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Chapter One
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I was on fire. I was burning up. Everything hurt.

“Try putting the bracelet on him,” a quiet voice was saying. I had the sound of someone who had patiently said the same thing more than once.

“Maybe it should go on Hubric. He looks worse off.” That was definitely Zyla. Even in indecision, she sounded certain. She had a spirit that could cut through granite.

“Tor can open the door,” the other voice said. Zin by her deferential tone. I’d never noticed how much like her sister she sounded. Their tones were always so different, and her voice was slightly higher. “Maybe if he gets better, he can open it up again and get us out of here.”

“Or maybe it will kill him! You don’t know how they make these objects of power, Zin!” Zyla’s voice was a low growl until it broke at the end. “The things they do ...”

“Don’t I?” Zin’s voice sounded absent, but there was an edge to it. I could tell even with my eyes shut tight that she was shying away from the memory of the night when the two of us had almost been made into objects of power – our souls sucked out of us to be used for their magic. 

Someone shoved a bracelet over my wrist and the burning pain vanished, eaten up by the magic of the healing bracelet. A second set of hands wrenched it off again, but those few seconds had been enough to heal the magic injury of whatever Shabren had done to me.

They needed me. My head felt so heavy and the pain throbbed hard behind my eyes, but I forced them open.

Above me was the strangest pattern, like a woven tapestry of green and brown ropes. Light trickled – green and gold – filtering through the gaps between the threads. I blinked and the threads grew clearer. I almost gasped aloud. 

I was lying beneath an enormous tree. A tree so large that my vision was filled entirely by layers of branches and leaves, crossing each other, weaving one over the other, layer upon layer upon layer. And those were only the layers I could see. Above them, who knew how far this tree might stretch? 

It could fill the world.

Along the branches, in an indiscernible pattern, small glowing lights like miniature suns glowed in bright orbs. Their colors varied. Some were purple, some white, some yellow, some blue. Perhaps there were more colors higher up. I felt drawn to them. Perhaps I should climb the tree and seize the orbs. The branches were thick enough. Some were thick as a man. Some looked as thick as a house.

I wasn’t thinking clearly. But it was hard to think clearly when your world was full of pain. It was nicer to sit and stare at a tree. I let my mind run along the branches, tracing their lines, not thinking of anything else at all.

“Maybe he can at least talk to Saboraak,” Zin insisted. “If he is healed enough to move.”

“We should pull him over there. Maybe he needs to be close to her.” Zyla’s face suddenly filled my view. “He seems to be awake.”

“We shouldn’t move him,” Zin was firm. 

Zyla frowned. She was lovely when she was frowning. I had a vague memory of being married to her. I remembered three small children with impish grins, their chubby hands grabbing her skirts and tugging at her hair. Wait. No. That had just been a vision used by the Ko’tor’kaen to torture me. Or test me. Or both. I still liked the memory, though. I remembered that tough exterior melting at the right words from me and those firm, frowning lips softening to kiss me. A man could tolerate frowns if there were an equal number of kisses. But no ... wait ... there had been a reason not to trust her.

“Traitor,” I gasped.

Zyla’s face twisted angrily. “I’m no traitor you hay-haired fool. What do you think spies do? Announce themselves? Say, ‘I am here to learn your secrets and cause your downfall. Now, what are they?’ No. We go undercover. We get information. We spy!”

I coughed. Speaking hurt. “Silver eyes.”

That was my evidence. My proof that she was more than a spy. She had participated. It was only the participants – the people actually sucking the souls out of others – who got silver in their eyes and when it became too much, it burst out of them.

She shook her head. “What does that have to do with anything? To get information I had to go undercover. I had to be near them when they were – Hey!”

I sat up and grabbed her throat. It was small in my hand, but I pulled her down to the ground, down to my level. My shoulder and chest were screaming in pain. I’d certainly broken my collarbone. My back flared in pain, too, as if I had been burned, and that dull throbbing of concussion still filled my head. I shoved the pain aside, pulling her to where I could see her. No time for pain. But there was time for answers.

