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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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Gryndor the wizard plucked a small pebble from the crystal bowl and spun it in his bony fingers. The pebble was smooth and milky white. In the bowl were thousands of other pebbles, each one a different shape and color.


My stones, Gryndor thought. My magic.


The bowl stood on a crystal table beneath the darkened window of Gryndor’s tower. Outside, he could see red-and-black striped flags dancing on the night breeze, high above the magnificent sprawl of King Warryck’s ruby palace. Surrounding the palace was the crystal realm of Celestis, the City of Stars. Its diamond roofs glistened under the moonlit sky, and its streets of sapphire shone like rivers. Surrounding the city were the defensive walls, higher this year than last.


Gryndor eyed them with worry. If only we could keep the war at bay for one more season.


Close by, his fellow wizards shifted impatiently.


“I am anxious to see what you would show us, Gryndor,” said Hathka. His dark skin gleamed in the warm night air.


“And I am anxious to return to my work,” grumbled Ravgar. Her face was as pale as Hathka’s was dark, and her expression was even more sour than usual.


Gryndor stroked his thick, gray beard. Usually when he called Hathka and Ravgar to his tower, it was to share some new spell or to talk through whatever magical theory he’d been working on. But already those days seemed long gone.


“I too am anxious,” he told them. He picked up his gnarled wooden staff. “Let me show you why.”


Gryndor strode across the wide, circular chamber. His silver cloak swished dust from the floor. Hathka and Ravgar followed. As he walked, Gryndor’s old bones creaked, and he was glad to have the staff to lean on.


A red spot marked the middle of the room, the only point of color on the white crystal. Bending stiffly, Gryndor placed the pebble he was holding on the spot, then straightened again.


“Old ocean bring stone,” he chanted. “Stone bring magic. Magic bring truth. Truth bring enlightenment . . .”


He began to speak more rapidly, the words tumbling over each other. As he recited the spell, his mind flew back in time to his first days as an awakening wizard.


I walked along the Beach of the First Day, and the sea washed up the pebbles, and I gathered them up, and that was when I learned that every wizard’s magic has its own unique song.


My song is stone.


“. . . stone roll wide, stone roll far. Stone show us one world, three realms. Show us true, stone. Show us true.”


He broke off, gasping for breath. His body felt stiffer than ever, as if it too were made of stone. Hathka and Ravgar pressed close against him, one on each side, peering down at the little white pebble.


Except now the pebble was no longer small. It had grown enormous beyond measure. Or perhaps it was the three wizards who had shrunk.


Perhaps both these things are true, Gryndor mused as he gazed down at the world-sized stone, over which they now flew like birds.


Hathka laughed and spread his arms like wings.


“This is dangerous magic,” grunted Ravgar. “What if we fall?”


“We will not fall.”


Gryndor pointed with his staff. At the gesture, he and his companions began to sink toward the gigantic stone disc. Colored patterns appeared on the surface of the stone.


“It’s a map of the kingdom!” cried Hathka.


“See Ritherlee,” said Gryndor, pointing to a vast patch of grassland to their left.


“And there’s Isur.” Hathka indicated an equally large swath of dark forest ahead. “And there’s Celestis! It’s so bright.”


Ravgar looked unimpressed. “Gryndor, we are all familiar with the three realms of Toronia. Your map is very clever, but do we really need—”


“Hush,” said Gryndor. “Keep looking.”


The closer they flew to the map, the more detail they saw. First towns, then individual buildings, finally people.


“Hundreds of them!” Hathka gasped. “No, thousands! And why are they . . . ?” His voice trailed away.


“You wonder why they are fighting?” said Gryndor.


The three wizards watched in silence as, far below them, battle raged. All across Toronia, ordinary people were fighting with farm tools and makeshift weapons against a common enemy: soldiers dressed in black and red.


“But that is the royal army,” said Hathka in dismay. “Why is King Warryck fighting his own people?”


As Gryndor guided them closer to Ritherlee, it became clear that many of the fields were bare of grass. Thin figures trudged across the muddy plains, stooped and weary.


Hathka gave a cry of outrage. Ravgar’s mouth set in a grim line.


“This too is King Warryck’s work,” said Gryndor. “He has bled his people dry. No sooner do the crops of Ritherlee grow ripe than he takes them for the palace kitchens. While Warryck grows fat, his people starve.”


Now they soared over Isur, where tiny people were felling trees and erecting sinister-looking towers.


“Hunting is forbidden for all but the king and his men. Those who defy the law are hanged. You think Isur is a realm of woodland? It has become a land of the gallows.”


With a flick of his staff, Gryndor flew them to Celestis.


“As for the City of Stars,” he went on, “nobody now can afford the taxes demanded by Warryck’s collectors. The people of Celestis have nothing. All across Toronia, people have nothing. Is it any wonder there is rebellion?”


“I have spent too much time locked away with my studies,” breathed Hathka. “I had not seen this suffering.”


“The time for study is past,” said Gryndor. “The time for action has come.”


“Action?” said Ravgar. “Gryndor, we want to end these injustices. But we are wizards, not warriors.”


“Nevertheless, we must act.” Gryndor pointed at the columns of soldiers streaming out from the walls of Celestis. “More garrisons of the king’s army, on their way to put down the rebels. Too many have already died. And this is just the start. Unless we act now, a full-blown war will come to Toronia.”


Hathka looked horrified. “Surely it won’t come to that. Even Warryck must see sense, sooner or later.”


Gryndor suddenly clenched his fist. “What if I told you this war will last for a thousand years? What if I told you that death will not be measured in thousands, but millions?”


“How can you know that?” Hathka quavered.


“My stones,” said Gryndor. “They have shown me all I need to know—that what we see now is nothing compared to what comes next. One thousand years of darkness. One thousand years of suffering. This is the future . . . unless we prevent it.”


Ravgar’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “And what exactly are you suggesting we should do?”


