














PRAISE for BOOK 2 in the SERIES


Below the Moon


“This book will delight lovers of Neil Gaiman. Below the Moon is an accessible but sophisticated fantasy novel that will take readers to a fully conceived world with characters whose fates will matter to you. Chute is a multitalented storyteller whose gorgeous illustrations add another deeply immersive and enjoyable element to her imagined universe.”


—Andrea Jarrell, author of I’m the One Who Got Away: A Memoir


“Below the Moon is an imaginative ride; readers are immersed in another world from the first page.”


—Chelsey Krause, author of All Shook Up


“In Below the Moon, the second book in The 8th Island Trilogy, Ella and her family continue their fantastical adventure on Jarr-Wya, an island in a parallel dimension. In this book, the protagonists search for a cure for Ella’s cancer, which is closely tied to the fate of all worlds. Below the Moon is difficult to put down. Chute’s words bring the island’s wonders and dangers to life. Her characters, multidimensional, are on a journey to learn to live with both their strengths and weaknesses. Chute has a created a world that leaves you wanting more.”


—Deb Brandon, award-winning author of But My Brain Had Other Ideas


“With this follow-up to Above the Star, Chute has produced another book of immense beauty and heart-stopping peril. As this spectacular company of brave yet vulnerable characters race against time towards the Star and a cure for fifteen-year-old Ella, they must battle floods and sea monsters, treacherous mazes, malicious shape-shifting sands, and a host of fierce enemies. With stunning imagery and imaginative prose, Chute brings to life a dark magical world where love and wonder shine brightly. A terrific read!”


—Fran Kimmel, award-winning author of The Shore Girl and No Good Asking


“A spunky heroine is a hallmark of any great adventure, but Chute has made Ella unlike anything you’ve ever seen before. Ella’s depth, fire, and fragility combine to create a young woman who you’d want to fight beside, and fall in love with. Chute’s 8th Island is a world that feels both unique and familiar, and Below the Moon takes an already breathtaking story into another gear. If you have any love for the fantasy-adventure genre, you need to be reading this series.”


—Conor McCreery, author of Kill Shakespeare


“Below the Moon is full of characters I was rooting for every step of the way and new universes beyond my imagination. Traveling through space with Ella Wellsley and her family made me especially grateful for the safety of Earth. Still, the darkness surrounding the Wellsleys makes me wonder: maybe none of us are truly safe! I’m waiting impatiently for the final book, Inside the Sun.”


—Carissa Halton, author of Little Yellow House


“Continuing the adventures began in Above the Star, Chute brings readers once again into the magical world of Jarr-Wya in Below the Moon. Our heroine charges forward in the search for the cure to her cancer and a way to save the magical world she has come to love. A master at weaving together parallel narratives, Chute captures the unique perspectives of her characters as they move through the story, neatly tying everything together in ways the reader does not expect. Below the Moon is a wonderfully original and richly imaginative tale that shows us that anyone can be a hero, regardless of our abilities.”


—Jaci Wells, author of the forthcoming The Lost Priestess


“Alexis Marie Chute has created an immersive fantasy world with her 8th Island Trilogy. Below the Moon takes readers on an adventurous journey that stretches the limits of imagination all while exploring deeper and darker themes at the very root of our humanity. A wonderful read for young adult and adult fans of the fantasy genre.”


—Shane Turgeon, author of The Force in the Flesh


“Below the Moon is a spellbinding tale, built with a truly magical and dreamlike style of fantasy. This story transports readers to other worlds, nay, other dimensions, fraught with peril, yet where the power of love still holds true during a time of great testing for the Wellsley family. Below the Moon is utterly enchanting!”


—Pierre Dimaculangan, author of The Sage, the Swordsman and the Scholars


“Below the Moon is an adrenaline-filled adventure that unravels across the page like a windstorm. The character Ella, young and mute, stubborn and tough, takes us all along on a magical journey with her as she searches for the cure to her illness. Chute writes with authority around the family relationship and you can see she understands the heart of her characters. This is a story that will inspire and transport you into a complex and fantastical world filled with likable characters and a young woman you can’t help but cheer for.”


—Rayanne Haines, poet, performer, and award-winning author of the Guardian Series


“Below the Moon is vividly – artistically – descriptive and paced in a manner to bring you along for the ride. Chute creates an expanding world in which one can get lost in the storytelling and live through the adventure and emotions undertaken with the characters. Side note: I loved the illustrations; they add an extra layer to the story.”


—Leslie Chivers, the Lost Town of Fort Kent


“Below the Moon, like its author, Chute, filled my mind with brilliant color and adventure. In a world far from my own, my imagination bloomed into a wildflower bouquet that only a skilled storyteller like Chute could bring to the page. I challenge you to escape to the island of Jarr-Wya and come home the same as you entered!”


—Thais Nye Derich, award-winning author of Second Chance


“Below the Moon by Alexis Marie Chute is a completely unique story that is unlike anything I have ever read… I loved the way that the plot did not focus solely on Ella, but also on her mother and grandfather who are along for the journey... The book was filled not only with unearthly abilities and creatures, but also with life lessons on not giving up, the power of love, and the need to overcome one's fears.”


—Reader’s Favorite, 5-Star Review


PRAISE for BOOK 1 in the SERIES


Above the Star


“A Wrinkle in Time meets The Princess Bride”


—Lee Lee Thomson, The Perpetual You magazine


“Shows readers that there is a power within all of us to change the world.”


—Jessica Kluthe, author of Rosina, The Midwife


“Think of Star Wars, The Lord of the Rings, and Homer’s Odyssey all wrapped up together.”


—Raymond Gariepy, editor of WestWord magazine


“Will hold you spellbound until the last page.”


—Reader’s Favorite
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Keep reading!
Order the next book in The 8th Island Trilogy.
Binge the adventure now:
www.alexismariechute.com/bookorder
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To my fellow adventurers: Never give up.





Chapter 1


Ella


Lightning illuminates the sparse room where Luggie and I stand in silence, and causes a lapse in opacity across the enchanted glass walls of his chamber. For a moment, I can see beyond to all buildings and inhabitants of the city. Olearons prepare the wryst drink and vulai bread in the great kitchen for our imminent journey to the Star. Inside a molded-glass nursery, a red-skinned mother rocks her frightened baby. The Lord of Olearon struts around in his fanciest garb, overseeing everything but doing nothing. In contrast, Grandpa Archie and Dad dash here and there helping everyone. Olearons and humans sit at long glass tables, eating the tiny harvest, while others struggle to sleep. Then I see Mom and Captain Nate. Ugh. Their flirting is disgusting. I can’t stomach the sight of them, so I look up.


The dark sky is lit with splashes of purple, yellow, and blue as the pronged fork of electricity lacerates the atmosphere, cracking it to pieces like shattered pottery. Through the grassy pathways between the geometric buildings, past the warrior-training paddocks, and beyond to the western pasture, I can make out more tall slim red bodies going about their normal lives—though nothing is normal. Not for me in this new world called Jarr, not for the Olearons, or any race on the island of Jarr-Wya.


