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CHAPTER ONE
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The city of Arcanum was in mourning. Black bunting unfurled from open windows, and the flags of every magical guild had been lowered to half-mast. The ghostfire that burned inside the city’s spherical street lanterns had been altered in hue; once golden, it was now scarlet, and would remain so for one full week. Many shops and offices were closed, and thousands of the city’s mages had turned out to observe the funeral pyre that raged in the center of Temple Square—all to witness the ritual burning, all to mark the passing of Argus Cade.


In that grieving city, very few others were out and about this night, and those who were gave no notice to the ornate silver carriage that swept through the streets. It floated silently along, crimson lantern light splashing upon its surface, taking the twists and turns of its route with a deftness that revealed the skill of its driver. The silver vehicle whispered through the city several feet above the cobblestones. The carriage doors were emblazoned with a lion about to pounce, the family crest of its occupant. At each of the four corners of the carriage was an image of a silver dragon curled in a mysterious repose.


Perched upon the carriage’s high seat was a man draped in deep blue robes, a heavy veil covering his face. His hands were held out in front of him and from his fingertips tendrils of crackling cobalt energy sparked toward the ground far below, fingers of cerulean fire investigating the road ahead of the carriage. He was a navigation mage, just as his father had been, two generations spent perfecting the sorcery of transportation. It was a worthy endeavor. Honest work for an honest man.


Inside the vehicle was Leander Maddox, the man whose family crest adorned its doors. The carriage made the slightest of hums—generated by the navigator’s magic—but it was little more than white noise to him. Leander was lost in thought, adrift in the aching sadness left behind in the wake of the death of his mentor and greatest friend. He forced himself to focus on the task that lay before him.


As Argus Cade’s apprentice, it fell to him to close down the old sorcerer’s residence and to collect whatever papers or journals he might have left behind.


“Argus,” Leander whispered to himself, raising a massive hand and covering his face with it. A sigh escaped him and he shuddered, settling more deeply into the velvet seat within the carriage.


The loss pained him deeply. Argus Cade had been the greatest sorcerer of his generation, a master of the magical sciences, an adviser to kings and prime ministers, but to Leander all of those things paled beside the man’s kindness and courage. He had been more than a mentor. He had been an example.


Leander had lost his own father as a boy, and Argus had always given him the guidance he would have wished for from a father. And in the midst of the political games and power struggles of the Parliament of Mages, Argus had never compromised his beliefs, never allied himself with anyone who did not share them, and never kept silent to avoid controversy. He was his own man, and had earned great respect for that position.


Leander glanced out the window at the street lanterns, scarlet ghostlights throwing red shadows on the nearby homes and shops as the carriage climbed through the winding street that led up into August Hill, the most exclusive neighborhood in Arcanum. How often as a young man had he trod the cobblestones and steps of this hill on his way to Argus’s home? Still each doorway, each sign hanging outside the window of a pub, was familiar.


The navigator slowed the carriage as the street twisted once more, rising up toward the pinnacle of August Hill, where homes hung alongside the ground itself, magic woven into every bit of architecture to keep them aloft. Lower down, the buildings were constructed upon the ground, but as the terrain became steeper, the houses were merely anchored to the earth, jutting out at level angles from the side of the hill.


The sadness in his heart made Leander close his eyes again. He had been here only three nights past . . . the very night that Argus had died. With his eyes closed he could not stop his mind from slipping back in time, from reliving again those tragic final hours of a great man. Argus had been in his bed, the lamps burning low, a gloom settling upon his chamber. He had always been thin, but Argus had become almost skeletal. His long, hooked nose even more prominent than usual, jutted from his sallow, weathered face.


From time to time Argus would open his eyes and there would be a light in them, a spark, and he would laugh and reminisce about the days when he had first met Leander. As a professor at the University of Saint Germain, Argus had taken the burly, leonine man under his wing, and when they were seen together, other mages would remark on what an odd pair they made.


In later years, well after the death of Argus’s beloved wife, Norah, the mage had grown withdrawn, keeping his own counsel, and allowing only Leander into his private thoughts. Other than his household servants, the outside world saw Argus only rarely, though he made his opinions known to Parliament and to the heads of the guilds often enough. Leander was a professor at the university himself, now, in the very chair Argus had once held. He had been the great sorcerer’s student, his apprentice, and his only real friend.