“We must bring down the king!”


Gryndor waved his staff in a wide circle. The map fell away, the three realms of Toronia dwindling to mere specks as the magic collapsed, until once more the three wizards were standing in the topmost chamber of the crystal tower.


To Gryndor’s surprise, Ravgar laughed. “Kill the king? A bold idea indeed! I for one would not be sorry to see that tyrant’s head on a spike. I wish you luck with your quest.”


But Hathka was shaking his head. “Gryndor . . . what of the prophecy? If we wait, won’t the prophecy save Toronia from war?”


“Prophecy?” snapped Ravgar. “Pah! It is nothing but a tale for babes. Three children born to a king under the light of enchanted stars? Three children destined to save Toronia? Hathka, do you truly believe everything Gryndor tells you?”


Gryndor scooped up the milky-white pebble and dropped it in his pocket. Even here a battle rages. If we wizards cannot live peacefully together, what hope is there for the rest of the kingdom?


“The prophecy may be mine to tell,” he said heavily, “but it is not of my making, as well you know, Ravgar. It is of the stars, as are we all in the end.”


“If you think your prophecy will—”


“I do not think. I know. The prophecy has been made. But it will not come to pass yet, Ravgar. Not yet.”


Returning to the window, Gryndor plunged his fingers into his collection of stones and swirled them around. The stones chimed against each other, ringing like bells.


“I cannot do this without you, my friends,” he said, his voice low and earnest. “If I alone confront Warryck, I will fail. But he cannot stand against three wizards. No man can. Join with me, please, and together we can save Toronia.”


Hathka gulped, seemed to consider this for a moment, then came over to the window. He seized Gryndor’s hand. “I am yours to command, Gryndor.”


Gryndor turned to Ravgar and raised his eyebrows. Ravgar frowned, her mouth compressed to a thin, white line.


“I have no faith in prophecies,” she said at last. “But I do believe in justice. I will join you, Gryndor.”


“When do we strike?” Hathka asked.


From outside, roars of laughter filled the night. The windows of the royal banqueting hall were brightly lit, the scent of smoke and roasted meat drifting on the air.


“The king is feasting,” Gryndor said.


Realization dawned on Ravgar’s pale face. “He will not be expecting a fight,” she said slowly.


Gryndor nodded. “We may not have a better opportunity.”


Now that the moment had come, his back felt as straight as it had when he was a young apprentice. His fingers flexed, eager for the fight.


“Let us strike now.”


Snatching up their staffs, the three wizards raced for the door. Ravgar, ever competitive, lunged past them both and was first to close her fingers on the handle.


There was a hissing sound.


Gryndor stopped in his tracks, staring in shock at the spluttering strands of light that had suddenly appeared around the doorframe.


“Firedust!” he cried. He raised his staff.


Too late.


The door erupted into flame. A hot fist of air slammed into Gryndor and threw him backward. He landed hard, the breath flying from his lungs. White fire blazed furiously in the remains of the doorway. Inside its glow, Gryndor could just make out the twisted forms of two figures. Little remained of them but bones. Even as he watched, the brittle skeletons collapsed to ash.


Hathka and Ravgar were gone.


The floor was shaking. A crack raced up the crystal wall behind Gryndor. Dense, white smoke poured through it. A second crack opened in the floor, growing wider. The whole tower was ripping itself apart.


Gryndor struggled painfully to his feet, his heart filled with grief and dread. Warryck had done this, he was certain—he must have guessed Gryndor would strike, so had his chamber rigged with firedust to take him down. But did Warryck know what would happen when a wizard was killed?


Let alone two wizards?


The crack in the floor was widening into a chasm. Driving his aching bones into action, Gryndor leaped across it. In the doorway, the firedust continued to burn, white-hot. Behind him, the smoke was a thick, stinging fog.


Gryndor realized his hands were empty. He glanced back across the chasm. His eyes fell on a pile of wooden splinters.


My staff!


A tongue of fire belched from the doorway. Gryndor ducked beneath it and hobbled toward the window, his eyes fixed on the bowl of pebbles. Five steps short of his goal, he saw the tower tip sideways. The bowl flew from the sill, showering the pebbles across the tiles and into the huge crack in the floor.


My magic!


Another enormous crack split the entire tower in two. This time, what poured in was not smoke but starlight. Gryndor staggered toward it. Another tremendous concussion rocked the tower. Shards of crystal fell from the ceiling. Gryndor dodged two, but a third—a cruel diamond blade as tall as a man—sliced deep into his chest.


Howling against the pain, Gryndor pulled himself free and thrust himself through the crack. Emerging onto the open staircase that encircled the tower, he stopped again, horrified by what he saw. Fire had broken out across the whole of Celestis. The crystal streets were filled with people fighting, running, shrieking. On the roof of the palace, the flags burned.


But that wasn’t the worst of it. The entire city had . . . tipped. For every building still standing, two had collapsed onto their sides. As Gryndor watched, the shining realm of Celestis broke into a patchwork of crystal pieces. It looked like a child’s puzzle torn apart by its owner in a sudden fit of rage.


See what you have done, Warryck! By killing Hathka and Ravgar, you have killed Celestis, too!


The city tilted further. Gryndor clung to the crystal balustrade, ignoring the blood pumping from the wound in his chest, the agony that coursed through his whole body.


Below, the palace outbuildings had been reduced to a mess of broken crystal. People ran screaming through the ruins, only to be crushed by falling walls, or swallowed by fresh holes opening up beneath their feet.


Gryndor looked up.


His own humble tower was just one small part of a much greater structure: the Sky Tower, tallest in the realm. Alone in all the buildings of Celestis, it remained standing.


The staircase he was standing on led directly to it.


It’s waiting for me.


Grimacing with pain, he staggered up the stairs. With every step he took up, he felt Celestis lurch down beneath him. All around the perimeter of the city, gigantic fingers of rock were rearing up. As Celestis fell, so the land was beginning to close over it.