Luggie’s yellow eyes squint at me, distrusting. He shoves a tunic into a sack. Both were given to him by the Olearons, and he accepted them begrudgingly. The tunic is for protection from the erratic weather on Jarr-Wya. He needs it. We all do. The sun is pale like an unripe peach. It looks ill in the sky and gives little warmth. It’s easy for me to relate to its feeble quality. I wonder if I’m fading away like the sun and exactly how much fight I have left in me to resist.


The sack was given to Luggie to carry his belongings on our journey to Baluurwa the Doomful, the mountain where our new company hopes to find a tunnel to the hiding place of the Star. Not all of us will set out on this mission. Not the dead ones: Olen; the Maiden of Olearon; Eek; or Valarie, the cruise director, twice-killed. Luggie’s sister Nanjee wasn’t the only casualty.


Luggie is painfully stubborn, like me—though I’d never admit that to Mom. He is almost six thousand sunsets old, which, if my math is right, makes him sixteen in human years. He’s still learning to wield the Bangols’ control over the earth, rock, and clay. His head-stones have grown in, but they’re not like the ones that also break through the skin of the adult Bangols above their cheekbones. He’s immature, which is obvious from his stubbornness alone.


Luggie is mad at me. He hasn’t spoken a word since we were rescued by the Olearon, Kameelo, out of the eastern sea and flown to the glass city. True, I had to punch Luggie in the face to knock him out. If I hadn’t, he’d have continued to resist Kameelo and might have drowned all three of us.


I smile weakly in Luggie’s direction—a white flag of peace—but this only further sours his mood.


Rain begins to patter against the glass. Great. Yes, I’m being sarcastic. The only thing my cancer hates more than physical exertion is physical exertion through mud. The one solace I have is that, right about now, I’m missing my grade nine social studies exam on technology through the ages. I planned to study on Constellations Cruise Line, aboard the Atlantic Odyssey, but then Grandpa Archie used the portal jumper, a Tillastrion, and accidentally transported our whole ship to Jarr.


Besides causing exhaustion, my cancer has stolen my ability to speak. It’s been months. The no-talking thing hasn’t truly bothered me until now, when I have something important to say.
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“What do I have? What here is my own?” Luggie says, fuming, finally speaking to me as he stares at the sack that hangs in his hands like a deflated balloon. The tunic the Olearons gave him is a brilliant blue like their warriors’ jumpsuits. “How can I wear it, Ella? The color alone makes me want to wretch. I have loathed the Olearons right from when I was birthed from stone. And it is justified, I might add. Stop shaking your head at me, Ella—I have learned what humans mean when they turn their necks like that.”


I can’t yell at him to tell him to grow up, to stop whining. Maybe it’s a good thing I’m unable to communicate except through my drawings with ink. I care about Luggie, but there are many things I want to say in the heat of this moment that I might regret. I, too, stubbornly believe I’m right.


“One day I will shred this garment, or bury it, or enact one of ten other ways to dispose of something so putrid.”


I can’t help but roll my eyes at him. Luggie continues to mumble under his breath, now in the Bangols’ sharp dialect, as he concocts more ideas of how to destroy the tunic at his first opportunity. Tentatively, I take the three steps across Luggie’s small room in the Olearons’ glass city. I touch his arm, but he wrenches it away.


“I have packed it not because I forgive them, or you, but just in case,” he says, relenting. He nudges his shoulder against the glass wall that is cut so precisely that its molded magic curves are barely discernible. The wave of cloudy glass shimmers and turns transparent at his touch. He’s learned how his place of refuge among the Olearons functions, and he now watches the red creatures through the translucent shimmer as they hustle to and fro in the rain, donning the overgrown leaves of the blue forest like storm slickers.


“How can I trust you after your blow to my face and Kameelo’s hot hands on me, stealing me from the eastern shore? You two stopped me from mourning my fallen Bangol soldiers, friends, and family. From mourning for Nanjee.” Luggie nearly chokes. I can tell he feels a pang of sadness at his sister’s name. He shuts his eyes, dulling their lemon light to a faint glow that radiates through his eyelids.


Nanjee is my only regret. I’ve never had a sibling. It’s hard for me to understand how Luggie feels, though I have lost someone I love—Grandma Suzie. I know that grief is like being cut in two. My annoyance toward Luggie wanes. Yes, I saved his life by punching him, but in doing so I delivered him into the care of his enemy. I’d be mad, too—and heartbroken. I think back to when Grandma Suzie died; that was my first experience with death, and I don’t think I’ve become much better at dealing with it since.


One moment, Grandma Suzie occupied space in the world. There was an energy around her that caused anyone nearby to light up, to smile. I remember running from room to room in our Seattle bungalow, searching for that feeling, for Grandma after she died. All I discovered was weak traces of her on her clothing and books, in her stained teapot decorated with painted strawberries and their curling vines, and on the breeze when I ran along her daily walking path. For a while, the ruts from her walker inscribed that path like handwriting, but the ruts grew shallower, fainter, like my memory. In the spring, they remained, frozen in time. Even now I imagine her smile and creased cheeks when I close my eyes.


I suspect no one ever becomes better at grief. It’s not like practice makes it easier. Humans—I can’t speak for the Bangols or Olearons—must learn to hide its pang stealthily. I did my best to comfort Grandpa Archie, but I was too young. All I understood about grief was the confusion of absence without explanation. I brought Grandpa my favorite toys and rolled myself into a ball on his lap, his heart beating against my cheek so it wasn’t terribly lonely in his chest. Grandpa Archie had me and Mom—and Dad, too, until he disappeared—to lean on. Luggie must feel all alone.


“My first desire is to weep,” Luggie admits, as if reading my face and wandering thoughts.


I’m startled briefly, pulled away from missing Grandma to be present in Luggie’s glass room with its grass carpet—back to this Bangol who peers over his shoulder to where I stand awkwardly.


He goes on. “But my second desire is to avenge. If Kameelo had not robbed me of my right to mourn, I would have climbed from the sea and up the stone pillar that supported the cells above it. I would have collected what was left of Nanjee’s body and given her the ritual burial that is the Bangols’ way, not the scorching ceremony of the Olearons. We Bangols are of the earth. Our bones are made of clay. Our blood flows with the waters of the deep. Our eyes are shards of sunshine, scattered in tiny quantities, sunbeams planted in the dirt. Can you even understand this, Ella? I am speaking your language, but can you understand?”


My head bobbles quickly in a nod that is both an effort and apology. I lift my hand to touch his smooth grey skin, but he shuffles beyond my reach. Luggie smashes the sack onto the grass. He exposes his teeth. I don’t mean to, but I stumble back, afraid.


