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To Jordan, Lucas, and Connor, the thieves of my heart

[image: images]



PROLOGUE

The Binding of Bedlam
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December 25, 1592

Alexander Drake tightened his grip on his burlap sack and marched through the fiery crags dressed like a pirate. He was seventeen, slightly skinny, mostly handsome, and smattered with grit, both figuratively and literally.

He also wore a monocle.

The pirates who plundered the Atlantic and manned the ship Le Pamplemousse Terrible didn’t commonly wear monocles, particularly thick white ones covered with strange latches and rings; but then, Alexander Drake was no common pirate.

A dark shadow passed through the ash cloud overhead. Alexander stopped and slowly reached for a long shimmering blade hanging from a strap on his shoulder. He let his hand rest on the handle. Waiting. Waiting. Sounds bounced strangely through the haze, nearby and far away—muffled screaming and creatures shrieking. Dying.

The shadow passed and Alexander marched on, trying to silence his misgivings. He followed a worn path through a sleepy volcanic crater, passing bubbling streams and hardy tropical trees struggling to survive. Ahead, the path led up the side of a smaller volcano within the main crater, one of three such peaks within the broader volcanic valley.

He reached a ledge near the top and popped out above the ash cloud so that he could see the other two peaks and the surrounding ridge of the main volcano which, from above, resembled a human skull.

Alexander found Solomon Rose waiting for him on the ledge.

“I was beginning to think I’d have to go on without you,” said Solomon grimly. Solomon was dressed like a nobleman in fine black breeches and hose and a black doublet adorned with golden clasps that looked like roses.

Other than the clothing, Solomon was identical to Alexander in every way—nose, eyes, ears, height, weight, everything—even down to the faint white mark, like a small eye, that sat on his palm: the Hunter’s Mark, which Alexander had inherited at birth and Solomon had miraculously and dangerously inherited much more recently. They could’ve been twins. In a very real way, they were, but not by birth.

Alexander scowled. “You look like a fop, Solomon. Worse, you make me look like a fop.”

“A fop?” Solomon asked, sounding confused.

“A fop. A coxcomb. A jackanapes. A lordly mountebank,” Alexander rattled off.

Solomon raised an eyebrow.

“A well-dressed fool,” Alexander clarified.

“Ah, I see,” Solomon replied. “You mean because I look like you. Or rather, I look as I would if I didn’t have to drink your nasty concoctions every day of my life.”

“Don’t be so dramatic—it’s not every day. And it was part of the deal, Solomon, when I made you what you are,” said Alexander tartly.

“You mean when you made us what we are,” Solomon corrected. “We’re the same, you and I.”

“We are most assuredly not the same,” Alexander retorted, his eyes sweeping the crater below and catching fleeting glimpses of a massive winged shadow flying through the haze. With a fearful gulp, he lowered his voice. “When I merged our blood under my birth moon and did that which was forbidden, then—at that moment only—we became the same, save in will and general disposition—an important distinction, I might add. And while I admit that we are still bound together in strange and unusual ways, we are not the same. Not now. Not in any way that matters.”

“I’m well aware of our differences,” said Solomon. “That’s why I’m in Austria risking my life to hunt the Arkhon and you’re in Exile, hiding and playing with plants. And just because it doesn’t matter to you doesn’t mean it doesn’t matter at all. My point was that we are both Changelings, not just me. When you Changed us, you made us both something else. You are a Changeling.”

“Yes, yes, I know.” Alexander sighed, feeling annoyed with the whole conversation and wishing Solomon would speak more softly. “I’m not trying to suggest that I’m better than you; we both know that’s not true. But this isn’t something either of us should discuss, especially out loud. If the other hunters found out what we are, they would kill us. You know the risks as well as I.”

“If you don’t want to discuss it, then just say what you mean; if you mean ‘we,’ say ‘we,’ and if you mean ‘well-dressed fool,’ then say it,” Solomon retorted. “You can’t hide behind words forever, Alexander.”

“I said precisely what I meant and nothing more,” Alexander snapped. He turned away from the smoky crater below and its circling shadows and marched along the ledge toward a large cave. “I assume everything is in place?” he asked, changing the subject. He could feel Solomon watching him intently.

“My hunters drank your Slippery Wick Brew and are inside,” Solomon replied after a moment, finally lowering his voice as he fell into step beside Alexander. “Bedlam doesn’t suspect a thing.”

“You’d better hope not or your hunt of the Arkhon may reach a premature conclusion, and that would end badly for the both of us.” Alexander glanced over and saw that Solomon had taken the Slippery Wick Brew once again, just as he had for the last several years, to maintain his disguise. The Brew allowed Solomon to move his fat around so that his jaw was now chiseled. The baby fat that had been there moments before had hardened and moved to his arms to make him look even stronger. His nose was now long and sloped at the tip, his ears slightly larger, while the fat of his midsection had moved to the balls of his feet to add a bit of height. Thankfully, he now looked nothing like Alexander, aside from the white Hunter’s Mark on his palm.

They passed into the black cave, marching ever deeper into the volcano’s boiling heart. Strange creeping mosses glowed green on the tunnel walls, and far ahead, Alexander could see faint red light rising from rivers of molten rock.

Alexander offered Solomon some moldy brown leaves. “Shove it up your nose.”

“Shove it up your nose,” Solomon replied tersely. “You insult me, sir.”

Alexander rolled his eyes. “No, really—insert this substance into your nasal cavity. And there’s no need to get formal, your lordship.”

“What is it?” Solomon asked, refusing to touch the nasty leaves.

“Barrow weed,” Alexander replied. “It will keep Bedlam from edgewalking into your mind, or at least make it harder.”

