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TO MY OLD NEOPETS. I HOPE YOU’RE LIVING IT UP AT THE GIANT OMELETTE.
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ONE

In the dead of night, Barclay Thorne sleepily staggered toward a tavern in the middle of nowhere.

The establishment looked many years—perhaps decades—past its prime. It slouched at a rightward slant, as if buckling under the weight of its too many floors. Even from a distance, they towered up, up, with spindly stairwells crisscrossing between balconies and shutters dangling hangnail on their hinges. To and fro, it teetered, creaking like old bones, as though a mere breeze could blow it over.

Wooden signs lined the path to the entrance. Each one was etched in scraggy Lore script, as well as the looping alphabet of the local language.

KEEP OUT.

BEWARE OF MONSTERS.

FLEE OR BE EATEN. (This sign even included an illustration of a stick figure roasting on a spit.)

“Please tell me it’s nicer on the inside,” Barclay groaned.

“If I remember right,” muttered his teacher, Runa Rasgar, “it’s worse.”

As they neared, Barclay made out strange noises from within: hisses and squawks, chitters and growls. Claw marks raked across the front door. And from the nearest grimy window, a set of three eyes with slit-shaped pupils watched them, unblinking.

Middle of nowhere or not, they’d come to the right place.

He swung open the door, and the tavern keeper’s gaze widened with fright as he took in, not Barclay, not Runa, but the monstrous creature looming behind them.

It resembled a wolf, with shaggy black fur, dagger-sharp fangs, and white spikes jutting out from the base of its spine. It was a Beast, a creature of magic, of Lore. More specifically, it was a Lufthund, one of the fastest Beasts in the world, whose wind Lore was so powerful their very howls could conjure storms.

His name was Root.

“W-welcome…” As the tavern keeper greeted them, his focus never left Root. Not even as his own Beast, a small, mud-colored Rattle, scurried across the bar, or as Barclay and Runa’s fellow passengers began to amble in behind them. “Welcome to Nell’s Bed and Breakfast, an award-winning hospitality experience.”

Barclay wasn’t sure what “experience” awaited them here, other than cholera. The ground floor tripled as a hotel lobby, a carrier dragon station, and a restaurant. Dirt and hay lay trampled across the numerous, mismatched carpets, and mysterious stains oozed across the ceiling. Traveling Lore Keepers crowded inside, with Beasts nuzzled in their laps and luggage stacked at their feet. In the back, a musician played a fiddle onstage, every note shrill and out of tune.

“Rooms are c-complimentary for passengers of both Draconic Airlines and Skyback Carrier Dragons,” the tavern keeper continued, smearing his sweaty hands on his apron. “Though you’ll be charged add-on fees for meals as well as the use of showers, chamber pots, and p-pillows.”

The tavern keeper wasn’t the only one who gaped at Root. The other passengers of Draconic Airlines Flight B39 gave him a wide berth. Some ogled Barclay and Runa curiously, trying to judge whom the Beast belonged to: the young woman whose hood concealed most of her face or the pale, skinny fourteen-year-old boy. Root might’ve stood taller on four legs than Barclay did on two, but Barclay thought it obvious that he was Root’s Keeper. With his long, messy black hair and dark eyes, they looked like a set.

Realizing Root was far more enticed by the skewers of meat sizzling on the grill than by him, the tavern keeper relaxed and took in the rest of the newcomers. “While staying with us, we invite you to enjoy our world-class dining and entertainment. Tonight’s specials are chestnut soup and beaver kibble. The kitchen closes in one hour, and breakfast will be…” He trailed off, squinting at Runa, who hastily ducked her head lower. “Fiery Skellets, I know you! You’re the Fang of Dusk!”

Sighing, Runa removed her hood, and the music and chatter around them abruptly died as the entire establishment twisted around to gawk. They weren’t disappointed—Runa looked every bit as fearsome as the tales of her described. Her chain-mail vest and jacket suited a warrior, and her blue eyes gave her an icy, calculating stare. Most fearsome of all was the famous white scar slashed across the right side of her face, rippling her fair skin from her cheek to her ear.

“Where’s Nell?” Runa asked the tavern keeper, ignoring the attention.

“She passed a few years ago, I’m afraid. Sudden heart attack. Couldn’t believe it when I heard it… All those marathons she liked to run…” He shook his head grimly. “I own the place now. Didn’t change a thing, of course. Would’ve been a shame to lose any of its charm.”

As he spoke, a green, brackish sludge gurgled up from the nearby sink. Barclay coughed to hide a gag. It smelled like rotten spinach.

Runa tensed. “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.”

Then, as she made her way toward an open table, the tavern keeper added, “But wait! Before you get settled, you must sign our autograph wall. It’s our main attraction. People travel from all over the world to see it, you know.” He scuttled to the wall beside the stage. What Barclay had first mistaken for a hideous piece of artwork was actually hundreds of names, scrawled over one another in countless shades of ink. The man proudly pointed out several notable ones. “Perhaps you could sign next to Sanjit Varma? He’s probably one of the only people who’ve won more Dooling championships than you, eh…? Or there’s this spot below Cheng Yu. The Yus are a very fine family, very fine indeed… And here! Conley Murdock. So tragic, so tragic. Would’ve loved to have met him—”

“I’ve actually already signed the wall.” Runa tapped her jagged signature in four different places.

“But those are barely noticeable! Here, here, something bigger this time.”

He thrust a quill at Runa, who huffed and scribbled her name on an empty spot.

Afterward, she steered Barclay and Root toward an old barrel in the corner, which the tavern keeper set with a candle, a breadbasket, a mug of ale for Runa, and several glasses and bowls of water. Root hunched to lap at his atop the table.

“So you’ve been here before?” Barclay asked Runa, drowsily propping his head on his hand.

“I lived here off and on for two years.”

He jolted. Two years was a long time.

But before he could ask more, his closest friends and fellow apprentices, Viola Dumont and Tadg Murdock, tottered into the tavern and slumped onto the stools beside them.

“If you don’t want to be the last to get your luggage, you shouldn’t pack so much,” Viola told Tadg.

Tadg glowered and shrugged off his backpack, which smacked the floor with a loud thump. “This is the worst rest stop I’ve ever seen. Where even are we?”

“We’re in the Elsewheres,” answered Runa. “In the distant edges of the Sasardin Empire.”

The world was divided into two types of regions: the Wilderlands, where Beasts and Lore Keepers lived; and the Elsewheres, which—as the name suggested—meant everywhere else. Barclay had never heard of the Sasardin Empire, despite being from the Elsewheres himself. But the Elsewheres were huge, covering most of the world. And he was a long, long way from the town he’d once called home.

After graduating from the Symposium last Spring, Barclay, Viola, and Tadg had remained in the Desert for another half a year, training with Runa and spending time with Viola’s mother, stepfather, and little sister. All until two days ago, when Runa had announced they’d begin the next phase of their apprenticeships in a new Wilderland: the Mountains.

The whole journey, the trio had hedged bets on what plans Runa had in store for them. But Barclay was now far more intrigued by another mystery: Runa herself.

“Why would you live in a place like this for two years?” he asked Runa.

“What?” Tadg gasped. “You lived here? How come you’ve never—AHH! Toadles! Why do you always do that?!”

One of Tadg’s Beasts, Toadles, had appeared without warning on the crown of his head, nestled amid Tadg’s light brown waves as though squatting on a lily pad. When not out in the world, Beasts rested in stasis in a golden tattoolike Mark on their Lore Keeper’s skin. Tadg had two of them: the small imprint of Toadles on the back of his right hand and the huge, serpentine image of Mar-Mar that twisted up his left arm and peeked out above his collar.

Ordinarily, Beasts didn’t leave their Mark unless summoned. Toadles, however, came out whenever he felt like it. He peered down at his angered Keeper with his usual blank stare, the gemstone embedded in his forehead gleaming in the candlelight.

Though Toadles hadn’t changed in their time at the Desert, Tadg certainly had. He’d stretched out so long and lanky that none of his clothes fit quite right, and freckles had popped across his nose from days spent training in the Summer sun.

“So you’ve got nothing to say for yourself?” Tadg demanded.

“Croak!” was Toadles’s defiant response—typical.

Tadg scowled, plucked his pesky Stonetoad out of his hair, and plopped him in one of the bowls. The water instantly darkened to the stormy violet of Toadles’s poison Lore.

Yet Tadg refused to be distracted from his question. “How come you’ve never mentioned this place before?” he finished.

Runa pursed her lips. “Because living here wasn’t the happiest chapter of my life. Believe it or not, you don’t know everything about me.”

That shut Tadg up. But still he scrutinized Runa with narrowed eyes, as if trying to glimpse what other secrets hid beneath her cool facade. Unlike Barclay and Viola, Tadg had known Runa nearly his whole life, as Runa and his father, Conley, had been best friends until the day Conley died.

But after almost three years as her apprentice, Tadg was hardly the only one to consider Runa family. And now Barclay, too, studied his Lore Master curiously. Gross or not, this tavern was merely a place for Lore Keepers to rest for the night before continuing their travels in the morning. It wasn’t a place to stay. To call home.

He glanced at Viola, wondering what she thought of Runa’s cryptic past. But apart from the two buns of curly dark hair atop her head, Viola was entirely hidden behind today’s edition of the Keeper’s Khronicle. She didn’t even notice one of her two Beasts, Mitzi, prowling toward the stage—no doubt to cause trouble.

“Never mind about me,” Runa muttered. “Don’t you want to know what I have planned in the Mountains?”

“Are we hiking to the top of Celestial Peak?” Tadg asked. Celestial Peak was the highest point in the world.

“Nope. Too easy.”

“Are we training in the high altitudes?” Barclay guessed.

“Interesting theory, but no.”

Viola, who had been eavesdropping, peeked her brown eyes over the newspaper. “Are we hiking the Narrow Pass?”

“With Winter coming up? Definitely not.” Runa winked at them as she sipped her ale. “Oh, come on. You don’t have any other ideas?”

“Most Lore Masters would just, you know, tell us,” Tadg grumbled.

“Well, most Lore Masters aren’t half so fun, or clever, or—”

“Mysterious?” Barclay finished.

“Secretive?” Viola piped up.

“Weird?” Tadg said flatly.

“Really, weird?” Runa smirked. “Need I remind you, I’ve got five signatures on the autograph wall. People travel from all over the world to see it, you know.”

“If we guess right, will you tell us why you lived here?” Tadg asked.