As he continued his painful ascent, Gryndor wondered what Hathka and Ravgar were experiencing. Wizards could not enter the Realm of the Dead. Somewhere their disembodied spirits bored their way out of this world and into the next, leaving chaos and destruction in their wake.


He wondered where it was that they were going.


Soon I will not have to wonder. He pressed his trembling hand to the bloom of blood on his robe. Soon I will be going there myself.


But not before completing his final task.


Another bout of agonized climbing brought Gryndor to the very top of the Sky Tower. He wasted no more time with the spectacle of the collapsing city. Instead, he turned his attention to what he’d known was waiting for him.


The three crystal statues were huge—each one as big as ten men. Their snakelike bodies coiled in muscular knots of green emerald. Beneath each crystalline belly was tucked a pair of birdlike legs; from each back sprouted a pair of vast green wings. Gold-flecked eyes of dazzling red ruby glared from beneath angry reptilian brows.


The wyverns!


Gryndor dragged himself across the tower roof. In the light of the watching stars, the trail of blood he left was thick and dark.


Fingers shaking, he slipped his hand into the pocket of his robe. He drew out the pebble he’d dropped in there.


The last of my magic.


“Stone bring sky,” he croaked, appalled at how weak his voice sounded. “Sky bring flight. Flight bring all to final right.”


He tightened his fingers on the milky-white stone. The pebble shattered, driving splinters deep into his flesh. Gryndor paid them no heed. His attention was captured entirely by the wyverns.


As one, the three serpents uncoiled. Their crystal bodies flexed and creaked. Their wings extended like vast emerald sails, caught the air, and began to flap. Their clawed feet rose from their pedestals. Their jaws opened, revealing vicious ruby teeth. And they screeched.


As the birth-cries of the wyverns filled the sky, Gryndor fell onto his side. His work was done. All that remained was to die.


The realization made him desperately sad. Even worse was the knowledge that, with Celestis fallen, his worst fears would surely come to pass.


“One thousand years of darkness,” he murmured. “One thousand years of suffering.”


He gazed up at the wyverns as they soared against the stars.


Oh, he thought in wonder. You are magnificent!


His breath was ragged in his broken chest. Beneath him, the tower tottered as it began its final, fatal collapse. At least Melchior was safe, far away in his forest workshop, a young apprentice wizard dutifully learning all he was bound to learn as Gryndor’s apprentice. The thought made Gryndor glad.


If only I had taught you the prophecy, Melchior. Will you ever learn of its existence? Will any of my books survive for you to find? When the prophecy stars finally shine out, and the three are born who will lead Toronia back into the light, will you know what to do?


Mustering the last of his strength, he shouted up to the circling wyverns, “Find a safe place in the world! Go there, and wait! If the prophecy should falter, then you will come to Toronia’s aid! Then you will fly again!”


With a colossal, grinding roar, the Sky Tower pitched sideways. Gryndor looked on in horror as the nearest of the three wyverns was struck by a flying chunk of crystal. The creature’s wing exploded into hundreds of glittering fragments. With a dreadful snapping sound, its neck broke in two.


Then, just like Celestis, the wyvern’s lifeless body fell.


Gryndor was no longer in pain. All he felt now was despair, and that was much, much worse. The wyverns had been his last chance to protect the prophecy. Now they were dying before his eyes.


All is lost. The prophecy will fail. Toronia is doomed.


Then he fell into the abyss. Before the earth closed over him, Gryndor had one final opportunity to look up at the stars.


And the stars looked back.





ACT ONE
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CHAPTER 1



Tarlan slumped facedown on Theeta’s back. His breath rasped in his smoke-scorched throat. His face was wet with tears.


Away, he thought. It’s time to go far, far away.


He pulled himself to the downy hollow that lay between Theeta’s warm neck and her huge, beating wings. After resting there for a moment, he stuck his head out into the open air and peered down.


Far below, the city of Idilliam burned. As Tarlan watched, the spindly tower rising from the ruins of Castle Tor crumbled and vanished into the smoke. Only moments earlier, he and Theeta had been swooping over the top of that very tower in an effort to save Gulph.


But we failed! My brother fell—and I never even got a chance to meet him!


Yet he hadn’t fallen alone. As they’d flown past, Theeta had shoved the undead monster King Brutan into the flames too. Brutan the tyrant, father to Tarlan, Gulph, and their sister, Elodie, was now just ash on the wind.


“We got justice, Theeta,” Tarlan said through his tears. “Brutan killed Gulph, but he paid.” He swallowed hard. “It isn’t enough, though. It will never be enough.”


Theeta remained silent.


“What was it all for?” Tarlan sat up, wiping angrily at his wet face. “The battle at Deep Poynt? All for nothing!”


“Star story,” croaked Theeta. “Life light.”


The thorrod’s strange way of speaking frequently left Tarlan puzzled. Not this time.


“I don’t care about the prophecy! I don’t care about my so-called destiny. So what if some old legend says that Gulph, Elodie, and I are supposed to rule Toronia? Oh yes, our father’s dead, like the prophecy said, but things are worse than ever. Gulph’s dead! Elodie’s turned traitor! As for me . . .”


He broke off.


I won’t cry again! I won’t!


“I’m done with humans. Just give me clean air, and a stream to drink from. That’s all I had in Yalasti. I should have stayed there.”


“Fly far,” said Theeta.


“That’s right, Theeta. Far away.” Tarlan took in a deep breath, let it out slowly. “But there’s one thing I have to do first.”


Tugging gently at the ruff of golden feathers around Theeta’s neck, Tarlan steered the thorrod away from the burning wreckage of Idilliam and back toward the green forest realm of Isur. Before long, they were circling over Deep Poynt.