“I’ve grown beyond such trappings,” Solomon boasted, refusing to take the barrow weed. “Bedlam holds no power over me.”

Alexander scoffed. Bedlam held power over everyone. As one of Legend’s five remaining children, Bedlam was perhaps the most powerful monster alive.

Solomon was a good monster hunter—perhaps the greatest since the original thirteen Hunters of Legend—but Bedlam was a force of nature.

Solomon wouldn’t stand a chance.

Rather than argue the point, Alexander shoved barrow weed up his own nose and kept quiet.

Ahead, the tunnel opened into a gigantic glittering cavern, the top of which was so full of rubies, emeralds, and diamonds that it looked like stars sparkling in the night sky. Molten rock flowed in rivers through the cave, and heat washed over Alexander, growing hotter and hotter as he crossed bridges of hardened lava leading to the center.

They passed dozens of creatures—twenty-foot-tall Harrow Knights with rusted smoldering skin, and their human-size siblings, the Harrow Wights, who rode massive burrowing Gossymer spiders. But Alexander and Solomon had come this way many times before as welcomed guests, and nothing tried to stop them. If only they knew, Alexander thought.

Bedlam’s giant obsidian throne sat in the center of the enormous cavern. The monster Bedlam sat on the throne and stared at them with burning eyes. He had a jumbled face of charred gray flesh and rusted green copper, hardened like plate armor. On Bedlam’s forehead, Alexander saw a black scar that looked like an eye and belched out writhing puffs and strands of darkness that distorted the light around it.

The Eye of Legend.

“My friends, my pupils . . . I sense that you have come to lie to me,” Bedlam rumbled disapprovingly, his voice as gravelly as the earth. “Since you were young, I’ve trained you to walk the storms of the Edge—the invisible space all around us where light and darkness war. I’ve taught you how to cross those unseen lands and enter the minds of others, to see what they see, to dwell in their memories, and haunt or bless their dreams. I’ve taught you as one of my own Edgewalkers, my own children. But you are no longer those boys I once knew. I see the fire stirring in your minds—I know what you seek.”

“We have come to ask for your aid in stopping the Arkhon, your brother, who has unjustly declared war on the hunters,” said Alexander nervously. “We keep no secrets from you.”

“You mix your words well, Alexander, with speckles of truth. You know that I am tired of war—I want no part of it. So let’s be honest, shall we? It’s not my presence you desire in this war; it’s my Eye.” Bedlam tapped the black Eye of Legend on his forehead. “It cannot be taken by force without dire consequences, which you know, and so you have come to ask me to hand it over to you willingly.”

Alexander and Solomon glanced at each other.

“Well,” Alexander began, “we were hoping that since you’re tired of war, and since none of the hunters has an Eye of Legend quite as powerful, that you might see fit to—”

Bedlam started laughing. “Ah, Alexander. When did you start taking me for a fool? My Eye is only the first in your hunt. What you truly desire is to claim all the Eyes, to reforge the cold and terrible darkness my father used in his attempt to reshape the world—you want to possess the force that gave him power over nearly all other forces and nature itself.”

Bedlam’s burning eyes bored into Alexander and Solomon, challenging them to deny it.

“Centuries have passed since the First Hunter trapped my father’s power and gave half to me and my four siblings, and half to her chosen thirteen Hunters, binding that power in our very flesh, in the Eye marks that each of us guard. The Eye of Legend is a curse upon all who carry its burden, not a blessing. To use Legend’s power, you must control his will, and the more of his power you obtain—the more Eyes you reforge—the more lost you will become until he is all that is left.”

“The Hunter’s Mark will allow us to control it,” Alexander insisted, holding up his hand to show Bedlam the pale white eye on his palm. “Its warming light can cut through the dark, just as it did centuries ago. We can reforge the Eyes and use Legend’s power for good!”

“The First Hunter held my father’s power in her hands and she gave it up. Are you greater than she?” Bedlam asked.

Alexander looked away, unable to meet Bedlam’s piercing, copper-flecked eyes.

“Enough of this!” Solomon spat, drawing his long shimmering blade. “Will you give us the Eye and help us stop the Arkhon from destroying the hunters—your supposed allies—or not?”

Bedlam stood from his throne, dragging a massive great sword from the shadows. He stood over ten feet tall, and the sword was just as long. “My allies? Is this how allies treat one another? I give you one last chance—for what you were. Leave me now, in peace, while you still can. Turn from your path. Cease your lying. Seek not the wasting darkness.”

Each command struck Alexander like a punch to the head. More than anything, he wanted to do exactly what Bedlam said, to leave this path of madness and return to his plants and his botany in London, or Exile, or even—heaven forbid—Paris, but he breathed in the barrow weed and his mind cleared of Bedlam’s unnatural influence.

Looking over, he saw Solomon, impassive—a single bead of sweat sliding down his forehead.

“I know your secrets, Bedlam,” said Solomon quietly. “My mind is my own. Legend’s power will be ours. And with it, we will change the world forever.”

“That is precisely what I fear.” Bedlam swung his great sword into the ground. The earth split. A gaping crack opened where the sword hit, racing all the way to Solomon. Fire and molten rock spewed out, setting Solomon’s clothes aflame as he dove out of the way.

Solomon rolled as he landed, dousing the flames. When he regained his feet, his fine doublet and hose were scorched and covered in ash. On Solomon’s face, Alexander saw something he never would have expected: fear.

Giant spiderlike Gossymers spilled out of the ground and lava pools, charging. Humongous Knights burst into flame, their flesh sloughing off as boiling metal seeped through their pores, rising from hidden pockets and heated by their rage. Great gobs of burning copper pooled in the Knights’ palms, ready to throw, and the smaller Wights charged with them, cold and restless.