Runa sighed. “I don’t see why this is so important.”

“Because we don’t actually know any more about you than everyone else in this room,” Barclay said.

“That’s ridiculous. You know I’m allergic to shellfish. You know my twenty-ninth birthday is this Winter. You know I’m right-handed.”

“Wow,” Tadg said dryly. “You’re right. That’s really everything.”

Without warning, Viola slapped the newspaper across the table.

Kulo, her tiny Skulkit and the newest addition to their party, jerked from where he slept in her lap, the glass hoops in his large ears clinking together. Kulo resembled a fennec fox, with sandy fur and huge, dark eyes, and he was so cute that Barclay sometimes forgot he was as powerful as Root.

“Sorry, Kulo,” Viola said. “But look! They interviewed Dad yesterday.” She pointed to a sketched portrait of Leopold Dumont. He wore a proud and stately expression, as suited the Grand Keeper—the leader of the Lore Keeper world.

Tadg groaned as he picked the fuzzy white mold off his bread roll. “The election isn’t until Spring and I’m already tired of it.”

Viola looked scandalized. “Even if we’re not old enough to vote, the election affects us, you know.”

“Yeah, because you won’t shut up about it.”

Though Barclay wouldn’t have put it so bluntly, Tadg was right. Since Gamila Asfour, the High Keeper of the Desert, had launched her campaign to challenge Leopold for his seat, Viola had followed the news with almost Scholarly fervor.

“Besides,” Tadg continued, “what’s the point? Everyone knows your dad is gonna win. The Dumonts have been the Grand Keepers for three generations.”

Viola hiked up her chin, her expression nearly identical to her father’s portrait. “Dad isn’t leading just because of our family. He’s leading because he’s been a great Grand Keeper.”

Barclay wasn’t so sure he agreed. Leopold Dumont certainly hadn’t been a bad Grand Keeper, but a great one? The few times they’d met, Leopold had cared more about preserving his perfect image than owning up to the ghosts of his past—including, most especially, Audrian Keyes, the Lore Keeper who’d nearly destroyed not one but two Wilderlands. Although Keyes hadn’t resurfaced since his crimes at the Desert, all the Wilderlands remained on edge, as it was only a matter of time before he struck again.

Tadg rolled his eyes. “If you say so.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Viola snapped.

“It’s late, and we’re all tired.” Runa shot Tadg a warning look. “Let’s just eat some supper and—”

A shriek tore across the tavern, and the musician’s fiddle cut out with a clang.

“Mitzi, no!” Viola shouted. In an instant, she shoved Kulo into Barclay’s arms and bolted out of her seat.

Barclay twisted around—Kulo peering over his shoulder—and gasped. The musician thrashed on the stage floor while Mitzi pinned him beneath her two silver, feathery wings. Her light Lore flashed like a strobe between her fangs. If she hadn’t been a vegetarian, Barclay would’ve sworn she was trying to eat him.

Then he spotted something shiny glinting in the musician’s mouth—a golden tooth. Mitzi loved nothing more than shiny things.

Just as Mitzi pried open the man’s jaw with her talons, she vanished. Cursing, the musician clambered to his feet, and Barclay and Tadg snickered as Viola apologized many times over and dropped several kritter coins into his tips bucket. Then she ducked back to their table. On her forearm, Mitzi’s Mark squirmed unhappily across her light brown skin.

“She has to stop doing things like that!” Viola sank onto her stool, but, being as tall as she was, hardly sank very low at all. “She doesn’t realize how big she is now. And she’s only going to grow bigger! Oh, do you think anyone recognized me?”

As Viola hastily flipped over the Khronicle to hide her father’s portrait, Barclay said, “Wait—is there any news about Keyes?”

Viola’s face went serious. “No, not since the rumor that he and Yasha were spotted in the Jungle. But that was back in Spring, and it was never confirmed.”

Yasha Robinovich was Keyes’s apprentice, a boy Barclay had once considered a friend. But that was a long time ago.

“If Audrian is spotted, I’ll hear about it before it’s reported in the Khronicle,” Runa told them. As a Guardian, one of the four types of Lore Keepers licensed by the Guild, it was Runa’s duty to protect people from dangerous Beasts and Lore Keepers like Keyes. Not only that, Runa knew Keyes. She, Keyes, and another Guardian named Cyril Harlow had all been Leopold’s apprentices together, much like Barclay, Viola, and Tadg were Runa’s now. And as Keyes’s old friend, Runa was determined to bring him down before he could hurt anyone else.

“And when you hear news, you’ll tell us?” Barclay asked pointedly.

“Of course,” Runa answered. “I know I’ve kept you all in the dark in the past, but I’m done with that. You might still be apprentices, but you’ve more than proven yourselves.” It was Barclay and his friends who’d thwarted Keyes at the Sea, who’d uncovered Keyes’s true plan at the Desert. “Whatever happens, we’re in this together now. I promise.”



The next morning, Barclay and Root hauled themselves up before sunrise.

The pair seldom woke so early if they could help it. But despite their few hours of sleep, they both jittered with excitement; today was the final day of their journey.

Though the lobby was still quiet, the fields outside clamored with commotion as carrier dragons prepped for departure. They varied in size from huge to enormous to colossal, and Barclay and Root watched from the edge of the runway as they stretched their humongous wings or bent to be fitted with their caravans. This early, the Autumn air smelled crisp, and grass sprawled out endlessly in every direction. Far, far in the distance, the shadows of mountains rose. The Mountains. As if peeking out over the edge of the world.

Barclay might’ve lingered to admire it all, but after four days cooped up in his Mark during their flights, Root had no such patience. He took off, leaving his Lore Keeper behind.

Barclay laughed and dashed after him.

Even as a kid, Barclay had loved running. He’d loved it so much that he often got in trouble for it, as running, like all forms of wildness, was strictly forbidden in his hometown of Dullshire.

And running with Root was definitely wild.

Within seconds, Barclay caught up to him, and the two quickened their pace, faster and faster, until gusts whipped through Barclay’s tangled hair, and Nell’s Bed and Breakfast lay far behind them.

Yet even as Barclay summoned more power, his Lore didn’t strengthen. Normally at this speed, their bodies transformed into the wind itself, and Barclay loved that feeling more than anything. Of the currents whooshing between his bones. Of letting go of his balance and whirling freely through the air. But no matter how hard he focused, he couldn’t do it.

He slowed to stop beside a crooked post, each sign pointing in a different direction.

THE MOUNTAINS ABOVE [image: down right arrow emoji] 216 MILES

THE MOUNTAINS BENEATH [image: up arrow emoji] 288 MILES

THE WOODS [image: right arrow emoji] 752 MILES

THE SEA [image: up right arrow emoji] 1711 MILES

THE DESERT [image: down arrow emoji] 1898 MILES

THE TUNDRA [image: up right arrow emoji] 2009 MILES

THE JUNGLE [image: down right arrow emoji] 2395 MILES

“What’s wrong?” Barclay panted. “Why isn’t it working?”

Root huffed, equally frustrated.

Barclay sat to catch his breath, puzzling over it. Then, as he leaned back and flattened his palms against the ground, a strange, empty feeling filled his chest.

“Maybe Lore works differently in the Elsewheres,” he mused.

His surroundings certainly felt different than a Wilderland. The grass didn’t reach toward him as it blustered in the breeze. The shrubs never pointed into the distance, as though beckoning him onward.

“I wonder how I never noticed it before. I used Lore in Dullshire and Knunx.”

Root snorted.

“All right, I’ll admit those weren’t my finest moments….” Unable to tame his powers, he’d accidentally destroyed Dullshire’s famous clocktower, and he’d leveled an entire street in Knunx. “But it was still more Lore than this.”

He flung his arm outward, and a torrent of wind swept across the grass, so sharp it sliced through the blades like a scythe. A few years ago, the simple move would’ve impressed him. Now, not so much.

“Dullshire and Knunx are both border towns, though. Maybe it’s different this far from a Wilderland.”

Root let out a low gruff as he collapsed beside him. He didn’t know either.

Whatever the reason, Barclay’s disappointment didn’t last long. He plucked a withered sprig of wormwood and twisted it between his fingers. With a little Lore, it twirled and fluttered over his hand. He grinned.

“I heard the city of Yunshan sits above the clouds. And that you can ride cable cars all the way up the slopes. And that there are dragons everywhere, some even as small as insects.” Giddiness crept into his voice. “I can’t wait to get there. It’ll be a whole new adventure.”

Usually, admitting such thoughts would embarrass him, but not to Root, who knew him better than anyone. And even if Barclay felt more at home in the Wilderlands than ever, with friends he called family and Lore that grew stronger by the day, a part of him would always feel like that orphaned outcast from Dullshire, who secretly dreamed of becoming a hero in an adventure story.

He’d gotten everything he’d wished for—and more.

By the time he and Root returned to the bed and breakfast, the lobby bustled with activity. They squeezed past the queue of passengers waiting to board a flight to Munsey, then skirted around the pack of Beasts burrowing beneath the carpets. They found Tadg hunched over their same barrel from the night before. In one hand, he clutched a steaming mug of coffee. With the other, he drew something on a paper napkin.

Barclay peeked at it as he sat down. It was a sketch of Toadles, who perched oddly still atop the table, as if posing.

“Huh. That’s actually not bad,” he said. It was almost as good as the illustrations throughout A Traveler’s Log of Dangerous Beasts, the endearing memoir and Beastly encyclopedia that had made Conley Murdock beloved the whole world over.

Tadg only grunted in response. It was too early for him to speak in proper sentences.

“Your dad’s name is on the wall, you know. Over there.”

That roused him. He dragged his gaze up and stared at the autographs thoughtfully.

When he glanced back at Barclay, he frowned. “How are you already covered in dirt?”

Barclay peered at his muddied clothes and gritty fingernails. Then he shrugged. He’d hardly noticed.

Viola joined them, setting a basket of fresh pastries on the table. Kulo helped himself to the chocolate croissant—he had an insatiable sweet tooth.

“Don’t you both look…” Viola studied Tadg’s dour expression and Barclay’s windswept hair. “Refreshed.”

“You’re wearing your pins again.” Barclay nodded at the hundreds of gold pins, buttons, and baubles covering Viola’s jacket. Largest among them was the one directly over her heart: the symbol of a three-headed dragon, the Dumont family crest.