Leander felt blessed to have had Argus Cade in his life.


But there were things other than grief haunting him now, though all of them connected to Argus’s death. Not all of the old mage’s ramblings had been sensible, not all of them accompanied by that spark in his eyes. Indeed, some of the things he had said as his spirit was slipping away, as his body and mind were failing him, had confounded Leander greatly.


The hum of the carriage grew louder and the world outside its windows darker, with only the faintest hint of red hues. There were only a few homes this high upon August Hill and, this far from the ground, it required great effort and magical skill for the navigator to carry them here.


Leander barely noticed. His thoughts had been in turmoil ever since Argus’s death, but in among that jumble there was something more subtle that was bothering him. Though it was nonsense, it haunted him more with each passing hour.


In his rambling Argus had said things that were . . . simply impossible. The ravings of a fevered brain.


They had to be.


Several times Argus had seemed to be on the verge of sleep, eyelids fluttering, only to have his eyes snap open and stare into the dim bedchamber and to whisper, as if afraid someone would hear:


“The boy. I must see to the boy.”


At the end, when every breath came in a rattling rasp and seemed likely to be his last, the old sorcerer had let his head loll to one side and, spying Leander, had thrust out a hand and clutched his arm with a ferocious, preternatural strength.


In that moment, though he had tried to deny it to himself, Leander had seen utter clarity in Argus’s eyes. Total focus.


“Timothy,” the old man had rasped. “I have kept him well hidden these years, but the secret must be revealed now. To you, Leander, and only to you. You must promise to look after him. ’Pon this one thing more than any other, I must have your vow.”


Despite the clarity he saw in Argus’s eyes, Leander had told himself that it must be the nearness of death talking. Norah Cade had died while giving birth to their only child, Timothy, and the trauma of his entrance into the world had been too much for the infant; Timothy himself had died within an hour of his mother. It seemed to Leander that Argus had woven an intricate fantasy for himself in which the boy had lived.


Argus had been dying, and all Leander had wanted was to comfort him. The aged mage had asked for his vow, and to give him solace Leander had agreed, promising that he would look after Timothy as if the boy were his very own son.


One final, rattling breath had been Argus’s only response, and then the sorcerer had succumbed to the one enemy magic could never overcome. Death had whispered through Argus Cade’s bedchamber. The old man’s eyes were dull, his chest still, and the light in the room, even in the world itself, had diminished.


In the rush of details that followed, the many things necessary to prepare a suitable memorial, Leander had pushed his grief aside. It lingered, though, a hollow ache in his chest and the pit of his stomach, and Argus’s final words also lingered, echoing, coming back again and again.


Impossible, Leander thought.


Yet it was with a certain dread curiosity that he glanced now through the window as the carriage drew up in front of the Cade estate. The house was enormous. It had been shaped and reshaped many times upon the whim of its master. Gables jutted from the roof and vine-covered latticework spilled down the sides, dangling below. Only the southernmost side, where the house faced the peak of August Hill, was anchored to the ground. Otherwise it sprang from the hill at an angle that seemed, in comparison to the level homes in most areas of the city, to be a spectacle of strange geometry.


The navigator moored the carriage at the base of the grand staircase at the front of the house.


“Shall I wait for you, Master Maddox?” the navigator called down to him.


Leander pushed open the door and stepped out over the sheer drop down August Hill, onto the staircase that lay in the shadow of Cade mansion. He glanced up at the navigator’s veiled face.


“Please do, Caiaphas. I do not know how long I shall be. However, if you need to rest, be at ease.”


“Thank you, sir.”


With that, he left the navigator and began the trek up the marble steps in front of the house. Far below, Leander could see the city, the golden lights that gleamed within the homes and the scarlet ghostfire of the street lanterns. An orange glow flickered at the center of Arcanum, and it warmed him to see that the remains of Argus’s funeral pyre still burned. It was as though the old mage had not gone yet, not completely. There was still a tether that connected Leander to his dead mentor, for another hour yet. Another hour.