The Knights drew back their arms and threw, casting fiery gobs of metal at Alexander and Solomon, who bobbed and weaved to stay out of the copper’s burning path.

Solomon whistled, and the pockmarked but human-looking Wights suddenly turned on the giant Knights and spiderlike Gossymers, attacking with silvery knives and swords that produced strange effects, turning Knights to stone and Gossymers to ash.

For the first time, Bedlam looked surprised.

Solomon shot forward, moving inhumanly fast. He cut through two Gossymers without slowing. His shimmering blade, aglow with bright colors—so unlike the dull weapons of the other hunters—struck Bedlam’s rusted skin with a clang and bounced off. Solomon stared at his blade, disbelieving.

Without bothering to raise his great sword, Bedlam grabbed Solomon’s blade and yanked him close until their faces were almost touching. Wispy darkness, like smoke, crept out of the night-black Eye on Bedlam’s forehead.

Solomon raised his Hunter’s Mark and a stream of cloudy white light vomited out, striking the smoky darkness. The two forces crashed together like raging storm clouds, swelled, and then exploded with a deafening thunder clap. Solomon flew tumbling back without his blade and Bedlam staggered—Solomon’s blade in hand, which was no longer shimmering.

Alexander shadow slipped, jumping from shadow to shadow unseen. Darkness swirled around him, cold and terrifying. He appeared behind Bedlam. With a mighty heave, he swung his burlap sack. A glittering powder mixed with bright-white leaves that looked like the tail feathers of a dove exploded out, filling the air. Alexander held his breath, eyes watering as the powder churned around him in a blizzard of frantic movement and zaps of electricity.

Bedlam turned to face him, dazed. As Alexander watched, the fire in Bedlam seemed to die. His face softened. Green rust oozed out of his pores as the strange powder weakened his defenses.

Alexander drew his shimmering blade and drove it into Bedlam’s heart. The blade sank deep. Golden ichor spilled out.

Alexander let go of the hilt and sprang backward and out of the surging cloud of sparking energy and glittering powder, leaving his sword in Bedlam’s chest.

Caught in the midst of the cloud, Bedlam stared down at the blade and then at Alexander. Their eyes met, and Alexander could feel Bedlam rifling through his thoughts. Alexander looked away, cursing himself for allowing that to happen.

“You have trapped me,” Bedlam rumbled. “But I see in your mind that you will not kill me. Even you would not risk the consequences of taking the Eye by force.”

Bedlam’s wound looked bad, but Alexander’s shimmering blade wouldn’t kill Bedlam—not at the moment—and Bedlam now knew it; he wasn’t going to give up the Eye willingly.

The glittering powder rushed toward Alexander’s shimmering blade and began to harden into a waxy, frozen cocoon around Bedlam, spreading outward from the blade itself.

“You carry the Hunter’s Mark and the key to her power,” Bedlam whispered, his breathing labored as the strange semitranslucent cocoon formed around him. “But you are not her heir—you are a thief and a liar. A traitor! The hunters have fallen! When I awake, I will sweep you all from the face of the earth until not a soul remains. I will hunt the hunters as I once did long ago, and then you will remember fear. By my blood . . . and by my fire . . . I will do it.”

The cocoon closed around the Eye of Legend last of all. Darkness, like thick black tar, exploded out of the Eye one final time, knocking Alexander to the ground. Then the waxy substance crystallized and Bedlam’s chrysalislike prison toppled backward with a thump.

The cavern fell silent.

Alexander got to his feet. Through the strange material, he could see Bedlam sleeping and wisps of darkness slipping from the Eye. Alexander climbed on top of Bedlam’s waxy coffin. Slowly, he withdrew his blade. Golden blood dripped down its length. The blade shimmered brightly, and then the blood was absorbed into the blade itself and turned into tiny golden lights that joined the other colors floating within.

Alexander stared at the weapon in his hands, wondering if he’d done the right thing. Bedlam’s words had shaken him. Even if they could control Legend’s will with the Hunter’s Mark, was his power really worth all the lies and betrayal?

“Is that the only key?” Solomon asked, startling Alexander. Alexander looked around, noting that the Knights and Gossymers had died or been driven away to join their kin beneath the earth.

Over a dozen hunters gathered around the Chrysalis, their faces stretching and snapping back into place like rubber bands as the Slippery Wick Brew wore off and they resumed their normal appearances, no longer posing as Wights.

“Alexander, is your blade the only key?” Solomon asked again.

Alexander nodded. “Yes. Unless I die or give it up willingly, no one will be able to use it to free Bedlam.”

“Good,” said Solomon. He surveyed Alexander, looking thoughtful. Then he offered his hand. Alexander hesitated and then took it and climbed down.

They stared at the strange Chrysalis prison together.

“Looks like we’ll have to try our luck with the Arkhon,” said Alexander.

Solomon nodded, his expression grim. “I suppose we will.”

“Or we could give up our hunt for the Eyes,” Alexander suggested.

Solomon looked at him coldly, but didn’t say anything.

“It was just an idea,” Alexander muttered. He spotted Solomon’s shimmering blade within the Chrysalis. “Sorry about your blade.”

Solomon shrugged. “The First Hunter made thirteen of them—I’ll find another.”

Solomon turned and walked away with the other hunters, his own private, handpicked army, loyal only to him.

Alexander glanced down at his shimmering blade. “And who will you kill to get that, I wonder. . . . ” For a moment he considered attacking Solomon and ending things before they got any worse. He, with his shimmering blade; Solomon, weaponless—Alexander thought he might stand a small chance of winning. A very small chance. But Solomon was closer than a brother, despite their petty arguments. They were bound together in ways neither could explain. He couldn’t just kill Solomon, even if he could, even if killing Solomon with his own hands would return blood to blood and un-Change him, thus making him a full-blooded hunter once again and freeing him from Solomon forever.