Zyla grabbed my wrist with both her hands. I wasn’t choking her. I was just making sure I had her attention. 

“Your eyes are silver.” I coughed violently but kept my hold on her. It was hard to breathe.

Her expression was all courage and defiance. “They’re gold. Always have been. Though I could see why that might confuse you. I doubt you’ve ever had much of either.”

“With swirls of silver.” I coughed again. I didn’t have the strength to debate the details. “You were there when they killed someone. When they hung him up by the heels and drained his soul out of him.”

I gasped from the effort of so many words and Zyla’s face went white, her expression stiffening.

“It’s not easy to be a spy.”

I let her go, sagging against my good arm and gasping in pain. Zin rushed to my side, her gentle hands lifting my useless left arm and gently raising it to my lap. She slipped something over my wrist. 

“You knew.” Rage filled me. While I had been saving Zyla’s sister, she had been assisting in the murder of innocents.

“I learned things, Tor. Things that will save our land.” Her bottom lip was trembling as she backed up. Her hands were trembling, too. “I couldn’t have stopped it, anyway. There were dozens of them and just one of me. What was I supposed to do?”

My eyes narrowed, and I leaned forward as I growled, “What I did!”

“What you did?” She scoffed, but her expression was sad, as if it hurt her to fight me. “Make a big useless dramatic display? Become the center of attention for an entire nation not just once but twice? You don’t know anything about what they are doing. You’re the worst spy I’ve ever heard of!”

“I know they’re making golems out of souls. An army of them to attack the Dominion!”

She stood up so that she could look down on me as she spoke, her husky voice growing more bitter with every word. She vibrated with emotion – something deep and secret she was keeping hidden from me.

“Oh, good for you, Tor. You know they’re making an army? Amazing! Do you know their numbers? Do you have a list of their allies both in Ko’Torenth and the Dominion? Do you know how they are going to transport the army? When they will attack? What weapons they have and how they are producing them?”

“I know enough!” I said, forcing poison into my words. “I know who I can trust. You left your sister to be used.”

She recoiled like she’d been slapped. 

“You left her to be made into a toy. And even when I gave you a second chance, you put her in danger again!”

Zyla had gone deadly still. “You know nothing. Nothing.”

“Why did you bring her to the Bright Redemption, Zyla? Why did you put her in danger again, when you came down to find me with Karema and that other man? Explain that! Explain why you thought it was okay to risk her life again after I’d rescued her! Explain why you didn’t run then with the precious information you’d gathered and your sister’s life! You had every reason to go and none to stay!”

She was shaking now, her mouth working and no words coming out, but she didn’t have to speak. I knew the truth. I knew that she was selfish. That she cared for nothing but herself – and maybe Bataar. I still remembered the looks she’d given me when she thought I was him. She was selfish and awful and the worst of humans. 

It made me embarrassed to think that I’d liked kissing her. Embarrassed that my heart had raced at a glance from her. I wanted to spit the taste of her out of my mouth forever. But it lingered. Even now I could taste it again.

She got a hold of herself, but her face was red and her whole body trembled as she leaned down, captured my gaze, and in a voice rippling with violence said, “You. I went there to save you, you idiot!”

She didn’t wait for me to move or speak. I couldn’t do either, anyway. 

Me? She came for me?

Zyla, the great spy, was saying she revealed herself to save me? Did I dare to trust that?

She spun on her heel and stormed away leaving me in a trembling, painful heap on the ground. I looked at Zin. Her eyes were wide, as tears streaked down her face.

I tried to be gentle. I knew it was easy to break Zin. I hadn’t planned to put her in danger again. I’d planned to protect her and keep her safe forever.

“Don’t cry. Please. It will be okay. I’ll take care of you.”

I must have said something wrong because my words just made her cry more.
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Chapter Two 
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The pain was easing a little. I pushed myself to my feet with a moan, gripping the wrist of my left hand with my right to try to keep it steady. 