He waved his hand in front of Argus’s door and a flicker of violet light danced between his fingers, a spell that was a key. As far as Leander knew, he was the only person alive who had the spell-key to the Cade estate. He steeled himself for the task ahead of him, arranging the dead man’s papers, sorting what should go to the university for posterity from what ought to remain secret and known only to Leander. There was research Leander would continue on Argus’s behalf, but there were other things as well, things no one else should ever discover. That was the nature of magic.


The door swung open. The house had been empty since its master’s death, all of the servants dismissed and everything left precisely as it had been.


Leander passed a hand over the Alhazred dragon insignia upon the wall and the lamps blazed to life. The foyer of the great house was bathed in a warm glow that revealed the portraits upon the walls, the wooden gryphons that sat atop the posts at the base of the stairs, and the elegant Morrigish carpet that ran along the corridor ahead as well as up the circular staircase that wound through the heart of the house.


Inside, Leander brushed his fingers thoughtfully through his thick beard. There was nothing for him to do but begin the work he had come for. He crossed the foyer and started up the stairs.


Vertigo made him grasp the handrail tightly as he went up and up, around in circles; this staircase always seemed far longer to him than it actually was. If he chanced a look down, his vision would swim, for the foyer seemed so far below.


Leander paused and shook his head, chuckling softly to himself. Argus had been fond of conjure-architecture, and it was just like him to build a staircase that would touch the senses, that would inspire thoughts of grandeur and magnificence. The young mage took another step and focused upward.


A flutter of black wings slapped the air and talons swung down toward his face.


“Caw! Caw!” screamed the raven as it glided past him, circling back around and then soaring upward. A moment later it came to roost half a dozen steps from where Leander now crouched with his hands up in defense. His heart was pounding in his chest and violet light sparked from his fingers, but now Leander drew a long breath and let it out slowly.


“Accursed bird,” the young mage muttered. “You vex me, Edgar. Truly you do.”


There were other words, other curses, that might have flowed from him then, but instead Leander paused and stared at the rook. Slowly he shook his head. This was not right. Not possible. Many mages had animal familiars, companions whom magic had made far wiser than the average beast. The wizards of old had begun this tradition and some kept it up even to this day.


This rook with silken black feathers and glittering ebon eyes had been Argus Cade’s familiar. But in all the lore Leander had read, and in all of his experience, a familiar was supposed to die with its master or mistress. Yet Edgar was not dead. The rook perched upon the curving stairs ahead, gleaming shadow eyes locked upon Leander himself, as though the bird thought him an intruder.


“Out of the way, Edgar,” Leander muttered. “I’ve no idea how you survive, but I am here at your master’s behest to carry out his final wishes.”


“Caw!” cried the rook. And it cocked its head to cast him a withering glare. “Final wishes?” Then it shook its wings out, feathers ruffling. “You doubt him. You should not.”


A chill raced through his bones and images of Argus’s final hour flashed in his mind. Nothing was as it should have been. Edgar’s presence, Argus’s strange ravings. Before Leander could demand an explanation, the rook cried out again and took flight, soaring higher and higher up through the tunnel made by the circular stairwell. Leander called after him, but Edgar only cawed and then began to glide round and round under the high ceiling at the top of the house, like a carrion hunter awaiting the weakening of its prey.


Leander climbed the remainder of the stairs at a furious pace, questions and suspicions, wonder and impossibility filling his mind. When he at last reached the top, Edgar circled his head.


“What do you mean, rook?” he demanded. “Tell me what you mean.”


“Tell you? Caw! I’ll show you!” the bird replied, and with a single beat of his wings, Edgar began to guide him.


The rook led him along one hallway after another, through doors he had never seen, and around corners that appeared to be solid walls until one looked at them from a certain angle. The entire place echoed with the whimsy of a conjure-architect. Argus’s fancy once again. There were halls without windows, and corridors with windows that showed impossible views, yet had no doors.


At last the bird led him into a short, narrow, featureless hall without portrait, mirror, or tapestry. The only adornment in this particular corridor was a single door, sheathed in black fire and scarlet mist, barred by glittering green razor wire and blue ice.


The sight of it took Leander’s breath away. In all his years with Argus he had never seen this door, and now that he had, his imagination ran rampant with curiosity at what it might hide. “What in all the worlds is this?”


“Enter!” said the rook.