He wouldn’t just kill Solomon.

Not today.

With a deep sigh, Alexander shoved one of the last remaining shimmering blades into his sheath, stole a final regretful look at Bedlam, and followed Solomon Rose to his death.



CHAPTER 1

Down in the Dumps
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Over Four Hundred Years Later

You think it’s wired?” Sky asked, surveying the bowling alley’s broken back door from his hiding place next to the Dumpster.

A high falsetto voice sang from the bowling alley like a cat strangling another cat that was, in turn, being strangled by a man with very small hands and a personal vendetta against cats.

“I hope not,” said Andrew, dumping an armload of garbage out of the Dumpster. Sky sifted through it until he found an old soda fountain hose to replace the one on his Pounder that he’d lost to an overaggressive Barrow Hag earlier that day. He hated taking the time for it, especially while they were so close to finding the Marrowick monster they’d tracked since nightfall, but their gear was in sorry shape: Pounder hand-cannons on the fritz, low on ICE freezing solution, dead car batteries on the Shocker gloves and the Cross-Shocker crossbow that they used to electrify the ICE solution and thereby freeze the monsters; it was a wonder they’d managed to freeze anything at all recently.

They were too busy; that was the problem—too much going on. But if they didn’t take time to do some quick repairs now, they’d end up fighting the Marrowick with their bare hands, and that wouldn’t end well for anyone except the Marrowick. And maybe T-Bone, with his huge frame.

Besides, no one was in any immediate danger since the bowling alley was supposedly closed for the night. But if that were true, then who was killing those poor defenseless cats?

“If the door was wired,” Andrew continued, “the Marrowick’s already tripped it by breaking the door, which means the police will be here soon.”

“All the more reason to hurry,” T-Bone chided, attaching a few small wires to the modified car battery that powered his electrified Shocker gloves. “I’m beginning to think you like it in there, Andrew.”

Sky applied some crazy-strong adhesive to the soda fountain hose before duct-taping it on his Pounder hand-cannon. Then, acting in as nonchalant a manner as he possibly could, he scooted closer to Crystal and Hands, trying to stay out of the argument he knew was coming.

“Next time, you do the Dumpster diving,” Andrew retorted as he climbed out of the Dumpster and began sifting through the trash for spare parts. “Maybe you could search with your hands and your mouth. That would speed things up and put your mouth to good use for once.”

T-Bone chucked a soda pop can at Andrew, hitting him on the head. Andrew jumped to his feet and charged T-Bone, who, at fifteen, was two years older and more than twice his size. But before he could get there, Crystal leaped between them.

“Would you two cool it!” she exclaimed. “You’re ruining Sky’s birthday!”

Sky chuckled at the absurdity of the statement—as if his birthday wasn’t already a disaster. A fistfight with Crenshaw. Mystery fish for lunch. Detention with Malvidia. A sub for gym class. And now they’d tracked the Marrowick for nearly an hour, and they still didn’t know why it had wandered into Exile, let alone the bowling alley. He was surprised anyone remembered his birthday. Even his parents hadn’t said a word when he’d left for school that morning.

Still, as bad as it was, it beat his last birthday, when Uncle Phineas had disappeared, only to die two days later. Nothing could top that. For a time, Sky and the others had believed Phineas was still alive, that he hadn’t died in the Jack, and that he’d left them clues in his will. But after a year . . . well, Sky still hoped, but if Phineas was alive, then where was he?

“You two should be ashamed,” Hands rebuked, wagging his finger at T-Bone and Andrew. “Things were going splendidly until you started fighting. Now you’ve spoiled our picnic.”

Sky laughed.

Crystal glared at them until their smiles faded. Then she turned her glare back on Andrew and T-Bone. Andrew huffed, walked over to his equipment, and put it on while T-Bone tugged on his Core shoulder pads.

“Let’s just finish this so Hands and I can catch the end of football practice,” T-Bone grumbled. “We’ve still got a long night ahead, and tomorrow’s the homecoming game against Quindlemore.”

“Coach Blackburn is making you practice the night before the homecoming game?” Sky asked, surprised.

“Are you kidding?” Hands replied. “Coach Blackburn is making us practice the day of homecoming—right after school. He’d pull the entire team out of school and make us practice morning, noon, and night if he thought he could get away with it. The man is insane.”

Sky finished duct-taping and suited up: Core shoulder pads to control his gear, Pounder hand-cannon for freezing monsters, jetpacklike Jumpers, fog-spewing Foggers, three-second force-field–like Shimmer. Lastly, he pulled on a black cloak to hide it all. Their gear was made out of garbage; it needed to be hidden.

“Look, I know everyone’s tired,” Crystal stated, to groans and nods, “but we can’t start turning on each other. We’ve got enough enemies as it is—monsters, Malvidia and her Exile hunters, Solomon Rose, and who knows what else; we’ve got to stick together. A band of one, remember? That’s what Phineas wanted.”

Everyone nodded. Last year Phineas’s weird poem, Enof Od Naba Ban Do Fone (“A Band of One” when read from the middle out), had helped them find the three keys to the Arkhon’s prison: two funky monocles and a pocket watch. The three keys had connected together on a giant pendulum in Pimiscule Manor, allowing them to relock the prison before the Arkhon (or, really, the Hunter of Legend Solomon Rose, as they’d discovered) could escape and destroy the world. They’d lost Phineas’s monocle shortly after—how and where, they had no idea—but Sky still had the other monocle and the watch, and he kept them close at all times. They used to joke that Phineas had stolen his monocle back because he was blind without it, or that maybe he was giving them another clue that he was still alive. They didn’t joke about that anymore. Now Sky just hoped Phineas’s lost monocle hadn’t fallen into the wrong hands.