Luggie says, raging, “The sunlight grows into our beaming eyes, giving vision to our young, touching us with light. The Bangols come from the foundation of Jarr, from the very island of Jarr-Wya. It is only right that Nanjee, the princess of the Bangols, be returned to the place from where she was birthed. Those Olearons, they knew. Taking me away from the east … I will get back there. Maybe all that will remain is bones, but I know Nanjee’s head-stones. I will find her. I will honor her life: my beautiful, brilliant sister.”


Luggie lifts a hand to the glass wall and scratches five straight lines with his sharp nails. He steps away so the distortion returns, shielding him and me from the activities of the city. The opaque reflectiveness is a dull mirror, though it vibrates at the cut lines.


Luggie’s muscles are tight, rippling through him to his clenched fists. I’m sure his nails puncture his palms. He grinds his dagger-fine teeth and growls. “And Ella”—Luggie whispers now—“Ella, why them? Why did you choose them over me?”


He kicks the sack. It bounces against the glass door, which shimmers, and for a moment the mirror returns to glossy translucency, allowing Luggie and me to catch a glimpse of Duggie-Sky running by. The boy pauses, then steps back as he notices us. The four-year-old rushes to the door and presses his nose into a pancake against it. I can’t help but laugh, which comes out horribly. Cancer has corrupted even my laugh, trapping me in a silent world, though it’s loud in my head, the place where I collect all the things I wish to say.


Duggie-Sky has a square of the Olearons’ vulai bread in one hand and a drying mud ball in the other. His face still presses against the glass as he raps on the door with his elbow. Luggie swings it open.


“Hi!” says Duggie-Sky cheerfully. His dark brown skin glows with raindrops, and his boyish round cheeks are flushed from evading the young Olearon tasked with minding him until our company departs. Since the transformation gifted to him by Rolace the man-spider in his web, not only is Duggie-Sky as fast as a blink, but he’s also grown smarter. Perceptive.


“You sad, Luggie?” Duggie-Sky asks. “Wanna play catch?” The boy moves with the agility of a basketball player. His eyes tell me he understands what’s going on around here—probably better than I do—though his voice hasn’t lost the childlike slur.


Hi, I say in my head and wave at the boy who stands two feet shorter than me. Duggie-Sky beams and takes a bite of vulai bread. His tight black curls bounce as he chews. Luggie doesn’t turn, so I smile and raise my hands. Duggie-Sky tosses me the ball, a perfect sphere of mud just like the ones the conniving Bangol, Zeno, taught him to make.


“Snack?” Duggie-Sky asks, holding the bread toward me first, then Luggie. I shake my head and toss the ball back with terrible aim. Without pausing mid-chew, Duggie-Sky zips to successfully catch the mud in his free hand. He laughs and vulai breadcrumbs fall from his lips.


“Ugh, I cannot stomach more vulai.” Luggie grimaces.


Duggie-Sky darts around Luggie and peeks at me for a second before disappearing behind the narrow glass wardrobe. The gift of teleportation, imbued with the magic life force of Naiu, is well used, and daily. Duggie-Sky even exercises it in pestering Grandpa Archie, who is always a good sport and even does much of the initiating on his own.


I jump behind Luggie. As I peek around his stocky body, Duggie-Sky leans out of his hiding place, then vanishes again. Suddenly, I feel a tap, tap, tap on my back. I jump and turn at the same moment and thrust my hands forward to tickle the boy’s belly. He giggles, scrunching his neck, and tumbles down onto the grass floor of the chamber, pulling me down by the wrists. I can’t help but laugh. “Aweeak!” I sound horrible and am suddenly self-conscious. Luggie catches my gaze.


“Be careful, child,” he says. “She is not well.”


My weakness, the nausea and frailty from the tumor, are my business, and I would say as much if I could even whisper the words. The way Duggie-Sky looks at me now, less like a playmate than a fragile decoration on a mantel, to be appreciated from afar and certainly not touched … ugh, I hate that look. I remember that expression on the faces of my classmates at school. It’s true—physically I couldn’t keep up with them, but I was still me.


Luggie turns away from Duggie-Sky and me, and the unbalanced feeling fills the modest space. To tip the energy toward peace, I sweep my hands outward, one to the left and one to the right, as if brushing away crumbs after a meal. The gesture is American Sign Language, meaning finished. Duggie-Sky gets the idea and leaps to his feet.


“They’re almost ready out there,” he says happily, and on his way out adds, “Okay, bye!” Duggie-Sky disappears with a swoosh through the entryway.


“Why does he bother with doors?” Luggie mumbles.


Before the door clicks shut behind the gleeful child, I catch the edge of it and take a step out. It’s clear that I’m wasting my time here; I’m sure I can help with packing in the octagon paddock, if they’ll let me. My eyes find Luggie’s and I shrug, wave goodbye, and step out into the drizzling, windswept pathway.


“Wait,” he says.


I want to scream. Instead, I close my eyes at the whipping of the breeze. It animates my long blond hair, dancing it around my face like a puppet’s strings. The wind has been erratic: strong like a bull, wild like a snake. It’s one effect of the Star’s poisoning of the island, making the Bangols—their king Tuggeron, whom I call Tuggs—crazy-hungry to expand their territory. The Star is also to blame for creating the Millia sands, which leeched the blood from half the Constellations Cruise Line passengers—people I sat beside at the ship’s mammoth tables in the dining hall and swam with in the bean-shaped pool on the deck. I can’t help but shudder.


The Star must be stopped.


“Your laugh …” Luggie begins. “It is jarring, a pained screech. I do not understand how the illness at your neck saddens you, how it makes you weak, but still your sounds are beautiful to me. Even in my anger, Ella Wellsley, I need to protect your laugh.”


My hand is on the triangular glass handle. I’m unable to walk away, to leave Luggie alone with his sack and the despised blue tunic. I’m also stubbornly unwilling to return to his chamber. Again, I find my blue eyes locked with Luggie’s vibrant yellows. He is the first to look away. I can’t hold back the tears.


I give in.
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Chapter 2


Luggie


Luggie softens as Ella brushes past him. He swallows hard to mask the breath-stealing effect she has on him. She sits on the carelessly strewn sheets of Luggie’s bed, smoothing them, then patting the spot beside her, beckoning him to join her. If only she could speak, he wishes, then laments: Even if she were to write the words of an apology, I cannot read her language.


Ella’s gaze once made Luggie’s head-stones ache with affection, though now her eyes send an unnerving shiver down his spine. When he blinks, he still senses the place where Ella struck him. That one act, he realizes, was the unraveling of them, of their trust. Luggie was rendered unable to protect Nanjee’s body from being picked apart by the hungry black flyers with their curled talons and scavenging, pecking beaks—black flyers that have morphed since the arrival of the Star and now bear two heads and overgrown wingspans. Their great shadows arrive with a chill before them.


Luggie and Ella had formed a plan to escape that didn’t involve flying Kameelo or the Olearons. He planned to sneak the keys to her cell from his father, and in the night they would paddle the makeshift raft Luggie constructed to the next arching stone bridge to save Nanjee. The three would head north by sea to the Bangols’ fortress at the head of Jarr-Wya. The other part of the plan, which Luggie had not articulated, a fantasy of impossibility, stretched many sunsets into the future.