Leander could not help himself. He laughed. “Idiot bird. You say it as if it is the simplest thing in the world. Even the greatest sorcerer, even the wizards of old, could spend a lifetime deciphering the spells used to bar this door.”


Edgar glided to the ground. When he had alighted, he hopped several steps nearer the churning magics that blocked the door. Then he tilted his head again and gazed at Leander.


“Caw! True, true!” said the rook. “But the wizards of old would not have the key! Only you! Caw! Only you have the key!”


Holding his breath, Leander stepped forward and waved his hand in front of the door. Sparks of violet danced from his fingers and all of the magics that barred the door evaporated in an instant, leaving only wisps of black flame and the chill of ice in the air. Leander’s breath fogged as he gasped in amazement.


The door sprang open, spilling bright light into the corridor.


The rook’s wings fluttered again as he took flight. With Edgar just ahead of him, Leander went through the door.


*  *  *


The white sun shone warmly down upon the Island of Patience, painting the sky a golden yellow that stretched far out across the ocean. In every direction was beauty and desolation, the sky above, the ocean below. The wind whispered through the tall Yaquis trees, their long fronds drooping down to hide the fat, juicy fruit that dangled beneath their branches. The surf washed upon the shores of Patience, and its hushed voice filled the air as if in response to the wind.


On a rocky stretch of the small island’s shore, a tumble of enormous stones had been arranged into a promontory by time and the ocean’s whim. At the end of that jetty a boy sat upon his favorite stone and basked in the white sunlight. His body had a rich brown hue, like the skin of the Yaquis fruit, and he held in his hand a long pole carved from a branch of that very same tree, chosen for its flexibility. From the hanging leaves of the gnarled Horax trees, farther inland, he had made a strong twine. The boy had a mind for such things and had created a spool upon which to wind the twine and a crank with which to turn the spool.


He had created this device, this fishing pole, at the age of six. It made the catching of fish far easier than wading the surf with a spear. In truth, he enjoyed fishing now, and why not? The warm stones beneath, the yellow sky above, the emerald ocean crashing against the rocks . . . and when the fish were ready to be caught and eaten, they would let him know by tugging upon the bone hook at the end of his line.


Tranquility.


It was called the Island of Patience, after all. Though he himself had given it that name.


On this fine day, however, that tranquility was interrupted.


“Caw! Caw, caw!”


The boy’s eyes went wide and he laughed happily as he launched himself up from the rocks. He nearly forgot all about his fishing pole, then paused to quickly crank the spool, reeling in the hook and the shattered shellfish he had used as bait. He could easily build a new one, but better to take care now. With the hook reeled in, he put the pole over his shoulder and leaped from stone to stone, deftly navigating the treacherous rocks of the promontory until he reached the shore.


“Caw! Caw!” came the cry of the rook once more. The boy saw it ahead, circling high in the air.


“Edgar!” the boy called excitedly.


But in his heart, that was not the word he shouted. In his heart he shouted, Father! For the arrival of the rook meant that his father had come to visit him again. It had been so long—months, by the boy’s reckoning—that he had begun to despair of ever seeing his father again.


The rocky coast gave way to beach, a broad expanse of red-hued sand that flew up behind his feet as he sprinted along the shoreline, eyes searching for the door. Then he saw it and his heart leaped. As always, the ornate door and its elegant frame had appeared where no door could possibly have been, hanging in the air above the red sand, just a few feet from the surf.


The door hung open.


The boy’s steps began to falter.


The rook cried again and fluttered to land atop the door frame, perching there and gazing at the boy as he slowed his approach. The figure that had just emerged from the door and now stood upon the beach, just as out of place in that peaceful spot as the door itself, was not his father. This man wore a heavy, deep green cloak with the hood thrown back. He was startlingly tall and broad shouldered, with a thick beard and a dark mane of hair falling around his face in such a way that he reminded the boy of an image his father had conjured once during a lesson. The stranger reminded the boy of a lion.


Yet he was not a stranger, not really. For though the face was unfamiliar to him, the boy had been given his description.


His pace slowed. The boy walked carefully toward the man, his fishing pole slung across his shoulder. The man gazed at him with wide, astonished eyes, just as he gazed at everything else around him. The rook looked on, quietly observant.


“You’re Leander Maddox,” the boy said, barely able to hear the rasp of his own voice above the surf.