“Yeah, well, they distract Mitzi from shiny objects around the room, even if they do look a bit silly.” They jangled as she dropped onto the empty stool between them. “And Mitzi and I had a long, mature conversation last night. We’re Dumonts, and neither of us is a kid anymore. We can’t just go around attacking people and stealing their teeth.”

Behind her, Mitzi hung her head in shame.

“Or clawing at their belt buckles,” Viola continued, citing an earlier incident.

Mitzi buried her face in her feathers.

“Or biting off fingers with rings.”

Mitzi sank to the floorboards.

“Oh, that wasn’t so bad,” Barclay said. “His pinkie grew back, didn’t it?”

“Yeah, but it took three weeks and ten bottles of Mendijuice.”

As she shuddered, Kulo leapt into her lap and nuzzled his face into her stomach, purring loudly. Mitzi glared.

Then Viola snatched a cherry tart out of the basket and grinned mischievously. “Anyway, I’ve been thinking—”

“Uh-oh,” Tadg said, which Viola ignored.

“I bet I know what Runa’s planned for us in the Mountains. We’re going to sleep in dragon nests.”

“I’m pretty sure Runa wants us to survive to the end of our apprenticeships,” said Barclay.

“I’m serious. My grandmother spent a night in a den when she was sixteen. It’s a Dumont tradition.”

“Is it possible for you to go a full minute without mentioning your family,” Tadg asked, “or will you just explode?”

Viola fumed. “Is it possible for you to be in a good mood for once, or—”

“At least I don’t remind everyone three times a day that I’m gonna be the next Grand Keeper.”

“I hardly do that. Right, Barclay?”

“What’s Barclay gonna say?” Tadg asked. “You know he can’t lie.”

As both of his friends whipped their heads toward him, Barclay stuttered, “I—I mean, I don’t…” His face flushed, as it always did when he lied. Because they were both right: Viola talked about her family constantly, and Tadg was almost always a grouch.

“Ah, I see we’ve started our routine early today,” Runa said behind them, saving Barclay from finishing his answer. She claimed the fourth stool, and her Haddisss, Goath, slithered across the carpets to the sound of click click click. The nearby patrons lunged out of his path, unnerved by the large serpent whose body was nothing but skeleton.

Unlike Root, Goath basked in the terror he inspired wherever he went. His bones rattled with happiness, and he twisted up Runa’s back to rest his jaw upon her shoulder. She scratched his skull affectionately.

Their breakfast was silent except for the slurps of hot drinks, the scratching of Tadg’s stylus, the scrapes of Mitzi prying a shiny nail from the floorboards, and the clacks of Root gnashing on an antelope bone.

Until the tavern keeper approached their table. “Um, Miss Rasgar? A postal dragon arrived. There’s a letter for you.”

Runa frowned. “For me? All the way out here?”

“Y-yes, I suppose it’s urgent.”

Barclay assumed the quiver in the man’s voice was due to Goath until he glimpsed the envelope. On the back was an official Guild seal with purple wax flecked with gold. The letters LD were etched on the insignia, along with a three-headed dragon.

Viola gasped. “That’s Dad’s seal!”

The three apprentices leaned forward curiously—as did the tavern keeper, whom Runa shooed away with a stern look.

Then she opened it, and as she read, her expression darkened.

“Well, what does it say?” Barclay asked nervously.

“There’s been a change of plans. We’re taking an express flight to Permafrosk. The High Keeper of the Tundra was just murdered.”
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TWO

After a lengthy and grueling high-speed flight, Barclay and Root jolted awake as their carrier dragon thudded down onto the runway.

Despite the late hour, Permafrosk Central Station still roared with a ruckus. Traveling Lore Keepers and Beasts scrambled between the gates, and vendors hawked their duty-free wares while pilots shouted last calls for flights preparing for takeoff. Overhead, several dragons craned their long necks toward the ceiling, snapping at the pigeons and wild Rookins that flitted amid the rafters. Even more Rookins strutted below, perched atop benches and pecking at fallen trash.

While Tadg and Viola slunk off in search of a hot meal, Barclay spotted a nearby newsstand filled with this morning’s edition of the Keeper’s Khronicle. The headline blazed, HIGH KEEPER QUIST—DEAD.

Barclay frowned. Certainly “murdered” or “assassinated” would’ve been a more accurate title.

He snatched a paper and scanned the front page. According to Leopold’s letter, the High Keeper of the Tundra, a man named Alan Quist, had been found dead in his home two days ago. The cause of death appeared to be some kind of poison, and Leopold hadn’t mentioned any suspects.

But, of course, there was one.

It wouldn’t be the first time Keyes had killed. Lochmordra’s violent fits at the Sea had led to sailors drowned or devoured and several victims crushed in their homes. The Ever Storms had claimed the lives of multiple Guardians and dozens of residents of the Desert’s capital city of Menneset.

But Keyes hadn’t personally killed those people, even if he was the reason they’d died. However, Barclay didn’t put murder past him, not for a second. After all, Keyes had nearly murdered Runa. And he’d nearly murdered him.

Yet the article never mentioned Keyes. It only stated, Grand Keeper Dumont is expected to arrive in Permafrosk today to prepare for the memorial service and to appoint Quist’s successor.

“That doesn’t make sense,” Barclay said to Root, who peered over Barclay’s shoulder. Though Root couldn’t read, he liked to look at the pictures. “It doesn’t even say…” He checked around them, but the only Keepers within earshot were a woman wrestling her Bilbot into a puffy Winter coat and a man atop a tall ladder above, hanging one of Leopold’s campaign posters from a beam. It read, in big bold letters, PROVEN SUCCESS. Still, Barclay whispered, “It doesn’t even say that Quist was murdered.”

Root whined, equally unnerved.

Behind them, Runa browsed the romance titles at a bookseller.

“Runa!” he shouted. “Come here—hurry!”

Runa dashed over so quickly, she ducked beneath the ladder. She faltered as she glanced back up at it, looking oddly frazzled, then shook her head and rushed to Barclay’s side. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

He thrust the paper into Runa’s hands. “Look at this.”

She sighed. “Don’t scare me like that. I assumed something bad…” Her brow creased as she read the article. “When Dumont told me not to tell anyone, I didn’t think he meant…”

“Lying,” Barclay finished flatly, hardly able to believe it himself.

“Let’s not make assumptions. He could be waiting for something.”

“Waiting for what?”

“I don’t know. We’ll find out once we get to the Guild House.”

After Tadg and Viola returned, greasy bags of Beast treats and sausage rolls in their hands, their group exited the station. Outside, frosty wind bit at Barclay’s exposed skin. Winter might’ve been weeks away, but in the Tundra, its chill rarely left.

Yet he barely noticed the cold. A strange, uncomfortable feeling crept over him, starting at his feet and spreading to the crown of his head and the tips of his fingers. A feeling of being off-balance, as if he were standing at a tilt on flat land. His breath prickled in his lungs like pins and needles. His stomach quaked. He felt quite dizzy.

“Are you all right, Barclay?” Viola asked, snapping him back into focus.

“Oh.” He peeked at Root, who gnawed on his carnivore treat, happily oblivious. Barclay rubbed his temples, and though the feeling didn’t quite vanish, it faded. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Isn’t it beautiful? The Tundra is the only Wilderland I’ve never been to before.”

Gradually, Barclay took in their surroundings. Even at night, the capital city of Permafrosk gleamed so brightly he needed to squint. Lampposts burned along the sidewalks. Candles dotted every windowsill. Lanterns dangled on barren trees. And reflecting all of it, everywhere, was snow. It blanketed the roads, the rooftops. Piles of it mounted up the curbs, many sculpted into the likes of Beasts.

But amid every magnificent detail, one dazzled Barclay more than any other—an icy glacier that rose high, high over the city, hooked like a claw.

“It’s amazing,” Barclay gasped, fog puffing from his mouth.

Beside him, Runa glowered at all of it.

“Let’s move,” she grumbled. “The Guild House is this way.”

As they trekked across the city, Barclay’s strange, prickling feeling came and went. It made it hard to pay attention to where he walked. Multiple times, he tripped over his own feet, nearly getting run over by a deerlike Tarandus pulling a taxi sleigh.

“We’re here,” Runa mumbled dismissively, as if she’d led them somewhere ramshackle or plain—yet the Tundra’s Guild House was anything but. It looked like a wooden palace, with not one or two but twelve domes rising skyward. Icicles glittered from its every sloping roof as if the building was trimmed in crystal.

Even long past work hours, the inside bustled with commotion. Lore Keepers and Beasts sprinted through the hallways, stumbling over fur rugs and colliding with one another as they rounded corners. Nearly all were dressed in mourning black.

“Huh.” Runa peered up at the immense chandelier of branches that loomed over the entrance. “Well, it’s showy and pretentious, I’ll give him that. But—”

“Runa Rasgar!” a voice called. It belonged to a handsome man wearing a smart quilted vest. He squeezed his way through the traffic, looking determined even as he jostled into passersby. He emerged panting, his glasses askew.

Runa frowned. “Do I know you?”

“Tristan Navarre,” he replied quickly, his quill already poised atop his notebook. Its yellow and green feather matched those of the hummingbird Beast atop his shoulder. “I’m a journalist for the Khronicle, and I’d love to know your thoughts on High Keeper Quist’s passing. Were you acquainted with him?”

“I can’t say I was,” she answered stiffly.

Navarre’s brow furrowed. “But you’re from the Tundra, are you not?”

“I’m sorry—we don’t have time for this. We ought to be—”

“The Horn of Dawn is here as well, you know. He arrived this morning.”

Runa’s expression, already unpleasant, soured further.

The Horn of Dawn was Cyril Harlow, whom Runa and her apprentices knew well. Ten years ago, when Runa and Cyril were eighteen and newly licensed Guardians, Keyes had tried to bond with Dimondaise, one of the six Legendary Beasts, each of whom ruled the Wilderlands. Runa and Cyril had tried to stop him together. After all, Keyes had been their fellow apprentice, their friend, but Keyes refused to back down. He fought them without mercy, and so, while Cyril lay unconscious and Dimondaise had been riled into a dangerous rage, Runa realized that Keyes was beyond saving, and she killed him.

Or so she’d thought.

Afterward, Cyril had been furious, convinced that Runa had been too ruthless, that Keyes could’ve been persuaded to redeem himself. Cyril had even challenged Runa to a duel to the death—which was only thwarted when Leopold put a stop to it. After that, Runa and Cyril became notorious archrivals: Runa, the Fang of Dusk, the six-time Dooling champion, the famous and respected Guardian; Cyril, the Horn of Dawn, the Deputy Administrator of the Grand Keeper, the two-time gold medalist for exceptional service to the Guild.