He glanced at his fellow monster hunters: Crystal, Andrew, Hands, and T-Bone. Phineas had wanted them to hunt together, to be unified, to be a band of one, but they were all broken in one way or another. Crystal’s mom was still lost, Andrew’s parents were still dead, Hands’s parents were still jerks, and T-Bone’s family was still big (and one kid bigger again since they’d found his little brother last year).

And then there was Sky, the most broken of all.

He glanced at the two separate and distinct marks on his palm: the warm white Hunter’s Mark and the cold black Eye of Legend surrounding it (or “trix” as he used to call the Eye before learning its real name). Two marks, two opposing forces—light and dark, hot and cold, unify and destroy—same boy. Was he conflicted? Yes. Was he confused? Yes. Did he hate asking himself rhetorical questions? Yes. Yes, he did.

He could talk to monsters, thanks to the Hunter’s Mark. Other than that, and a few random experiences with the Eye last year, he was clueless as to their purpose and use.

If the two puzzling marks were the extent of his childhood trauma, Sky felt he’d be okay. Weird, but okay. The real problem was how he got both marks. He started with just one—which one, he didn’t know. The other he’d acquired as a baby when a person he called “Shadow Man” turned him and another boy, Errand, into Changelings. Monsters. They’d become physically identical in every way at the moment of Change, and deeply connected thereafter.

And then, within hours of Sky discovering that Errand was real, Solomon Rose had thrown Errand over an enormous wall.

Like Phineas, Errand was simply gone, and Sky felt like part of himself was missing. Was he a monster? Was he a hunter? Had he stolen Errand’s life?

Only the Shadow Man knew.

For the last year Sky, Crystal, Andrew, Hands, and T-Bone had run themselves ragged hunting down monsters like the Marrowick that had escaped from Solomon’s prison. Now they were all tired and broken, even if they usually managed to put a good face on it.

A band of one. That’s what Phineas wanted them to be. But how could you possibly take five broken things and make something that wasn’t also broken?

“Are you sure they’re closing early tonight?” Sky asked.

“Positive,” said Hands, whose mother owned the bowling alley. “Madge should’ve left over an hour ago. Marrowicks aren’t violent, are they?”

“They’re walking wax plants,” T-Bone replied. “How violent can they be?”

“Gee, I don’t know,” Andrew responded sarcastically, “I seem to remember a certain Jack and Dovetail plant kicking our trash last summer.”

“And Solomon Rose smacked us around with his Echo branches,” Hands added. “I still have slivers in places I’d rather not mention.”

T-Bone grunted in grudging agreement. Sky understood; it was hard to admit you’d been beaten up by a plant.

They jammed the spare garbage into their duffels and T-Bone dropped everything into a nearby sewer grate while everyone else waited by the Dumpster.

“So what’s a Marrowick doing in a bowling alley in Exile? Why leave the safety of the north cemetery now after a year of hiding?” Crystal asked, staring thoughtfully at the bowling alley’s broken door.

Sky raised his hood as he stepped from hiding. The others fell in line behind him. Since he was the only one who could talk to monsters, the others had selected him to lead the charge—every charge, even though talking almost never worked and monsters invariably mauled him as a result.

T-Bone and Hands thought it was hilarious.

“No idea why it’s here,” Sky replied. “Let’s find out.”

Shockers crackled. Steam hissed. Metal creaked against metal.

Cats died.

Cringing against the agonizing disco beats, Sky reached for the door handle . . . at which point the door promptly exploded off its remaining hinges and hammered him into the ground.



CHAPTER 2

Cut to the Wick
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Sky scrambled out from under the door as a three-foot-tall monster lurched through. The monster—a Marrowick—walked on small stumpy feet and the tips of waxy wings that sprouted from its back and folded over its shoulders. Its melted face quirked to the right and sloped down into sunken cheeks and a lopsided chin. It stared at Sky with empty eye sockets, and as Sky watched, shiny white eyes bubbled to the surface, forming out of the wax.

The Marrowick let out a pathetic-sounding hiss as Sky climbed to his feet and slowly backed away.

“That doesn’t look so bad,” T-Bone muttered.

“Where’s its mom, do you think?” Hands asked, looking around nervously.

“I don’t think they have moms,” Andrew replied. “They’re plants.”

“Everything’s got a mom,” Hands stated.

Andrew and Crystal glared at him.

“Present company excluded, of course,” Hands corrected.

“We want to help you—” Sky started, but before he could finish, the Marrowick charged.

Surprised, Sky raised his Pounder and pulled the trigger.

A glob of goopy ICE solution shot out and smashed into the Marrowick. The ICE ripped through the creature, splitting it in half. Sky stared at the two halves in horror, wondering what had gone so terribly wrong. He’d meant to freeze it, not hurt it!

And then, before his eyes, the halves re-formed, changing into two smaller versions of the original Marrowick.

Sky backed away.

A fluttering sound filled the alley, coming from the open door.

“That sounds menacing,” Andrew commented, raising his Cross-Shocker.

Scores of pint-size Marrowicks burst out of the bowling alley, shrieking, waxy fingers grasping.

“Oh, come on!” Sky yelled in frustration, hardly believing his bad luck. He fired and fired.

Marrowicks swooped at him. Sky hit his protective Shimmer and a blue nimbus of light shot up around him. The first horde of foot-tall Marrowicks crashed into the light and bounced off.

From the corner of his eye, he saw flashes of electricity and globs of ICE flying.

The Shimmer fell and another horde hit, lifting Sky into the air.

Crystal hit a Marrowick with ICE, and Andrew shot his Cross-Shocker, sending two electrified prongs into the waxy creature, freezing it before it could split. The Marrowick crashed to the ground, the ICE shattered, and two Marrowicks emerged from the rubble.

