
[image: Images]


[image: Images]


Special thanks to Graham Edwards

For Y. K.


In Toronia, realm of three,

A tempest has long raged.

By power’s potent siren call,

Weak men are enslaved.

Too much virtuous blood has spilt

In this accursed age.

When the stars increase by three

The kingdom shall be saved.

Beneath these fresh celestial lights,

Three new heirs will enter in.

They shall summon unknown power,

They shall kill the cursed king.

With three crowns they shall ascend,

And true peace, they will bring.

—Gryndor, first wizard of Toronia


PROLOGUE
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Melchior stood in the courtyard of Castle Tor, his wrinkled face turned up to the heavens. A million stars burned above him. Their light was old and cold, but Melchior’s eyes were older.

Long ago, before the stars had kindled, the sky had been a barren, empty place. Beneath its shadow, the earth and the sea had been filled with darkness and strange magic.

Long ago, things had been different.

Melchior closed his ancient eyes and tried to summon a picture of that long-lost time and place. But his memory failed him. The past was gone.

Even a wizard cannot remember everything, he thought.

When Melchior opened his eyes again, the sky had changed.

Directly overhead, framed by the hard stone of the castle battlements, three new stars blazed. The first was tinted faintly green, the second red, and the third gold. Each of them alone was brighter than anything else in the sky. Together they formed a tiny triangular constellation hanging in the blackness like an impossible jewel.

“The prophecy,” whispered Melchior.

His back—which had been bent—straightened. The weight of long years fell away. His gnarled fingers tightened on his staff. He turned and ran toward the tower steps, his worn yellow cloak spreading behind him like wings. He shot past the kitchens. In an open doorway, framed by orange oven light, a servant stood frozen in the act of throwing out the slops. As the white-haired wizard sprinted past, the young man dropped the copper pot, sending it clattering onto the flagstones.

Melchior took the steps two at a time. The stone stairs wound around the outer wall of the castle’s central keep. The wizard’s bare feet slapped on the narrow stone treads.

At an open doorway three floors up, he darted inside the tower. A dizzying series of passages carried him deep into the castle interior. The corridors were dark and deserted. With King Brutan’s army busy fighting the rebels at Ritherlee, Castle Tor was all but empty. Melchior muttered arcane words and the tip of his staff sputtered with cold fire, lighting his path.

Ducking beneath a low arch, the wizard charged into a wide, circular chamber from which a spiral staircase rose. Beneath the stairs, on a rickety wooden table, three tallow candles were burning. Coincidence or another sign?

Melchior didn’t believe in coincidence.

“Hey! Who goes there?” A round-bellied guard levered himself off the bench on which he’d been dozing. “You can’t see Kalia. I’ve got orders, me.”

Without breaking stride, Melchior spun his staff in his hand. The fire at its tip became a circle of light. The light looped over the guard’s head, where it contracted instantly to form a shining halo. As soon as the light touched the man’s brow, his eyes rolled back in their sockets and he slumped to the floor.

Melchior glanced through the window. The three stars were in clear view. The guard probably hadn’t noticed them, but sooner or later somebody would and the alarm would be raised.

Melchior had lived for more years than he could count. Never had time felt so precious.

He bounded up the two hundred and ten steps to Kalia’s chamber. Counting the steps was something he did without thinking. For Melchior, all magic was numbers. Measure the world and you will be its master. This was what he knew, and what he taught, although he was well aware that his spells were not the only way to wield power.

There was much more to magic than mere numbers.

At the top of the staircase was a stout oak door. Melchior crashed through it. Beyond was a large room with a high ceiling. Flames flickered in an open hearth. Tapestries lined the walls. A connecting corridor took him past a polished table and a single chair, into a chamber containing a four-poster bed draped with silk.

On the bed sat a woman. Her face was flushed. Her long, red-gold hair was tangled and matted with sweat.

“They have their father’s eyes,” she said.

Melchior stopped in his tracks. He knelt at the side of the bed and placed his staff on the coverlet. The light at its tip faded to nothing. The wizard’s breathing was soft and slow, even though he’d just run the length of the castle.

“Three,” he said.

“Yes,” Kalia replied.

On the bed before her were three bundles. At a glance, each might have been just a pile of laundry. But Melchior knew better.

He leaned forward, parting the flannel cloth and peering inside the bundles, one after the other. Inside each he saw a newborn baby. Each child was pink like its mother, and bore a dusting of her red-gold hair on its head. Each had eyes as black as the night sky.

“The prophecy.” Melchior pointed to the window, beyond which the three stars were just rising into view.

“All the time I was carrying them, I kept telling myself it wasn’t true,” said Kalia. “Even now, I can hardly believe it.”

“This has nothing to do with belief,” Melchior said gently. “This is fate. For a thousand years, Toronia has known only war. Here”—he spread his hands before the babies—“here at last lies the promise of peace.”

“But sending them away . . . Melchior, it’s just so hard.”

“Fate gives us no quarter, Kalia.” He pointed a finger at the window. The stars were already climbing toward the middle of the sky. “Three stars for three children, just as the prophecy foretold. Kalia, the king will see the stars too. I can no longer keep your children secret.”

Kalia turned her distraught face toward the newborns. “I’ve only just brought them into the world. How can I let them go?”

“If you do not let me take them, your babies will die.”

The words hit home. Melchior hated himself for being cruel.

But if we do not act swiftly, all will be lost.

“He wouldn’t,” she said.