“I am,” the massive visitor agreed with a nod.


The boy hung his head, gaze fixed upon his browned feet in the red-hued sand.


“Then my father is dead.”





CHAPTER TWO
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Timothy?” Leander stared incredulously at the boy, raising his voice to be heard over the rush of the surf crashing down upon the beach.


The dark-skinned youth looked up from his sandy feet with tears in his large eyes. “Yes.”


From his perch atop the mystical doorway, Edgar cawed loudly, mournfully, and then the rook glided down to alight upon the boy’s bare shoulder. “I’m sorry, kid,” the bird said, managing to convey his sympathy with both his eyes and his tone.


“Then it’s true?” the boy asked, gazing at Edgar, who seemed markedly different now that he was in Timothy’s presence. “My father is dead?”


The rook bobbed up and down upon the boy’s shoulder before answering. “Caw! I hate to be the one to tell you, but yes. He’s gone, Tim.”


A warm, moist breeze blew off the water and Leander was again struck by the enormity of the deception that had just been revealed to him.


“Timothy,” he said again, striding across the thick sand, away from the open door that would return him to the real world and normalcy. He stared at this boy, this extraordinary, impossible boy. “You’re alive,” he proclaimed, feeling like a simpleton, but unable to overcome his astonishment.


The rook fluttered his wings, feathers beating the air. “The kid’s just learned that his father has passed. How about a little sympathy?” Edgar berated him.


Leander had never heard Argus Cade’s familiar speak in such a manner and found it to be a bit disconcerting. He wondered if this new facility with language—albeit coarse language—was a result of his presence on the island, or some aftereffect of Argus’s death. Or perhaps, he thought, Edgar always had such an abrasive personality, and it was yet another thing hidden from me. Not that it mattered, for the rook was right. In his shock, Leander had been deeply insensitive to the boy’s feelings.


“My deepest condolences, Timothy,” Leander offered, bowing his head in apology. “Please excuse me. I am truly sorry for your loss. It’s only that I am overwhelmed, you see, by the shock of finding you here—alive.”


The boy appeared to be in relatively good health. He was fit and alert, well muscled for a child of his age, and his sun-darkened skin gleamed. Leander had already noticed the pole Timothy held over his shoulder and wondered at its purpose.


“My father warned me that you would react this way at first,” Timothy said. His gaze had drifted to the ocean, his sadness terrible to see. Now, though, he raised his eyes and studied Leander’s face. “He told me that if anything happened to him, you would come, and that I was to explain to you why I’m here.”


“That can wait, Tim,” Edgar suggested. “Take some time for yourself. You have the right to mourn as we all did.”


The boy smiled sadly and reached up to gently stroke the rook’s head. “That’s all right, Edgar. My father prepared me for this. He told me Leander wasn’t the most patient of mages. He shouldn’t have to wait for this mystery to be explained to him.”


The bird glared at Leander from the boy’s shoulder. “Do what you have to,” he said begrudgingly.


Leander felt a tremor of guilt go through him—the boy ought to be given time to mourn—but at the same time he could barely contain his curiosity. He had to know why his friend and mentor would strand his only child this way, abandon him, away from the world.


“Why, Timothy?” the mage asked, stooping to gaze into the boy’s eyes. “Why this charade—why did your father want the world to think you were dead?”


Timothy lowered himself down onto the red sand, as if the weight of his knowledge had finally proved too much, crushing him to the ground. Edgar fluttered from his shoulder to land beside him, as though to stand sentry over the boy. The bird began to pace.


“Because I was born different,” Timothy said, running his fingers through the dark red granules. He did not look up, and Leander thought he seemed almost ashamed.


“Different, my boy?” The mage dropped to one knee in the sand and put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “Different how?”


Timothy let the red sand sift through his fingers as he contemplated his answer.


“Timothy?” Leander prodded.


“I can’t do things like everybody else can,” he said, finally lifting his gaze. Another balmy breeze from the ocean ruffled his dark, curly hair and he squinted to keep the sand from his eyes. “I can’t do magic,” he said. The revelation seemed to sap the strength from his body and he again returned his shamefaced gaze to the rose-hued beach.