Nothing changed until two years ago, when Keyes resurfaced at the Sea. Thanks to the healing Lore of a secret second Beast, he’d survived their original fight, then found a way to alter his appearance so not even his old friends would recognize him. At first Cyril still didn’t change his mind about Runa. And by the time he’d finally apologized at the end of the Symposium, it’d been too late—Runa refused to forgive him.

And they hadn’t seen each other since.

When Runa didn’t respond, Navarre pressed further: “It’s well known that you and Harlow never cross paths, not unless the matter concerns Audrian Keyes.” Navarre poised his quill atop his notebook like a weapon readied. “And yet here the two of you are. Is the death of High Keeper Quist not as natural as Dumont has led the world to believe?”

Runa’s gaze flickered to Barclay, who swallowed.

“I have no comment,” she said carefully.

Navarre studied her, then moved on to her three apprentices. Barclay tried to appear neutral, yet a telltale flush already bloomed across his cheeks.

But it wasn’t Barclay who drew Navarre’s interest. It was Viola.

“Viola Dumont,” Navarre said, making her tense and straighten her family crest nervously. “Does your father ever speak of his past as Keyes’s Lore Master?”

“I—I don’t…,” Viola stammered. “He doesn’t—”

Runa stepped in front of her protectively. “My apprentices are underage and do not consent to be quoted. Now, if you’ll excuse us. We—”

“You!” someone bellowed from down the hallway.

Navarre and the apprentices whipped around as Cyril Harlow strutted toward them. He was fair-skinned and wiry, with dark brown hair chopped bluntly across his forehead, and his medals of honor gleamed side by side upon his chest.

At first Barclay didn’t know who Cyril had been shouting at—Navarre or Runa. Then Cyril froze with alarm, his gaze sweeping over Runa’s back.

Runa stiffened at the sound of his voice, but she didn’t face him.

Cyril cleared his throat. “Navarre, I made it clear to you that interfering with the Grand Keeper’s work will not be tolerated. Runa isn’t to be held up.”

Navarre stuck up his nose. “The Grand Keeper can’t avoid me forever. The Wilderlands deserve answers.”

“Unfortunately, Leopold has been preoccupied with organizing the affairs of the Tundra. You can question him at the press conference tomorrow morning.”

Scowling, Navarre stalked away.

Barclay held his breath as Runa turned to Cyril, wondering if the time away from each other had given her a change of heart. But Runa met Cyril’s eyes with a glare.

“Runa, I—” Cyril started.

“Whatever you rehearsed, spare me. Clearly, you didn’t come out here expecting to greet us, so who are you looking for?”

Cyril’s mouth shut abruptly, and he plastered on his usual haughty smile. “It doesn’t matter. She’s just been delayed, I’m sure.” Then, as he took in the apprentices, his smile softened. “It’s good to see you three. Now come on. Leopold is in the High Keeper’s office.”

He led them silently through the hallways to a set of huge double doors. Cyril rapped twice to announce their presence before they all slipped inside.

The Tundra’s Guild House must’ve truly been a palace, as the office looked fit for royalty. The windows resembled snowflakes, their panels cut into hundreds of pieces of glass that cast glimmering rainbows around the room. And the carpet was so pristinely white that even Root felt the need to tiptoe on it.

However lavish, if Barclay didn’t know better, he would’ve guessed the room belonged to a kid. Beastly action figurines rimmed the desk. Posters covered the walls, hiding much of the wainscoting. And the many shelves displayed numerous special editions, comic books, and models still in their original packaging.

Waiting for them inside were two occupants, both equally imposing.

The first was a dragon, so large it took up a third of the room, even with its barbed tail curled at its side. Its scales were solid gold, as were the spiky horns protruding from its head.

The second was Leopold Dumont, the Grand Keeper, who paced in the room’s center.

Viola took after her father in many ways, from their square-shaped jaws to the mole on their chins in exactly the same spot. But no similarity was more obvious than their height. Leopold was gigantically tall. He measured more than a head taller than Cyril, who himself stood over six feet. Leopold’s blond hair was swept regally back, his beard cleanly trimmed. He wore the same glossy cloak as he had when Barclay had first met him, with the Dumont family crest of a three-headed dragon pinned over his heart.

His scowl vanished the moment he sighted his daughter. He wrapped his arms around Viola and kissed her forehead. “It’s good to see you, though I wish it could be in better circumstances.” He grinned as he took in her numerous new glass earrings. “I like them. You and Kulo match. And look how big Mitzi’s gotten! She’s catching up to Orsius over there.”

He gestured at his own dragon, whom Mitzi approached cautiously, her head bent low as if in a bow. Then Orsius narrowed his eyes, and Mitzi scrabbled back to Kulo and Toadles. Even Root sized up Orsius warily, stationing himself in front of Barclay as if to guard him.

The only Beast who wasn’t frightened of the menacing dragon was Goath. He rattled in greeting, and Orsius gave him a stately nod. Barclay realized that Orsius and Goath must’ve known each other well, just as the three apprentices’ Beasts knew both of Runa’s.

“I’ve been reading all your interviews,” Viola gushed to her father. “I never knew Grandma could use her light Lore to turn invisible. How come you never taught me that?”

He snorted. “Because she was far better at it than I am. But I can if you like. Maybe tomorrow…” Then his face fell. “No, I have a press conference tomorrow.”

But Viola’s eagerness hardly dimmed. “To announce the new High Keeper? Who is it?”

“I haven’t decided, but I will—soon. It’s Guild law that a new High Keeper takes office exactly one week after the death of their predecessor. And I already have a few candidates in mind.” At last he looked at Runa, and all the warmth in his expression vanished. “Runa.”

“Dumont,” she gritted.

“Now that you’re here, we have much to discuss.” Leopold squeezed Viola’s shoulder and said to her, “Why don’t you and your friends wait in the Great Room?”

“What?” Barclay blurted. “We can’t stay?”

“We flew all day to get here!” said Tadg angrily.

“This meeting isn’t for apprentices,” Leopold said.

Viola drew away from him. “You can’t be serious, Dad.”

“Of course I am. You’re all too young to—”

“Actually, as their Lore Master,” said Runa, “I think they deserve to know what’s going on.”

Leopold glowered at her, but when Runa didn’t back down, he twisted toward Cyril. “Well? Do you feel it’s appropriate for apprentices to discuss matters of worldwide security?”

“I…,” Cyril said awkwardly, and Barclay’s stomach sank. Cyril never opposed Leopold. And with his three apprentices absent, they clearly hadn’t been welcome either.

And so Barclay pointed out, “It was the three of us and Cyril’s apprentices who faced Keyes and Yasha in the Desert. Us who explored the Library of Asfour’s labyrinth to find Shakulah.”

“And it was us who stopped the Ever Storms,” Tadg muttered.

Leopold fixed Barclay with a scrutinizing stare, making Barclay stammer over his words.

“A-and it was me, Viola, and Tadg who stopped Keyes from bonding with Lochmordra at the Sea. That’s twice we’ve fought Keyes, twice we’ve proven ourselves. We deserve to be here, and we want to help you, um, sir.”

“Well, he has me convinced,” chirped a voice at the door, and a seventh person entered the room. She was one of the most beautiful people Barclay had ever seen. Her brown hair draped like a shiny curtain down her shoulders. Sparkle makeup lined the inner corners of her dark eyes, matching the glittery threads of her slippers. And a rosy pink flushed across her fair cheeks, too delicate and doll-like to be quite natural.

Leopold reddened like he wanted to shout—though Barclay couldn’t tell at whom. Then he lowered himself onto the edge of the desk and grunted, “Rykova, you’re late.”

“Sorry about that,” Rykova said. “Kalendula and I had to check on a living patient.”

“So the autopsy is finally finished, then?”

“Yup.” She traipsed across the office, collapsed onto the settee, and propped her slippers on the closest table. “We were wrong. It wasn’t poison.”

Leopold balked. “But the rash—and his throat was—”

“He died from a reaction of Toothworm syrup with truth elixir.”

A stunned silence fell, broken only by the clacks of Mitzi poking at the gilded globe in the room’s corner. Viola shook her head at her warningly.

“I don’t understand,” Cyril said. “Was Quist taking Toothworm syrup as a medication? I thought it treated cavities.”

“It does, but it’s not that effective, which is why I never prescribe it. And in all the years I’ve worked with him, I’ve never known him to complain of a toothache.” She steepled her fingers, whose nails were all painted a pale blue. “But the syrup’s reaction with truth elixirs is well known. The effects aren’t painless, but they’re quick. One sip of elixir and he’d have died before he could speak a single word.”

“Are you suggesting that Quist… planned for this?” Runa asked, aghast. “That he only took Toothworm syrup as a precaution?”

“I realize how it sounds. Quist wasn’t exactly a fighter—I never would’ve thought he had it in him, honestly.” She peered at all the collectibles sadly. “But yeah, that’s exactly what I’m suggesting.”

Barclay shuddered. Even if Quist hadn’t been murdered, he’d basically sacrificed himself, which was almost worse.

“But what information would Quist go to such extremes to protect?” Runa asked. “His research? He was a Scholar, wasn’t he?”

“Yes, but he was a historian,” said Cyril. “How could his research have been worth dying over?”

“Because Quist set aside history a long time ago,” Rykova murmured. “After he became High Keeper, he switched to studying Navrashtya, in hopes the Tundra’s Legendary Beast could finally be restored to her home. Then, after Keyes resurfaced, those hopes became… an obsession. After all, he blamed himself for who Keyes became.”

Barclay and his friends glanced at one another in confusion, but only Viola was brave enough to speak up again.

“Why would he blame himself?” she asked.

“After Audrian… reinvented himself as Edwyn Lusk,” Cyril said, looking pained, “as you know, he obtained a Guardian license. Without completing an apprenticeship, the only way to sit for a licensing exam is through sponsorship from a High Keeper. It was Quist who sponsored him. He and Lusk were friends.”

“And after what happened at the Sea, I spoke to Alan about it,” Leopold said. “He swore he had no idea who Lusk really was.”

“And he told you this under elixir?” Runa asked.