“He would. You know better than anyone what the prophecy says. Triplets will be born to the king. They will kill their father and rule in his place. Only when they have taken the throne will Toronia know peace.” He gestured toward the three babies. “What do you think King Brutan will do when he sees them? Do you think they will live to see the dawn?”

Kalia clutched Melchior’s hand. “Then take me, too!”

“Kalia, I . . .”

Footsteps thundered on the stairs outside. Swords rang against the stone walls. A voice bellowed, unmistakable.

“King Brutan is here!” Melchior gave a silent curse. They’d waited too long! There was no other way out of the chambers. They were trapped.

Seizing his staff, the old wizard ran his sensitive fingertips down the runes carved into its age-worn surface. His fingers danced, playing the staff like a musical instrument, though it made no sound. He counted the beat of the silent song he was making, hoping he would finish it in time.

Four men, dressed in the bronze armor of the King’s Legion, marched into the bedchamber. No sooner had they entered than a fifth man, taller and broader than the rest, forced his way through their ranks. He wore only a light sleeping robe, and his black hair and beard were disheveled, but still King Brutan was more imposing than any of his soldiers.

Kalia gasped and clutched her sweat-damp nightdress about her neck. “Brutan!” she cried. “I can explain. . . .”

“Explain?” Brutan’s voice boomed through the bedchamber. “Can you explain that?” He pointed through the window, where the three stars were riding high. Kalia said nothing.

The king took a step closer to the bed. His broad brow was filmed with sweat. His black eyes were wide and wild. “You lied. You said there would be one child. But omens do not lie.”

He bent over the three bundles. Kalia clutched his arm but he threw her off. She fell back on the bed, sobbing. Brutan seized the blanket in which the first baby was wrapped and ripped it open.

Staring at what lay inside, the king grunted.

He opened the second bundle and grunted again.

Slowly, Brutan peeled apart the third tiny bundle of flannel, looking long and hard at what lay revealed.

He grunted once more.

Melchior stepped forward. His hands gripped his staff, his fingers carefully placed.

“As you can see, sire,” he said, “the children were not meant for this world.”

On the bed, the three newborn babies lay for all to see. Their arms and legs were splayed out. Their skin was blue and wrinkled. Their eyes were closed. Their little chests were motionless.

“Dead?” said Brutan.

Raising her head, Kalia screamed.

Melchior bowed. “Stillborn,” he said. “That is why I was summoned here—to see if my magic could help. Alas, I was too late.”

“And the prophecy?” said Brutan.

“Has failed.”

A long silence followed, broken only by Kalia’s sobs as she threw herself over her dead babies. Then Brutan began to laugh.

“Failed!” he cried. “Failed! Was there ever a finer moment than this, Wizard? Well, was there?”

“No,” Melchior replied. “This is a fine moment indeed.”

Brutan seized Kalia’s hair and yanked her head back. He planted his lips on hers. When she tried to pull away, he twisted her hair until she cried out. Finally he shoved her aside.

“If you ever lie to me again,” he hissed, “I will burn you for the witch you are.” He pointed to the babies. “Take them as far away from me as possible. That is an order. Do you understand, Wizard?”

“Perfectly, sire,” Melchior replied.

As soon as Brutan and his legionnaires had left, Melchior released his grip on his staff. The hot wood cooled. Something like an exhaled breath wafted through the bedchamber, although the air didn’t move.

Immediately the skin of the babies transformed from blue to healthy pink. The wrinkles plumped out. One after the other, their little chests heaved. Their eyes opened. So did their mouths.

“Hush,” said Melchior, waving his hand. “Don’t cry, little ones. Don’t cry.”

One after the other, the little mouths closed. Three pairs of black eyes stared up at the wizard, wide and unafraid. Kalia gathered up the babies and hugged them to her, tears coursing down her cheeks.

“Forgive me,” said Melchior. “It was the only way.”

“It’s better than we could have hoped for,” said Kalia, hitching in her breaths between sobs. “He thinks the prophecy has come and gone. They’ll be safe now, won’t they? Only . . .”

“Yes?”

Kalia looked down sadly at the three newborns. They gazed back at her. “You’re right—I can’t go with them. If I do, Brutan will know something is wrong. He’ll come after me and . . .”

“What will you do?”

Kalia’s eyes grew hard. Melchior sensed her strength, and hoped at least a little of it had flowed into her children. They would need it.

“It’s not up to me anymore. It’s up to you, Melchior. Take them. Send them away. Send them where Brutan will never find them.”

She lifted the first child, a boy, and kissed his forehead. “You are Tarlan,” she whispered. Hands trembling a little, she handed him to Melchior.

The second child was a girl. Kalia kissed her cheek. “Elodie, my daughter.”

The third child was a boy. Kalia kissed the tip of his nose and said, “Your name is Agulphus.”

By the time the three babies were secured safely inside Melchior’s capacious robes, Kalia’s tears were flowing freely again.

“These names I bind to you, my loves,” she said. “It’s all I have to give. I’m sorry. No child deserves your fate. Be strong, all three of you, and be true to yourselves. I hope one day we can . . .” She turned away, unable to speak further.

“My lady?” said Melchior.

“Go, Melchior. Before I change my mind.”

And he did.

  •  •  •  

The great south wall of Castle Tor stood tall and dark against the pale dawn sky. Melchior slipped through the shadow of the postern gatehouse—the least used of all the entrances to the castle—toward three men on horseback.

