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ONE

Barclay Thorne was running so fast he nearly ran straight off the edge of the world.

“Whoa!” he shouted, swerving just before the ground dropped into cliffside. His arms flailed out as he lost his balance, and he tumbled backward onto the tall grass and soppy mud. Then he crawled to the cliff’s edge and stared out at the most incredible sight he’d ever seen.

It was gray—gray water stretching out on and on until it met gray horizon. For thirteen weeks, Barclay had been traveling, and though he’d passed many places on his journey—quaint villages, grand cities, and untouched wilds—this was the first moment he felt truly on an adventure.

They had finally reached the Sea.

“This isn’t the Sea,” said a voice flatly, and Tadg Murdock stepped beside him. Tadg was a Lore Keeper apprentice, just like Barclay. And he’d faced the Legendary Beast of the Woods, just like Barclay. But they were far from friends. “This is a gulf. It doesn’t look anything like the Sea.”

Barclay bristled. He had no way of knowing that. He was from the Elsewheres, which was Lore Keeper talk for any land without magical Beasts. More precisely, Barclay was from Dullshire, a small and silly town nestled beyond the edge of the Woods, another of the six Wilderlands. And one very, very far from here.

“What does the Sea look like, then?” asked Barclay. He couldn’t imagine a body of water bigger than this. With a nervous gulp, he inched forward and peeked down the drop. Waves lapped at the rocks hundreds of feet below.

Tadg rolled his eyes. “Believe me—when we get to the Sea, you’ll know.”

Whether or not that was true, Barclay refused to let Tadg spoil his adventure. Barclay glanced behind them to make sure they were alone, and then he whispered, “Root, you need to see this.”

At the summons, a huge wolflike creature appeared at Barclay’s other side, his fur so dark and shaggy that it looked like coils of wildfire smoke. He had black eyes and black claws to match, and stark white bones jutted out at the base of his spine.

Barclay had once found Root terrifying, because everyone from the Elsewheres was raised to fear all Beasts and their dangerous magic. But now he slung his arm around Root’s back and leaned into the Beast’s side.

“Have you ever seen anything like this?” he asked.

Root shook his head, wagging his tail eagerly.

Beside them, Tadg could only grimace.

“What is it?” Barclay asked, though Tadg never needed an excuse to be a grouch.

“It’s home,” Tadg grumbled.

“What did I tell you?” snapped their teacher, Runa Rasgar, behind them. She’d stopped at the edge of the cliffside road. “Put Root back in his Mark.”

Runa was not the sort of person anyone might like snapping at them. She wore the leather coat and chainmail of a warrior, and a gruesome scar was etched across the right side of her face, leaving a rippled trail of white and pink across her fair skin. She was a famous Guardian Keeper, a six-time Dooling champion, and fearsome enough to have earned the nickname the Fang of Dusk.

Per usual, Viola Dumont, Barclay and Tadg’s fellow apprentice, hovered in Runa’s shadow. She tsked with mirrored disapproval.

Root whined. Because most of their journey had cut through the Elsewheres, they’d each kept their Beasts confined to their golden tattoolike Marks, where they rested in stasis and out of sight. Barclay had learned the hard way how even the whiff of Lore Keepers could send Elsies scrambling for their torches and pitchforks.

“But we haven’t seen anyone on this road all morning,” Barclay protested. “Root just wants to run. Can’t he—”

“I’m afraid not.” Runa pointed farther ahead. “Get up and you’ll see why.”

Barclay stood and peered down the hill. A village of cobbly gray stone huddled along the shore below, smoke billowing from its crooked chimneys.

Excitement swelled in Barclay’s chest. Their travels were over at last.

“Sorry, boy,” Barclay told Root, then returned him to his Mark on Barclay’s shoulder. The Mark prowled across his pale skin, as though annoyed. But then Root padded a few times in a circle and curled up to take a nap.

The group started down the winding dirt road to the village.

Beside Barclay, Viola clicked and clacked as she walked. Her coat was so covered in gold pins, buttons, and baubles that Barclay could scarcely see the wool beneath. She claimed they distracted her pesky dragon, Mitzi, from nipping at her ears or poofy hair buns of tight curls. Even so, she had a tiny welt on her cheek where her light brown was skin swollen from when Mitzi had last nicked her.

“How do you always get yourself so dirty?” Viola asked him.

Dried mud was crusted all over Barclay’s clothes and hands. When he lived in Dullshire, he would’ve panicked at breaking one of their many ridiculous rules, which forbade everything from uncleanliness to hiccups.

But now Barclay only shrugged. “How come you always agree with everything Runa says?”

Viola fiddled with her pins, looking embarrassed. “I do not.”

“Yes you do,” Tadg muttered.

“Don’t you have some flowers to stomp on?” Viola shot at Tadg. “Or sunshine to complain about?”

Tadg gave them a very Tadg-like frown and stormed ahead.

Soon they reached the village, which was a dreary, unhappy place. All of the doors and window shutters looked to be made from rotted driftwood. Sheep milled about the main street beside the beach, munching on the brittle grass that sprouted amid the sand and cobblestones. It smelled of salt and Springtime and a lot of manure.