Leopold’s nostrils flared. “No. He offered to take it, but it was hardly necessary. Alan has been High Keeper for eighteen years. He might’ve had his… oddities”—he gestured at the paraphernalia around the room—“but he was a good man, from a good family. He devoted everything to the Tundra. And countless people came to his defense: the other High Keepers, the entire staff at the Meridienne College, and—”

“And me,” Rykova added, and to Barclay’s surprise, there was something sharp in how she gazed at Runa… and how Runa gazed at her. It was no wonder Runa had backed herself into the room’s corner. Apart from her apprentices, she had bad blood with everyone here.

“Do you know who Rykova is?” Barclay whispered to his friends.

“If she knows so much about elixirs, she’s probably an Apothecary,” Tadg said. Like Guardians, Apothecaries were one of the four types of Keepers licensed by the Guild, along with Scholars and Surveyors.

“She’s not just any Apothecary,” Viola said. “Zanna Rykova is the lead Apothecary in the Tundra. She runs the hospital here in the Guild House.”

“Why would we have known that?” Tadg hissed.

“Because she’s famous!”

“Maybe to you, since you read the boring sections of the Khronicle every day, but—”

Barclay shushed them. He couldn’t hear the adults talking.

“—only other thing we know for certain is that Quist died inside his home sometime between the hours of midnight and five a.m.,” Rykova explained. “We can’t determine if Quist took the truth elixir unaware or if he was forced to. But whoever accidentally killed him had to have been in the house when it happened, as it was found utterly ransacked. Clearly, when they realized they wouldn’t get answers out of Quist, they went looking for them themselves.”

“What about his Koddipod?” Cyril asked.

Rykova grimaced. “She was in her Mark when it happened.”

Barclay rested a protective hand on Root’s back. That meant Quist’s Beast had died with her Keeper.

“So the questions remain,” Runa said, “what research did Quist die to protect, and did Audrian manage to find it?”

“We can’t be sure it was Keyes,” Leopold said gruffly. “There’s no evidence that he was involved.”

“But if Quist was taking Toothworm syrup as a precaution, then he knew someone might come after him. And Audrian’s used truth elixir before—he used it to question Kadia last Spring about Shakulah.” Kadia Tolo, Leopold’s ex-wife and Viola’s mother, was the world’s leading Scholar on Legendary Beasts. “You can’t pretend it doesn’t all fit.”

“I’m not pretending anything, but this is a delicate matter. We can’t afford to make presumptions.”

“But you do think it was Audrian. Otherwise you’d never have summoned us both here. Not together.” Runa jerked her head at Cyril, who rolled his eyes. “And let’s be honest—you wouldn’t have summoned me at all. It’s not like you go out of your way to check in on me.” She flashed her old Lore Master a spiteful grin.

Leopold clenched his jaw. “Of course I suspect Keyes. But I have my doubts, too. After all, what could he want with the Tundra? Navrashtya has been missing for centuries.”

“But, sir,” Cyril said, “for all we know, Quist could’ve figured out where she is.”

“No. If Alan learned anything conclusive, he would’ve told me. Navrashtya’s whereabouts concern the whole Guild, and—”

“Well, even if his research was half-finished, he must’ve found something important,” Runa grumbled. “It’s not like he would’ve died for nothing.”

“No, he wouldn’t have,” Leopold agreed curtly. “Which is why we’re going to keep looking for his research. But even if his assailant did already steal it, there might not be cause for alarm.”

“But—”

“He’s right, Runa,” Rykova said. “Even if Keyes could use Quist’s research to find Navrashtya, he can’t bond with her without a snare. And any knowledge of her snare’s ingredients died out long ago with the Balthursson family.”

Runa threw up her hands. “You realize this is Audrian we’re talking about, don’t you? Or am I the only one who remembers it was Audrian who found the mythical Isle of Roane at the Sea? Who broke into the supposedly impenetrable Library of Asfour in the Desert? Each time, we’ve underestimated him. How long until we learn our lesson?”

Without warning, Leopold slammed his fist on the desk, making action figures topple over and everyone in the room jolt—even Orsius.

“I won’t have a panic!” he shouted. “The Wilderlands are already terrified of Keyes as it is. If they learn that a High Keeper was assassinated, they’ll jump to conclusions.”

“So, what, you just won’t tell them?” Runa demanded. “Is that why you haven’t reported the murder to the Khronicle? Because you were never planning to in the first place?”

Barclay’s stomach knotted, but it was Viola who asked, her voice quiet, “You’d lie?”

Leopold looked upon his daughter grimly. “The investigation will continue. Accident or not—the murder of a High Keeper is a serious crime. But if the Tundra believes Keyes is here, it’ll be chaos. People will flee. And every Guardian I station here means one less protecting the other Wilderlands, leaving them vulnerable if Keyes strikes somewhere else while we’re distracted. Navrashtya is already the safest of all the Legendary Beasts, and Keyes isn’t a fool. Why would he risk exposing himself for a lost cause, when bonding with another Legendary Beast would be that much easier?”

“And if bonding with Legendary Beasts isn’t his true aim?” Runa challenged. “We still don’t know what the golden features can do.”

Each of the six Legendary Beasts bore a unique golden feature, two of which Keyes had already stolen: the trident buried in one of Lochmordra’s tentacles and Shakulah’s eye.

“Kadia believes most of them to be ornamental,” Leopold said.

“But Navrashtya’s isn’t,” Runa said tightly. “The Golden Horn is famous. It holds real power.”

“And it’s been missing as long as Navrashtya has,” Leopold said flatly. “If the Guild hasn’t been able to find it in hundreds of years, then Keyes certainly won’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I agree with Runa, sir,” Cyril said, making both Runa and Leopold startle. “Underestimating Audrian is a mistake, and if Audrian is responsible for Quist’s death and the Wilderlands learn you deceived them, they’ll—”

“Deceived them?” Leopold snarled. “I’m protecting them! Do you have any idea the pressure I’m under? How it looks that my own apprentice is the most feared Keeper in all the Wilderlands? I’m doing everything within my power to stop him, but with the election coming up—”

“Ah, there it is,” Runa muttered.

Leopold glared at her so fiercely that his light Lore flickered in his eyes. “You do not get to speak to me that way. I might no longer be your Lore Master, but I am still your superior!”

Barclay stiffened. He couldn’t imagine Runa yelling at them like that. Not ever.

Cyril’s tone went hushed as he said, “Sir, your Lore—”

“Yes, yes, I’m aware,” Leopold grunted. Then he squeezed his eyes shut and spun to face Orsius. He rested his forehead against the dragon’s, breathing deeply. “For two years, I’ve investigated every lead. I’ve searched for him so much, I feel like I’ve overturned the entire world. The second we raise the alarm, we lose our ability to search quietly, and right now that’s the only advantage we have.”

“So we do nothing?” Runa hissed.

“Like I said, the investigation will continue. We’ll look for Alan’s research ourselves, and if we uncover new evidence that Keyes is involved, we’ll act. But until then, the truth about Alan’s death stays in this room.” Leopold turned and stared at them each intently, his eyes green once more. “Is that clear?”

“Crystal,” Rykova quipped.

“Yeah,” Viola said, sounding disappointed.

“Boys?” Leopold asked Barclay and Tadg.

“Got it,” Tadg grumbled.

Barclay couldn’t quite summon his voice. This was wrong; he knew it deep down in his gut.

But Leopold was the Grand Keeper, and Barclay was just an apprentice.

“We won’t say anything,” he relented.

“I still don’t agree with you, sir,” Cyril said. “Until we find Quist’s research, we should assume the worst. That Audrian already knows where Navrashtya—”

“If I wanted your opinion, I would’ve asked for it,” Leopold snapped. “I’m only doing what’s best for the Wilderlands.”

Cyril recoiled. “I… Right.”

Finally, Leopold turned to Runa. “And you?”

Runa smiled darkly. “You can always count on me.”
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THREE

The three apprentices trudged through the nighttime streets of Permafrosk, exhausted and utterly lost. Not even the bitter cold could keep them alert, and they hugged their arms to themselves, yawning and shivering, as they took turns trying to decipher Runa’s directions.

Viola squinted at the scratchy handwriting. “I don’t get it. We turned right ages ago. Shouldn’t we have passed Firn Street by now?”

“I still think we should turn around,” Barclay muttered, his breath fogging in the air.

Tadg groaned. “We wouldn’t be lost if Runa had just come with us. Does she really think she’s gonna find Quist’s research in the middle of the night? Even Dumont and Cyril said they’d start searching in the morning.”

“Yeah, well, you know how she feels about stopping Keyes,” Barclay said. Truthfully, Barclay would’ve liked to help her, but after their long flight and the heated meeting at the Guild House, each blink threatened to drag him into slumber. Their Beasts, every bit as tired as their Keepers, already rested soundly in their Marks.

“Still, Runa could’ve at least told us where these directions go,” Tadg said. “Are we looking for a house? An inn?”

“It just says 13 Cornice Crescent,” Viola read.

“Maybe it’s Runa’s home,” said Barclay. Despite Runa’s mysteries, they knew she was from the Tundra, which meant this address could’ve been hers.

“Has she ever mentioned living in Permafrosk?” Viola asked. “The Rasgar name comes from the Frozen Fjords, but that doesn’t mean—”

“Runa never talks about her home,” Tadg said. “You’ve seen how she’s acted since we landed. She hates it here.”

“Maybe there’s someone we can ask for directions,” Barclay suggested.

“Who? Them?” Tadg jerked his head toward a nearby darkened alley, where a rogue gang of Rascums scavenged through the garbage bins.

“Come on,” Viola grumbled. “Let’s just find it before we freeze.”

The farther they traveled from downtown, the quieter Permafrosk became. Apart from their chattering teeth, the only sounds were the drip, drip of icicles and the faint chime of bells on a parked sleigh. Fluffy stray Purrkits loafed upon the sidewalks. Chimney smoke billowed peacefully into the night.

Yet Barclay felt strangely on edge. The pins and needles he’d noticed earlier still bristled in his lungs, like a constant hum.

“Watch it, will you?” Tadg snapped. Barclay had accidentally bumped into him.

“Sorry,” Barclay murmured, feeling frustrated and out of sorts.

After another cranky debate, they begrudgingly doubled back and spotted Firn Street in the opposite direction Runa had led them—and it wasn’t the last of Runa’s errors. By the time they finished their maze of detours and at last staggered down the curve of Cornice Crescent, Barclay swore his blood had frozen solid.

Yet at the end of their quest, a final challenge awaited them: there was no 13 Cornice Crescent.