All three were staring up at the slender tower rising from the castle’s southeast corner. A wisp of yellow smoke lingered at the top: the last remnant of the beacon Melchior had lit to summon the riders. Sending the signal without being spotted had been difficult; waiting for dawn to come, and the men to arrive, had been agonizing.

Fate is hard.

As one, the three men tore their gazes from the beacon and fixed their eyes on Melchior.

“We are ready,” said the first man. He was thickset, broader even than King Brutan, with a deeply furrowed brow. But behind the perpetual frown, his eyes were kind.

Without speaking, Melchior reached into his robes and drew out a small, white bundle. He handed it to the man.

“I will take the boy to my home in Yalasti,” the rider said. “The cold will make him strong.”

“That is well, Captain Leom,” said Melchior. He handed a second bundle to a tall man mounted on a glossy gray charger. “And you, Lord Vicerin?”

“She will live as one of my own family,” Vicerin replied. “She will want for nothing.”

Melchior presented the third child to the remaining rider, a gray-haired knight wearing battered armor. The warhorse he rode was scarred and ancient.

“Will you keep him safe, Sir Brax?”

“I know a tavern,” said the old knight. “It is hidden deep in the Isurian woods. The boy will not be found.”

The three horsemen turned their steeds and galloped into the dawn. At the end of the castle track, the road widened, taking them out across the great Idilliam Bridge and into the kingdom beyond.

Melchior watched them dwindle and merge to a single moving dot. When they reached the far end of the bridge, each rider chose his different path and the dot broke into three again. The dust kicked up by the horses’ hooves thickened and spread. By the time it had cleared, they had vanished.

Weariness spread through Melchior’s limbs. He felt old again, old and empty.

Have I done the right thing?

He hoped so. Triplets were unusual in Toronia. If they remained together, sooner or later Brutan would discover them, and all would be lost. Their only chance was to grow up in separate corners of the kingdom. If they survived, fate might one day bring them together again.

And once together, they might at last take the crown.

Melchior trudged back up the path to the castle. Just before passing through the gate, he paused long enough to look up at the sky. Most of the stars had faded. Three alone remained.

“You are Toronia’s only hope,” he whispered, and went inside.



[image: img]CT ONE

[image: img] Thirteen Years Later [image: img]


[image: img]

CHAPTER 1

Gulph stared at the crowd. An ocean of faces surrounded him, some expectant, some bored. There must have been hundreds of spectators—perhaps even a thousand—all dressed in finery the like of which Gulph had never seen. They filled the tiered seats of the Toronian Great Hall. Gulph used to daydream about playing to such a large audience but had never imagined that, when the time came, it would be as a captive of the king.

He inhaled, his empty belly gurgling at the tang of roasted pork wafting from trays carried by wandering servants. He listened to the low rumble of the audience as the king’s guests murmured to each other, shifted in their seats, waved their fans against the heat. He watched airborne dust move through rays of light pouring down from the gold-tinted windows in the roof. Was it possible to make glass from gold? Gulph didn’t know.

“Get on with it!” called a voice from the uppermost row of seats.

Not as if we’ve got any choice, Gulph thought.

He bowed low, bending forward at the waist until his nose touched the tip of his left shoe. He waited as a ripple of amusement moved through the crowd. Then he stood up straight again, paused, and bent over backward. This time the crowd gasped. Gulph’s spine folded over on itself. Gripping his ankles with his hands, he stuck his head through his legs and forced himself to grin his biggest grin.

With his body contorted in this seemingly impossible fashion, Gulph trotted from one end of the sand-covered floor to the other. On the way he passed Pip, who was juggling a selection of apples and pears and hopping from foot to foot. As Gulph circled her, she dropped him a wink, but there was no mistaking the sadness in her brown eyes. The other members of the Tangletree Players looked on and clapped their hands. The jester, Sidebottom John, went one step further by standing on his hands and jangling the bells attached to his ankles.

The crowd took up the applause. By the time Gulph had returned to the center of the hall, many of the audience were on their feet. He planted his hands on the floor and flipped his legs over his head. Landing on his feet, he bowed again, this time to the royal box.

King Brutan and Queen Magritt were unmissable in their crimson robes. The king stroked his beard, expressionless. The queen dipped her head, but, instead of a smile on her face, Gulph thought he saw a frown.

A cloud cast its shadow overhead and the golden light faded. Suddenly Gulph saw the Great Hall for what it was: a once-grand chamber grown old and tired. Paint was peeling from the thick supporting columns, and the uniforms of the various servants and orderlies were patched and in ill repair.

Castle Tor might have been the heart of the kingdom, but the heart was sick.

There was a particular face in the royal box Gulph wished he’d never set eyes on: that of General Elrick. This pompous military man with the face of a weasel looked very pleased with his place beside the king and queen, and took every opportunity to chatter to them, seemingly oblivious to their obvious dislike of him.

It was Elrick who’d brought the Tangletree Players to Idilliam. Weary from the war, he’d clearly been delighted to discover Gulph and his troupe of wandering entertainers performing for Brutan’s soldiers in the nearby forests of Isur. He’d promised them riches and full bellies, warm quarters, and the king’s protection.

The reality had been different. General Elrick had paraded the players before the king as spoils of war, then introduced them to their new home—one freezing cell between all twelve of them. Life on the road—sleeping under hedges wondering where their next meal was coming from, or whether they’d wake to find their throat being cut by some wandering ruffian—had been hard. But as far as Gulph was concerned, at least he had been free.