“This is the town of Knunx,” Runa declared. “It’s the closest Elsewheres town to the Sea.”

Just like Dullshire, Barclay thought.

In fact, a lot about Knunx reminded Barclay of Dullshire. The villagers he passed ogled their group suspiciously, and even without their Beasts roaming free, Barclay knew their group must look peculiar. Barclay’s shoulder-length black hair hung wild and tangled from the winds up on the cliffs. Viola clattered with each step. And Runa’s menacing presence made every shopkeeper avert their eyes.

Seeming to sense the unease around them, Runa halted at the edge of the docks along the beach, which bustled with sailors and fishermen. Her gaze swept over Barclay’s untamed hair and Viola’s bizarre coat, then rested on Tadg’s simple blue sweater.

She pointed at Tadg. “You’re going to ask these sailors for passage to the Isle of Munsey.”

Tadg’s usual scowl deepened. “Couldn’t Orla send a ship? No one here will agree to take us.”

“Orla has been preoccupied. We’ll need to find a way there ourselves.”

As they spoke, one of the sailors—a burly man with a coil of rope slung over his shoulder—bumped hard into Tadg’s side. Tadg looked daggers at him as the man strolled away.

“I better come with you,” Runa said hastily. “I’m not sure we’ll be welcome here for long.”

While the two strode off down the docks, Barclay asked Viola, “What’s the Isle of Munsey? Who’s Orla?”

Viola, being the daughter of the Grand Keeper, the leader of the Lore Keeper world, always knew these sorts of things.

“The Isle of Munsey is where the Sea’s Guild headquarters is,” Viola replied matter-of-factly, “and Orla Scudder is the High Keeper.” High Keepers were each in charge of one of the six chapters of the Guild, and they answered to the Grand Keeper. “You would know this if you did the reading Runa assigned you.”

Barclay loved reading and rarely failed a challenge when it came to homework. But because Barclay was an Elsie, he had a lot more to learn about the Wilderlands than Viola and Tadg. And so during their journey, Runa had assigned him the grueling task of catching up.

“I am doing the reading,” Barclay said. “But if I have to memorize one more fact about the Great Capamoo War or the Ickypox Plague, my head might explode.”

Beside them, a fisherman heaved a net of today’s catch onto the pier. A foul stench filled the air—every fish in the pile was dead. They spilled out over Barclay’s and Viola’s boots, leaving streaks of gunk across the wooden boards.

Viola yelped and jumped back. “Gross,” she groaned.

Barclay pinched his nose. However these fish had died, it must’ve happened a while ago. They’d already gone too rancid to eat.

At the mess, the fisherman mumbled something to them that Barclay didn’t understand but that he guessed meant “sorry.” Then the fisherman looked the two of them over, and his eyes widened in alarm.

“Lore Coimadaí.” This time, whatever he said, his voice was harsh. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a spiky conch shell. Then he clutched it to his chest and darted away from them.

Because Barclay spent most of his time with Runa and his fellow apprentices, he often forgot that they all heard one another in Lore-speak, which all Lore Keepers could use once they bonded with a Beast. So even though they each came from far-flung parts of the world, they could understand one another. But the fisherman was an Elsie.

“Do you know what he said?” Barclay asked. Viola had a knack for languages.

“I’ve never learned Sea-speak, but if I had to take a guess… I’d say it’s their word for ‘Lore Keeper.’ And his shell reminded me of that twiggy charm you used to carry. Remember? The one that made you smell like a skunk.”

Barclay’s cheeks grew hot. After he’d accidentally bonded with Root and been run out of Dullshire, Barclay had taken his charm with him. After all, it supposedly warded away Beasts, and Barclay had been about to venture into the vast and frightening Woods, which was crawling with Beasts. He’d later learned that the charm was useless. All it had done was make him look very, very foolish.

“Dullshire has no idea that Lore Keepers help protect them from Beasts. They just know that Beasts are dangerous,” Barclay said hotly. “I bet Knunx is the same way.”

Viola crossed her arms. “It’s not like we keep what we do a secret. Elsies are just ungrateful. You saw the way that sailor knocked into Tadg. He definitely did it on purpose.”

“Knunx knows that Lore Keepers bond with Beasts. They think we could be bringing danger.” Dullshire did far worse things to suspicious travelers, the kindest of which was sending a herd of goats chasing after them or pelting them with moldy fruit.

Viola elbowed Barclay in the side. “You just think that because you’re an Elsie.”

The words shouldn’t have stung like they did. Not just because Viola was only teasing, but because Dullshire had treated Barclay terribly—even before they’d banished him. But Barclay would always care about some of his companions there. Like Master Pilzmann, the local mushroom farmer. Or Mrs. Havener, the librarian who’d lent him books about adventure. And most importantly, Dullshire was where Barclay’s parents had lived.

And where they were buried.

The Legendary Beast of the Woods, Gravaldor, had killed Barclay’s parents when he’d destroyed the town almost eight years ago. Dullshire was wrong about a lot of things, especially Beasts. But Barclay also understood why they were afraid, and so it was hard to blame them for it.

