


He threw a handful of crackers into the air, and the crows swooped down, snatching them up.


Wiping his hands on his pants, he continued up the path, trying to keep his fears at bay.


“Fear takes imagination,” Uncle Phineas had once told him. “It’s never about what’s really out there—what your eyes or your ears or your nose is telling you. It’s about what’s in your brain. The more you can imagine, the more afraid you’ll be.”


“But don’t worry,” Phineas had continued, “things are never as scary as they first appear. Usually they’re much, much scarier. There are things on this earth that no amount of imagination can properly fear, things so horrible that neither tomb of earth, nor vault of sky, nor depth of sea can contain them. And when they come forth, they’ll make you long for the days when all you had to worry about were two leafy green vegetables resting on an otherwise empty plate. Now . . . eat your brussels sprouts.”


They were strange, encouraging words, and since then Sky had done his best to master his fears (and eat brussels sprouts), but sometimes it was very, very hard (especially eating the brussels sprouts).


The trees became sparser as he moved up the hill, eventually opening into patches of open fields and broad clearings swarming with wildflowers and plants, some of which he recognized because Mom grew them in the house, along with everything else. The others were probably mentioned in the boring botany books Uncle Phineas had given him.


Ahead, still in the distance, he saw the spires rising from Pimiscule Manor, glinting in the moonlight. They looked eerie beneath the dappled shadows of the passing clouds, like giant pawns in an inhuman chess game.


The spires drifted behind the trees again as Sky reached a crossroads.


Kneeling down, he checked for tracks, but the ground was hard and rocky. To his left, farther away, the trail disappeared into a forest, and beyond he heard running water, a small stream of some sort, far away. To his right the trail looked like it simply ended twenty yards away, but on further inspection he noticed broad stone steps that trailed off into the darkness below, and he realized that he’d been walking along a steep ledge for some time.


Ahead the path continued on toward the manor.


He thought back over the conversation he’d overheard—missing uncle, lots of names he didn’t remember, some vague allusions to terrible things, but nothing about where Dad was actually going.


Feeling anxious, Sky picked the path to the manor and kept walking.


The trail twisted and turned, moving north through patches of trees and brush, up a switchback, and then, eventually, east to connect with a broader cobblestone road coming up from the southeast that led from, Sky guessed, the main gates to Pimiscule Manor itself.


As the manor rolled into view, and the top of the manor peeked over the hill he was climbing, the first thing he noticed was a stained-glass dome bubbling from the top. The spires that he’d taken for pawns earlier, he could see now, were not pawns at all but bishops wearing their pointy hats, ready to move diagonally at a moment’s notice.


As he got closer still, he spotted a thick stained-glass wall, similar to the dome, sweeping high into the air. The glass wall surrounded Pimiscule Manor like the arms of a street urchin clutching a loaf of bread, the manor several football fields within.


As strange as Sky found the glass wall, he found what was within the wall itself even stranger. Within the thick panels of different-colored glass, he saw liquids the color of night before dawn and odd mists, like breath captured on a cold morning. He saw peculiar cylinders and chambers arranged in peculiar patterns, connected by sparsely scattered tubes and bizarre mechanisms.


Upon the wall above him, he saw . . .


“Monsters.” He stared up at the dozens of lifelike monster statues spread out along the top of the wall. “This isn’t real. It can’t be. Who would build this?”


Statues, and yet they looked so real! Their faces snarling, screaming—terrifying. As if time had simply overtaken them, enfolding them forever in her arms. He’d seen realistic wax statues in museums, but this seemed beyond that.


Through the distorted colored glass, he caught glimpses of the grounds on the other side, covered in thick copses of trees, decaying gardens, ditches, and cornfields—the manor silent under the full moon, bathed in blood by a section of red stained glass, and then frozen by blue glass, sickly in green.


He saw even more of the grotesque statues mixed in the fields, hiding in the trees and cornfields, and hanging from traps.


His eyes slid across the trees and back again, locking on a horror more fearsome than the rest, a monstrosity as black as the night and as tall as the surrounding linden trees for which he’d almost mistaken it. It had unfurled leathery wings and tentacular arms, like fall branches somehow unmoving yet writhing and gripping and seething in madness at the same time. For a moment it almost seemed alive, staring at him with spiteful, pupil-less white eyes.


Something clicked in Sky’s mind, and he suddenly recognized the monster. “The Evil Echo of Solomon Rose. It’s an Echo!”


The white eyes, the wings, the branches like tentacles . . . it had to be!


The Evil Echo of Solomon Rose was the first book Phineas had ever given him. Sky had been three at the time, before he’d gotten his big collection, and he hadn’t been able to read a word of it. But it was his favorite, not only because it was the first book Phineas had given him, but also because it was one of the only books Sky had that told the story from the monster’s side of things.


Phineas had explained that the book’s title was a play on words. “Evil” described Solomon’s echo—the results of his actions—not the monsters themselves.


Had Phineas collected all these statues on the other side of the strange wall? Were these the inspiration for all the stories Sky had read?


He had a new piece to the puzzle that was his family.


Sky left the Echo statue behind and continued taking in the sights as he walked along the wall, until he reached a large crystalline gate with innards like a giant disassembled watch.
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