Zin hurried to me and helped me gently ease my arm to rest in the buttoned front of my jacket. 

“The bracelet will help,” she said softly. She looked down shyly and then pulled the book of prophecies out of her pocket. “I have your book.”

I took a long breath, trying to fill my lungs and manage the pain from breathing at the same time. 

“You should keep it. Seriously. You understand it better than I do.”

“I memorized it.”

My eyes widened. “The whole thing?”

She blushed and looked away, but I didn’t take the book. 

“Hold onto it for me, will you? I keep doing dangerous things. I’d hate to lose it.”

“You need it. And you might lose me.”

She was still looking away, but I needed her to look at me for this part. 

“Zin.”

Still too shy to look. 

I tried again. “Zin?”

Her sidelong glance was enough.

“I’m not going to lose you. I’m going to keep you safe.”

She lifted her chin bravely. “And I will keep you safe.”

I pointed to the bracelet on my injured arm. “See? You’re already doing it.”

She smiled tremulously, and I gently took the book from her, stuffing it into a pocket.

Okay. One fire put out. 

Now, where were we?

We were standing on one of the massive roots of the tree I’d been lying under. The trunk was not far off – a wall of smooth wood encasing a rippling wood base. But tangled in the roots were dark lumps. Grass and colorful mushrooms sprouted up between the roots, but the crevices between them were few. There was no flat ground at all. 

I turned in a slow circle. The roots went as far as I could see in every direction, tangled over each other and around the lumps, layered one over the other like the weaving of a basket. 

I did not see the Door of Heavens anywhere.

To one side, Kyrowat hunched over a sprawling Hubric. 

“Where is the doorway?” I asked Zin.

“This is all there is.”

“But you said I could open it if I was healed.”

She looked at me with her huge trusting eyes. “Can you find it, too?”

That was bad. There was no way out of this place – whatever it was – without a door. Not an easy one, anyway. The other doors had all taken us directly from one place to another. And it was possible that the doorway had also done that, but there was something strange about this place. Something otherworldly.

Zin almost seemed to belong here. She settled easily onto any root nearby, plucking tiny flowers from the grass between the roots and idly weaving them into chains.

I walked slowly to Kyrowat and Hubric. It was hard work. Every step jarred my collarbone, sending shooting pains through me. Oddly, my back was feeling better. Whatever damage Shabren’s magic had done was easing. My head felt clearer than it had in hours. Although that might be the air. 

There was something about the air here that cleared the head.

“Can you help me?” I asked Zin as we reached Hubric. I pointed to my thick cloak and she helped me remove it and lay it over the old man. 

He didn’t look good. He was breathing but he was pale and sweaty. Kyrowat and I would have to go for help.

Not a chance.

Not even to save Hubric?

I’m helping him stay alive. I’m keeping his mind clear. I won’t leave this place.

“Zin?”

“Yes?” She looked worried as she looked from Hubric to me. Her chain of flowers hung innocently in her hands.

“I’m so thankful that you gave me Bataar’s bracelet, but I think I’ll be okay.”

“But your arm – ”

I cut her off, “Is a simple break, not a magical wound. The bracelet has already helped the magical wounds I had. Now, Hubric needs it. And he needs you. Will you stay here and help care for him?”

She nodded and I slipped the bracelet painfully from my wrist and gave her a reassuring smile as she settled down on a root beside the old man.

That was the best I could do for them. If they were near Kyrowat, he would flame anything really dangerous. And despite his cantankerousness, he wouldn’t leave Zin to be hurt.

Now, to figure out what needed doing next. 

I should probably take care of Zyla, too, but I didn’t know where she was and I was still too angry and shocked to apologize – if I even wanted to apologize. I wasn’t sure about that yet. She was a traitor, after all, and I didn’t like the way my heart twisted when I looked at her.

Next task – my dragon was here somewhere, and I was going to find her.

Tor?

I gasped. It was as if she had heard me.