Not wanting to explain his messy feelings to Viola, Barclay trudged across the shore. On the docks, Tadg and Runa were in a fierce debate with another sailor. Though Barclay could understand Tadg (“I’m not being rude, old man!” he shouted, then rudely gestured with his hands), the fisherman’s words were foreign to him. His voice lilted up and down, as though the words swelled like the sea. But judging from his angry tone, the conversation wasn’t going well.

A chilly breeze tore across the beach. Resting nearby on the sand was a ship with snapped masts and shredded sails, and Barclay ducked behind it as shelter from the wind. Then, miserably, he took in his bleak surroundings. Everywhere was wet sand and muddy sheep wool and scratchy burlap. Seagulls circled overhead, their shadows looping across the dunes. Sinister storm clouds gathered behind them.

This time last year, Dullshire had just finished their week-long Midspring celebration. The townsfolk had dyed eggs bright colors and hung them from the tree branches, which all bloomed with pink and orange flowers. Barclay had even convinced Master Pilzmann to get festive, and so they’d strung mushroom garlands across all their windows.

This year, Dullshire celebrated without him.

You’re a Lore Keeper now, Barclay reminded himself, and the thought comforted him—a little. Because Barclay wanted to be a Lore Keeper more than anything. He wanted to protect towns like Dullshire and Knunx, even if they never thanked him for it.

Besides, Dullshire didn’t want him anyway. They’d barely ever wanted him—before he was a Lore Keeper, he was just a scrappy orphan who accidentally broke too many rules. Barclay might’ve had a few fond memories of his home, but that didn’t mean he’d ever belonged there.

Tadg stalked across the beach, his fists clenched. Barclay watched from afar as he yelled at some unsuspecting sheep, who paid him no mind.

Runa joined Barclay by the damaged ship. The wind was so strong that her braid had come undone, and she spit strands of blond hair from her mouth. “Unfortunately, no one is willing to sail us across the gulf to the Sea, no matter what we pay them. They claim it’s because there’s a storm coming. But I’m not sure that’s the only reason.”

“They’re just scared, is all,” Barclay mumbled. There he went, defending Elsies again. He didn’t even know these people.

Runa looked out onto the water grimly. “They should be scared, given the news I’ve heard.”

Unnerved, Barclay was about to ask Runa what she meant when his Mark gave a painful twitch, as it always did when danger neared.

Not a moment later, a scream ripped across the pier. A woman crouched at the helm of one of the docked ships, swatting away a seagull.

Only the seagull didn’t resemble the ones Barclay had seen while traveling along the cliffs. It was at least three times as big, with four wings and a beak as long and sharp as a spear.

It wasn’t a seagull at all. It was a Beast.

“Well, that can’t be good,” Runa said. Except she wasn’t looking at the docks. She was looking at the sky.

Hundreds of the Beasts swirled overhead, a flock so dense it was darker than the storm clouds.

Then, all at once, they dove.





[image: ]


TWO

The seagull Beasts swarmed the village, attacking anything that moved. They swooped and squawked, the powerful beats of their four wings blowing up gales of sand that seemed to swallow Knunx in a dust cloud. Shopkeepers screamed and fled indoors while sailors dove for safety into the cold waters. The sheep stampeded down the road, knocking over crates, tables, wheelbarrows, and anyone in their path.

Barclay and Runa lunged for cover beside the beached ship.

Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump!

The Beasts’ spearlike beaks pierced the boat behind them. Barclay jumped out of the way a moment before he would’ve been impaled.

“What are these Beasts?” Barclay shouted, lifting his arms to shield his eyes from the flying sand. “And why are they attacking an Elsewheres town?”

Though Beasts had occasionally stolen into Dullshire chicken coops, the town had never seen an all-out invasion like this.

“They’re Sleábeaks,” Runa answered. “And I’m not sure why they’re here. One or two Beasts, maybe… but hundreds? Go find Tadg and Viola. The four of us need to protect the villagers.”

At that, Runa sprinted toward the water. She whipped her arms to the side, and a massive wave of ice rose from the ocean toward the sky, freezing a dozen Sleábeaks inside. Barclay’s mouth dropped open in awe. Even after weeks traveling with Runa, Barclay had never seen her use Lore and never once met her Beasts.

She moved in a blur. Frosty air glimmered around her fingertips as she dodged and ducked her way to the water’s edge. Then, her chainmail coat glinting like a knight’s armor, she created a tunnel of ice to shelter sailors as they ran across the beach—

A Sleábeak’s wing struck Barclay hard in the chest. With a surprised “oof,” he fell back onto the sand. Stab! The Sleábeak tried to spear its beak into him, but Barclay rolled over just in time. Stab! That one punctured his scarf, pinning him down by his neck.

“G’t’ff—! Hey—! Don’t—” Barclay tried to shove it away, but the Sleábeak thrashed wildly. Its solid white eyes whirled from side to side, as if in a frenzy. Barclay choked as his scarf was yanked tight.

Finally, Barclay raised his hand toward the Sleábeak and thought, Wind! A spiral of air blasted from Barclay’s palm toward the Beast, sending it whirling away.