As Theeta approached the slopes surrounding the fortified hilltop town, Tarlan’s heart lurched. Where it wasn’t scorched by fire, the battlefield was torn to mud. Tarlan saw that littering the ground, lying in pools of their own blood, were the bodies of bears and horses, tigrons and wolves. His loyal friends, who’d fought beside him. Who’d fought for him. All dead. He stifled a moan.


I had no right to lead them into battle, he berated himself. What did it matter to those poor creatures who rules this land? Toronians, Galadronians . . . what’s the difference?


Turning his attention to the town itself, Tarlan watched as a group of men erected scaffolding around a jagged hole in the circular defensive wall. Once, this had been the gateway to Deep Poynt. Now the townsfolk were laboring to repair the considerable damage caused by the Galadronian war machines.


Directing the work was the Defender of Deep Poynt, a giant of a man with a bright thatch of red hair, known as The Hammer. Beside him stood a wizened old man in a grubby yellow robe. As Theeta’s shadow passed over them, both men looked up.


Theeta opened her beak and screeched. The men repairing the town defenses clapped their hands to their ears. Even the animals lying wounded or wandering among the dead raised their heads to see what the commotion was.


Among them were two more thorrods.


“Nasheen!” Tarlan shouted. “Kitheen!”


The enormous birds lifted their wings and screeched back their greetings. A little of the weight lifted from Tarlan’s heart.


My friends! My pack!


Theeta landed beside the thorrods and touched her beak to theirs, each in turn. As she was doing this, a blur of blue and white sprinted over the grass and leaped onto her back. Tarlan wrapped his arms round the young tigron’s neck and allowed her to cover his face with hot, slobbering licks.


Filos purred. “I’m glad to see you, Tarlan!”


“Enough, Filos! You’ll drown me!”


Filos tugged him to the ground, where Greythorn and Brock were waiting. Tarlan embraced the wolf and the bear in turn, taking care to be gentle with Greythorn’s wounds.


“How’s your sight?” Tarlan said, stroking the matted fur around the wolf’s left eye. The eye itself was filmed over white.


“One eye does me well enough,” Greythorn replied.


“Brock killed many enemies!” thundered the bear. He flexed two sets of massive claws in front of Tarlan’s face. “Brock will fight whenever Tarlan commands!”


Tarlan pushed Brock’s paws firmly away. “I won’t be asking you to fight again, Brock. I won’t be asking anything of you at all.”


The big bear’s brow contracted into shaggy confusion. “Brock does not understand.”


Filos nuzzled his hand. “Tarlan? What’s wrong?”


Tarlan ruffled the fur behind the tigron’s pointed ears. “Nothing. Everything’s going to be all right.”


They were all looking at him expectantly: Filos and Greythorn, Brock and the thorrods. Behind them, a much larger group of animals and birds had begun to gather, the survivors of the animal army Tarlan had led against the invading Galadronians. His pack.


“Tarlan!”


A bony hand planted itself on Tarlan’s shoulder and spun him round. Tarlan found himself face-to-face with the old man in the yellow robe.


“Melchior,” he grunted. “I’m not staying.”


The wizard frowned, multiplying the wrinkles on his age-worn face. He rubbed a bony hand through his matted white beard. “What do you mean, Tarlan?”


“Leave me alone!”


The frown became a look of concern. “What happened in Idilliam? Did you find Gulph?”


Tarlan pulled away. “I was too late! He died! Are you satisfied now?”


A ripple of growls moved through the watching crowd of animals. Melchior’s eyes grew wide.


“Dead?” said the wizard, leaning heavily on his wooden staff. “Do you mean . . . ?”


“What do you think I mean? Gulph is dead. So your precious prophecy is dead too.”


“What happened?”


Tarlan glared at him. “What does it matter?”


“Tell me.”


“He fell into the fire. Is that enough for you? The whole city was burning and Gulph fell into it.”


“But did you see him die?”


Tarlan shook his head. “I didn’t need to. Nobody could have survived those flames. Nobody! Gulph is gone! And soon . . .”


Tarlan bit back the words. Turning his back on Melchior, he knelt before his pack.


“I’m sorry,” he said, bringing his anger back under control. “I should never have asked you to fight for such a worthless cause. You’re better off without me, all of you.”


Both Greythorn and Filos stared at him in shock. Brock the bear shifted uncomfortably from one paw to the other. Nasheen and Kitheen lowered their heads. When Tarlan looked toward Theeta, she fixed him with her most piercing glare.


“You’re free,” he went on, the words choking in his throat. “All of you, free to go your own way. You don’t have to follow me anymore.”


Silence descended. Dampness from the grass soaked into Tarlan’s worn leggings. He waited for them to reply. At the same time, he hoped they would say nothing.


“When you found me,” said Greythorn at last, “I was a prisoner in Vicerin’s castle. You released me.” The gray wolf fixed Tarlan with his one good eye. “You freed me long ago, Tarlan. If I follow you now, it is because I choose to.”


“You saved my life,” said Filos. “Where you go, I go.”


“You opened Brock’s cage,” rumbled the bear, looking lost.


From behind them—seemingly from across the entire battlefield—a discontented growl began to rise. The collective unhappiness of Tarlan’s pack.


Exchanging an inscrutable thorrod glance, Nasheen and Kitheen stepped forward together. To Tarlan’s surprise, it was the black-breasted Kitheen, normally so reluctant to speak, who voiced their thoughts.


“Stay, boy,” cawed the giant bird. His eyes were dark and ferocious.


I can’t, thought Tarlan, scrambling to his feet. One moment longer and I won’t be able to go through with this.


He turned to Theeta, only to discover she’d flown silently to an empty spot on a nearby slope. From that distance she stared at him, her expression unreadable, her wings wide and poised for further flight.


“I’m sorry,” he said to the others. “Good-bye.”


His heart breaking, he turned his back on them and walked toward where Theeta was waiting. No sooner had he begun to move than Melchior was blocking his path.