I did hear you.

Why did she sound so faint?

Come to me.

Where are you? 

I scanned the area, but all I saw were roots tangled over one thing or another. I’d better move. Maybe I would see her out here somewhere. She’d better not be hanging by her feet from something or there would be people paying with their feet for any harm they’d done to her.

I climbed gingerly over a waist-high root and into a tangle of other roots. My collarbone hurt. I clenched my jaw hard at the pain and pushed on.

Over the next gnarled root, using smaller roots as steps and handholds. The pain with every climb left me breathless and gasping.

Still nothing. 

Maybe I needed a better vantage point. 

I struggled up a mound of smaller roots covering something heavy and hard. They were so interwoven that it was hard to see what they disguised at all. Not to worry. Once I got up there, I’d be able to look for Saboraak. She had to be here somewhere.

I stood painfully on the mound, scanning the roots all around me and gasping for a full breath, fighting at the steady shoots of stabbing pain that flashed in every direction from my broken bone. 

Where could she be? 

Saboraak? Any chance of a hint?

I was missing that old girl. I couldn’t wait to climb up on her back again and fly off into the sunset.

Well, you have half your wish.

Her mental voice was so faint that I could barely hear her. If only I could see her somehow.

Look down.

I looked down. There was nothing but roots and more roots and more roots and ... was that an eye?
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Chapter Three

[image: image]


I leapt back in shock, grunting when my collarbone flared in pain again. Ugh. That was going to get old fast. How long did broken bones take to mend? I was surprised Saboraak wasn’t already chiding me for getting myself in this sort of situation.

Weak.

I looked around nervously. Whatever had tangled her in roots could come back at any moment and tangle the rest of us up, too. I should have brought that axe instead of just knives. It was going to take most of the day to cut her free with those.

Come closer.

How did I get closer than standing on her back?

Where I can see you.

I climbed down carefully. Now that I knew it was my dragon under these tangled roots, I didn’t dare be too rough. 

Hang in there, old girl. I’ll get you free. 

I was nearly down. I swung past her great eye and clambered to what was sort of ground level. It was hard to tell through all these roots. Even her mouth was wrapped tightly in roots. I should warn Kyrowat. Maybe she’d gone into the dragon sleep before they did this to her. I didn’t want the same thing to happen to him. Although he probably already knew. Dragons talked, right?

Closer.

I leaned in close to her eye and found a patch of dragon scale about the size of my palm free of the cloying roots. I pressed a cheek to hers. She felt cooler than usual. Usually pressing my cheek to her scales was anything from uncomfortably warm to burning hot. She was barely as warm as I was.

I fade. I spent my last strength calling to you in the world outside.

Outside what?

The arches.

Shouldn’t the arches just take us to somewhere else in the world? 

Not the way you came in – or the way we did. I had meant to tell you before you went through them, but you came the right way on your own.

What was the right way?

There are two ways to go through the doors. One way is the way that the people of Ko’Torenth use them. That way serves as a direct gate from one to another. You’ve seen that before with me. They use them for many things – transporting large caravans or important dignitaries. As ways to move armies. Or to mine. Their mining is much quicker and more effective with such an efficient way to move the ore from the depths of the ground. Safer, too.

Okay. Well, we could have guessed all of that. But what about this other way?

It is a way that only Ko’Bearers may go.

Not really. She didn’t have Ko on her arms. Neither did the girls, nor Hubric, nor Kyrowat.

But you opened the Door of Heavens for them. You touched your symbol moments before you all went through. 

Sure. 

That told the door to open the other way. Only Ko Bearers may open the Door of Heavens that way – the real way. 

How did she know all of this?

I learned it in Kav’ai with Bataar’s family. They tricked us and sent us through the door. It’s a long story. But to simplify: They are furious with Bataar for shirking his destiny and running away. They demanded that he fulfill his obligation to them immediately – and that started by entering the Door of Heavens the real way. 

Okay. So that explained how we got in here. What about the dragons she went to save?