Gasping for breath, Barclay clambered to his feet and searched the havoc for his friends. He spotted Viola braced on a ship’s stern, Mitzi flying above her head. Being only a baby dragon—a whelp, technically speaking—Mitzi was smaller than the Sleábeaks. But she was far more agile. She darted swiftly out of the way before the other Beasts could peck at her silver wings or sparsely feathered tail.

Viola, meanwhile, was using her Lore to shine great bursts of light from her hands, so bright that the blinking made Barclay dizzy. The Sleábeaks didn’t seem fazed, though. They flapped around her like moths beckoned to a lantern flame. She shrieked and tumbled onto the docks.

“Viola!” Barclay called, running toward her. He summoned a second gale of wind and blew the Sleábeaks around her away.

Viola staggered to his side, Mitzi clinging to her shoulder.

“I don’t understand!” she panted. “It’s like the Sleábeaks are all in a fit! Why would they—”

“I don’t know,” Barclay said. “But we need to find Tadg.”

He looked to the sheep pen, where he’d last seen the other apprentice. But Tadg was gone.

“Come on.” Barclay squeezed Viola’s hand, and the two dashed from the beach into town, Mitzi soaring after them. The streets were strewn with sand and feathers and shattered window glass. Villagers whacked at the Beasts with brooms or fishing rods. The Sleábeaks drilled their beaks into walls, covering every surface with holes as though Knunx was a giant dartboard.

“There!” Viola pointed around the corner, where Tadg stood braced against a wall, batting at two Sleábeaks with a rake.

Barclay blasted the Sleábeaks away. Several roof tiles from the nearby buildings flew off with them.

“A rake?” Viola snapped at Tadg. “That’s the best you can do?”

Another Sleábeak swooped toward them, and a sizzle of gold static shot up the rake. Tadg walloped the bird with a loud zap! The Sleábeak cawed and soared away.

“It’s metal, so it conducts electricity,” Tadg said. Tadg’s Beast was a Nathermara, a huge electric lamprey. His Lore let Tadg control water and create lightning.

Though Beasts were hard to hurt and quick to heal, Tadg must’ve made the Sleábeak angry—very angry. It shrieked and swerved back toward them, and another dozen Sleábeaks nearby flew to join it.

“We’re about to be skewered!” Barclay croaked.

“We should get inside.” Viola shoved Tadg’s and Barclay’s backs. “Go! Move!”

They scampered out of the birds’ path down a wide street. Tadg bolted to the closest door and pounded on it. “Let us in!” he called. But no one did.

Barclay’s Lore granted him speed—it would be easy to outrun these birds. But that would mean leaving Viola and Tadg behind. So he dug his heels into the cobbled street and turned around. He raised both arms and focused hard.

Wind!

This time he summoned a vortex. It spun like a tornado, slinking up from the ground and widening into a gigantic funnel. Any nearby Sleábeaks were sucked in and launched back out into the sky. But even after the three apprentices were safe and the street was clear, the vortex didn’t stop.

Barclay couldn’t make it stop. He might’ve been able to summon wind, but wind was also wild. The more powerful the Lore, the less he could control it. Soon roof tiles, broken shells, and sand were swept into the air, pelting Barclay’s skin and forcing him to squeeze his eyes shut. The strength of it all nearly threw him sideways, so he sank to his knees. Even the ground itself seemed to shake, and something loud crashed behind him.

After almost a full minute, the wind finally stilled, and Barclay peeled open his eyes. The cottages around him, already riddled with holes, were now missing whole planks of wood and most of their roofs. The debris littered the street in a circle around Barclay, as though he had been the eye of the storm. Any caws of the Sleábeaks sounded far off in the distance.

But Knunx wasn’t saved just yet.

“Look out!” Tadg shouted, and Barclay spun around to spot one last Sleábeak flying straight toward him.

Something hot and bright burst in front of Barclay—fire.

“What the—” He lurched back as a flaming wall erupted between him and the Sleábeak. The Beast gave a frightened cry and flew off, and the fire extinguished.

“Are you all right?” someone called, and two figures emerged from a nearby alley. The first was a very haggard-looking man. His pale face dripped with sweat. His shirt hung in tatters. And a bit of dried blood was crusted to the stubble on his cheek.

Beside him was a boy who looked no older than Barclay. He had curly blond hair and the lightest skin Barclay had ever seen, like pickled cabbage. His expression was equally sour, though much of it was hidden beneath the collar of his massive fur coat. A small flame danced above each of his fingertips. Then he closed his fist, and the fires snuffed out.

They’d just saved him, but Barclay was so startled that all he could manage was a shaky, “Wh-who are you?”

“Fellow Lore Keepers. Which makes us friends, so I hope,” the haggard man answered, smiling at them cheerily. “Fiery Skellets, what did this street ever do to you? I’ve never seen such a mess—not to mention droppings…. Oh, I’m only joking. It’s a good thing none of you look too worse for wear.”

Barclay begged to differ. Tadg’s sweater now sported several holes. Feathers and twigs stuck out of Viola’s hair buns. And Barclay’s cheek throbbed where a piece of debris had sliced him as it blew past.

Beside Barclay, Viola’s eyes widened. “But… you’re hurt.” Barclay followed her gaze to the man’s side. His torn shirt was soaked in blood.