Hands swung his electrified Collapser staff around like a bat, while T-Bone swatted with his electrified Shocker gloves, knocking Marrowicks from the air.

More flashes, more ICE. Marrowicks split and split again with each hit, swarming them as they grew smaller and smaller.

Warm wax flowed across Sky’s skin, leaving a tingling feeling where it touched as dozens of tiny Marrowicks dragged him through the air. He hit his Shimmer again and the Marrowicks blew away from him, spinning. He crashed to the asphalt.

Marrowicks swooped down, gobbling up their fallen comrades, becoming bigger and bigger as they did. With a whoosh, scores of small Marrowicks rushed together, smashing into one another.

Sky struggled to his feet. Before he could get all the way up, the Marrowicks re-formed into a single twelve-foot-tall monster right behind him.

Sky turned. “B-big,” he stuttered dumbly, staring up at it.

For the third time in as many minutes, Sky hit his protective Shimmer as the Marrowick backhanded him, sending him flying through the open door and into the bowling alley snack bar, where he smashed into a bucket of nacho cheese.

Outside, he saw Andrew flailing in the air, firing his Cross-Shocker at the few Marrowicks that hadn’t merged yet as they carried him toward the main body and its greedy hands. Electrified prongs from the Cross-Shocker sailed everywhere, lighting up the alley bright as day.

Beyond Andrew, Sky saw T-Bone punching Marrowicks from the air until they swarmed around him like mosquitoes. Hands and Crystal worked around T-Bone, Hands dancing about like a madman, while Crystal fired from behind the Dumpster, kicking at Marrowicks trying to drag her from hiding.

But the ICE wasn’t holding.

Through the bowling alley windows near the front, Sky saw red and blue flashing lights and shadows creeping close, guns out, flashlights swinging. He had seconds to act.

Planting his feet against the snack bar, he hit his jetpacklike Jumpers. The force shot him through the splatter of nacho cheese and built-up deep-fryer grease caking the floor. He slapped a button on his Core shoulder pads as he slid, and nasty thick Fog streamed behind him, filling the bowling alley, and then he was through the shattered doorway and back outside. He crashed into the largest Marrowick, knocking it down as the smaller ones released Andrew.

Andrew landed on top of the Marrowick just behind the wings and rode the Marrowick like a bronco as it struggled to rise.

The force of the Jumpers slammed Sky into the curb at the far side of the alley. He lurched to his feet, flinging clumps of grease and cheese everywhere. The Marrowick noticed the police flashlights coming through the bowling alley and around the building. With a screech, it burst into hundreds of miniature Marrowicks and swarmed away like angry bees, knocking everyone to the ground. Sky’s Fog petered out.

He helped Crystal to her feet, but before they could chase after the Marrowick, dozens of monstrous black-and-white birds shot out of the nearby woods, cawing madly. They were smart (but not that smart), loved homemade phosphorescent crackers, and their skeletons glowed green under a black light. But, most important, they’d saved Sky from Solomon Rose last year.

Piebalds.

“Calm down! I can’t understand you all at once!” Sky hissed, anxiously watching the police close in.

The Piebalds kept chattering.

“What? Now? I can’t do that now!”

“CAW! CAW! CAW!”

Something was terribly wrong, but he couldn’t understand what amidst all the chatter. He glanced at the bowling alley, the forest, the road, taking it all in; he could make it if he rushed.

“All right, but it’d better be quick.” Frustrated, Sky closed his eyes, opened his senses, and let his mind fill in the blanks—a trap-building technique Phineas had taught him years ago.

He imagined himself standing in front of a window. Through the window, he imagined the Piebalds flapping and cawing, the moon rising, the trees growing, until the image in his mind vaguely resembled his actual surroundings. He spotted the nearest Piebald and imagined a rope leading from the window to the Piebald—from his body to the Piebald’s body, as it were.

Sky opened his imaginary window and stepped to the Edge, doing something Phineas had never taught him—something he’d figured out after edgewalking with Errand last year.

A strange wind picked up, arising from everywhere and nowhere, buffeting Sky. He struggled to hold his imagined world together, fixing more and more details until the winds calmed down. Normally, he’d spend several minutes working on details and shaping the Edge—the strange space his mind had to cross to reach the Piebald—until it was stable and safe, but he only had seconds, not minutes.

Taking a deep, calming breath, he stepped onto the rope and lurched forward, leaving his body behind. Almost immediately the winds rose up again, stronger than before. Sky made the mistake of glancing down. The road below shifted and the asphalt began to boil. Frantic, he pushed on, focusing on the rope and the Piebald.

The wind uprooted the trees and sent them flying through the air. Sky’s imagined world fell apart around him. A raging storm of darkness and crackling energy seeped through the road. Sky focused, recalling detail after detail. But as the road re-formed—driving the storm back—the tightrope began to shake and the Piebald’s feathers shifted color. Sky focused all his attention on the rope and the Piebald, letting the rest of his world fall apart.

The storm roared in from all directions, throwing the fractured remnants of his world to the four winds. Boiling light and freezing darkness tore at his mind. He stumbled and, for a moment, feared he’d fall as he had the first time he’d edgewalked, when Errand had pushed him into Rauschtlot’s mind and he’d tumbled through that storm and felt his consciousness torn apart until he’d nearly forgotten who he was.

The tightrope slipped away and Sky jumped the last few feet, reaching for the Piebald. As he touched it, the world shifted around him and he was suddenly in the Piebald’s head, seeing the memory it wanted to show him, the whole complicated process over in less than five seconds.

And what he saw terrified him.