As an encore, Gulph went into a series of backflips. The crowd roared. After every flip, he paused and took another bow, exploiting the extraordinary flexibility of his body to the limit . . . and taking the opportunity to throw another glance at Queen Magritt.

Every time he looked at her, her expression grew more ferocious.

Stare at me all you like. I’m used to it.

Many people saw Gulph’s contortionist skills as a kind of deformity, along with his bulging eyes and the crook in his back. But this was different.

So intense was the queen’s glare that, on his final backflip, Gulph stumbled. Ankles tangled, he fell heavily on his backside in a puff of dust. Laughter pealed through the audience.

Queen Magritt rose to her feet. Her fists were clenched. On her cheeks, bright red spots stood out like beacons against her pale skin. The king raised his hand to pull her down but she shook him aside.

“Take him out of my sight!” she shrieked, pointing directly at Gulph. Instantly the crowd fell silent. Gulph stared at the queen, bewildered, as her words echoed through the Great Hall. “This . . . this malformed monster will bring nothing but ill fortune to the realm.”

“But, Your Majesty . . .” said General Elrick, rising to his feet. The king shoved him down, then turned to regard his queen with one bushy eyebrow raised quizzically.

“The Vault of Heaven!” said Queen Magritt. Astonished cries rose from the audience. She waved a group of legionnaires forward. “Take him there. Take him there now. I won’t have him in my sight a moment longer!”

As the soldiers strode toward him, Gulph looked up at the shocked faces of his friends.

“They won’t take you!” called Sidebottom John.

“Tangletree stays together,” said Willum, the bright-eyed piper. He ran toward Gulph; after a moment’s hesitation, the other players followed suit.

Pip, the juggler, was much closer than the rest. Seizing Gulph’s hand, she hauled him to his feet.

“What’s the Vault of Heaven?” said Gulph, dazed.

“I don’t know.” Pip’s hold turned into an embrace. “I won’t let them take you, Gulph!”

The legionnaires reached Gulph before the rest of his friends. Grabbing Pip, they shoved her aside. As they surrounded Gulph, she beat against their backs. The rest of the Tangletree Players halted, uncertain in the face of such force.

“Get back,” said Gulph, anxious for Pip’s safety. “You can’t help me!”

“Yes, I can!” Pip replied.

She raced across the arena to the royal box. Skidding to a halt, she fell to her knees before the king.

“Please, sire, I beg you,” she cried. “Show my friend mercy. He only wants to entertain you. He’s done nothing wrong.”

The king leaned forward, smiling. “Such loyalty toward such a grotesque creature.” His grin became a scowl. “Do you know what happens to little girls who question a royal command?”

Peering past the heads of his captors, Gulph watched in horror as a legionnaire struck Pip square in the chest with the blunt end of his spear. Pip fell backward onto the sandy floor.

“Leave her alone!” shouted Gulph, trying to force his way through the legionnaires. “I don’t care where you take me. Just leave my friends alone!”

Hands clamped around Gulph’s arms and shoulders. He struggled in vain as Queen Magritt beckoned to a tall, gray-haired man dressed in the bronze armor of the King’s Legion.

“Captain Ossilius,” she said. “Come to me.”

The crowd hushed as she murmured to the legionnaire. Giving up the struggle, Gulph waited. He listened to the blood thumping in his ears.

When the queen had finished speaking, Captain Ossilius nodded and marched over to Gulph. The soldiers fell back, leaving Gulph standing alone and exposed.

“Will you defy me, boy?” said Captain Ossilius.

Gulph stared into the man’s eyes. He looked tired and a little sad.

Gulph glanced at Pip, who was being helped to her feet by Sidebottom John. A pair of legionnaires loomed over them.

“No, sir,” he said. He had no idea why this was happening—or even what had happened. He just knew that to save his friends he had to obey.

“Very well,” said Captain Ossilius. Seizing Gulph’s arm, he dragged the young contortionist out of the Great Hall. As they passed the royal box, King Brutan turned his rage on General Elrick.

“You fool!” the king bellowed as the general cowered. “How dare you upset my queen? The day is ruined!”

His voice was drowned out by the clamor in Gulph’s head. The Vault of Heaven, he thought wildly, wondering what his destination could be. The name was strangely beautiful but did nothing to lessen his fear.

Outside the castle, the narrow streets were packed with peasants putting up rickety tables and erecting makeshift stalls. Captain Ossilius hauled Gulph through the labyrinth without saying a word. The captain’s grip on his arm was like iron.

I can’t wriggle my way out of this one.

As they passed a vegetable stall, a woman behind it threw a cabbage at Gulph. It struck him on the side of the head and slid onto his shoulder in a mass of pulpy, rotten leaves. The stench was overwhelming; so was Gulph’s misery. He tugged at his captor’s arm, wanting to explain to the stallholder that he wasn’t a criminal, that it was all a mistake.

Then he saw that all the vegetables on the stall were rotten, not just the one the woman had thrown. He realized the clothes for sale in the adjacent stall had been thrice mended and were ready to fall apart. Even through his despair, Gulph saw that Idilliam was not a happy place.

Turning a corner, they left the market and entered an open yard. Here Captain Ossilius stopped.

“We are here,” he said.

Gulph didn’t understand. He’d been expecting some kind of prison, but all he could see was a forest of tree trunks stripped of their branches. They rose from the cobbled yard like the legs of some enormous beast.

“What . . . ?” he began. Then he looked up.