He had imagined hiding Ella within the stone fortress until he could convince his father—King Tuggeron—that she played no part in thwarting the ruler’s plan to capture and wield the power of the Star. Then a lifetime with Ella …


Luggie sobers at the thought of Tuggeron, which pains him more than his healing wound. Everyone knows the king is mad and selfish, desiring immortality and, most of all, the Star. The Olearons believe Tuggeron must die. They have spoken of their desire plainly in Luggie’s presence.


He agrees that his father must be stopped, but a sliver of love still lives in his heart for the Bangol who raised him—for the father who taught him to manipulate earth and stone, and to fly the awakin butterfly balloons. He feels love, even for the king who beats him.


Luggie frets over the look of betrayal that will greet him on the faces of all Bangols when he arrives on Baluurwa the Doomful with a company of Olearons. They will surely see; the Bangols have eyes on the mountain at all times, as Tuggeron’s paranoia never sleeps. They keep watch for a lone Steffanus, a winged creature they might capture to use in the operation of a Tillastrion. The Bangols have never ventured to the derivative world—the human Earth—themselves, to Luggie’s knowledge, except for the twin heirs of the previous king whom Tuggeron successfully banished.


Luggie strains to remember back many sunsets to his childhood, to recall whether his father ever touched him kindly. Was he good before the mysterious Star crashed into the sea beneath Jarr-Wya?


He sighs deeply and his shoulders fall. No. Tuggeron never loved him. He loved Luggie’s sister, Nanjee. My father will be furious with me. Luggie clenches his teeth. If I return without Nanjee, without even her head-stones, that will be it. He will kill me and seek immortal dominion more fervently. Who was I fooling? Tuggeron was never grooming me to rule—only to serve him without objection, without a mind of my own.


Dejected, Luggie plunks himself down beside Ella. The bed, enchanted to gift the sleeper pleasant dreams, rests on a glass frame and is firm with little give. Ella shifts to face him. Her hands graze his cheeks. Tenderly, she turns his head to check on the stitches where his ear had been blown off by the Maiden of Olearon’s blast. The Maiden sacrificed herself to destroy the manifestation of the cruise director, Valarie, in her massive carakwa horde, though not to save the Bangols. Luggie’s kin had been consumed by the lizard-beetle horde hungry for blood and vengeance.


Luggie pulls sharply away from Ella’s embrace. Her eyes fall, and her hands, too. She takes a deep breath. Her lips make silent shapes, mouthing his name. He shakes his head, as Ella had done moments before. “Ewwwwwaaaaa,” she says aloud as she tries to speak. The tears that had clung to her fair eyelashes, and glistened on the bright whites of her eyes, now surrender and plummet. He watches her sadness rise and fall in her chest.


“Don’t, Ella,” Luggie says weakly. “You broke me. You betrayed me. Your touch was the only kindness in my life, other than Nanjee, but now …”


Ella pulls a parchment book from her sack, which she wears with the handles slung over her shoulders like her school backpack, long lost in the fire on the eastern shore. She produces a paintbrush and vial of black ink. Luggie cannot help but compare the artist tools of the Olearons to those of the Bangols. The ornately constructed and decorated book he and Nanjee had given Ella was by far more precious than the simple, modestly stitched pages of the Olearons. Even the blue-bark brush and long silver vial of ink look primitive and minimally adorned. Just like the thin red bodies. Luggie grimaces.


Luggie hates the sight of the art tools in Ella’s hands. He looks away while she draws. The paintbrush makes a gentle scraping sound against the paper, and, with it, his mind becomes entangled in thought once more. When he looks back, he sees Ella’s drawings. He studies the pages, which she has torn free and laid across the bed so their dampness will evaporate. A black drip slips off one page and stains the immaculate white bedding.


Ella points at one drawing, then at another, and another. Luggie begins to recognize the invisible journey that connects each image. Ella has a plan! Luggie fills with understanding—and with hope.
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“Are we too late for this?” Luggie asks, resigning himself to sadness, hope being too dangerous. Look where hope left me not many sunsets past! The flicker of possibility dulls in him.


“I loved you, Ella. Then you delivered me into the fire. I loved you … The word love is more beautiful in my language.”


Luggie takes the book of paper and roughly tears free a new page. Ella slips the blue handle of the paintbrush into Luggie’s callused hand. He draws the letters. One at a time, slowly, thoughtfully. He blows the bubbles of ink dry, then turns the paper to show Ella. Her eyes trace the lines.
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She reaches, and Luggie thinks she means to take the paper—but her hands find his. He lets the drawn Love fall to rest on the bed between them. Ella scoots closer, rising to her knees, filling the distance between them. The paper crumples beneath her. Her pink lips brush against Luggie’s. Once more he feels Ella’s weakening effect over him. She pulls back a shallow breath’s distance and pauses. Her taste is sweet on his nearly black lips. He inhales her. She waits. For what feels like a thousand breaths, Luggie’s heart hammers away his dwindling resolve until he can no longer sit unflinching like a stone. Then he, too, leans forward.


Their kiss is full and long. It is laced with the desperation of too much time spent waiting and the pain of the vast distance between their two worlds. Neither knows how to encapsulate their bizarre love, which only makes sense removed from race and land and magic and language and hate and the Star.


Luggie touches Ella’s shoulders, her neck, and her ears. His pointed nails delicately part her hair, now messy and tangled, until he feels the crest of the scar at the back of her neck.


“Oh,” he says without thinking, the word spoken inside Ella’s mouth. “I’m sorry.” Luggie winces. He shakes his head and is about to speak again, fretting that he may have hurt her.


Ella smiles, broad and encompassing. Her teeth are dull edged like a spoon, the white of Jarr’s moon. She laughs—the cackle of illness, and all Luggie has ever known of her mirth. His worry turns to vapor and is gone.


As if they both know what the other needs in that moment, they fold their arms around each other in a desperate embrace. The cherished touch of two lost ones, separated from their predictable courses, forced to endure each night in the abyss of unknown, and lacking the sun to guide them by day. They remain entangled until their breathing harmonizes, heart to beating heart. Luggie is sure Ella feels it: the racing in his chest.


He briefly forgets that they sit in his enemy’s city, that Ella’s father has transitioned—in body and mind—to an Olearon within Rolace’s web, and that the Bangols were abandoned and deceived by the company led by Ella’s mother, Tessa, and grandfather, Archibald Wellsley. Luggie forgets that he and Ella have somewhere to be, that the new company is venturing out at any moment to begin a new quest to defeat the Star and find Ella’s cure, which is impossibly intertwined with the fate of all worlds.