CHAPTER 3

Unexpected Guests

[image: images]

Frantic, and hoping the monster hunters noticed his collapsed body, Sky forgot about all else and leaped from Piebald to Piebald, heedless of the distance and the rushing storms ripping at him—the tightrope barely formed before he jumped to the next. Sky moved faster and faster, ignoring more and more details until Piebald stick figures flew over childlike landscapes that ripped apart the second he entered them. He leaped before the next Piebald’s image even formed in his mind. Wings sprouted from his back and the storm exploded around him. He sailed through the hidden forces of the world, the chaos of the Edge.

Gale-force winds pounded him, tearing at his mind, ripping him apart.

He smashed into the last Piebald and the storm finally disappeared. In seconds, he’d leaped across a distance that would’ve taken a Piebald precious minutes to fly.

Pimiscule Manor spread out below him with its domed tower, wandering corridors, and sprawling wings, and he saw in real time what he’d only glimpsed in the Piebald’s memory: dozens of dark figures creeping through the woods, gardens, and fields surrounding the manor, closing in on his home and his unsuspecting family within.

He heard a rumbling on the cobblestone drive, and then Hannah, his sister, pulled up in front of the manor in her beater car—a gift for her sixteenth birthday. She climbed out and casually strolled into their brightly lit home carrying her pom-poms, perfect as ever. A sign on the door read HAPPY THIRTEEN SKY!

The Piebald whose mind Sky was in dropped lower and Sky saw that the figures wore dark cloaks and hoods and had bows and arrows slung over their shoulders. Some carried silver knives, boomerangs, and bolas, and other, stranger weapons and gear. They were all clearly hunters . . . but from where? Who were they?

Sky found it hard to focus. He’d never edgewalked like this before. He tried to flap his wings, realized he wasn’t the Piebald—just a passenger in one—and asked it to swoop in for a closer look.

He spotted more hunters creeping through the grove of dead trees east of the manor—how many, Sky couldn’t tell, but a lot. A whole lot. And more farther down the hill to the east, near his school, Arkhon Academy. Ages varied—old, young, male, female. Some looked no older than Sky, and he didn’t recognize any of them.

There were still a few hunters in Exile—mostly retired—whose identities Malvidia, the head of the Exile hunters, kept secret. Sky didn’t number himself or his friends among the Exile hunters, nor did Malvidia, for that matter, so he didn’t know much about them. The Exile hunters’ ranks had swelled last year when Solomon’s prison had opened and several hunters, previously thought dead, had emerged after being locked in time for eleven years. But even so, Sky felt certain that the Exile hunters had nowhere near these numbers, not by half. Not by half of a half.

These hunters weren’t from Exile. Sky didn’t know much about it, but he knew there were different hunter orders and societies in different parts of the world. He also knew that every hunter order outside of Exile answered to the same group: the Hunters of Legend. They were the oldest order of hunters, the most powerful, founded by a mysterious woman known only as the First Hunter. There were never more than thirteen at a time, and they’d gotten their name centuries ago when they’d hunted Legend, the most evil monster in the history of the world. Sky had only read bits and pieces here and there about their origin, but he’d read plenty of stories about their individual members. And he knew something else, too: Phineas had once been a Hunter of Legend, and so had Solomon Rose.

But if these hunters answered to the Hunters of Legend, then what were they doing here, in Exile? And, more important, why were they at his house?

Sky saw a redhaired boy at the front of the group hold up his hand, and all the hunters came to a stop a short distance from the manor. They took up watchful positions and then seemed to meld into the shadows, disappearing from his sight. The Piebald, and Sky within, swooped toward the redhaired boy who’d held up his hand, and who appeared to be their leader.

As Sky drew closer, he spotted a large group of hunters dragging someone toward the leader. When he realized who it was, he groaned. It was Sheriff Beau, his friend, in need of help, and Sky was stuck in a bird!

Beau’s hands were tied behind his back and his face was battered. His clothes were torn and he had cuts everywhere. The dozen or so hunters guarding him looked even worse. They pushed him forward until he collapsed at the feet of the redhaired boy, who looked fourteen or fifteen and was roughly the same height as Sky, but with a stockier, more muscular build.

The boy looked surprised when he saw Beau, but then his expression changed and a smirk appeared on his face as if he were laughing at some private joke.

“Hello, mates,” said the boy with a thick British accent. “What’s all this, then?”

“We found zis guy sneaking up behind us, Chase,” said one of the hunters with a faint Austrian accent. “Claims to be ze sheriff, but he fights like an Academy of Legend–trained hunter. He took out ten of us before we realized he was zere.”

Beau spit out a mouthful of blood. “Where’s Morton, kid? It’s time he and I had a little chat.”

“Busy, I’m afraid,” Chase replied.

“You realize you’re violating a treaty by coming here, right?” said Beau. “You stay out of Exile, we stay out of Europe—that was the deal. That’s been the deal for four hundred years.”

“Your treaty with the Hunters of Legend died with Bartholomew Lem,” Chase replied. “He was one of the thirteen, and he died on your watch.”

Beau scoffed. “So, because your envoy got eaten by a Wargarou, you’re going to break a four-hundred-year-old treaty? Are you sure you’re not here because Phineas finally died, so you thought you could step in and take control of Exile? Because I promise you, Phineas wasn’t the only thing in Exile you should fear.”

Chase shrugged. “You’ll have to talk to Morton about all that, mate. Really, I’m just here for the boy.” Chase gestured vaguely at the manor.

“Boy? You mean Sky?” Beau’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “You touch a hair on Sky’s head and I will personally kill every single one of you.”

The Piebald squawked in agreement.

Sky was too stunned to react, both by Beau’s defense of him and by the truth of it: These foreign hunters were here for him; but why?