The trunks were stilts. Perched on top of them was what looked like a gigantic bird’s nest. It appeared big enough to contain the entire Great Hall, where the Tangletree Players had just been performing.

What Gulph had thought were branches were in fact iron bars, bent and woven into an intricate mesh. Between them he saw the occasional flicker of an orange flame. But for the most part, the nest’s interior was utterly black.

“Come, boy,” said Captain Ossilius.

A narrow set of steps led up through the massive stilts. Suspended from creaking ropes, the steps swayed as they climbed. At the top was a square iron door. Beside it was a row of rusted gibbets—small metal cages each just big enough to hold a man.

Captain Ossilius thrust Gulph inside one of the gibbets and snapped the lock shut. Taking a key from his pocket, he opened the door and disappeared inside the iron nest.

Gulph stared through the bars he was standing on, to the ground below. It was a very long way down. He looked sideways into the next gibbet and saw a pile of bones.

Was this it? Was he to be left here to die of thirst and starvation? And for what? Because the sight of his deformed body offended the queen?

Gulph pinched his eyes shut. He would not cry.

The door clanged open. Someone fumbled with the gibbet’s lock. Gulph opened his eyes to see Captain Ossilius standing before him. He searched the man’s face for some sign of hope.

“Forgive me,” said the captain, and Gulph’s heart lifted. It had all been a mistake after all! But Ossilius said, “I had to restrain you while I made arrangements. Come!”

The captain’s hand clamped once more around Gulph’s arm. He was dragged through the door and into darkness. The door slammed shut, and out of the black void ahead came a gravelly voice.

“Ah, here you are,” it said. “Welcome to the Vault of Heaven.”
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CHAPTER 2

A wave of hot air washed over Gulph, thick with the stench of smoke and sweat. Somewhere in the distance, people were shouting and screaming, their voices ringing off the woven bars that made up the Vault’s walls.

“What is this place?” he said.

“Be quiet,” said Captain Ossilius as he marched Gulph down a long, winding corridor. Orange light bloomed ahead; the nearer they got to it, the louder the uproar became.

“It’s the Vault,” came the same coarse voice that had greeted him.

Looking back, Gulph saw a short, fat man hurrying behind them. A huge bunch of keys jangled at his prodigious waist, and sweat sprayed from his bald head.

“What’s . . . ?” he began, but his words trailed away as they reached the end of the corridor and emerged into a vast, echoing chamber. Directly ahead was the source of the light Gulph had glimpsed: a giant sphere of metal pierced through with countless circular holes from which tongues of flame licked out. This brazier hung suspended from cables and swung slowly, spitting sparks over the uneven floor.

The walls! They’re moving!

Blinking, Gulph slowly understood what he was seeing. They weren’t walls at all, but cages crammed full of people. A spider’s web of iron bars, intricately knotted together, behind which squirmed a tangle of arms and legs and writhing bodies. The prisoners of the Vault of Heaven.

“Any more questions?” growled the fat man, breathing rotten meat and garlic into Gulph’s face. “The Vault looks crowded, don’t it? But there’s always room for a little one.”

He pulled Gulph away from Captain Ossilius and dragged him past the brazier toward a cell in which the shrieking prisoners were packed like fish in a barrel. As they approached, a scrawny man wearing only rags around his waist thrust a pipe-thin arm through the bars.

“Give us the freak!” he shouted. “We’ll look after him!”

“Freak’s more skinny than you, Shankers!” cackled a woman with hair like a rat’s nest.

“Looks like a frog with them bulging eyes,” called another.

“Frog’s legs for dinner,” said the man called Shankers. “Frog’s legs! Frog’s legs!”

The other prisoners took up the chant. Gulph dug in his heels and tried to free himself from the guard, but the fat man’s grip was even stronger than that of Captain Ossilius.

“Back from the bars!” he bellowed. “Wretched rebels, the lot of you! Think you can fight the crown? Look at you now! You make me want to puke!”

The fat man raised his arms. The keys dangled from one hand; Gulph dangled from the other. The tremendous heat thumped inside his head. He wanted to scream. Scream and run. Then he noticed the bars weren’t as closely spaced as he’d first thought. Once inside, there was a chance he’d be able to squeeze back out.

If I survive long enough.

“Stop!” Suddenly Captain Ossilius was there, planting himself squarely in front of the cage. He glared down at the man, his face like stone. “You have your orders, Blist. Now carry them out!”

Blist’s round face quivered with uncertainty. “I thought you was jesting.”

“I never jest. And you will call me ‘sir.’”

“But . . . the Black Cell? You don’t mean it. Sir.”

Ossilius bent close. “These are not my orders, Blist. These are the orders of the queen herself. Shall I explain to her that you would not carry them out?”

“No, sir,” said Blist. His eyes, which up to now had been shining, turned cold and dead. “I would no more betray the queen than a captain of the Legion.”

“Very well. Discharge your duty, jailer, and I will discharge mine.”

Captain Ossilius swung on his heels and marched away. As he passed into the exit corridor, he paused and looked back at Gulph. He opened his mouth, about to speak, before changing his mind and stepping out of the Vault, into the dazzling day outside.

“Can you put me down, please?” said Gulph. “My arm hurts.”

Blist’s other hand clenched around the bunch of keys, and for a moment, Gulph thought the jailer would drive them into his face. Then the fat man’s shoulders slumped, and he lowered Gulph to the floor.