Without warning, someone raps on the door to Luggie’s chamber as loudly as the lightning beyond its reflective walls. The door clicks open. There, standing erect and unflinching in the rain, is the 30th Lord of Olearon. His scowl is menacing, though subtle enough that one might miss it on his polished face. Pinned to one shoulder, the Lord wears the distinctive patch once worn by his deceased Maiden. The patch is animal hide, dyed red and stitched with gold amidst a pattern of rainbow bands. The ten-foot-tall doorway is shy of the ruler’s towering height, so the Lord rounds his angular shoulders to enter, then tips his chin in solemn greeting.


Luggie stands to face the Lord. Behind him Ella ruffles papers as she collects the drawings and shoves them hastily inside her sack, slinging it over her back in one swift motion. Understanding settles over Luggie: Ella does not want the Lord to see her plan. He relishes the thought. Maybe she is on my side of this war after all.


Luggie does his best to block the Lord’s view—pulling his shoulders back and resting his thick hands on his hips—though the Olearon is a towering presence, seeing everything. The youthful Bangol forces down a nervous gulp. When the Lord finally opens his mouth after studying the scene, all he says to Ella is, “It is time. The company awaits, and you two are the last to assemble. Go now, human.”


Beneath the Lord’s squinting black eyes, Ella retreats through the narrow doorway. She looks back, but the Lord seals the door. Once she is gone, leaving behind the floral smell of her hair and the bitter odor of ink on the sheets, Luggie is alone with the looming being, who radiates heat.


Suddenly, the Lord’s shoulders tremble violently. Luggie startles at the motion, so alien for the composed, even-tempered Lord. A shiver of what Luggie can only guess is disgust creeps over the Olearon like a robe. The Lord’s posture grows even more plank-rigid. His ruddy lips pull back in a snarl.


“Tell me, Bangol,” begins the Olearon. “Why should I trust you to join the company on this journey? You stone-heads are devious scavengers and oath-breakers. I would rather roast you here and report to the others that I was provoked, that you rose from the earth to swallow me whole. My actions would be seen as self-defense.”


Luggie’s courage—bolstered by Ella’s plan—burns hungrily in his chest. “Now who is the devious one?” Luggie says with scorn. “You may be the Lord of Olearon, but you are not my king.”


The Lord pauses, considering. He grits his ash-white teeth. “It would give me pleasure to turn your flesh to dust, but for now, I have a higher purpose in keeping you alive.”


Luggie puffs out his chest. “I am going to Baluurwa to protect Ella, then get myself back to where I belong—”


“Or so you think,” the Lord says with a twisted chuckle. “While you may not believe this—because of the falsehoods your foolish forefathers hammered into your thick rock skull—the Olearons desire peace. We use war to achieve this when there are no other options, and I regret that this is one such occasion.”


The Lord continues as he studies Luggie, circling him. “I do perceive that you are not as foolhardy and selfish as your father, or as the many who follow Tuggeron without a mind of their own. The Maiden in me has shown me these things—both the cruelty of Tuggeron and your bravery, Luggie. You are capable of restraint, which I have witnessed since you arrived in my city. And you are prone to love, though of this strangeness I need say no more. What this tells me is that you should be king—King of the Bangols.”


Luggie waits. The Lord’s words strike him mute, silent like Ella, at the ludicrous proposition. Some—like Winzun and Zeno, the sons of the last Bangol king—would fight each other till their grey skin returned to earth and insect grub for the title the Lord so curiously dangles before Luggie. Yet Luggie refuses to be blinded by power like his father. Bangol skepticism rises in his throat, a resolute distrust of the Lord that solidifies into an even deeper loathing. It must be a joke, Luggie finally concludes. But before he can reply, the Lord continues.


“If the Bangols were to live peacefully amongst all on Jarr-Wya, if they were to submit to wisdom”—the word wisdom clearly meaning Olearon rule—“I foresee the flourishing of your race, within reason. Things would change, of course. No wild pursuits of a foreign star. No thievery of the Olearon harvest or of the crop from the Fairy Vineyard. No warmongering.”


“Obedience.”


“Yes. Obedience.” The Lord bends. He touches the damp bedsheet where the ink drip is slowly drying. “I will need one to lead this new way of life for the Bangols—one I may counsel and guide. Will you be that one, Luggie?” The Lord burns a perfect circle into the white sheet so no remnant of ink remains. A wisp of smoke rises in a thin, tangled line.


“What choice do I have?”


“The choice is a clear one between life and death. Between death and love.”


Every cell in Luggie’s body aches to call forth the earth, slap it down in a wave of dirt and roots and shattered glass, to make true the lie of the Lord. To destroy the bloodthirsty, hypocritical Lord of Olearon would earn the respect of the Bangols and perhaps forgiveness from his father. The act must be done before the Lord speaks lies and poisons minds against him; otherwise, Luggie will never succeed in returning home. What sweet retribution, Luggie thinks, for Nanjee and the true-hearted Bangol warriors. Luggie’s friends—the dutiful who reluctantly followed Tuggeron’s orders to drown the humans to bait the Star and coax it out from its hiding place in the sea beneath the island.


The Lord’s closeness makes it impossible to shift the grassy earth beneath their feet quickly enough for Luggie to beat the Lord’s blaze of fire to scorch everything in the room in half the time. The Lord knows this as well. His red neck and face emit a heat that trickles down Luggie’s brow in silver drops of fear.


The Lord is too close. He whispers, “After the Star and its power are mine, and our company descend Baluurwa for the Bangols’ northern fortress, I will call upon you. Obedience. You will stand straight, proud, fierce. Your stones will be clean and your head clear. Tuggeron will burn. But not you. And not those who cross the line of fire to stand at your side. You will lead them in serving me, and in striving for true peace for all Jarrwians.


“And about the human girl,” adds the Lord, sneering. “She uses you for a purpose, as do I, though hers saves only herself, while mine spares thousands. If you truly possess affection for her, remember how closely I control those she holds dear: her mother and her grandfather, Tessa and Archibald Wellsley. And of course her father, faithful Ardenal. Do not give her cause to blame you.


“Like you, I once knew complicated love.” The Lord’s voice is tight. “It was ripped from me. Love is worth the fight to protect it—in the name of peace, of course, Luggie. You would be wise to remember this.”


Luggie is startled. Who is the Lord speaking of? To his knowledge, the Lord ruled with his Maiden before her death, as had all Olearon rulers before them. How was their love complicated? How was it ripped from him?


Since the Maiden’s blaze consumed both herself and the monster incarnation of cruise director Valarie, the Maiden came to inhabit the body of her Lord. They must be joined in spirit now—in the closest, most intimate way. Luggie cannot make sense of the Lord’s confession. Luggie grinds his teeth, ignoring whatever vulnerability the Lord reveals. Likely for a purpose, he reasons. He growls, “And if I do not obey …”


“Consider it, yes, but know disobedience ends in death. The rule of the Bangols will fail, your race will be annihilated in my unforgiving fire, and you will watch them burn. I will bestow one final mercy on you: to live a long life. We Olearons will write about you, the last stone-head, in our histories, as the rest of your kin fade from memory.”


“And Ella?”