I failed. Her thoughts were thick with sorrow. I risked you, I trapped Bataar and I did it all to try to save them – and I failed.

I patted her cheek gently. Wasn’t she the one who told me compassion was worth it? That it made us something better than we were? Was she trying to say that her compassion had been a waste? 

You learn.

I was full of surprises – even to myself. But now, I just needed to cut her free and we could find Bataar and a way out. 

You can’t cut me free.

Watch me try.

No amount of your kind determination and commitment to me will do it. The tree is alive and so are its roots. You will not be able to free me. I was not able to flame them as they pinned me to the ground. I could not shred them with my teeth or my great strength. 

I swallowed. 

Well, that was a problem. But all problems could be solved given time and ingenuity. I’d just have to find a way. I was not going to leave my dragon to her fate.

See, now that’s what I love about you, Tor. You don’t know when you’re beaten. 

I wasn’t beaten. I wasn’t going to be either.

There is a way. A way that you can save Zyla, Zin, Kyrowat, and Hubric.

They aren’t in danger. Except maybe Zyla and that might be from me. 

They were given the same fate as me the moment they stepped through the door. Ko Bearers may bring friends or supporters with them – but those supporters share their successes ... and failures.

What did that mean? Was she saying that Bataar had failed somehow and that was why she was tied down like a pig to be roasted?

Nice imagery. Not at all terrifying.

Sorry.

And yet somewhat accurate. My life is, indeed, linked to Bataar’s. And he does not seem to be faring well. 

I’d kill him when I found him. Endangering my dragon? Putting her in these roots? He’d have to answer to me for that! 

You’ll have to forget about Bataar ... and about me.

Never.

The longer you spend in indecision, the harder they make the test.

I wasn’t indecisive. I knew exactly what I was going to do. I was going to free Saboraak, and get everyone out of this ... this ... whatever this was.

An alternate dimension perhaps. Or perhaps an afterlife. It is hard to say for sure. It’s guarded by souls of past Ko Bearers. And the sooner you find one and begin your test, the better off your friends will be.

But if I left her ... what if Bataar failed? What if she became more and more entangled here, more and more distant until there was nothing left of her? I didn’t dare leave her. It had been bad enough when she was off saving the helpless but now that I had her back I certainly wasn’t going anywhere! They’d have to kill me and stuff me like a taxidermy ridge-cat to drag me from her. They’d have to pose me in those branches to get me where they wanted me. And that was all there was to it.

Why were my eyes wet? It must be a trick of this place. Maybe the air was drier here. I scowled at my wet eyes.

Your tears are touching. I will take them with me as I fade.

“You will not fade! Do you hear me?”

There was no answer. She’d better not be fading! 

Her eye closed.

“Saboraak? Do you hear me? No fading!”

I clenched my jaw at her lack of response and then on instinct I kissed her cold cheek and sighed. 

I was going to do this test, wasn’t I? Because that was where Bataar was and clearly, he was failing out like the arrogant little foot-eater he was. He needed good old Tor to come remind him how bad things could get if he failed. Because if anything happened to Saboraak, I’d make him wish he was a taxidermy ridge-cat. 

Oh yeah, he’d be wishing for that. Or for anything other than the thrashing I’d be giving him. 
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Chapter Four
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I climbed up in the nearest thick root that wasn’t actually Saboraak and looked around. Somewhere, there was the soul of some dead man – if Saboraak was right about that – who wanted to test me. How did you find someone like that?

I scanned the area. There was the tree – of course. Above me, its branches spread like roads and paths with glowing lights along the way. Beneath, the roots fanned and tangled over dark lumps. 

Wait. Lumps. Just like Saboraak. 

Oh, sweet Stars and Skies! Those were the remains of supporters, weren’t they? 

A chill rolled over me. I’d better hurry. Saboraak said speed was essential.

Past the outermost branches – so far in the distance that it was hard to see – there was a narrow opening between the thick branches above and tangled roots below. Was there anything out there that could help? I squinted, but all I saw were more trees like this one – huge and sprawling. 