“What, this?” The man chuckled and smeared away all the red. Though Barclay couldn’t spot a wound, he did see two scars along the man’s abdomen, like a pair of puncture marks. But they looked very old, far too old to be from today. “I have healing Lore. But it’s not much help in winning a battle, I’m afraid.”

“So you’re the one who saved Barclay,” Tadg said to the boy, whose hand was now stained with soot. “And caused the earthquake.”

“Earthquake? I didn’t feel anything of the sort.” The man cocked his head to the side, then patted the boy’s shoulder. “Yasha uses fire Lore. Outshining his teacher again… makes a habit of it.”

The boy—Yasha—waved his hand dismissively, as though such powerful Lore had been nothing to him. “It was lucky I spotted you, is all.”

“But what are you doing in the Elsewheres?” Barclay asked.

“We only just arrived,” the man answered. “We’re trying to find passage back to the Sea. Orla mentioned that her problems have only been getting worse since we left. Now I see she’s right! Imagine, a whole flock of Sleábeaks terrorizing an Elsie town!”

It seemed that whatever problems the Sea faced, the High Keeper had summoned more help than Runa alone.

Before Barclay could ask what those problems were, Viola looked up at the dark sky. “The Sleábeaks are gone. We should find Runa.”

“Runa?” The man frowned slightly. “You can’t mean Runa Rasgar, the Fang of Dusk?”

“Yes. She’s our Lore Master,” Viola explained. “Come on. You can meet her.”

The group shuffled back to the beach, where the remnants of Runa’s ice Lore thawed in the chilly Spring afternoon. Runa argued with another villager on the pier, but the villager seemed to be the one doing most of the shouting. Runa spotted them and mouthed Tadg’s name.

Tadg rolled his eyes. “She can’t speak the language well. I’ll be back.”

He left the four of them lingering at the edge of town. The wreckage the Sleábeaks had left behind was dramatic—Knunx had more holes than a cheese grater. Half of the boats were sinking, and the stampeding sheep had destroyed almost all the fencing.

“You’re bleeding,” the man said to Barclay. Then he rummaged through his baggy pockets and various knapsacks, all of which looked full to bursting. “No, not the Scaromilk… Oh, there’s my good knife! I’ve been looking for that…. Hm, kritters, poison antidotes, a snorkel and… Aha! I knew I had some more left.”

Triumphantly, he whipped out a silver, slimy piece of seaweed and slapped it onto Barclay’s cheek. It smelled like sauerkraut.

Viola giggled.

“Mind if I patch it up? It’ll only take a minute,” the man said, though Barclay would’ve preferred to have been asked before having the kelp stuck to his face. The Lore Keeper held his hand over Barclay’s cheek, and a soothing, tingling feeling spread across his skin.

“Oh, um, thank you,” Barclay told him.

“No need! Us Lore Keepers need to look out for one another.”

While he waited for the man to finish healing him, Barclay watched Tadg join the argument with the villager. Unlike Runa, he had no problem yelling right back at the woman.

“How do you think it’s going?” Barclay asked.

The man chuckled. “Do you normally shout when a conversation is going smoothly?”

“But we saved Knunx from the Sleábeaks!” Viola said gruffly. “They should be thanking us.”

“Ah, I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that. But… good news! Your cheek stitched up nicely. Lucky I had some leftover pickled Gunkwort. Between that and my Lore you couldn’t get better healing anywhere.”

“Thank you,” Barclay said again. “But can I… take this… off?” He tried and failed to wrench the slimy Gunkwort off his skin.

“Eh, it’ll stick there for hours. Maybe days…”

“Days?” Barclay repeated. Viola’s giggles dissolved into laughter, and even Yasha cracked a smile.

“It’ll fall off when it’s ready. Oh, better gird yourselves…”

The villager Runa and Tadg had been arguing with stomped over. She jabbed her finger three times into Barclay’s chest, and even though she wasn’t hurting him, the woman was very large and frightening. And Barclay was tiny even for an eleven-year-old.

“I don’t know what you’re saying!” he said, his voice drowned out by the woman’s yells.

Then, ignoring Viola’s and the man’s protests, the villager grasped Barclay by the wrist and dragged him with her down an alley.

“Wh-whatever it is,” Barclay blubbered, “I was only trying to drive the Sleábeaks away! I was protecting the town from…”

He trailed off when he saw where the woman had led him—a completely ruined home, collapsed into a heap of rubble. Though the woman kept yelling, Barclay no longer seemed to hear. He was reminded all too well of a festival in Dullshire, when his Lore had gone out of control and destroyed the town’s famous clocktower. It was one of his worst memories, when everyone he knew had turned on him.

Had he done this?

Even if he had, this time wasn’t like what had happened in Dullshire. He’d saved Knunx, not destroyed it.

But the angry crowd who swarmed around him disagreed. They shouted at him, and even though Barclay didn’t understand the words, their voices were so loud and mean that he trembled all over.

“His fault?” Tadg snapped at a villager, caught up in yet another argument across the street. “It’s thanks to him that your whole sorry town doesn’t look like that!”