There were, however, two 14s. The first, like nearly every other house on the block, appeared cozy and inviting, with a wreath hung over the entrance and a welcome mat that read, in cursive Lore script, HOME IS WHERE MY PUPSY IS. The second hunched crookedly beside it, as if cowering behind its shoulder. No lights burned in its windows. In fact, most of the windows were boarded.

“So, which one is it?” Tadg asked impatiently.

Viola grimaced. “I think I can guess.”

She treaded up the darkened stoop of the second house. Sure enough, upon the door, the brass of the 4 didn’t match the copper 1, and beneath it, the ghost of a 3 lingered on the chipping paint.

As Viola slid the key Runa had given them into the lock, Barclay read the final piece of instructions. “ ‘Be careful not to wake anyone. There are spare rooms on the third floor.’ ”

“You mean people live here?” Tadg asked. “It almost looks worse than that rest stop!”

Viola eased open the door, cringing as it creaked. Strange shapes loomed in the blackness—spindly legs and boxy middles and heads with four horns, all absolutely still. The air smelled strongly of must.

As they crept inside, Viola shone a light from her fingertip, and Barclay yelped and reeled back, slamming—once again—into Tadg.

Tadg grunted. “Would you stop—”

Viola’s shh cut him off. She doused her Lore, and the three of them froze, listening for any sounds of life. When none came, Viola sighed with relief and shot the boys an irritated look. “So much for being quiet.”

“I think this place is haunted,” Barclay whispered.

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous.”

“I mean it. Shine your light again. Look.”

She did so dimly, and Barclay pointed at what had startled him—the faded portrait of an old man, a gash striking through the canvas across his throat.

Viola shuddered and let her light roam around the room. The strange shapes were only stranger when revealed: shabby antique furniture draped in sheets or piled up against the wall; trunks stacked into towers—one with an erratic knocking noise pattering from within; knickknacks strewn across every surface and inch of the floor, all smothered in dust.

“Yep,” Tadg said weakly. “This place is definitely haunted.”

“We could go back to the Guild House,” said Barclay.

“Absolutely not,” Viola huffed. “It took us an hour to find this place. I’m exhausted. I can barely feel my toes. Besides, this house isn’t haunted. It’s just messy.”

She marched forward, accidentally kicking something and causing it to roll across the carpet. Then she cast her Lore down, illuminating a bird’s skull.

Tadg’s voice cracked. “We’re so going to die here.”

“Runa wouldn’t have sent us somewhere to die,” Viola said, even as she eyed the skull warily. “Come on. She said there’s bedrooms upstairs.”

But reaching the stairs was no easy feat. After scaling a patchy sofa and sucking in their stomachs to squeeze between several chests (one of them coffin-shaped), they found the steps equally covered in stuff. Papers crinkled beneath their boots. Old fur coats were draped along the banister, speckled in moths.

The spare rooms on the third floor proved no different. Boxes and discarded books were heaped atop the beds. Some doors they could barely wedge open.

“I’ll take this room,” Tadg said. “I can sleep on that chair.”

“This bed has some space on the end,” said Viola, claiming the second.

Which left Barclay the final room. Yet as he inched open the door, half expecting something to leap out and attack him, he found the room surprisingly clean. Well, not clean exactly. The space clearly hadn’t been touched for some time, perhaps years. Dust hung like a fog, and curtains of cobwebs laced over the window. But compared to the rest of the house, it was practically pristine.

He summoned Root, who yawned from being interrupted midslumber. Then Root sniffed what looked like an ancient dollhouse and looked at Barclay quizzically.

Barclay forced a smile. “At least it’s warm, right?” He didn’t mention the probably haunted part—Root was easily spooked.

As Barclay collapsed onto the bed, more dust coughed up in a cloud, and only when it settled did he notice the posters covering the ceiling—Doolers. Dooling was the favorite sport of the Wilderlands, where Beasts and Keepers battled side by side in sparring matches meant to resemble lighthearted versions of true duels. And though Barclay might not have collected champion cards or followed the tournaments with the same obsession as other Keepers, even he recognized Sanjit Varma posing with his ferocious Vigorilla, who won the championship eight consecutive times before retiring. Or Chun Meng, whose daughter Wei had taken her place as one of the most famous competitors in the world.

With a start, Barclay sat up and studied the bedroom more closely. He peered at the stuffed Beasts lining the saddle of a rocking Karkadann. The tattered scratching post beside the wardrobe. The wooden play weapons leaning against the wall.

“Root,” Barclay breathed. “I think this room was Runa’s.”

At least that was one mystery solved. And so, shoving aside thoughts of haunted houses, prickly feelings, and Audrian Keyes, Barclay curled up beside Root and fell asleep.



The next morning Barclay and Root woke to a monster awaiting them at the foot of the stairs.

It was hunched and faceless, wearing a collection of mismatched knits whose edges had frayed into curly wisps of yarn. Its bony, shaky limbs rummaged through the junk on the steps, and Barclay immediately took it for a scavenger, perhaps even a Kabusoon. He’d never encountered one before, but he’d heard frightening tales of how they lurked in haunted places, their fear Lore so powerful they could scare a person to death.

It muttered strange, shrill noises, and the hairs on the back of Barclay’s neck stood on end. Beside him, Root growled.

Then the Kabusoon wrenched a tarnished gold goblet out from a pile, making the surrounding items landslide to the floor with a crash.

“Aha!” the Kabusoon cackled. “I knew you were just where I’d left you.”

To the best of Barclay’s knowledge, Kabusoons didn’t speak.

Root barked, making the not-Kabusoon startle and flounder back. Then it yanked down the blanket draped over its head and peered up at them, and Barclay realized it was no Beast.

“I-Instructor Dudnik?” he stuttered.

“Barclay Thorne!” the old woman rasped. “What an odd surprise. What are you doing inside my house?”

Barclay was so baffled to see one of his old Symposium teachers that it took him several seconds to recall that she and Runa were distant cousins. But family or not, they didn’t share much resemblance. Grusha Dudnik was short and pale, with a mop of unkempt gray hair. She wore layers and layers of heavy clothes, no matter if inside or outside, in the Desert or the Tundra. The only trait she shared with Runa was her eyes—they were wide-set and sunken, with irises of an icy blue.

“Um, Runa told us we could stay here.”

Dudnik’s face brightened. “Runa’s here? She’s home?”

“She stayed at the Guild House for… official Guardian business.” He flushed, even though his words weren’t a lie—they just weren’t the whole truth, either.

He stared up at the grimy skylight, whose rays illuminated the dust floating in the air like gnats. It looked bright enough to be late morning, maybe even past noon.

“How marvelous!” Dudnik exclaimed. “Oh my, we must prepare.”

“Prepare for what?”

Rather than answering, Dudnik seized Barclay’s wrist and dragged him down the remainder of the steps. Then she propped her hands on her hips and surveyed the living room. “It’s a bit cluttered, but it should only take us a few hours to tidy it up, don’t you think?”

Barclay gaped at the towers looming over them. Cleaning this place would take a lifetime. “I…”

Before he could suggest otherwise, Dudnik thrust an object into his arms—a pink tiered cake stand. Then she handed him a half-shredded toy mouse that might’ve once belonged to Klava, a jar that rattled with loose kritters and dice, a surprisingly luxurious feathered cape, one of many shoeboxes labeled FAMILY HEIRLOOMS, and another portrait like the one Barclay had spotted last night.

“Uh, Instructor Dudnik?” he asked.

“Oh, just call me Grusha. I’m not your instructor anymore, am I?”

“Okay… Grusha.” That would take some getting used to. “Who is this?” He gestured at the small girl in the painting.

“That was my third cousin, twice removed. Poor dear.”

“And why is her throat cut?”

Dudnik—Grusha—frowned at him. “Because she’s dead, of course.”

Root fretfully backed away from it.

“Mitzi!” Viola’s voice rang out from upstairs. “Mitzi, no!”

Ignoring her Keeper, Mitzi leapt from the banister and flew straight into one of the many mountains of junk, making it teeter and collide with the one beside it. Trinkets spilled onto the floor, and Mitzi rolled happily atop them, as if she’d finally claimed a dragon’s hoard.

Until a loud squeak cried out beneath her.

Mitzi lurched upright as a small Beast poked its head out from the belongings. It resembled a furry rodent, with patchy gray and white fur like storm clouds and twin sets of very large, very sharp top and bottom teeth.

“Borya! There you are!” Grusha grinned at the tiny Beast, but the Beast didn’t acknowledge her. It was far too busy shrieking at Mitzi with a sound like a chew toy.

“I’m so sorry!” Viola rushed downstairs, Kulo cradled in one of her arms. “Mitzi is normally better behaved. But she loves shiny… Instructor Dudnik?”

“Tiny Dumont!” Grusha cooed, despite craning her neck to look up at her. “And don’t be sorry. Your Mitzi did me a favor! I haven’t been able to find Borya for weeks—oh, there he goes off again.”

To Barclay’s shock, Borya launched himself off the junk heap and began to fly. Or maybe “fly” wasn’t quite the right word for it. He certainly soared through the air, but he tumbled and flipped as if he didn’t have much control over where he landed. Then he face-planted amid a new pile and, with a final, furious squeak, burrowed inside.

“He must be in a good mood today,” Grusha said. “Sometimes when we have visitors, he gets so riled up that he explodes.” Then, seeing that she had another body to put to use, she crammed several objects into Viola’s free hand.

“Is this Runa’s?” Viola gasped, holding up an unusual necklace. It wasn’t until Viola wiped away its film of dust that Barclay realized it was a gold medal for exceptional service to the Guild. “She didn’t tell us she had one of these.”

“So humble, so humble…,” Grusha said. “Gets that from her grandfather—oh!” As Grusha lifted a serving tray, she revealed a glass vase that Mitzi had accidentally broken. Grusha scrabbled back in fright. “What a terrible omen!”

“I’m so sorry. Mitzi didn’t mean to.” Viola shot Mitzi a pointed scowl. Mitzi at least had the decency to look embarrassed. She folded her wings and drooped her head.

Grusha moaned in such a way that goose bumps prickled up Barclay’s spine. “M-maybe making plans was a bad idea. Broken glass is grave luck. Grave, grave luck.”

“No, it’s all right. See? Kulo and I can fix it.” Viola set Kulo down and stretched her hand over the broken shards. In an instant, they fit back into place and resealed. “It’s like it was never broken at all.”