Well, if I couldn’t figure out where these dead guys were, maybe they could figure out where I was. If time was so important, I’d better get to work.

“Ho!” I shouted, looking up into the branches above. Didn’t ghosts float upward? Or was that just in stories? I tried to look bold and defiant like a real Ko Bearer would. “Hey, you dead Ko Bearers! Show yourselves! You want to test me? Bring your test!”

There was no response. 

Of course. No one was going to make it easy for Tor Winespring, were they? 

I sighed. 

Well, one option down. Maybe Kyrowat would have a better idea. 

I turned to find him again and almost ran headlong into a silent, still man. 

Where did he come from? I was dodging backward before I remembered my collarbone. I froze in pain.

The man didn’t twitch. He was far too substantial to be a ghost. He was my height and weight, but older – Hubric’s age maybe – and he carried a large blade on a long staff-like haft. Feathers were tied under the blade in decoration or for rank – I didn’t know which. 

It wasn’t cold here among the trees – which must be a relief for him since he wore an elaborate pair of loose trousers that reminded me of Bataar’s and not much else. They were brightly patterned and carefully folded around a wide orange belt at his waist. He looked tougher than Bataar, though. Those muscles were lean and taut as the fibers of a tree branch. Where Bataar was lean and pretty, this man was leathery and oaken like aged wood.

I moved carefully to step around him and with a single twitch, he blocked me with his blade. His face hadn’t so much as shifted. 

Well, this was going to be fun. Hurry, Tor – oh, and just avoid the weird guy with the big weapon while you hurry. 

No problem, test. Happy to serve.

It was possible that the pain in my collarbone was making me crankier than usual. I moved the arm slightly, testing it and immediately wished I hadn’t. Pain blossomed from it so suddenly that my head spun and I gasped.

Quick as a whip, the older man darted forward, his free hand reaching for me. I tried to throw up both hands to block his advance, but the movement in my arm shot so much pain through me that blackness slid over my vision for a moment and I reeled in pain, almost losing my footing. 

This was not helping.

His hand clamped over my broken bone and I gasped at the agonizing shock of it.

And then the pain was gone.

“To be tested, you must start in the same way as the rest.”
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Chapter Five
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I let his words linger in the air a moment. I should say something that indicated I knew about this place, but I didn’t know that much. If I didn’t establish some level of understanding, though, he was going to end up pushing me around. That was how the world worked. You had seconds to position yourself as intelligent and capable when you met someone and if you failed, then you’d start at a disadvantage and never really pulled out of it.

“You’re a Ko Bearer,” I said, firmly. A firm voice was important. It signaled confidence which most people mistook for competence.

“I am Gautm of the Goat Water tribe of the Kav’ai.”

Goat Water? That sounded like the worst possible tribe.

Try respect. It will get you further.

I smiled slightly. She was back!

For now. Focus.

Weak or not, Saboraak was still able to chide me. I liked it.

“I am Tor Winespring of the Dominion Dragon Riders,” I said. Maybe an overreach – after all, no one ever gave me that title, but I did ride a dragon. When she wasn’t being held in place by roots.

And when I let you.

Sure, sure.

“You called us quickly, Ko Bearer. That is a thing of honor. Are you ready to stand test under this Tree of Life?”

“This tree?” I asked. “There are more?”

The man smiled, though there was no humor in his eyes. He spread a hand out indicating the horizon. “In this grove alone, there are more than two hundred Trees of Life. And this is not the only grove.”

“Then why this tree?” I asked. Maybe there was an advantage somewhere else, if I looked for it. “Why not a different tree?”

“This tree has chosen you. In this time, during this Age, this Tree will draw out the truth and offer life ... or death. If you and your supporters die here today, you will nourish this tree for the coming Age.”

It was all I could do not to roll my eyes. He made it sound as if our deaths were as desirable to him as our lives.

I think they are. 