“In every thread weaving the present into what will become the history of Jarr, I see her inevitable end. Her death. She cannot live. If she were to bear your child, that life would be the unity of us all, which I will not have. It must never come to pass.”


A haunting shudder throws back the Lord’s head. His eyes search the sloping glass ceiling, as if he orients himself in the city. The shiver works through him from head to booted foot. Finally, he takes a rounder, softer stance. Luggie watches dumbly, baffled, unsure if he should help or escape in these fleeting breaths.


Luggie timidly asks, “Do you need the healer?” He takes a step away as he speaks, worried that the Lord will scald him if his movements are not predictable.


“What foolishness is this? Why have you not followed the human girl? Out with you, or I will leave you behind.”


“You held me back,” Luggie says, fuming.


The Lord scowls at Luggie and turns, leaving him alone with his questions in the glass chamber.


Coolness rushes in at the Lord’s departure, and Luggie wipes sweat from his flushed brow. He blinks in confusion, flashing his glowing yellow eyes. It is as if the Lord forgot their conversation entirely, as if the convulsions induced immediate amnesia.


What did the Lord mean that a child birthed of Luggie and Ella would unite all? That babe would be new, that was true—one part Bangol, the other human—but Ella had no Olearon blood in her veins. Her father, Ardenal, had transitioned into an Olearon after he arrived on Jarr-Wya, after his encounter with the magical man-spider’s web.


The Lord is confused, Luggie reasons. Poisoned with lust for the Star, just like my father.


The memory of Ella’s drawings, done just minutes before, fill his vision. Would a child be their future?


Luggie’s attention shifts to his bed, beneath which the secret history of the Olearons lies tucked between mattress and frame. He does not know if the Lord has yet interrogated Archibald about the mysterious record. Archie stole the secret history from the Olearon throne before the original company ventured to the Bangols’ eastern arching bridges in search of Ella. The Maiden confiscated the glass object from him before she died. All believe that in her sacrifice to wipe out carakwa-Valarie, the history was lost to the sea. None know that Luggie found and concealed it. Not even Ella.


For now, Luggie is content to keep quiet about the survival of the history. The wisdom burned into its glass calls to him, even when preparing for the new mission. Perhaps, Luggie thinks, I can barter the object in exchange for something—or someone—more precious.


“Obedience is earned.” Luggie’s voice is scratchy. He tenderly slips the secret history into his sack. “The Lord, like my father, soon will see: I am not as easy to control as they believe.”





Chapter 3


Archie


The journey to Baluurwa the Doomful points the company toward Jarr-Wya’s interior, where the blue forest butts up against the black rock on the west, between the Olearon field and mountain. Baluurwa rises sharply out of the island’s center, its angle dangerous, though smaller fragments of ground—grass, dirt, and rock—float on all sides. These levitating pieces of earth connect to the mountain by twisting vines and step-sized stones that magnetize the whole offshoot, binding it together. From many of these mini airborne islands spill flowers and sloping trees, their roots dangling out through the dirt to drink from low, sweeping clouds.


To Archie, Baluurwa appears like a looming squid, its tall pointed head directing everyone’s eyes up toward the storm. The sky remains dark, the color of bruised plums. It’s been this way all day, as we trekked toward the mount, every waking hour, Archie reflects nervously. Weak sunlight fights its way through the wounded atmosphere. The dusky sky is impenetrable. Is there even a sun up there? he worries. The mountain reaches into the space around it with tentacles of vines and stone. There, chunks of land sway lazily in the churning storm, dropping pebbles and leaves that forget from where they fell by the time they settle on the ground far below.


Archie looks at his watch. It is a nervous habit, but a futile one. His watch of a long-defunct brand, with a chipped face and tired leather band, no longer ticks. Its face looks back at him blankly, showing the time it stopped.


Eleven-thirty.


Archie wonders if that was the nighttime hour when the Atlantic Odyssey was overtaken by Olearon warriors after the ship jumped to the waters of Jarr-Wya. Or late morning, when the vessel crashed on the Millia’s shore. Archie taps the face mindlessly, as if he can startle the watch from its hibernation to tell him how long they have been on the magical island. Days bleed into nights, and the dark overshadows everything. There once was the richness of color and life here and the touch of Jarr’s sun imbued Naiu, but the Star has stolen the light. The weather is not the only element driven into madness.


[image: Image]


THE company that ventures to Baluurwa includes humans and Olearons, plus Luggie. Archie points his finger as he counts. There is the Lord of Olearon and his two henchmen; Yuleeo and Islo. Junin trails them. She is mother to a young red-skinned daughter—Faye—who was fast friends with Duggie-Sky. Archie commended Duggie-Sky for his brave tear-filled goodbye to the girl. Junin, accustomed to goodbyes, is a warrior from the contingent that rescued half the passengers who survived the Atlantic Odyssey crash and the evil Millia sands’ demand for blood. Archie trusts Junin, though he has less confidence in the one she serves.


Azkar and Nameris, and their younger sibling Kameelo, who was gifted the power of flight inside Rolace’s web, also stand guard over the Lord. They still grieve the deaths of their other brothers, Olen and Eek. Kameelo keeps watch of the new company from above, where he flies in the dim sky. Since they proved their strength and loyalty on the trek east, the Lord keeps the three brothers closer than all but Yuleeo and Islo, his most intimate advisors and guards.


Ardenal is the eighth Olearon, though he treks apart from the others, beside Archie and Duggie-Sky, whose four-year-old legs have not yet tired. Archie peers past the boy to his son. Arden—Ardenal on Jarr-Wya—wears the blue of an Olearon warrior, but that is not all he shares with them. His skin is warm red, his eyes the endless black of midnight. His hair is unlike it was when he was human; now, it is matted and forms a Mohawk across his skull.


Ardenal, too, like born Olearons, can control fire, calling it forth from the nape of his neck, weaving blades of grass into weapons of flame and igniting his whole body. Even with this unexpected transformation, Archie relishes the closeness of Arden, who had been lost from Earth for two confusing years. It didn’t take long for Archie to recognize the ruddy, gangly creature as his son, though Tessa—Archie’s daughter-in-law, Ella’s mom, and Arden’s wife—was slower to recognize what Arden has become.


Tessa and the captain of the Atlantic Odyssey, Nathanial Billows, talk in quiet voices on the periphery of the company. Archie scowls in Nate’s direction. He resents the closeness between Tessa and Nate, though a small part of him understands. He, too, longs for companionship—for his late wife Suzie—and accepts that Arden has changed. Archie’s mission of reuniting his family was complete when they found each other at the glass city, yet the fractured feeling between Tessa and Arden continues to divide them.


Archie next counts his granddaughter, Ella, and the Bangol, Luggie, who walk close together, watching the tall branches of the blue forest for the compound eyes of the carakwas or the concealed bodies of the black flyers. Regretting his granddaughter’s fear, which he would remove if he could, Archie is thankful for Luggie—for Luggie’s hand on Ella’s back as he guides her, watching out for her.