Barclay had never heard Tadg defend him before, but he was too frustrated to feel grateful. Because Tadg was right. Knunx should be thanking them. But instead, they would probably distrust Lore Keepers more than ever now.

Something struck Barclay’s back, and an extremely rotten crab apple tumbled to the ground. Someone had thrown it at him, no different from Dullshire.

The crowd parted as Runa marched through to Barclay’s side. “Come on. We’ve clearly overstayed our welcome. And we need to find someone to sail us to the Sea before this storm hits.”

If the villagers had more rotten fruit, they didn’t dare pelt it at Barclay with Runa beside him. And so, his stomach in knots, Barclay let Runa lead him, Viola, and Tadg back to the beach. The haggard man and Yasha waited for them on the pier.

“Cheer up, kid,” the man told Barclay. “You took on a whole flock of them, which was far more than I managed.”

“And you are?” Runa asked, staring at the man carefully, as though she couldn’t tell whether they’d met before.

“Edwyn Lusk.” The man gave a small flourish of his hand. With his other, he held the strips of his shirt together. “And this is my apprentice, Yasha Robinovich. We’re also looking for passage to the Sea.” He glanced overhead, where dark clouds rolled across the sky. “Though this might not be the weather for it.”

“Do you know Sea-speak? This one”—Runa frowned at Tadg—“isn’t much of a charmer.”

Tadg scowled.

“Only enough to order a drink, I’m afraid,” Edwyn responded.

“That’ll do,” Runa grumbled, dragging Tadg by the sleeve of his sweater and motioning for Edwyn to follow.

After they left to walk down the pier, Barclay stared miserably out at the water. Maybe if he had controlled his Lore better, he could’ve changed Knunx’s mind about Lore Keepers. But Dullshire had banished Barclay despite knowing him all his life. His dreams were probably a lost cause.

“Oh, don’t be so sullen,” Viola told him. “The Elsies here would never have thanked you, no matter what you did.”

“I thought your Lore was very impressive,” Yasha told him seriously. “Have you been an apprentice for a while?”

“Only since Midwinter,” Viola answered for him, which was fine with Barclay, who was in no mood for chitchat. “What about you?”

“For about a year. Started when I was eleven.”

“Oh! I’ve been an apprentice for that long…” Viola stopped herself and cleared her throat awkwardly. Before she’d been Runa’s apprentice, she’d had a different teacher—Cyril Harlow, Runa’s famous archnemesis. But Cyril had fired Viola as a student, and Viola never liked to talk about that. “I mean, you’re probably way ahead of us, then. I’m Viola, by the way. Viola Dumont. And this is Barclay Thorne—”

“Dumont, like Leopold Dumont? The Grand Keeper?”

Viola looked sheepish. “He’s my dad, yeah.”

“I’ve heard that he has three Mythic class Beasts,” said Yasha, sounding skeptical. “Is that true?”

Barclay wondered if Yasha had even caught his name, and he tried not to feel snubbed. He couldn’t help that Viola was far more interesting. Her father was head of the Lore Keeper world, and Barclay was just a boy from the Elsewheres who could barely use his powers without destroying everything in sight.

Leaving them to their happy conversation, Barclay slumped across the beach. More than anything, he wished he could go running with Root—to run so fast that they became the wind and his problems were left far behind them. But Knunx had had enough of a fright for one day.

Then a woman tapped his shoulder. She was very old, her wrinkles like ripples left on the sand. Her floppy knitted hat reminded him of Mrs. Havener from Dullshire.

Barclay stiffened, expecting her to yell at him like everyone else had.

Instead, she held out a shell. It was a conch, like what the fisherman had clutched earlier.

“I’m sorry. I—I only wanted to help,” Barclay told her, uncertain if she could understand him.

She smiled and placed the conch shell in his hand. Barclay realized it was a gift.

“Thank you,” he told her, even though he knew the charm was worthless, just like his skunk charm had been. But it was a gift of thanks from someone in a town so much like Dullshire. And that made it precious.

The old woman looked like she wanted to say something, but then Runa, Edwyn, and Tadg walked toward him, and she ducked away.

“The good news,” said Runa, “is that we’ve found someone willing to take us to Munsey.”

“The bad news,” Tadg grunted, “is that his brain’s leakier than these boats.”

The man in question appeared behind them. He was hugely tall, with a parrotlike Beast on his shoulder whose glittering scarlet feathers matched the man’s red beard.

“Why, hello there,” he greeted them, bending low to be more level with Barclay, who only reached the man’s chest. “I hear we have some stranded Lore Keepers in need of a ship.” He grinned, his wooden pipe bobbing from his mouth. “It so happens that I’m a Lore Keeper too. And I love sailing during a storm.”
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THREE

An hour later, Barclay offered Yasha a wooden bucket while Yasha puked off the starboard rail of the Bewlah. The vessel was medium-sized and flew tattered, graying sails made of a bunch of different fabrics patched together. Bewlah, the parrotlike Beast who was the ship’s namesake, sang a limerick at Yasha while perched atop his head.


There once was a boy with blond curls

Who couldn’t sail without needing to hurl.

Without a latrine,

His face had gone green,

But a bucket he might give a whirl.



Barclay tried to swat the Beast away, but she paid him no mind.