Great. So, I was just walking fertilizer to him. I’d have to find a way to change his perspective on that.

“What do I have to do?” I asked.

“Follow,” he said, turning his back and beginning to walk without watching to see if I did or not. He reminded me of a frog in the way he walked and croaked out doom. I was never going to be able to shake that now that I’d seen him that way.

The green light around us was growing darker in tone as we walked – as if the sun were sinking behind the horizon somewhere – and as it grew darker, smells erupted from the ground beneath the roots. They leapt up in sparkly puffs, each scent different, and each scent evoking a memory for me. 

I couldn’t have placed what scent it was, but one reminded me of a day I’d stolen a jammy tart. The gooey filling had been so good I’d licked up even the drips on the front of my shirt. Another reminded me of the day I met Saboraak, of the first time I heard her voice in my head. Another scent, of the feeling of drifting off to sleep after an energetic day. 

One after another, they soothed me with pleasant memories. The Ko were starting to show on my arms, only slightly, as the moon – wherever it was – began to rise.

“Your companions will wait for you below,” Gautm of the Goat Water tribe said. He did not look back as he spoke. “Their hopes will feed your journey. Your success will be theirs. Your failures theirs also.”

“About that,” I said. “Couldn’t we just send them back? This isn’t their problem.”

He turned for just a moment, his froggy eyes narrowing. “Do you choose to break the code so soon?”

He was gripping the handle of that halberd awfully tight. Frog or not, he could gut me with one slash.

“No, of course not,” I said, and he relaxed his grip.  I scowled at the relaxed grip. So, that’s how it was. Do as we say or die. Well, I could work with that, even if I didn’t like it. “Lead on.”

You’re much more troublesome about it than Bataar was. He sat for a long time at the base of the tree before he agreed to follow them, but when he did, he obeyed without question.

Because he’s a good little boy.

He is good. But he doesn’t relish being good. Why do you think he waited here until the roots began to cover me and started to hold him in place before he began the climb?

Climb?

You must climb the tree.

Good thing I got over my fear of heights a long time ago. Since meeting Saboraak, my life had become almost entirely vertical.

“Does every Door of Heavens lead to a tree?” I asked the Ko Bearer. 

He stopped for a moment as if surprised by my question before continuing at his steady pace. We were nearly at the trunk of the tree. It glowed faintly in the receding light. 

“Of course,” he croaked. “What other point is there to the doors? Of course, in a time of great trouble, you could travel between them, but they were gifted by the Great Ones to mark their chosen ones with the Ko, to test the chosen ones with the Truth, to train the chosen ones with the Trial. That is why we are here – the guardians. We have given over an epoch of our time in the life-after to guard the ways of the Great Ones and test the chosen ones who come after.”

“Who were the Great Ones?”

He looked back at me again, shocked. “Things have gone very badly in the world of men if you do not know these things already!”

Apparently, there wasn’t going to be an explanation any time soon.

I suspect they were a group of humans from the past with great magical abilities. Somehow, they built this other world.

Gautm was leading me to a place along the tree trunk that had steps of fungus spiraling up the side. We were almost at the first step when a shadow stepped into the fading light from around the side of the trunk.

Zyla stood there quivering with pent-up emotion. “I demand to go up the tree and be tested.”

“Only the chosen may be trained in the Trial,” Gautm said as if by rote.

“I came through the door. It’s my right,” Zyla said, her face flushing. 

“Only the chosen may be trained by the Trial.”

“What makes him chosen and not me?” she asked. Were those tears gleaming on her face?

“The chosen are marked by the Ko – set apart by fate for the roles they must play. Only they must face the Test. Only they must be trained by the Trial, but they may bring a cohort to support them in their trials.”

Gautm tried to step around her but she countered every move with a shift of her own, blocking our path.

“He doesn’t know enough to pass the Trials,” Zyla said. Her bottom lip quivering. “He doesn’t know the precepts, okay? I do. I’ll take the test for him.”