“Tarlan, you’re wrong.” The wizard’s voice was soft but strong. “The prophecy is not over. If you leave now—”


“I am leaving!” Tarlan tried to push past the wizard, but Melchior’s hand seized his wrist. “Let me go! Didn’t you hear me? Gulph’s dead! Elodie’s gone back to the Vicerins! It’s over!”


“But don’t you see? Gulph might still be alive. You and Gulph and Elodie are destined to rule Toronia. The prophecy says so, and the prophecy is powerful. More powerful than the fire you saw, more powerful than any of us can comprehend. Even an old wizard like me.”


“Yes! Listen to the wizard!” boomed a new voice.


Over Melchior’s shoulder, Tarlan saw The Hammer striding up. Behind the big man came a straggle of Deep Poynt townsfolk. Tarlan groaned. So much for leaving without a fuss.


“The prophecy brings hope,” The Hammer continued. “Without hope, we are nothing.”


“Then we’re nothing,” cried another voice from the crowd. “The boy’s right. It’s all been in vain.”


More shouts rose up.


“What about the prophecy?”


“Forget the boy! We’ve a town to rebuild!”


“Listen to The Hammer!”


The voices blurred into meaningless chatter. Tarlan wrenched free from Melchior and ran to Theeta. He pressed his forehead against the huge, hooked beak of his closest friend.


“Tarlan go,” Theeta croaked softly. “Theeta go.”


You think you understand, Tarlan thought. But you don’t.


“I’m sorry, Theeta. But I have to leave you, too. I’m . . . I’m not safe to be around.”


“Theeta go,” the thorrod repeated.


“No. Stay with the others. Look after them. They’re going to need you.”


Theeta swiveled her massive head to stare down the slope to where the other thorrods stood. The rest of Tarlan’s pack pressed close against the flanks of the giant birds, looking confused and anxious. The people of Deep Poynt, including The Hammer, had fallen silent and were watching Tarlan with open curiosity. And why not? Had he not so long ago told them he was their king?


Melchior, the wizard who seemed always to know what to do, stood motionless, his wrinkled face drawn down into a mask of sadness.


Tarlan looked deep into Theeta’s eyes.


You found me. He didn’t trust himself to speak. If he opened his mouth, all that would come out would be the splintering sound of his own breaking heart. You saved me when I was a baby, lost in the snow. You brought me to Mirith, the frost witch who was like a mother to me, when my own true mother was lost.


But you, Theeta . . . it was you who really brought me into the world.


He cupped his hand against the lethally sharp tip of Theeta’s beak. The tiniest movement from the thorrod would have driven a hole through the middle of his palm. It was the ultimate display of trust.


“Good-bye, Theeta.”


His feet dragging through the mud, Tarlan walked away.


For the first fifty paces, he had to pick through the ruts and scars of the battle-torn earth. Eventually the descending slope turned to rough pasture, and the going became easier. Ahead rose the waiting wall of the Isurian forest. All the way to the trees, Tarlan plodded with his head down, each footstep a dull echo of his thudding pulse. There were no thoughts in his head, just a thick roaring sound. He wasn’t stepping out into the world, he was sinking into it, as a boy might sink into quicksand. The world would draw him down until it closed over his head. After that, all would be dark.


A faint rustling sound penetrated his daze. Blinking, he looked first around, then up. A shadow flitted over his head. Warm air wafted his face. Sunlight flashed, dazzling him.


Shielding his eyes, Tarlan watched in wonder as Theeta dropped from the sky to land an arm’s length in front of him. Her golden feathers were ablaze. The sun reflected in the depths of her piercing black eyes.


“Tarlan go,” the thorrod croaked. “Theeta go. We go.”


“But—”


“No speak. We go.”


The golden light filled Tarlan’s head, driving away his powers of speech. No words, no thought. No people, no pack. Just him and Theeta.


Tarlan climbed onto her back. The thorrod kicked the ground with her huge talons. Her broad gold wings pumped the air once, twice, a hundred times. The world fell away. The high air was pure, like a cold mountain stream. Tarlan breathed it in and felt clean.


“Thorrod fly,” said Theeta. “Fly far. Never stop.”


It wasn’t in the nature of thorrods to ask questions, but Theeta’s slow circling told Tarlan she was waiting for instructions. He looked down at the forest, now a sun-dusted patchwork of green, then back over his shoulder toward the south, where his icy homeland of Yalasti lay.


Tarlan turned his attention north. He had no idea what lay in that direction. He’d never been there.


“That way, Theeta.” The feel of his voice was amazing in his throat, as if he’d never spoken words before. “North, until the sun goes down. Then we’ll stop to rest. After that, we’ll go on.”


“Never stop,” said Theeta, powering ahead through the crisp, bright sky.


“That’s right, my friend. We’ll never stop.”
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CHAPTER 2



Elodie stared at the ghost’s face. Everything else faded: the stone walls of her cell at the top of the White Tower, the blackness of the night beyond the barred window, Sylva and Cedric rising slowly to their feet beside her. And Samial, so often serious, grinning.


The ghost, who in life had gone by the name of Lady Darrand, said, “What is your command?”


An old expression came to Elodie, one that people used in Ritherlee whenever they felt nervous or excited: I’ve got a moth in my stomach. Except Elodie didn’t have just one moth: she had hundreds.


“Freedom,” she replied to the ghost of Lady Darrand. “That is my command. Freedom and victory!”


Her heart was racing. She knew—suddenly knew with a certainty that took her breath away—that her days of imprisonment were over.


That everything was about to change.


Lady Darrand rose to her feet. Her yellow robe fluttered against her shining armor. Sheathing her sword, she looked from Elodie to Sylva and Cedric, then fixed her gaze on Samial.


“You are like me,” she said slowly. She half turned, indicating the line of phantoms who stood swaying behind her—the nobles of Ritherlee who, like her, had been slaughtered by Lord Vicerin mere days before. “You are . . . dead.”