Leander frowned, bewildered. “You are unskilled at the art? Not as adept as your father? But surely that’s no reason to—”


Edgar fluttered his wings in annoyance. “Listen to what the kid is saying, Leander,” the bird squawked. “He can’t do magic.”


The mage looked from the bird to the boy. Timothy almost seemed to have gotten smaller, as if he was withdrawing into himself.


“I can’t say it any simpler than that,” the boy explained. “My father told me that the world runs on magic, that it’s in everything, and it connects everyone in a circuit of sorcerous power. But not me. I’m not part of that circuit. There’s no sorcery in me. I’ve no magical ability at all.”


Leander was so astounded that he could only stare. These words Timothy spoke with simplicity were words of horror or some morbid jest. To be entirely without magic was tantamount to being without a heartbeat or being unable to breathe. But it was true. Of course it was true. For Argus Cade to have hidden his son away like this—at least now it had begun to make a certain bizarre sort of sense.


“I . . . I’m sorry for staring, Timothy. It’s just . . . I’ve never heard of such a thing,” he blurted out, again feeling ashamed by his lack of sensitivity. “That’s utterly incredible.”


“Hukk! Hukk!” Edgar cried. “Now you see? That’s why Master Argus opened the door, why he created an annex here. It’s a pocket dimension, but adjoining our own. Simple sorcery for one as skilled as he was.”


“Was . . . ?” Timothy whispered, becoming increasingly agitated, digging his fingers deeper into the red sand beneath him.


“He was safe here,” the rook explained. “Protected.”


Questions flowed so fast and furiously through Leander’s fevered thoughts that the mage almost uttered a spell of tranquility to calm himself. Timothy appeared visibly upset, and Leander reached a comforting hand toward the youth. “There now,” he began, but the boy scrambled to his feet before he could be touched.


“I’m sorry,” Timothy said, a firmness to his voice. “But I think I do need some time alone.” He turned and strode toward the emerald ocean.


“Yes, of course,” Leander called after him, his own heart aching as he tried to make sense of it all. Argus Cade had meant the world to him and now had passed from it, yet here was his son. A boy whose care had been placed in Leander’s hands. “Take all the time you need.”


An unpleasant sound came from somewhere deep down in Edgar’s throat. “Got a bad feeling about this,” he squawked ominously as he watched the boy wade into the ocean waves. “Got a bad feeling.”


Leander was not certain precisely how long he simply stood there upon the shore of this tropical island in an alternate dimension, numbed by the enormity of the secret that had just been revealed to him. The warm breeze off the water ruffled his green robes and the strong, sweet scent of blossoming fruit trees made him entertain the idea that this was all some sort of dream. Or a spell, perhaps. A spell of enchantment could have caused him to imagine all of this.


He turned toward the ocean, watching the waves roll in upon the shore. In the distance, a small, dark-skinned boy looked tiny and frail amid the vastness of the sea. This isn’t a dream, he thought, feeling the pangs of sadness. Nor was it a spell.


Leander turned away from the sad scene of a boy in mourning to gaze about the land on which he stood. It didn’t appear to be a very large island, but more than sufficient for one young habitant. This might be a pocket dimension, but it was clear to him that it shared many features with the world of his birth, and he wondered how far the island was from the closest large land mass, and whether or not other sentient beings dwelled upon this world.


The beach ringed a lush jungle, an abundance of Yaquis trees waving their fronds in the tranquil winds as if to entice him closer. His stomach gurgled with anticipation—he had always enjoyed the exotic taste of the Yaquis fruit—and Leander realized that he had not eaten a meal in over a day’s time, distracted as he had been by business and grief and now, by the incredible.


Farther along the shore and slightly inland, Leander spied an encampment he presumed must be the boy’s quarters. He shielded his eyes from the sun, squinting to make out more details of the place. Amid a particularly thick grouping of ancient Yaquis, a large rectangular structure had been constructed above the beach, suspended from the trees. A thick band of smoke trailed up from the roof into the yellow sky. There was another, larger structure below. Timothy certainly had adequate shelter in case the elements should change their mood from pleasant to foul.


As he began to gather his thoughts, Leander’s mood started to change. The thought of the young boy, here in this place, all alone, filled him with sadness and great concern. No matter the reason for it, he felt an unwelcome anger toward Argus Cade growing within him. His mentor might have told him what had happened, what he planned. And Leander would have advised against it. Surely the world was not so cruel that it would harm a boy so helpless.