“Sorry about Bewlah,” the captain apologized from where he stood at the helm on the upper deck. Though the ship seemed large for a single sailor, the captain was so large himself that he must’ve counted as at least two extra crewmen all on his own. “She’s mighty rude to children. Doesn’t like them.”

At that, Bewlah began pecking at Yasha’s ears.

“Get off me,” Yasha grumbled, swatting at her. Bewlah flew to the sailor’s shoulder. Then Yasha seized the bucket Barclay had offered and threw up in it. He uttered a quiet, grave thank-you, and Barclay gave him space and slinked off to join Root at the bow. Root lapped his tongue as the sea breeze ruffled his black fur.

“Hey, buddy,” Barclay told him. He slumped against the ship’s rail and scratched Root behind the ear. This was supposed to be his first grand adventure, yet he couldn’t shake the image of the angry villagers from his mind. Over a whole season had passed since he’d been thrown out of Dullshire, but for some reason, the wound felt painful and raw all over again.

Sensing his misery, Root nudged his head into Barclay’s side, bumping into the conch shell stowed in his pocket. Barclay took it out. Even if it had been a gift, it was just a useless, superstitious charm. He should probably pitch it into the water.

“You’re still carrying that shell?” sneered Tadg, who sat cross-legged with Viola on the deck.

Barclay hastily tucked the shell into his satchel. “I’m not—I mean, I just haven’t thrown it away yet.” But he would, once they reached the Sea.

Tadg was in a mood, apparently. He glared at Viola and barked, “Why do you always have to read that? Haven’t you finished it by now?”

Viola peeked over her copy of A Traveler’s Log of Dangerous Beasts by Conley Murdock, a Lore Keeper famous for his dazzling and daring studies of powerful Beasts—like the time he’d ridden a Pterodragyn or treated a Hookshark’s toothache. But his wild stunts were also what had led to his death. Last Summer, after the betrayal of his partner, Soren Reiker, Conley had been swallowed by Lochmordra, the Legendary Beast of the Sea.

Conley Murdock was also Tadg’s father.

“I’ve read it a few times, but there’s just so much to learn,” Viola said. “And I need to learn a lot if I’m going to be elected Grand Keeper one day. But I can put it away, if it bothers you.”

“It doesn’t bother me.” Tadg hugged his knees to his chest and grimaced at the water.

Barclay considered reading too. He still had to finish the textbook Runa had lent him, titled The Nine Most Crucial Events of Lore Keeper History (They Really Did Happen!) by Grusha Dudnik. But he wasn’t feeling up to homework right now. Instead, like Tadg, he stared grimly over the ship’s side, wondering when the gulf’s gray waters would become the Sea.

“Rather than lazing around like a bunch of Slothmonkees,” Runa told the three of them, her hands on her hips, “I’ve thought of some training for each of you. You did a good job defending Knunx from the Sleábeaks, but all of your Lore has room for improvement.”

Barclay perked up, eager for Lore Keeper training that used actual Lore.

“Viola,” Runa started. “You had trouble today because you’re not used to facing so many fast-moving targets at once.”

Viola swallowed and fiddled with her pins. “I—I didn’t have that much trouble. I could’ve—”

“Right now, you can shine light from your hands,” Runa continued, paying no mind to Viola’s discomfort, “but they’re focused beams. You have a harder time lighting up an entire room or space, especially for longer than a few minutes. So I’d like to work on your strength and endurance. That way, you’ll soon be able to strike all nearby targets simultaneously, instead of one at a time.”

Seeming to find her nerve, Viola slid A Traveler’s Log into her backpack and nodded fiercely. “All right.”

“Tadg,” Runa said next. “You can—”

“Why should I have to train?” he demanded. “I’m already the strongest one here.”

Runa raised her eyebrows. “Funny. I thought I was the strongest one here.”

This made Tadg cross his arms—and Barclay snort. Obviously Runa was right.

“You can use your water Lore by itself,” Runa said, “but you can’t use your electric Lore without something to conduct it. I want you to work on conjuring sparks without water or metal. Try to start with your fingers. Position them like this.” She pointed her index fingers at each other, with a small gap between them. “See if you can—”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it.” Tadg stood up and trudged to the opposite end of the Bewlah to practice.

“Just because I’ve known him since before he could walk doesn’t mean he gets to talk to me like that.” Runa shook her head and turned to Barclay. “And you. You have a slightly different task. You need to work on a sense of control. That way you’ll be able to stop your Lore before things get out of hand like they did today.”

“But wind is wild.” Barclay realized he’d argued with her almost as rudely as Tadg, and Barclay didn’t normally talk back to grown-ups. “I mean—I don’t think wind can be controlled. It’s not like light or water or ice.”

“All Lore Keepers can learn to control their Lore. It just takes practice.” Runa peered around the ship and scooped up a loose bottle cap from the deck. She handed it to him. “Take this. See if you can suspend it over your hand, using wind to keep it in place.”

“B-but wind doesn’t just stay still,” Barclay sputtered. “There’s no way I can do that!”

“Would I give you an impossible assignment?” Runa asked him pointedly.

“No, but—”

“Would I give you an assignment I didn’t think you could handle?”