“But not forgotten, my lady,” Samial replied, still grinning. “Elodie has seen to that. She saw me. She saw us all, our army. She led us in battle . . . .”


Samial broke off, glancing at Elodie as if for reassurance. She smiled at her phantom friend. He’s right, she thought. But what I’ve done here is different.


And it was. The army that had risen from the Weeping Woods had come to Elodie of its own accord. But Lady Darrand and the Ritherlee nobles were here because she had summoned them.


At Elodie’s feet lay a pile of possessions that had once belonged to these spirits, retrieved from the castle grounds by Samial: a gold necklace; a coin; a charred scrap of silk; Lady Darrand’s ring. Somehow they had enabled Elodie to summon the spirits of their owners.


“Elodie,” whispered Sylva. “We see them. Cedric and I—we see the ghosts and hear them too. How can that be?”


Elodie smiled. “You can? I think I must be getting stronger.”


Lady Darrand held up her sword, running her fingers down the flat of its blade. Behind her, an old man dressed in a fine gold tunic was looking around Elodie’s cell. Many of the other ghosts were doing likewise.


“Freedom and victory,” said Lady Darrand. Her voice was strong, yet oddly distant, as if she were calling from the other side of a canyon. “Tell me more.”


Elodie pressed her lips together. Where to begin?


“I’ve been a prisoner my whole life,” she said at last. “I grew up thinking Lord Vicerin was my protector. But he was lying. He promised me that one day I would be queen, but now I know that he was using me. I might have become queen in name, but he was the one who would rule.”


“Oh, Elodie,” said Cedric, hanging his head. “Sylva and I can never forgive our father for what he did to you.”


“From daughter to puppet,” Lady Darrand mused. “From puppet to prisoner. How do you come to be here in this cell, Elodie?”


It was a relief to tell the story. For weeks Elodie had been playing a part, pretending to be on Vicerin’s side when in truth she’d been searching for a way to free Fessan. When Vicerin had realized this, he’d had her imprisoned. Now, after all the lies, it was wonderful to be speaking the truth.


“Months ago, I was taken from Castle Vicerin by Trident. They wanted me to be their leader. Trident is—”


“The rebel army dedicated to seeing the prophecy fulfilled, I know. I supported them, sent them weapons and food when they needed.” Lady Darrand’s eyes widened. “What are you saying, Elodie?”


Elodie took a deep breath. “Lord Vicerin was right about one thing: I will be queen. The prophecy says so.”


Murmuring broke out along the line of ghosts. As one, they knelt before Elodie.


“A triplet of the prophecy,” said Lady Darrand in wonder. “So, have you found your siblings yet, Elodie, one of three?”


“One of them. He was with me when Trident attacked Idilliam. Then, when Lord Vicerin captured Fessan—he was the leader of Trident—I came back here to try to save him. But . . .”


“But what, my dear?”


“Vicerin had Fessan executed. Then he forced me to marry him, so he could take my throne.” She waved a hand at the ridiculous gold wedding dress, with its trail of ribbons. “I’m his prisoner again. But now that you’re here, I will be free.”


Fire flashed outside the tower window. Orange flames flickered in the night sky.


Samial ran to the bars. “Fighting,” he reported. “The elk-men are attacking the Vicerins. Many Vicerin soldiers lie dead in the courtyard. There are flames in the West Tower.”


Elodie told Cedric and Sylva what he’d said.


“The elk-men?” said Cedric, joining Samial at the window. “Do you mean the Helkrags?”


“Those who murdered us?” put in the ghost in the gold tunic.


“Yes,” said Elodie. “But I don’t understand. I thought they’d joined forces with Vicerin.”


“I doubt it,” said Cedric. “From what I heard, the Helkrags are loyal to no man. The only thing they care about is getting paid.”


“Our father paid them to kill people?” Sylva sounded both faint and shocked.


“What did he pay?” Lady Darrand’s voice was cold and harsh. “What was the price of our lives?”


The rest of the ghosts had bunched around her. Several had drawn swords and daggers. All looked furious.


“Children,” put in Samial. “Vicerin keeps children prisoner. He was going to give them to the elk-men as slaves.”


“How do you know?” said Elodie.


“I overheard two of the castle guards talking. You overhear a lot when you are invisible.”


“Remember the children we freed?” asked Elodie. She, Cedric, and Sylva had led them from the cells and into the care of Captain Leom, a grizzled ranger who took them to safety—where, Elodie didn’t know. “The children were the price,” she said in disgust. “The Helkrags must have turned on him when Vicerin couldn’t make the payment.”


A rising ball of flame turned the night sky briefly yellow. Screams floated up, rapidly followed by the rumble of collapsing masonry. Everyone clustered at the window, human and ghost alike. All except Elodie. She knew what battles looked like; she had no need to see this one. But it did offer the perfect diversion for their escape.


She quickly gathered up the belongings she’d used to summon the ghosts. She stuffed them into the pocket of her mud-stained wedding dress where she kept the arrowhead that belonged to Samial, and kept him able to walk the world of the living. She hoped the other things would let the noble ghosts stay too.


“Listen to me!” All faces turned to hers. Elodie focused on Lady Darrand’s. “You asked for my command.”


“And you gave it,” Lady Darrand replied. “Freedom and victory, as I recall.”


“Yes. But not just for me.” Elodie took a step toward them. “This is what we’re going to do. We’re going to get out of this cell. Then we’re going to recover the jewels . . . .”


“Jewels?” said Cedric.


“Green jewels.” Elodie fought back impatience. The time for talk was over. The time for action had come. “One each for me and my brothers. They’re important—I don’t know why, they just are. Vicerin stole two of them.”


“Then they must be returned,” said Lady Darrand.


“Oh, they will be!”


“And when we’ve got the jewels?” said Sylva.