Archie knows the friendship of a Bangol himself, despite Zeno’s abrupt departure in the east. Zeno did not say goodbye, not to Archie or to any of them, and yet Archie’s forgiveness reaches his friend, no matter where he may be. Zeno rebutted his kindnesses and his trust, yet there was evidence that the selfish Bangol cared for the human who sought him out in the Haria marketplace on the island of Lanzarote on Earth, the human who helped him return to the island of Jarr-Wya and his fellow Bangols. Zeno leaped in front of Archie when the Maiden’s anger, and her fire, flared at discovering the secret glass in Archie’s hands.


At the tail end of the company is the Spanish opera singer, Lady Sophia. The skin on her pudgy arms and neck grow patchy white and red with exertion. She still dons her ball gown, which she wore when the Atlantic Odyssey crashed on the Millia’s southern beach and dirtied on the rescue mission east. At the time, she scoffed at the idea of changing into more sensible trekking attire.


“It’s the only way I can judge how much weight I’ve sweated from my hips,” she bellowed in protest in the glass city. The outspoken woman pestered Junin for a needle and thread so she could stitch two folds into the gown, allowing her thick ankles and calves to march unobstructed. Lady Sophia relented enough to slice the heels off her shoes with a glass blade. Her other demand was to join the new company.


“I hated how the Maiden used me—being thrown off a bridge into the ocean as a ruse,” she said. “Still, the exhilaration of it inspired me to write songs of my own. Oh, I can only imagine what new arias will bubble up out of me on this new adventure.”


The Lord scolded Lady Sophia, emphasizing the seriousness of their mission to defeat the Star—and with that, reverse all it altered: the poisoning of Jarr-Wya, the erratic weather, morphed creatures, corrupted minds, and the presence of the Millia sands.


Lady Sophia shooed the Lord away, as only she seemed capable of doing, her cheerful mood unsullied by his ferocity. She merrily went on packing loaf after loaf of vulai bread, enough for five warriors, and told the Lord, “Now who’d sing you all to sleep? Couldn’t have that on my conscience!” She chuckled.


Finally, Archie counts himself. Fifteen in all.


There are fifteen in their quiet company, all leery of what may come when they reach Baluurwa. No one ventured to the mountain since the last Olearon Lord: Telmakus, the 29th. Archie read about him in the secret history of the Olearons, which he discovered in the armrest of the glass throne in the citadel. When the Maiden discovered him reading the glass history, she confiscated it, threatening to scorch Archie. At Ardenal’s insistence, she showed mercy instead.


Archie’s fingers ache for the magical square of glass. At his touch, it revealed to him, in his own language, many things deemed private by the Lord. As he longs for the secret history, Archie laments its demise along with the Maiden, who had it with her when she faced the Bangols in the east and revolted against Valarie. How could the glass survive a blast of fire so hot it killed millions of carakwas? It can’t have survived, Archibald, you old fool!


Archie stretches his hands, his arms, his back. How youthfulness crept into him from the first moment he touched the Tillastrion made by Zeno, he has no idea. This, too, like the glowing white words he read on the glass, he tells no one. Day by day, Archie feels himself straighten out, his crooked back no longer a wilted flower. His skin grows thick and conceals the web of veins that once rose as blue tributaries on the tops of his hands. He runs his fingers through his hair, savoring its thickness where he was once bald and speckled with age spots.


“Grandpa Archie, carry me?” Duggie-Sky says in a whining tone, and though Ardenal reaches his toned red arms for the boy, Archie shoos him away. Archie scoops up the child without effort and swings him onto his shoulders. As the boy perches there, the muscles in Archie’s chest tighten and bulge in the pleasing way he remembers from the decades he spent as a roofer in Seattle. He was lean and strong then. Archie is certain he is changing, bizarrely, back into that shape.


The pace of the company’s hike, compared with the urgency with which they had rushed east to rescue Ella and challenge the Bangols, is indeed slower and more calculated. The Lord is a looming presence amongst them, and all are more careful with each step. At the company’s center, the Lord discusses with Yuleeo and Islo in hushed voices their strategy for climbing the mountain and navigating its tunnels.


“Losing the Maiden was the greatest tragedy,” the Lord says to the company as the glass city disappears behind them, hidden by thick blue trunks as they enter the forest. “This time, none will be that careless.”


No one in the company has the courage to speak up for the successes of that mission. Ella was saved. The contingent of Bangols were annihilated, except for King Tuggeron. Most in their company returned to the glass city with only minor injuries. Yet, what they brought with them were haunted memories.


All remember Valarie’s haunting voice as she emerged into consciousness on the eastern beach in the monstrous amalgamation of linked carakwas. The original company that remained after the expansive blast mourned the Maiden but are grateful. The spiteful words of the Lord only add pain to their misery. The Maiden’s mercy, how she spared them—if not all Jarr-Wya—from Valarie’s vengeance is an enduring debt.


Back in Seattle, while Archie snored on the couch, Ella ascended into their attic and poured over her lost father’s notebooks. Those journals were filled with his research and sketches—drawings that became etched in Ella’s mind, which she later realized were clues to locating the remedy for her cancer—a remedy entangled with the fate of the worlds. She recreated these drawings to lead the company to the Star and, hopefully, her cure.


Azkar grips Ella’s drawings in his hand as he treks, while Archie immediately memorized the images. His mind now traces their inky contours. What must we crack open? he wonders. Who must burn in a blazing fire? And how must a brain, heart, and flame unite, leading from one to the other? For Archie, the ink drawings elicit more questions than answers.


Azkar studies one drawing with dotted lines that trace the exterior of Baluurwa, then point inward, through the center of the mountain. “This drawing is too simple, Lord. The Steffanus race burrowed many, if not hundreds, of tunnels through the rock …” His face is pinched in consternation. The black scar that runs from beneath his eye, down his left cheek, and to his collarbone puckers and pulls at his red skin.


Nameris snatches the drawing. “Azkar is right. We could be lost for countless sunsets within Baluurwa.”


Nameris is by far the most studious of the warriors. Due to his time spent studying—instead of training—he is rail thin, though fast on his feet. He reminds Archie of a friend of Arden’s from university. The young history student was a tall skeleton, as if his back had no bend, so he looked down on everyone—quite literally, but also as one who believes he knows much more than the rest.


Yuleeo speaks up thoughtlessly, “If only a Steffanus remained, so that she might lead us to the right path—”


The Lord cuts off Yuleeo. “Never wish for such a thing. The last of the Steffanus race died when the 29th Lord—my uncle, Telmakus—burned through the mountain before his end. This is a debt we owe to him, never to be forgotten. The last Steffanus nearly drove him mad with her ill-intended oracles, her wicked lava eyes, and her cunning voice. We all must take care”—the Lord raises his voice—“to mind the lies still carried on the wind. Report immediately to Islo anything heard on a whisper.”