Barclay sighed. “No.”

“Then get to work. The storm is coming soon.”

Above, the clouds had darkened from gray to deep purple, like one big bruise across the sky. And the waves around them had gone choppy and jagged.

Frustrated before he’d even begun, Barclay slinked to the upper deck, where Edwyn was fast asleep on a wooden bench beneath a wool blanket. Clearly the run-in with the Sleábeaks had tired him out.

Barclay squeezed the cap in his fist. He still thought wind Lore was too wild to control, but if it could be controlled, then Knunx deserved to be angry with him. He was a terrible excuse for a Guardian apprentice—or for any sort of Lore Keeper, really.

He peeked over his shoulder to where Viola and Tadg were practicing. Viola had managed to grow her Lore from a beam to a small dome of light, and sparks already crackled between Tadg’s fingertips.

Barclay turned back around and stared at Root, who had joined him on the top deck. “Do you think I can do this?” he asked nervously.

Root barked and twirled in a circle. And so, gathering his nerve, Barclay summoned his Lore to lift the cap off his palm and hold it in the air.

Instead, the cap shot into the blustery winds and pattered across the wooden floorboards.

“Bad luck,” the captain said while Barclay scrabbled to grab it.

Barclay nodded, embarrassed to have an audience. But he hadn’t summoned wind on his first try either. He only needed practice.

But the second attempt was no different. And the third time, the cap went flying so high, Barclay had to scramble to catch it before it could plunk into the ocean.

Bewlah sang all the while:


There once was a wee little chap

Trying his Lore on a beer bottle cap.

The girl could conjure a flash.

His friend could zap men to ash,

But the little one’s attempts were all—



“Bewlah!” the captain bellowed. “Be nice.” While Barclay’s cheeks burned, the captain told him kindly, “You got tricky Lore, is all. What kinda Beast is he?”

Root puffed his chest out at being addressed.

“A Lufthund,” Barclay said.

“So he’s Prime class, then?”

Lore Keepers categorized Beasts into five classes, depending on how strong their Lore and how rare they were to find.

“Root is Mythic class, actually,” Barclay answered. Mythic class included the most powerful creatures, second only to the six Legendary Beasts. No doubt the captain thought an apprentice who couldn’t control their Lore must only have a Beast that was Prime or Familiar class.

But the captain whistled. “That’s impressive, especially for a kid your age. But I shouldn’t be too surprised, if the Fang of Dusk is your teacher. Bewlah is just Familiar class, and I never studied hard enough when I was young to get a Guild license myself.” He reached his hand out to shake. “My name’s Ulick O’Hara. I transport goods from the mainland to the islands of the Sea.”

“Like the Isle of Munsey?” Barclay asked, remembering what Viola had called the Sea’s capital.

“Yes, sir. Munsey, Dunsey, Coad, Glannock—all of ’em, really. But it’s Munsey where we’re headed now.”

Barclay wondered why Tadg had claimed Ulick was nutty. He didn’t seem like it.

“How long until we get there?” asked Barclay.

“It’s about three hours, once we pass the Shifts.”

“The Shifts?”

“That’s the beginning of the Sea. Should be coming up on it any— Oh! It’s in sight now.” He pointed out past the bow, and chills prickled up Barclay’s spine when he saw what Ulick meant.

A long divide stretched across the ocean. On one side—the side where they sailed now—the water was a greenish gray, the waves rough but far from dangerous. But on the other, it was a blue so dark it looked nearly black, and the crests of the waves were massive, rising and falling like the breathing of a great creature beneath the surface. Barclay’s heart fluttered with fear.

Below, Yasha looked up from where he slumped over the rail and groaned.

“Might wanna pause your training,” Ulick told Barclay. “The Sea always gets rowdy, but with the storm, I’m gonna need a few hands on deck.”

“All right,” Barclay squeaked. He should’ve guessed the Sea would look as haunting as the Woods, and he shuddered as the Bewlah approached its inky water. The waves thrashed. He’d heard of ships capsizing in adventure books, but he’d never dreamed such a fate could happen to him.

“Stand over here,” Ulick ordered him, his massive hands positioning Barclay and Root beneath the sails. “You’re gonna use your wind Lore to help us. And you—dragon girl!”

Viola stopped her training with Mitzi. “My name is Viola!” she called, affronted.

“It’s gonna get dark out there, so go stand by the bow. Now you—the Frown.”

Tadg, realizing Ulick meant him, frowned deeper. “Don’t call me—”

“Keep a look out for Beasts. They can get excited during storms. And you, uh… Seasick.”

Yasha wiped his mouth on his sleeve, as though prepared to fight despite being ill.

“Well, just don’t puke all over my deck,” Ulick told him. “And you, Miss Fang Lady, you can…”

Runa shot Ulick a glare so lethal that Barclay was surprised Ulick didn’t freeze into a block of ice. “I don’t take orders. But I’ll keep watch up front.”

For such a huge man, Ulick seemed to shrink several inches at Runa’s tone. “Y-yes, ma’am,” he stuttered.

While they each took to their positions, the Bewlah gave a violent lurch as it crossed the Shifts and sailed out to Sea.
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