“Not another sound from you, you little freak,” he growled, before dragging Gulph back past the brazier and into a narrow tunnel that wound upward in a tight spiral. As they climbed, the sounds of screaming faded, although the heat increased. By the time they reached the top, Gulph’s whole body was slick with sweat.

Before them was a low door. Without speaking, Blist selected a long, black key from his bunch and jabbed it into the lock. He twisted it, and with a drawn-out screech, the door opened. Releasing his grip on Gulph’s arm, the jailer delivered a tremendous kick to the small of his back. Gulph tumbled through the doorway, rolling instinctively and coming up on his feet.

The door slammed shut. The key rattled in the lock and Blist’s heavy footsteps echoed briefly before melting into the background roar of the prison.

Gulph turned slowly, taking in his surroundings. The room was awkward, with an uneven floor and oddly angled walls . . . but it was a room, not a cell. A desk stood in one corner, covered in books and scrolls, beside which an oil lamp flickered.

High above, the ceiling was a steep slope of iron beams; Gulph felt as though he’d stepped into a strange metal attic. There were no windows, and the only daylight filtered in a thin stream from a slit between two of the rafters. Opposite the desk was a chair with embroidered cushions, and a simple bed piled high with blankets. On the floor was a thick rug.

Something rushed out of the shadows beside the bed: a billowing shape topped by a pale face.

A ghost!

Clapping his hand to his mouth to stifle a scream, Gulph backed away, tripping on the edge of the rug and nearly falling. The shape emerged fully into the light, revealing itself to be not a ghost at all but a tall boy dressed in a flowing gray robe. His skin was whiter than any Gulph had seen, and his pale blue eyes were wide. But he was grinning.

“Welcome,” the boy cried, extending trembling hands. “Oh, welcome!”

Gulph had retreated as far as the door. There was nowhere else to go. The boy was a little older than him, and although he looked sickly, he carried himself with an air of confidence.

“Who are you?” said Gulph.

“I’m Nynus. What’s your name?”

“Gulph.”

The grin became manic. “Pleased to meet you, Gulph. You’ve no idea how happy I am to have company again. I’ve been locked in this cell since I was six and . . .” The boy’s face collapsed suddenly into grief. “Ten years. Can it really be that long?”

“Cell?” said Gulph. “You call this a cell?”

“I suppose it could be worse.” The grin was back, the gloom having left Nynus as quickly as it had come. “But I do get bored reading the same old books, and pacing the same old circle.”

Gulph smiled back uneasily. “Well, it’s luxurious compared to the rest of this place.” His eyes strayed over the fine needlework of Nynus’s robe, the gold trim at the hems. “So how does this work? Are you rich or something?”

“Yes.” Nynus nodded happily.

“Oh. All right. But I’m not. I don’t understand why they’ve put me in here too. Queen Magritt ordered it, but . . .”

“Well, I’m only here because King Brutan doesn’t like me. I’ve done nothing wrong.”

“That doesn’t sound very fair.”

“It isn’t. But there’s nothing I can do about it.”

The smile had vanished again and all the energy seemed to drain from Nynus’s body. He looked even paler than when he’d first jumped out of the shadows. Gulph had never seen anyone look sadder or more wretched.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “It must be terrible, being shut away from your family all these years.”

Nynus shrugged. “I don’t even remember what they look like.” He started humming what sounded like a lullaby. At the same time, his hand crept up to his face and started stroking his cheek.

Gulph shifted awkwardly. Should he try to comfort him, and tell this strange, pale boy that he knew what it was like to grow up without a family? With a shiver, he wondered if this place would eventually make him like Nynus too.

A drop of water landed on Gulph’s cheek. He looked up at the slit in the rafters. The daylight had turned gray—a cloud passing in front of the sun, he supposed. More water splashed on his upturned face; outside, it was raining.

Hope stirred inside him.

“Have you ever tried to escape?” he said.

Before Nynus could reply, Gulph went over to the desk and swept the books onto the floor.

“Hey,” said Nynus. “My books!”

“The world’s full of books,” said Gulph. “I’ll show you.”

Gulph climbed on top of the desk he’d cleared. Lodging his fingers into the woven strands, he started up the iron wall. It was hard work, like trying to climb a tree with only the rough texture of the bark to cling to, but his joints were strong and supple and soon he was halfway up. The wall was smoother here, forcing him to contort his body and stretch his arms beyond the reach of any normal boy in order to find the next handhold. Each time he performed another impossible maneuver, he heard Nynus gasp, and felt a warm glow of pride. The other prisoners had called him a freak. If only they could see what a freak could do.

At last he reached the place where the wall met the sloping roof. Hanging like a spider, he pressed his face against the narrow slit in the rafters and peered out. The smell of sewage wafted in.

Below stretched the crowded streets of Idilliam. Beyond them, at the city’s edge, loomed the craggy rock known as the High Peak, which Pip had pointed out to him on the day they arrived.

“From the top of the High Peak,” Pip had said, “you can see all three realms of the kingdom. I wish we could go up there!”

The memory of that moment stung Gulph’s eyes even more than the rain. He wondered if he’d ever see Pip again.

Near the High Peak was the great Idilliam Bridge: a huge stone structure spanning the chasm between the Toronian capital and the vast green forests of Isur. It felt like a lifetime since the Tangletree Players had crossed that bridge on their way into the city. Yet it was merely five days. Now the bridge promised escape and freedom, but it was impossibly distant. Gulph couldn’t see how he’d ever reach it.

One step at a time.