Then another thought, a darker thought, entered his mind. He wondered if perhaps Argus had hidden Timothy not out of protective instinct, but out of shame. The idea troubled him profoundly.


“Don’t think badly of him,” Edgar said, flapping his wings and flying several feet nearer before dropping back onto the beach. The familiar hopped toward him across the thick, red sand. “I can see it in your face, what you’re thinking. But Master Argus loved the boy. All he wanted was to keep him safe. This island is a lonely place, but in a way, it’s paradise. No one can harm Tim here, and he has learned how to fend for himself, how to survive, how to create what he needs from the world around him. He’s brilliant, just like his father.”


Leander averted his gaze from the rook, brow furrowed. Argus Cade had been the finest man he had ever known. “I don’t know, Edgar,” he said, voice a rasp. “Keeping a child cloistered away, albeit one as severely handicapped as Timothy . . . I am having a difficult time convincing myself that there wasn’t another way. A better way.”


The mage paused and glanced up at the bird. “And you, rook. You’re far more talkative and far more knowledgeable than I ever realized. Are there any more secrets you’d care to share with me?”


The bird hobbled closer using short flaps of his ebony wings to help him across the landscape. “Let’s make one thing perfectly clear,” he croaked. “I know you don’t like me—I could always sense it—and the truth is, I really don’t care for you all that much. You’re a pompous, humorless ass. But like you, I made a promise to Argus Cade before he died.”


Leander was taken aback by the bird’s candor, but after a moment he nodded. Edgar was right on each count. A flash of memory went through Leander’s mind then as he recalled once more the expression on Argus’s face as he breathed his last, and the request Argus had made. “He asked me to look after Timothy when he was no longer able.”


“Exactly,” Edgar said. “Me as his familiar and you as his guardian.”


Leander nodded, something from all this business suddenly making sense. “That explains why you didn’t die with the passing of your master. He bequeathed you to the child. Is that also why your . . . demeanor has changed so much? A reflection of the boy’s youth rather than your former master’s dignity?”


The rook ruffled its feathers. “You figured that out all by yourself, did you?” he cackled. “I can see why you were one of Argus’s top students.”


The mage ignored this jibe and turned his attention back to the subject of their discussion: the boy standing alone in the green sea. In the world into which he was born, Timothy Cade would be a freak, unable to complete the simplest of tasks, from turning on a light to preparing a meal. If he was utterly devoid of magic, he would not be able to learn as other children did, and the ordinary pleasures of youth, like playing with spells of transmutation or levitation, would be denied him.


But he was your son, Argus, Leander thought. Your son. To hide him away from the world, and hide the world away from him . . . The mage still did not understand.


Edgar cawed loudly and took flight, soaring overhead in a long, arcing circle. Leander glanced out to sea and saw that the boy was returning, trudging across the sand, away from the hungry pull of the waves. The white orb of this dimension’s sun had begun its descent, giving the sand an even darker hue.


“Remember,” Edgar said cautiously. “We’re sworn to look after his best interests.”


Leander did not respond aloud as he watched the stricken youth approach. His best interests. He let the words reverberate through his thoughts. And what exactly does that entail?


“You know, Timothy, we don’t have to do this right away,” Leander ventured. “If you need more time—”


The boy reached down to pick up the strange branch he had dropped earlier. “No, I’m okay,” he said, slinging it over his bare shoulder. “I just needed to say good-bye to my father.” There was a weight to his words, and he glanced out across the ocean. Then he stood straighter and met Leander’s gaze. “He said that I should show you Patience. That I should show you all I’ve done here—all that I’ve made.”


The boy began walking toward the structures that Leander had noticed in the distance earlier.


“Made?” Leander asked, following the boy up the beach as Edgar glided above their heads on the warm currents of air.


“I make things,” the boy explained. He held out the pole fashioned from the branch of a tree as an example. “Like this.”


“And what exactly have you got there?” the mage asked curiously.


“It’s my pole for catching fish,” he said proudly. “I made it when I was six.”