“We raise an army and march on Idilliam. We find my brothers. Together we take the crown. I will be queen! My brothers will be kings! The prophecy will be fulfilled! That’s what I mean by freedom and victory. Not just for me. Not just for you. For the whole of Toronia!”


Elodie stopped, breathless. To her amazement, most of the ghosts had dropped to one knee again and bowed their heads. As she watched, Lady Darrand and Samial followed suit.


Boots echoed on the stairs outside. A man coughed, and then Elodie heard the sound of a key in a lock. She whirled in time to see the door swing open. Four burly guards, dressed in scuffed armor and blue Vicerin sashes, marched in. One—a stocky man whose red face was beaded with sweat—held up a collection of jangling chains and spiked manacles.


“You’re to come with us,” he snapped. “Away from the fighting. Lord Vicerin says . . .”


His voice trailed away. His eyes, and those of his three companions, were staring not at Elodie but at what lay beyond her.


Elodie crossed her arms. “You were about to say something about Lord Vicerin?” She felt something soft brush her shoulders as the ghosts of the Ritherlee nobles strode past her and, with their phantom swords raised, bore down on the guards.


The red-faced guard squealed. Spinning on his heels, he dropped the chains and blundered past his comrades, who took one look at the roomful of ghosts and followed fast behind him.


“All of you, follow me!” Elodie called, running after them.


She descended the stairs in a breathless blur, holding up the hem of the wedding dress so as not to trip on the ribbons. Behind her came Sylva, Cedric, Samial, and the ghostly nobles. After three complete turns, the spiral staircase brought them to a narrow hall, beyond which a gaping doorway opened onto a scene of utter chaos.


On the far side of the open yard lay the remains of the White Tower’s smaller neighbor, the West Tower. The squat stone structure was now just a pile of rubble within which the smashed remains of wooden beams were blazing.


In and around the ruins, hundreds of soldiers were fighting hand-to-hand: the Vicerins with their shining breastplates and blue sashes, the barbarian Helkrags with their battered leather armor and tooth-covered furs. Everywhere, the air rang as Vicerin swords met Helkrag axes.


“The Northern Regiment!” Cedric cried over the noise of the battle. “Father’s called for reinforcements!”


Looking in the direction he was pointing, Elodie spied a squad of Vicerin horsemen plowing a steady course through the confusion. The horses were huge and shaggy; the men on their backs wore heavy armor and silver spiked helmets.


“I can see him,” said Sylva. “Look, in the middle of them.”


Elodie took in a sharp breath. There he was: Lord Vicerin, the man she’d once called father.


Except you’re not a man, she thought grimly. You’re a monster.


Vicerin’s horse was bigger even than those of the Northern Regiment—a massive white charger with a thick, plaited mane. His polished armor caught the light of the nearby flames, and the huge blue feathers rising from his helmet fluttered in the hot, gusting wind.


“Our lord looks quite the hero,” said Lady Darrand archly.


“If a hero stays safe behind five rows of mounted knights,” Cedric muttered.


Elodie watched as Vicerin waved his sword and shouted his orders—mostly threats, warning his soldiers what would happen to them if they failed to defeat the enemy.


“I’ve never seen the Northern Regiment called back to the castle before,” she said.


“They’re not the only ones,” Cedric replied. “There, beyond the flames—do you see the flags of the Expeditionary Force? It looks like he’s called back every regiment. The whole army is here in Castle Vicerin.”


“He is desperate,” said Lady Darrand.


“And weak,” said Elodie.


All eyes turned to her.


“Weak?” said Sylva. She tossed her head toward the battle. “I’ve never seen so many soldiers.”


“He’s weak,” Elodie repeated. “He’s brought all his soldiers to the same place. That makes them vulnerable.” She shook her head. “Doesn’t he know anything about basic military tactics?”


“That man is a pampered, powdered fool,” said Lady Darrand. “Elodie—I see a gap, there. Run through it. I will keep the Vicerins at bay to your right.”


The old man in the gold tunic touched his sword to his forehead. “And I will deal with the Helkrags to your left,” he said.


“Thank you,” said Elodie. “I’m sorry—I don’t know your name.”


“Lord Winterborne. My estate lies in the western plains, close to the sea. And I am yours to command.”


“Do you think you can see us safely to the outer wall?”


Lord Winterborne bowed low. “It will be our pleasure, Your Highness.”


Sweeping their swords like scythes through grass, the small band of ghosts split in two, then proceeded to cut their way through the fighting. Elodie and the others hurried through the gap they opened up. With grim satisfaction Elodie observed the looks of surprise and horror on the faces of the Vicerin and Helkrag soldiers as phantom blades descended on them out of the firelit night.


As she ran, she heard voices. Very faint. Very old. Very weak. Voices that reached her despite the clash and roar of the battle.


The voices of the dead.


They were coming from the walls of the castle that loomed overhead, huge and ancient.


Can I summon them, too? she wondered.


Turning a corner, they found themselves in a small herb garden. High ivy-covered walls shielded them from the battle. The sweet aromas of sage and parsley were welcome after the stench of blood and smoke. Through a narrow door on the far side of the garden came a faint red glow that wasn’t fire, but the light of the coming dawn.


The long night was nearly over.


“Someone is here,” said Winterborne. He raised his voice. “Come out!”


Peering past the ghost’s shoulder, Elodie watched as two dim figures materialized out of the gloom.


More ghosts?


Then the figures became solid—not ghosts at all, but living people whom Elodie recognized.


“Frida!” she cried, darting forward to embrace the black-robed witch who had tried to cure Lady Vicerin of her husband’s poison. Frida had clearly been hiding here with her son. The little boy clung to his mother’s arm, his eyes wide.


Frida touched a hand to Elodie’s cheek. “You’re safe,” she said. “Thank the stars.”


“But what about you two?” said Elodie. “If Vicerin finds you . . .”