Grusha eyed her shrewdly. Then her shoulders relaxed. “Well, if it’s been fixed, perhaps the curse won’t trouble us. Now, where did I put the cupcake tins? I should check the bathroom…. Maybe I’ll wake the Murdock boy too….”

“Curse?” Viola repeated once Grusha had climbed upstairs.

Root whined.

“It’s probably another one of her superstitions or conspiracy theories,” Barclay said. Though Grusha was a licensed Scholar, she held rather… unconventional opinions compared to her colleagues. According to her textbook, The Nine Most Crucial Events in Lore Keeper History (They Really Did Happen!), the Wilderlands wouldn’t be what they were today without a supposed plague that had affected only left-handed people or the deadly war of attrition once waged between Lore Keepers and Beastly battalions of Capamoos.

Then a high-pitched scream sounded from the third floor, followed by Grusha’s croaky cackling. Seconds later, Tadg careened down the steps, Toadles clinging to tufts of his hair.

“Sh-she was standing over my bed!” he blubbered. “I thought I was about to be murdered! I nearly summoned Mar-Mar right there in the guest room!”

Barclay snickered. “Sounds like it was Grusha who was nearly murdered, then.” Mar-Mar was one of the most monstrous Beasts he’d ever met, with a rare combination of electric and water Lore. And he’d hardly have been pleased to be summoned on dry land.

As Tadg huffed to catch his breath, Barclay noticed the book he carried beneath the crook of his arm. It was a well-loved edition of A Traveler’s Log, its binding cracked, its pages tabbed.

“Isn’t that my copy?” Viola asked.

“Yeah, I stole it from you on the flight. I, well, I wanted to read Dad’s entry on Navrashtya.”

Barclay blinked. For all the times he’d heard Tadg babble about his father’s work, he’d never actually seen Tadg read it.

“Oh. That’s… That’s great, Tadg,” Viola said, seeming oddly flustered. “But you didn’t happen to read what I wrote in it, did you? Some of those notes are—”

“You mean your fifteen-step plan on bonding with Gravaldor from when you were eleven years old?” Tadg smirked. Gravaldor was the Legendary Beast of the Woods. “Yeah, I read that. Brilliant stuff. Got future Grand Keeper written all over it.”

Viola looked as if she wanted to burrow into the junk heaps. “You know what?” she squeaked. “Keep it. You should have a copy, and I’m not sure I want it back anyway.”

“What? You’d part with this masterpiece? You know, my favorite is how you dotted all your i’s with little stars. Real attention to detail—”

“Did you learn anything or not?” Barclay asked impatiently.

“Yeah, I did.” Tadg turned to the dog-eared page, spanned with Conley’s huge illustration from edge to edge. Like all Legendary Beasts, Navrashtya was huge, taller than every building in Permafrosk except for the Guild House. She resembled a woolly mammoth, with two gigantic tusks that dripped with icicles and frozen armor that bracketed her back and legs.

“Whoa,” Barclay marveled. “She almost looks real.”

“Yeah, well, so far as Dad was concerned, the deadlier, the better,” Tadg muttered bitterly. It was Conley’s very love of monsters that had gotten him killed by one. “According to him, the last sighting of Navrashtya was over two hundred years ago. Her normal home, Glacier Point, is here in Permafrosk, inside that glacier that hooks over the city.”

“And no one knows why she disappeared?” asked Barclay.

“Apparently not. One day, she just vanished, and no one’s ever found her. Half the Keepers who went looking for her were never seen again.” Tadg flipped back and forth between pages, thinking. “Maybe your dad’s right, Viola. Maybe Keyes really can’t mess things up here.”

“Exactly,” Viola agreed. “How can Keyes bond with Navrashtya if he can’t even find her?”

“What about Quist’s research?” asked Barclay. “What if he discovered something important?”

“I don’t know…,” Tadg said. “Did you get a good look at all that stuff he had in his office? The action figures and everything? He seemed kind of weird.”

“He was a High Keeper, Tadg,” Barclay pointed out.

“Sure, sure. But how likely is it that he figured out where to find Navrashtya or how to bond with her and didn’t tell anyone, not even Viola’s dad? Besides, do you really think Keyes and Yasha could survive if they went looking for Navrashtya right now? It’s not even Midautumn and the ground is already covered in snow.”

“Yeah, and that’s here, in the warmest part of the Tundra,” Viola added. “If Navrashtya is anywhere, she’s deep, deep in the northern regions, where no one’s ever explored before.”

Barclay wished he shared their confidence. And though he agreed Quist seemed a bit strange, he didn’t put anything past Keyes, not even the impossible.

But he didn’t want to bicker, so he changed the subject. All the talk of Navrashtya had given him an idea. “Do you think that Navrashtya being missing has made the Tundra different from the other Wilderlands?”

“Different how?” Viola asked.

“You know, the sort of prickly feeling in the air. Or like it’s hard to relax. Like there’s something here that’s… wrong.”

Viola and Tadg frowned.

“You sure you haven’t breathed in too much mold from this place?” Tadg asked.

“No. I felt it as soon as we got off the carrier dragon. It doesn’t feel like the other Wilderlands here. And it doesn’t feel like part of the Elsewheres, either—”

“The Wilderlands and Elsewheres feel different to you?” Viola asked skeptically.

“I… You don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?”

“Not a clue,” Tadg drawled.

“Lore isn’t as strong in the Elsewheres,” said Viola. “Is that what you mean?”

Maybe Barclay had breathed in too much mold. Even Root stared at him dubiously, and when it came to Lore, he and Root were never out of sync.

Nevertheless, he tried to explain the sensation to his friends: how the earth in the Wilderlands felt wild, how the Elsewheres felt still, and how the Tundra felt restless and off-kilter.

“Maybe you should tell Runa,” Viola suggested. “She probably knows what you’re describing.”

“I don’t know… It’s not bothering me as much as yesterday. And Runa has a lot on her mind, doesn’t she? Being home?” Truthfully, Barclay didn’t want to tell Runa because now he worried it was all in his head.

Tadg scoffed, scanning the place. “Yeah. It’s no wonder Runa never talks about her home if she grew up here—”

Viola shushed him as Grusha lumbered back down the stairs, heaving a large box labeled RUNA’S DOOLING TROPHIES. Then, as she set it down with a clatter and dragged her gaze up, she stopped dead in her tracks, gawking at Tadg as if he’d sprouted a second head.

“Why is she looking at me like that?” Tadg hissed.

Then Grusha charged forward, grabbed Tadg’s shoulder, and forced him into a stoop. While he grunted, she ogled Toadles perched amid his hair.

“Could this be?” she gasped. “The Sapphire of Wisdom? The Gift of the Third Eye?”

“What are you talking about?” Tadg tried to straighten, but Grusha held him firm.

“I’ve read ancient texts about such a Beast. Tell me, does he give you dreams of the future? Or perhaps visions? He must, he must. His eyes are full of knowledge.”

Toadles stared at her blankly.

Finally, Tadg shrugged Grusha off. “Toadles doesn’t see the future. I’m not even sure he understands much of the present.”

Offended, Toadles slapped a webby hand on Tadg’s forehead.

“But its gemstone exactly matches the description! You must be mistaken, my boy. This Beast possesses great, great power.”

Toadles’s vocal sac puffed out in pride.

“See! He’s clever.” Then she pointed at Toadles, grinning sneakily. “I’m going to dig into my library about you. I will uncover your secrets!”



After the several hours of tidying that Grusha had promised, the state of the house showed no signs of improvement. Though they’d dusted away a few cobwebs, all they’d really accomplished was rearranging the clutter so the many piles were simply in different places than before.

Still, grateful to be done at last, Barclay retreated to Runa’s old room, where he wrote a letter.

When Barclay had lived in Dullshire, he’d been Master Pilzmann’s apprentice, determined to follow in his footsteps as the village’s local mushroom farmer. Since being banished for accidentally becoming a Lore Keeper, Barclay had been secretly exchanging letters with his old teacher. Barclay shared all the exciting details of his adventures while Master Pilzmann filled him in on Dullshire’s latest gossip.


DEAR MASTER PILZMANN,

YOU MIGHT NOTICE OUR LETTERS TAKE A LITTLE LESS TIME TO TRAVEL NOW—I’M IN THE CAPITAL OF THE TUNDRA, PERMAFROSK. WE GOT HERE LATE LAST NIGHT, SO I HAVEN’T HAD A CHANCE TO EXPLORE MUCH, BUT IT’S ALREADY SNOWING HERE, EVEN WITH MIDAUTUMN FOUR DAYS AWAY.

I WISH I COULD TELL YOU WHY WE’RE HERE, BUT I PROMISED TO KEEP IT A SECRET, EVEN THOUGH I THINK IT’S WRONG THAT IT’S A SECRET IN THE FIRST PLACE. IT FEELS TOO MUCH LIKE LYING. LAST I CHECKED, WE WERE SUPPOSED TO BE THE GOOD GUYS, BUT IT DOESN’T ALWAYS FEEL LIKE EVERYONE’S DOING THE RIGHT THING, OR AT LEAST DOING THE RIGHT THING FOR THE RIGHT REASONS. SOMETIMES IT DOESN’T EVEN FEEL LIKE WE’RE ALL ON THE SAME SIDE.

THAT’S GREAT TO HEAR ABOUT THE WETZELS’ HARVEST, AND I CAN’T BELIEVE THAT ELENA FROM ACROSS THE STREET IS MARRIED TO JOSEF STERN NOW. I’D ALWAYS THOUGHT THE RIVALRY OF THEIR HAT SHOPS RAN TOO DEEP! HOW IS MRS. BAUER DOING WITH HER GOUT? IS SHE FEELING BETTER?

LOVE,

BARCLAY



Once finished, Barclay poured a spoonful of melted wax onto the envelope and stamped it with his official Guild seal, which he’d earned upon graduating from the Symposium. The design included Root’s profile, his fur jagged zigzags, as well as Barclay’s initials. And Barclay had gotten to choose the color of his wax himself: a dark grayish green, like pine needles. He might’ve not been from the Woods in the technical sense, but the shade reminded him of home.

After that, Barclay and Root followed Grusha’s directions to the closest post office. It matched those in the other Wilderlands, with racks of stationery to sell and cubbies full of small, brown postal dragons, who wore the official red neck scarves of the WPS.

“To Dullshire, in the Elsewheres kingdom of Humdrum,” he told the postwoman at the counter. “It’s due east of the Woods.”