He studied the roof outside. Just below the slit through which he was peering, a network of gutters met above a fat waste pipe. The top of the pipe was open; it was from here that the bad smell was emanating. The pipe ran at a steep angle down the side of the Vault of Heaven.

All the way to the ground.

The door to Nynus’s cell rattled. Heart racing, Gulph scrambled back down the wall, releasing his grip and leaping the last few feet to the floor. Just as he landed, a slot in the bottom of the door swung open and a fat hand shoved two battered metal bowls into the room. One contained a steaming pork chop, two potatoes, and a mound of cabbage. The other was filled with a nameless gray slop.

Unable to stop himself, Gulph said, “Are we supposed to fight over dinner?”

A second slot opened at eye level and Blist glared through. “Know your place, freak,” said the jailer. “Nothing in my orders about giving you special treatment. It’s not like you’re a prince, is it?”

“Of course I’m not a prince!” Gulph shouted, but already the door slots were shut. He turned to Nynus. “What was he talking about? What’s this got to do with—?”

To his astonishment, his cell mate was bowing. “Prince Nynus, at your service. I’d ask you to kiss my hand, but I think we’ve got past that, don’t you?”

“Prince . . . Do you mean you’re the son of . . . ?” Shock made it hard to string the words together. “But what are you doing locked up here? You said the king ordered it, but isn’t he . . . ?”

“My father? Yes, he is. He’s also completely mad. He’s convinced everyone’s out to steal his throne.”

“Why?”

“Who knows? Maybe it’s because he stole it in the first place. When I was six, he got it into his head that I’d be the next one to try, so he had me locked up. Mother—I mean, the queen—had no choice but to go along with it, but she does what she can to make life comfortable for me.” Nynus’s eyes widened. “That’s why you’re here! She sent you to be my companion!”

Beaming, Prince Nynus clasped his arms around Gulph and hugged him so hard his feet left the floor. Gulph endured the embrace, bewildered that a deformed contortionist from a traveling circus should have found himself mixed up in a royal family feud. And what must it be like for Nynus, being at its center? Gulph didn’t even remember his father or mother, but Nynus’s only memory of his parents was the day they locked him away.

No wonder he’s ended up like this.

Still smiling, Nynus put down Gulph and picked up the bowls of food.

“Shall we share?” he said brightly.
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CHAPTER 3

Black le . . .”

The words died on the frost witch’s blue lips. A shudder ran the length of her body. One of the elk hides slipped aside, exposing a white, bony wrist and a hand like a spider.

Tarlan replaced the fur blanket and stroked the old witch’s brow. Her skin was colder than the ice that lined the mouth of the cave. Reaching up, he pulled down another hide from the wall and draped it over her motionless form.

“Don’t try to speak, Mirith,” he said. “Just rest.”

He grabbed a stick and poked it into the fire. The flames rose a little before sinking back to a feeble flicker. Soon he’d have to fetch more wood. But he couldn’t leave Mirith like this. She looked so small, so weak. Just like a baby.

Seeing her this way, Tarlan felt momentarily dizzy, as if time had stood still—or folded over on itself. Was this how he had looked to Mirith, thirteen years earlier, when she’d found him as a helpless baby, abandoned in the icy wastes of Yalasti? When she’d picked him up, taken him in, cared for him as he’d grown.

Just like a mother.

A clay pot was lodged in the embers at the edge of the fire. In it was the dregs of the broth Tarlan had prepared the previous night. He dipped a bowl into the pot and scooped out the steaming food.

Slipping his free arm under Mirith’s shoulders, he eased her into a sitting position. It shocked Tarlan how little she weighed. For the first time, it occurred to him that she might die. The realization filled him with terror. The thought that followed was even worse.

It was his job to care for her. If she died, it would be his fault.

“Here,” he said, pressing the edge of the bowl to her mouth. “Try to drink.”

Mirith shook her head. With more strength than she’d mustered for several days, she lifted one trembling hand from beneath the elk hides and pushed the bowl away.

“Black . . .” she began, before lapsing into a fit of coughing.

“What? Black what?”

“Lea . . . Black leaf.”

Tarlan cursed himself for not understanding sooner. “Black leaf? You want me to get some? Is it medicine? Will it help you?”

Mirith nodded. Tarlan thought he could hear the bones in her neck creaking.

He put down the bowl and lowered her back onto the bed. Springing to his feet, he snatched up his robe and threw it over his shoulders. The dizziness came again. This was the same robe he’d been wrapped in when Mirith had found him. Now he’d grown tall enough to wear it without the hem brushing the floor of the cave.

Bending, he kissed Mirith’s brow. Her eyes were closed. He held his cheek close to her lips, reassuring himself she was still breathing. Then he seized his hunting spear and strode out of the cave.

The instant he was on the ledge, the icy Yalasti wind slammed him back against the sheer rock wall. Tarlan forced himself to stand against its blast. He’d known this wind all his life, and was more than a match for it. He wrapped his cloak tightly around him, the warmth of its black velvet defying the cold white wilderness surrounding him.

Cupping his hands around his mouth, Tarlan tipped back his head and shrieked. His scream sliced like a knife through the gale. When his breath was gone he paused, breathed in, then shrieked again.

On the third call, the thorrods came.

They swooped out of the low cloud, just as if they’d been waiting for Tarlan’s call. Perhaps they had. The gold feathers on their wingtips fluttered as they dropped toward the ledge. The dawn light glanced off their huge, hooked beaks. Long talons opened and closed. They resembled gigantic eagles, but the intelligence in their eyes was more than birdlike.