Chase glanced up at the Piebald, looked away, did a double take. He narrowed his eyes.

Sky felt a sharp stab. A painful cold raced through him, and the Piebald’s beak started to chatter. Before Sky or the Piebald could react, Chase looked away and the pain was gone.

“Things change,” Chase muttered, looking back at Beau. “The others have made up their mind about Sky and there’s nothing we can do about it, even if we wanted to—and I do, mate. Honest. It’s a shame what they’re planning with the hunt and all. But there’s no need for us to be enemies; we didn’t come here for that—quite the opposite, in fact. We’re here to help you.” Chase shooed away the other hunters and offered Beau his hand. “I’m Chase Shroud—Hunter of Legend.”

Beau grinned. Then, faster than Sky could blink, Beau grabbed Chase’s hand, yanked him forward, drew a long knife from Chase’s belt, spun Chase around, and put the knife to his throat.

“I’m Beau—Sheriff of Exile, kid. Now call off your hunters and take me to Morton Thresher or I’ll shove this knife down your throat.”

Chase held up his hands, ordering the others to back away. Then he disappeared in a wisp of black smoke, shadow slipping just like a Wargarou. He reappeared behind Beau.

Beau spun with the knife, but Chase was a touch faster. He blocked and snatched the knife from Beau’s hand. Then he spun Beau around and pushed him back to the ground with his foot.

Chase tossed the knife next to him. “Keep it—you’ll need it.”

Beau rolled over to face Chase, chuckling. “I wouldn’t have believed it—a kid your age chosen as one of the thirteen? But they taught you, all right. You must be the youngest Hunter of Legend since Alexander Drake.”

“Solomon Rose, actually,” said Chase. “He beat Alexander to the honor by a full year.”

“Honor?” Beau harrumphed. “Whatever, kid.”

For the first time, Chase scowled. “Not all of us can be sheriffs, mate. The world’s population of jam doughnuts would never survive.”

“Hey now, just a minute—” Beau started to protest, sounding highly offended.

“Bedlam is coming to Exile, Mr. Sheriff, sir,” Chase cut in. “I recommend you start listening.”

The forest seemed to grow quiet, and Sky along with it. After a year of studying the books in Phineas’s library, he knew the stories. Bedlam, the oldest living son of the ancient terror Legend, who nearly destroyed the world with his dark powers. Bedlam, brother to the Arkhon—the real Arkhon. Husband of the nightmarish Darkhorn. Father of the giant Harrow Knights, the human-size Harrow Wights, and the spiderlike Gossymers, as well as the Edgewalkers that Solomon Rose had hunted to extinction. Bedlam, master of the Edge, who could steal into your mind and terrorize your dreams, or drag you into his and lock you away in undying madness.

Bedlam, the monster whom Solomon Rose and Alexander Drake imprisoned in Skull Valley.

Bedlam. If possible, even more frightening than the Arkhon.

“We believe Bedlam is already here, edgewalking,” Chase continued. “His army will arrive no later than tomorrow night with his body, which—lucky for all you Exile hunters—remains trapped in the Chrysalis thanks to Solomon Rose and Alexander Drake, both Hunters of Legend, I might add.”

“Bedlam escaped. . . . How is that even possible?” Beau asked, sounding stunned as he slowly climbed to his feet without picking up the knife.

Chase shrugged. “No idea, mate. But you know the story. After Solomon and Alexander locked him away, Bedlam promised to hunt down every last hunter. Maybe he’s coming here for his brother, or maybe he thinks something here can free his body. Whatever the case, it looks like he’s figured out a way to edgewalk from his Chrysalis and, lucky you, he’s starting his hunt in Exile.”

Beau spit blood on Chase’s foot. “Lucky us.”

Chase glanced at the blood, looking even more amused. “I’m on your side, mate. It’s all bollocks. I don’t want to see Sky hurt any more than you do. . . . ” Chase glanced up at the Piebald, and Sky felt certain that Chase knew he was watching. “But I’m a minority, and Bedlam’s arrival has forced Morton’s hand. By taking control of Sky, Bedlam could get everything he wants. Sky’s marks would make him more powerful than if he reclaimed his own body, and with the keys to the Arkhon’s prison, Bedlam could free his brother. We can’t let that happen. Morton believes, and the other hunters agree, that if Bedlam hasn’t already taken control of Sky, he soon will. Sky is untrained, weak-minded, and weak-willed—there’s simply no way he could resist. And so, at Morton’s request, the Hunters of Legend have declared a hunt. Tonight, one way or another, Sky will die.”

Sky startled. They were here to kill him? That’s what they wanted? Why couldn’t anyone ever hunt him down for brunch?

Chase looked back at the Piebald. “If I were Sky, I would run and I wouldn’t stop. If we don’t find him, Bedlam will before the night is over. Death, madness, or escape; those are Sky’s only options. Sky should run from Exile and he should start right now, before we find his friends wandering Exile’s sewers with his body.”

Sky startled. Chase definitely knew he was there. What’s more, he knew where to find him. But was he warning him away or leading him into a trap? And if he was warning him, why?

“Take him to Morton,” Chase instructed his hunters, gesturing at Beau. “I’m going to pay a visit to Sky’s family to see if he’s been acting strange lately. Looks like it’s his birthday today—I do hope they saved me some cake.”

The Piebald let out a squawk, or maybe Sky let out a squawk. . . . He was so confused. Either way, they took to the air.

“Remember what I promised, Chase,” Beau called out as Chase strolled toward the manor. “Any harm comes to Sky and I’ll hunt you down after I deal with Morton! I swear it!”

Sky caught a glimpse of the hunters surrounding Beau. Beau kicked the knife into his hand and attacked in a flurry, quickly disappearing beneath a mountain of bodies.
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