“Hm, that’s a new one.” She flipped through her binder, searching for an address. “Found it. That’ll be five kritters.”

Once he’d mailed his letter, he returned to 13 Cornice Crescent to find smoke swirling across the ceiling. He tracked it into the kitchen, where Grusha poked and prodded a lump of bread dough. Viola stood beside her, wiping away tears as she chopped onions, while Tadg absentmindedly twirled his finger in a circle, stirring the stew with his water Lore while he read A Traveler’s Log.

“Is something burning?” Barclay asked.

Grusha’s eyes bulged. “That’ll be Borya’s food!” Armed with mitts on either hand, she dashed to the oven, pulled out a sizzling pot, and removed its lid. It coughed out a noxious puff of smoke. “I’m sorry, Borya. It’s a bit crisp.”

Borya, who was burrowing through the junk drawer, squeaked angrily.

Runa arrived at last as Barclay set the table for dinner. The three apprentices abandoned their chores and bolted to the front door, where Runa scowled as she unlaced her slush-muddied boots. Dark circles ringed her eyes.

“ ‘Will you need directions?’ ” she muttered to herself, high-pitched as if mocking someone. “I got here eventually, didn’t I? Never needed her help before and I definitely don’t—”

“Did you find Quist’s research?” Barclay asked.

“No,” Runa grunted. “We tore his office and house apart. Either Audrian already took it, or Quist hid it so well that not even the Guild can find it.” She stood, and her scowl slackened as she gazed sadly around the cluttered home. “Well, this place hasn’t changed at all.”

They trailed after her to the dining room, where Grusha was squeezing a heaping bowl of beef stew amid the mountains of old mail and the collection of over thirty candlesticks and candelabras. Other side dishes lay atop the mess, including pickled beets and boiled turnips.

Sighting Runa, Grusha beamed. “You’re home! Look, I made all your favorites.”

Barclay had never known Runa to eat either beets or turnips, and indeed, Runa cringed as she inspected the slightly smoldering feast. “You didn’t have to go to all this trouble, Grusha.”

“Nonsense, nonsense. It’s so good to have you back. I even brought out the good dinnerware!” As Barclay examined the chipped porcelain and tarnished brass forks with confusion, Grusha slid into the chair at the head of the table. Runa took the seat on the opposite end. “Will you be staying long? The rest of the club would love to see you.”

“What kind of club do you think Grusha is in?” Barclay whispered to Viola.

Viola cleared her throat to cover a laugh. “Knitting? Cards?”

“We won’t be staying long,” Runa answered. “We’ll leave as soon as we finish up some Guild business.”

Grusha’s face fell. Then she gestured at the rest of them. “Sit, sit! The food will get cold. And I set out dinner for Klava, too.”

The apprentices balked. Runa rarely let Klava out of her Mark except in private, as Klava wasn’t friendly to most people. But sure enough, Runa summoned both her Beasts. Goath, who didn’t need to eat, slithered up Runa’s chair and perched his head as usual atop her shoulder.

Klava, meanwhile, immediately lowered into a predatory stance, and her tail bristled as she took in her surroundings. Barclay swallowed as her notice passed over him. Few Beasts from the Tundra were as fearsome as a Dolkaris, with their white eyes, icicle saber-toothed fangs, and black stripes like the lines of sediment within a glacier.

Then, to his shock, Klava relaxed and walked to her food bowl, decorated with her name and colorful paw prints.

As the meal began, the only sounds were the scrapes of utensils and the loud chewing noises of all the Beasts. Surprisingly, the food didn’t taste terrible for how burnt it was—and Root happily accepted the crispiest bits that Barclay fed him behind his back.

“So is this where you grew up, Runa?” Viola asked pleasantly.

“I only lived here for two years, after my mother passed and before I became an apprentice. I was born in Kirkstad.” Barclay knew from his Wilderlands class that Kirkstad was the second largest city in the Tundra, in the Frozen Fjords to the west.

“Three years, if you include when Constance Dumont fell ill,” Grusha corrected.

“Was that your grandmother?” Barclay asked Viola.

“Yeah,” she answered. “When I was a baby, she got too sick to fulfill all her duties as Grand Keeper. Dad helped her for about a year until she died. He doesn’t like to talk about it much.”

“It came as a surprise,” said Runa. “Your grandmother was still quite young, and she was very popular. Everyone expected her to be in office for decades. Then your dad paused our apprenticeships so that he could help her in Halois.” Halois was the capital of both the Mountains and the whole Guild. “Audrian, Cyril, and I all went home for that year, when we were sixteen.”

Grusha smiled wistfully. “I’m fond of that year, circumstances aside. Do you remember that pond we used to go to?”

Runa bit back a smile as she reached for the spice shakers. “Vaguely.”

“Oh, stop. Of course you do. You’d freeze it, even in Summer. You and Klava could be out there for hours, showing off to—oh! Oh no!”

Runa winced. She’d accidentally tipped the saltshaker, spilling the crystals across the table.

“Here,” Barclay offered, and with a flick of his wrist, a wind swept the mess into the air and carried it neatly across the room. But before he could deposit it in the trash, Grusha leapt up, her chair skidding back with a screech.

“No!” she cried. “You mustn’t do that!”

Startled, Barclay dropped his Lore, and the salt scattered over the rug.

All the warmth in Runa’s expression snuffed out. “Don’t start, Grusha,” she warned.

“Oh, you don’t start,” Grusha snapped. Then the apprentices stared in bewilderment as she rushed around the table and tugged Runa’s arm. “Quick, quick. Spilled salt is a terrible omen. You must gather it up and toss it over your shoulder. Then—”

“No,” Runa gritted, refusing to budge. “We’re not going to do this.”

Grusha’s mouth dropped open in horror. Then, with a loud hmph, she released her. “You know, your mother didn’t think much of the curse either. Neither did my brother, your grandparents, any of them. And look what happened to them! Cousin Greger, devoured by a man-eating Hasifuss. Little Allochka, died of Ickypox. Your poor mother, drowned in her own bathtub—”

“Curse? What curse?” Tadg asked, earning him a scathing look from Runa.

Shakily, Grusha lowered herself back into her seat. “Many generations ago, a curse of grave misfortune befell our family. All my life, I’ve watched my relatives meet dreadful, untimely ends. Now only Runa and I remain. But, oh, she won’t much longer, not if she continues to ignore my advice. The only reason I’ve escaped my demise this long is because I protect myself, and she’d be wise to do the same.”

“There’s no such thing as curses,” Runa growled.

Grusha’s hand fluttered over her heart. “So were the last words my sweet father ever spoke to me….”

Judging from their dubious expressions, Viola and Tadg clearly didn’t believe in curses, and neither did Barclay. But Dullshire did. In fact, Grusha was the first Lore Keeper he’d ever met who was perhaps more superstitious than his neighbors at home.

“What do you mean, protect yourself?” Viola asked slowly.

“Why, I never keep silver—it brings calamity, you know,” Grusha replied, eyeing Mitzi’s silver scales anxiously. “I avoid wherever lucksbane grows. And I make sure to stay well covered at all times. It was a sudden Dungwasp sting that took my uncle Oleg…. Never knew him to be allergic….”

And here Barclay had always thought Grusha was uncommonly cold.

“What’s lucksbane?” he asked.

“It’s a weed native to the Tundra,” Runa explained sullenly. “Our family has always been convinced it brings bad luck, but that’s all nonsense. Any Apothecary can tell you that lucksbane doesn’t have any Lore properties—not one.”

Grusha moaned. “So my great-grandfather claimed before that anvil fell on his head….”

“But why do you think you’re cursed?” Tadg asked.

“We don’t know,” Grusha answered. “Too many of us have died out to remember. And no matter how much I research or dig through our heirlooms, I can’t figure it out.”

Runa rubbed her temples. “This house isn’t filled with heirlooms, Grusha. It’s filled with junk. And—”

“Oh, how can you say that? You wouldn’t have bonded with Klava if you hadn’t gone behind my back and sold the very antiques you call junk!”

“What?” Barclay asked. “You did?”

“She most certainly did! When it came time for her to bond with her first Beast, I told her—pick a Familiar class one. Something safe and sweet, like Borya, with snare ingredients we can afford.”

All Beasts were categorized into one of five classes, depending on power and rarity. The weakest, Trite class, didn’t even possess enough Lore to forge a bond. Most Keepers possessed Beasts of Familiar class. Some, Prime class. And only the most formidable dared to bond with the monstrous Mythic class, second only to the Legendary Beasts.

“But no,” Grusha continued, “Runa insisted on something stronger. So what does she do? She visits the local Dragonanza Trove and Treasures downtown, pawns countless family artifacts, and buys the recipe and ingredients to bond with a Dolkaris!”

Runa’s knuckles whitened on her armrests. “For the millionth time, I was ten. And what I sold was old and worthless, all of it.” Then she heaved out a sigh. “Honestly, Grusha, you could stand to get rid of more. I worry about you living here, alone, always fearing that some curse is—”

“No. Don’t try turning this on me.” Grusha wagged a bony finger at her. “Of the two of us, it’s you I worry about. You keep nothing. You never come home. The curse doesn’t care how far you run—it’ll follow you everywhere. It already has! Those boys, Audrian and Cyril, the three of you were as thick as thieves.”

Runa blanched, and briefly, her eyes flicked to the spilled salt across the carpet. “What happened with them wasn’t—”

“Then Conley. He was such an adventurous spirit, always liked him—”

“That wasn’t—”

“And Zanna Rykova, you never mention her anymore. Is she dead, too? Poor thing. She always made me laugh—”

“Enough!” Runa shouted, the frost of her ice Lore wafting from her breath. “My friends aren’t gone because of some curse! And no, Zanna isn’t dead—she dumped me! Six years ago. And you ought to know that, because as Dumont announced today, she’s going to be the next High Keeper!”

The entire room paused their eating to stare, including the Beasts. Runa placed her hand on her forehead, trying to collect herself. Her gaze swept over her three apprentices with obvious embarrassment. But Barclay wasn’t embarrassed for her—he was horrified. No wonder Runa never liked to speak about her family when their past was so tragic.

Maybe living in that awful rest stop really was better than living here.

Grusha clicked her tongue. “Well, how was I supposed to know that? It’s not like you write to me, your only family.”

“My work keeps me busy,” Runa said flatly. Then she snatched her plate and added, “Speaking of which, excuse us. Klava and I are going to eat upstairs while we fill out some paperwork. Alone.”
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