Reaching the level of the ledge, the four enormous birds began to circle. The flock’s leader, Seethan, turned his gray head toward Tarlan. Most thorrods were as big as horses. Seethan was bigger than two.

“Something wrong,” said the huge bird. His voice sounded like splintering wood.

“Mirith’s sick,” Tarlan shouted in the thorrods’ tongue, into the wind. “It’s getting worse. I have to bring her black leaf. If I don’t, I’m afraid—” The words choked in his throat. “I’m afraid she’ll die.”

“East forest,” said Seethan, soaring back up to hover above the other birds. His wings cast great moving shadows over the ledge.

“Kitheen!” called Tarlan.

A thorrod the size of a pony landed on the ledge before him. Extending his open hand like a wing, Tarlan allowed Kitheen to touch it with the tip of his lethal beak: the gesture of trust between thorrods.

“Will you stay here?” said Tarlan. “Keep guard?”

Kitheen said nothing, simply hopped past Tarlan and took up station in front of the cave, his feathers—black but for those golden wingtips—plumped against the wind.

Tarlan bunched the hand he’d extended into a fist. At once, a third thorrod left formation and flew just beneath the level of the ledge. Timing his jump to perfection, Tarlan leaped onto her back, thrusting his legs down behind her wings and seizing the thick ruff of feathers around her neck. Of all the thorrods, Theeta alone had golden feathers from head to tail.

“You’re the one who found me in the forest, Theeta,” he said. “You’re the one who brought Mirith to me. You saved me and . . . and now we must save her. Fly fast, as fast as you can!”

Theeta carried him low over the snow-covered landscape. Seethan and white-breasted Nasheen flew just ahead, their slipstream making it easier for her to carry her load.

Away from Mirith’s mountain retreat, the wind was less violent, but the air was no less cold. They passed village after village, each filled with houses cut from the ice. Smoke rose from countless fires as the men and women who lived there made their stand against the endless Yalasti winter.

A dark blur on the horizon grew rapidly in size. Soon they were flying over the great eastern forest. Theeta swooped over the towering cinderpines. The lower trunks of these majestic trees were bare of branches, but each carried a broad canopy of glossy green leaves at the very top. The leaves were coated with flammable resin, which local villagers harvested to burn in their winter fires.

Tarlan tried to peer down through the canopy, but the leaves were too thick. “Where’s the black leaf?” he said.

“Low,” Theeta replied. “On trunks.”

“There,” called Nasheen, dipping her beak. “Gap.”

Theeta dived toward a space in the canopy. Tarlan ducked his head and closed his eyes as his gigantic steed plunged through the leaves and into the clear space beneath.

When Tarlan opened his eyes, the whole world had changed. Above him, instead of the clear blue sky, was a glowing green ceiling. All around him were the stiff, straight trunks of the cinderpines. Tarlan clung to Theeta’s feathers as she weaved her way between them. Had his mission not been so desperate, he might have whooped with excitement.

“Here,” said Theeta.

Clinging to the trunk of a particularly massive tree was a plant that was all curling tendrils and drooping leaves. Black leaves.

“That’s it!” cried Tarlan. “Get nearer!”

Theeta hovered as close to the tree as she was able. Tarlan stretched out, grabbing handfuls of the leaves and stuffing them into a pocket within his cloak. They stood out in sharp contrast to its bloodred lining.

Seethan, who had followed them down through the canopy, flew out from behind the vast trunk.

“Men,” the old bird hissed. “Many.”

Looking down, Tarlan saw a line of mounted hunters making their way through the trees. They were riding not horses but elks. The huge antlers of these great winter beasts nodded steadily as their riders drove them on through the snow. The riders had antlers too, sculpted from wood and fixed to their helmets.

“Elk-men!” said Theeta.

Tarlan’s heart sank. Mirith had warned him about these merciless hunters who roamed the forest, not just hunting for food but chasing down and slaughtering anything that would run, simply for the sport of it.

Including people, he thought grimly.

A cry rose up from below. Suddenly the line of elks was fanning out. Faces looked up. Mouths opened and began to shout. An arrow shot past Tarlan’s face, then another.

“Quick, Theeta!” he cried. “Time to go.”

The giant thorrod wheeled in the air, screeching. Down on the ground, one of the hunters had dismounted and was running along the line of elks with a burning brand. As he passed each of his comrades, he used the brand to light the tip of a waiting arrowhead.

“Go!” called Seethan. His silvery wingtips blurred as he angled into a steep dive, heading straight toward the hunters. Six men drew their bows and fired at him. The old thorrod darted through the lethal onslaught, and the burning arrows slammed into the canopy above.

The resin-coated leaves exploded into flame. Fire leaped from one treetop to the next, quicker than Tarlan’s eye could follow it. Within seconds, the entire roof of the forest was ablaze.

Fire above. Hunters below. No way out!

Shrieking, Theeta beat her mighty wings against the searing air and raced through the trees. Burning embers fell all around. Whenever they landed on her feathers, Tarlan beat them away. But the trees closed in, forcing Theeta to double back and fly straight toward the waiting hunters.

As they approached, one of the men stood up on the back of his elk steed and brandished a spear. “You tame the thorrods!” he shouted. “Witch boy! Your birds will feed us for a month!”

“Nobody catches the thorrod!” Tarlan yelled back, waving his own spear in fury. But the words caught in his throat.

How are we going to get out of this?
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