Islo nods solemnly. His black eyes meet those of each of the company. His gaze is controlled, mechanical, as he analyzes each member. Archie feels x-rayed, and for the first time since stealing the secret history of the Olearons, he is glad it is not tucked inside his bag.


Islo, like Azkar, is broad shouldered for an Olearon, his arms and back bulging with toned muscle. His hands are firm as boulders, and through his thick neck glow orange veins that throb indiscreetly. Islo’s eyes finally rest on Azkar. The two Olearons were childhood playmates, though more like adversaries, Azkar told Archie back in the glass city. With held breath, Archie watches them scowl at each other. Azkar breaks the gaze and turns forward, his march now a storm that sweeps the company through the blue forest.


“No members of the Steffanus race remain on Baluurwa,” says Junin, comforting the humans. “They have been gone many sunsets. No oracles have been scratched onto our glass city. No fires light up the western face of Baluurwa like stars in the black. While we seek to appease the Millia to the south and the Bangols to the north, the heart of the island is calm. We should have no trouble upon our arrival.”


“No trouble except finding the safest way in, and through,” grumbles Nameris.


Archie peers at the Lord of Olearon. The towering red leader insisted on accompanying the newly formed company, certain, like Junin, that nothing lurks in the shadow of Baluurwa. Archie does not worry about the Steffanus sisters. It is the thought of Bangols that tears through his nerves like the colorful sparks of lightning cutting through the plum sky. In the glass city, Ella drew for Archie all she had experienced as a prisoner in the Bangols’ journey east—from her time in their clay baskets, protected by the young sibling Bangols she befriended, to the stone-heads’ camps as blue forest turned to white, then to sand and sea air. Archie could sense her fear as she painted images of her days locked in a stone cell at the end of a bridge over the eastern sea, where King Tuggeron bound humans to stones and let them sink to the Star at the bottom of the sea.


What if the Bangols lay in wait for them in the tunnels of Baluurwa? Archie feels too cowardly to present this concern to the Lord. The ruler is only concerned with the Star. All he speaks of is finding and destroying the dark sphere beneath Jarr-Wya, while Tessa’s only desire is to unravel the cure for Ella, to disentangle it from the mystery of the Star. These two desires—health for the island and health for my granddaughter—while often appearing to conflict, Archie thinks, are finally aligned.


Archie can hear Duggie-Sky’s stomach grumble from where the boy sits on his shoulders. “Hungry, little fella?”


“Uh-huh. Dinner soon?” the boy says.


“We must put more ground behind us,” Islo barks.


Azkar nods slowly, annoyed to support Islo. “It is almost night—”


“How can you tell?” says Tessa, who shuts her mouth quickly with a click of her teeth.


Azkar glares at her, squinting so tightly that his eyes appear like black smudges of soot. “—and since our speed is slow, we will camp at the base, then scale the mountain by day.”


Nate, still walking close beside Tessa, asks, “How much longer?”


“Depends on our pace,” Nameris answers, looking back at Lady Sophia.


“Oh, my darling, thank you for noticing! I really am doing well, aren’t I?” The singer laughs. She claps her hands and flashes Nameris a smile. The Olearon looks forward and continues to march without speaking.


“I’m guessing about three hours,” Nate says, answering himself. “From my time captaining ships, I’ve grown skilled at eyeing distances. I’d guess about ten miles if we keep on like this.”


Lady Sophia’s laugh is a trill amongst the gloom, and not just Archie finds himself grinning. “Is that all?” she says. “Well, we’ll certainly earn our supper!” She looks up at Duggie-Sky. “At least, most of us.” She scrunches her nose playfully at the boy, who disappears from Archie’s shoulders and reappears at Lady Sophia’s side, where he slips his hand into hers. “Now that’s better.” She giggles.


“Too much delay and frivolity,” the Lord grumbles to himself. He grits his teeth and hastens his stride.


If the Lord is so concerned about speed, why bring any of the humans along? Archie wonders. This is not the only thing that perturbs him about the Lord of Olearon; Archie also finds his attire a curious choice.


When the Lord overtook the Atlantic Odyssey, capturing its passengers and the Constellations Cruise Line staff, he wore the royal-blue battle jumpsuit, the same as his warriors beside him, though not rolled up at the sleeves and legs. Archie made out the Lord’s ruddy chest, ankles, forearms. Now, however, he is clothed in royal attire. The Lord wears fitted silver-gold breeches that sheathe him past his shins and a matching doublet decorated with clear and silver gems surrounding a glass breastplate. Over all this, he wears a robe with folds of golden fabric that begin at sharp points rising from his shoulders and draping down to his feet like Naiu-rich waterfalls. The robe is dirty at the hem. It features a firm swirl of fabric beneath his chin that swoops down to his wrists, concealing his red-hot skin in an iridescence like ice.


The Lord’s hands are sheathed in tight gloves decorated in colored gemstones that conceal his skin, as do his warrior boots. The only red flesh visible is that of the Lord’s face, with its sharp, angular cheekbones reminiscent of the glass city, dark eyes like dying embers, and blood-hued lips. The black eyes are unreadable to Archie and ever searching. The Lord’s broad forehead leads up to the steep rise of his Mohawk of thick dreadlocks, decorated with vivid-colored glass beads. Like those that hopscotch along the perimeter of the secret history, Archie remembers.


“I have been desiring to speak with you, Archibald Wellsley,” the Lord begins. He startles Archie out of his wandering thoughts. The others in the company notice but keep their eyes on the blue bark trunks beneath the trees’ large carrot-colored leaves. Archie was staring so intently at the Lord that he didn’t realize he was being studied with equal scrutiny. He slips one hand inside one of his trouser pockets and grazes its contents.


Archie’s fingertips tingle where they touch a leaf folded around one of his reeking socks. What the makeshift packaging contains offers him the slightest bit of comfort, especially with the Lord glaring at him. No one but Duggie-Sky knows what he carries; the boy watched earlier as Archie collected the magical plant. Archie dreaded this particular conversation with the Lord and hoped the Olearon’s preoccupation with the Star would prove a permanent distraction. “Are you sure it’s even necessary, Lord?” Archie begins. “I barely looked at the glass, and I’m terribly sorry, truly—”

OEBPS/images/common2.jpg





OEBPS/images/f012.jpg
OXPD:
oy





OEBPS/images/f011.jpg





OEBPS/images/f010.jpg





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/f005.jpg
o
4=v
%

o
WA
K
D
«%
<

SR
\ <





OEBPS/images/f004.jpg





OEBPS/images/f003.jpg





OEBPS/images/f002.jpg





OEBPS/images/f001.jpg
CANARY /
V6LANDS A





OEBPS/images/9781684630059.jpg
A YOUNG ADULT FANTASY ADVENTURE SERIES






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
dbow

Moo,

The 8Lk land Ticlsgy
BOOK 2

w

(lexts Yharee Chule

®





OEBPS/images/f009.jpg





OEBPS/images/f008.jpg





OEBPS/images/f007.jpg





OEBPS/images/f006.jpg