Timothy demonstrated the strange fishing pole, turning a crank that unwound a line of twine with a piece of curved bone tied to its end. “You put bait for the fish on the bone hook and lower it into the water. When the fish are ready to be caught, they eat the food and tug upon the twine.” He pretended that he had caught something in the sand. “I use the crank to pull the fish out of the water.”


Leander had never seen anything like it and yet the simple logic of it was wonderful. “Clever,” he said appreciatively.


From ahead of them Edgar cawed loudly. He had already reached the structures, and now Leander and Timothy hurried to catch up with him, quickly coming to the building Leander had presumed to be the boy’s living quarters. Its walls were gray metal and wooden beams, and its roof was composed of row upon row of secured Yaquis fronds. A ladder rose up through the roof and climbed to a door set into the bottom of the second structure, which was cradled in the trees above. Plumes of smoke issued up from the back of both the ground-level and tree-level structures.


“Did your father make these buildings?”


Timothy paused outside the door and shrugged. “He helped with the framing, based upon my design. But I did the rest of it myself.”


“It must have taken a great deal of time.”


Timothy leaned the pole against the outer wall of the building. “Yes. But things take as long as they take. It isn’t as though I have other appointments to keep,” he said as he approached the closed door, also made from the grayish metal.


If this had been any home in the many districts of Arcanum, the boy would have simply waved his hand in front of a mystical eye and the door would have swung wide, welcoming him. Leander narrowed his eyes to observe carefully as the boy lifted a latch, placed his palm against the door and pushed it open with his own power.


“This is my workshop,” Timothy said proudly, beckoning him to step inside. With a heavy flap of powerful wings, Edgar flew in over their heads, barely able to find room to alight upon a table that was littered with unusual debris. “This is where I make the things I picture in my head.”


To say that Leander was awestruck would have been an understatement. He cast a quick glance about the room, but that would simply not do, and so he began again, slowly surveying his surroundings. Everywhere he looked there was something that aroused curiosity. He saw stacks of wood of all sizes and shapes, some from the tree of the abundant Yaquis, and others of a finer cut, probably brought over from the world outside.


There were large blocks of stone, as well as stacked bars and thin sheets of the same dark metal that made up the workshop’s four walls. All around the large chamber were worktables covered in tools at whose function Leander could only guess, and the strangest-looking contraptions that the mage surmised were Timothy’s inventions in various stages of completion.


“Caw, caw!” Edgar cried, hopping about at the edge of a worktable. “Never seen anything like it, have you? Go on, admit it.”


The rook was correct. There was something crude and primitive about the workshop, as though the corpse of the world had been flayed open to reveal its inner workings, and yet there was something breathtakingly beautiful about it as well.


“Your familiar is proud of you, Timothy,” Leander said. “And I’m sure your father must have been as well. This is . . . it’s truly fascinating.”


The mage continued to glance around, constantly discovering something that he hadn’t noticed the first time. At the rear of the chamber, he could see into another room where large rocks blazed white-hot in a stone-and-metal enclosure. Leander gathered that this furnace was the source for the plumes of smoke or steam he had seen from outside. Hungry Fire, he thought. Without access to the ghostfire, the boy bends Hungry Fire to his purpose.


“Back there’s where I do most of my work with the metal,” Timothy said, apparently amused by his guest’s response to his workshop.


Leander gazed around at the mostly incomprehensible contents of the main chamber. “You just think of these things?” he asked the boy as he picked up what looked like an attempt to fashion a bird’s skeleton from pieces of wood. “You just imagined this—and you built it?”


The boy carefully took the wooden item from the mage’s hands, careful not to damage the delicate construction. “I’ve come to believe that most things that can be done with magic can be duplicated mechanically.”


Leander watched with interest as Timothy manipulated a tiny lever of the skeleton’s framework and the wings on the device began to flap up and down. “This is just my model,” the boy explained, placing it down on the worktable for Edgar to see. “If things test out, I’ll build a much bigger version and be able to fly just as well as Edgar here.”


The bird flapped his wings in agitation, apparently as startled by the boy’s declaration as Leander was.


“And have you always had this gift?” Leander asked.


Timothy shrugged shyly. “My father encouraged me a lot. He brought me all the things I needed to create and survive here.” A pall seemed to fall over the boy, dispersing his excitement, as he was reminded that his father would never again visit the Island of Patience.
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