“I have ways of keeping us unseen.”


The wind gusted, bringing with it the smell of smoke—and the murmur of ghostly voices. The voices were stronger now, echoing all around the garden.


Frida peered closely at Elodie. “You hear them, don’t you?”


Elodie nodded.


“It is the song of the past. The song of the dead. It is rooted in this castle. Rooted in this land.”


Elodie seized Frida’s hands. “Help me, Frida. I know they can fight for me. But . . . I don’t know how to summon them.”


“If you call them, they will come.”


“But how? I know I can summon ghosts—a whole army, if I need to.” She released Frida and ran a hand through her short hair in frustration. “But I need something to hold. Possessions. Clothing. Anything. Unless I can touch something, I can’t . . .”


“Things are not important, my dear. Your power is within you.”


“But how do I . . . ?”


“Go to them. Be near to them. Find the place where they lie, and speak to them there. They will hear you. And they will rise.”


The witch led Elodie to the narrow door in the garden wall. She pointed past the knotted ivy at a distant hill topped with a thin straggle of trees.


“Beyond there is a place,” Frida said. “You will know it when you see it. They call it the Forgotten Graveyard.”


As Elodie looked toward it, the morning sun broke through, casting the hilltop with gold. For a moment the trees seemed alight with flame. The warmth bathed Elodie’s face and she narrowed her eyes against its fierce glare.


I’m coming, she told the dead who lay there. You will be forgotten no longer.


She turned back to the others.


“I will call the dead of Castle Vicerin,” she proclaimed. “Today they become my army. Today they rise!”
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CHAPTER 3



Two days of steady flying brought Tarlan and Theeta to the foothills of a vast mountain range. Idilliam was far behind them, Isur even farther. In the distant south lay Ritherlee and beyond that the icy land of Yalasti, which Tarlan had once called home. Tarlan thought of Yalasti now, as Theeta’s broad wings lifted them higher into air that grew increasingly thin. The mountains ahead were gigantic, capped with snow. Their slopes were steep, their peaks jagged; they looked altogether more threatening than the mountains of his old home.


I can’t ever go back, he thought. Yalasti’s just a graveyard now.


Grief washed over him as he remembered Mirith’s dying face, the icy gaze in the frost witch’s eyes. And poor Seethan, the oldest thorrod in the flock, butchered by Helkrags before Tarlan’s outraged eyes. Death upon death.


Clenching his teeth against a sudden blast of cold air, Tarlan patted Theeta’s neck.


“What do you think, Theeta? No castles here. No sign of humans at all. Just you and me, and all the game we can hunt.”


“New home.”


“Exactly.”


The wind gusted again. Something gritty stung Tarlan’s face; he shook his head and blinked it away. He opened his mouth to speak, and another gust filled his mouth with more grit. He spat it away and wiped his lips. When he brought his hand down, he saw that it wasn’t grit at all.


It was sand.


“Air hot,” Theeta remarked. The wind tossed her this way and that, and she had to fight to keep flying level.


She was right. As the gusts continued to batter them, Tarlan realized he was sweating.


“What’s going on?” he shouted over the rising howl of the wind. “We didn’t cross any deserts.”


A column of sand reared up before them, spinning wildly. It looked like a gigantic yellow snake spiraling into the sky. Its tail was rooted in the ground, far below; its head was lost in the clouds.


“Storm sand!” cried Theeta, weaving instinctively around the whirlwind.


Two more snakes surged upward, blocking their path. Hot sand clogged Tarlan’s throat, making it hard to breathe. His eyes streamed.


“Go back!” Theeta cawed, her voice even more of a rasp than usual.


“No! I won’t turn back! Go on!”


Theeta’s wings faltered. For a moment Tarlan thought the storm had beaten her. Then he saw he was wrong.


Theeta was hesitating.


She’s never ignored my command. Not once. So why . . . ?


Before he could complete the thought, the giant thorrod surged forward with her wings pumping, veering first left, then right, powering her way between the snaking columns of sand. Whatever doubt she’d had seemed to have passed.


But why is there sand in the mountains? he thought, clinging on as Theeta swerved through it. Is this some kind of magic?


Could it be Melchior, come to stop him?


He peered through the stinging sand, trying to see down to the ground. But it was hopeless. Besides, this didn’t feel like the kind of spell Melchior would cast.


His magic is all about numbers.


Sweat was trickling into his eyes. He flicked it away. The air was warm.


Sand. Heat.


A thought came to him. Sometimes, when he was forging a bond with a new group of animals, the same sensation of sandy heat washed over him.


What did it mean? Was it something to do with the prophecy? Was there someone down there with the same powers as him? Magic that came from the desert?


But Tarlan was no wizard. And already he’d lost interest in where the sandstorm had come from. Whoever had conjured it, they came from the world of people. The world he’d turned his back on.


“Keep going, Theeta,” he muttered, spitting out another mouthful of sand. “Don’t look back.”


Theeta flew on, her great black eyes pinched against the storm, her golden wings thumping through the treacherous updrafts. Tarlan buried his face in her feathers and clung on.


Eventually the sky began to clear. The wind subsided and the air grew colder. As they emerged out of the sandstorm’s veil, the mountains melted back into view.


“We made it!” Tarlan clapped the side of Theeta’s neck, then looked back over his shoulder. The sky was quite empty. When he looked down, he saw only a featureless plain of snow. No storm. No sand.


Did that really happen?


The closer they drew to the mountains, the more the land seemed to swell beneath them. As the sun fell toward the western horizon, Theeta began sinking toward the icy slopes that were rising to meet them.

OEBPS/images/rightr.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
J. D RINFHART

¢+ BOOKTHREE ¢

A KINGDOM RISES

ALADDIN
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/leftr.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781481424516.jpg
X WINCET - |
, KINGDOM RISES





OEBPS/images/centerr.jpg





OEBPS/images/chapters.jpg