Was she kidding? I could do my own dirty work! But the look she shot me wasn’t contempt. It was fear. As if she was nervous about my fate.

“Only the chosen may be trained by the Trial.”

The sound she made of frustration mixed with desperation got to me. I didn’t like that her offer to take my place made me feel warm to her. I hated that. What right did she have to take my place? Or to want to? What right did she have to care about me when she hadn’t cared only yesterday.

I hated that she was crying. I hated that she wanted to do something for me. What did she want from me? I should know how to feel about her. I should know what to think about everything she’d done. But I didn’t. Could I trust her claim that she was trying to help me? 

I felt too raw to trust.

I felt much too raw for the affection ... was it maybe even attraction? ... that I felt welling up in response to her bravery. It was this willingness to take this trial for me that drew me in, even though she insulted me by implying that I couldn’t do it myself.

“Just go away, Zyla,” I said. I felt tired from feeling too much. I just needed her gone. She was too confusing. “I’ve got this.”

“I just want to help,” her words were thick with tears. But anyone could cry. Anyone could mess everything up and stand silently while innocent people were killed and then cry afterward. That didn’t make her a friend. It didn’t make her trustworthy. It didn’t make her someone I wanted to be with. So why did I feel like crying, too?

“Let’s get on with this,” I growled.

Zyla seemed to shrink in on herself like a wilting flower. Good. Maybe that would simplify things.

Gautm took the opportunity to push past her, intoning, “All who come must not hesitate. For with every hesitation, disaster grows.”

That means hurry. When Bataar lingered, he lost some of his strength. I felt it happen to him.

I hurried after Gautm, but as I passed Zyla, our gazes met and something in her eyes stabbed deep into my heart. 

“I just wanted to keep everyone safe,” she whispered.

Which is all I’d been trying to do, too. 

“I just want you to be safe.” Her whisper was barely audible that time.

I tore my gaze from hers and followed Gautm up the fungi staircase to the warren of branches above.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Six
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“The path,” Gautm said as we climbed, “Is different for each of the chosen. You will climb the tree branch by branch. Up, down, left or right, you will follow the path that reveals itself to you. Just as in life, each life is different, and each one must follow the path that is revealed to them.”

Sure. But it was easier to get somewhere if you knew where you were going.

“Where do I need to end up?” I asked.

“At the end.”

“Which is where?”

“At the end of your path.”

Yeah. That was so helpful. Thanks, guy. I never would have figured that out for myself.

I think that’s all he knows. He said the same thing to Bataar.

Which meant it was all he was willing to say, not that it was all that he knew.

“Any hints on which way to take?” I asked. Maybe if I asked the right way he’d have a different answer.

“Look for the lights. Each one is a new discovery. Meet it with the truth of the precepts and you will know your path.”

What if I didn’t know the precepts? That would make things more difficult, wouldn’t it? 

Do you happen to know the precepts, Saboraak? 

Saboraak?

“When you reach each light, you must taste it. What you do from there, will determine your course,” Gautm said.

Weird. Taste it? I hoped they tasted good. Now that he mentioned it, I was pretty hungry. But I was always hungry.

Gautum stepped off the fungi stairs onto a branch as wide as a dragon. The top of it was worn and flat - from many feet if I had to guess. At least it wouldn’t be difficult to walk on. I joined him on it, looking around. 

From here, there was only one obvious path – down the length of this branch. 

I swallowed as I looked from side to side and up into the tree. If I were to climb up and down the length of every branch of this tree, I could be here for weeks. There were hundreds upon hundreds of lights along each one, glowing in the descending dark. 

And I didn’t know these precepts.

Good news.

I could use some of that.

Zyla says she knows the precepts. They are the beliefs of the Kav’ai – a kind of a catechism of sorts.

But could I trust her word on them?

You’re going to have to.

I hated the thought of being in debt to her.

I hate the thought of dying for no reason.

Fair enough. 

Gautm placed a hand on my shoulder, turning me to look at him and then he took out a tiny flask from his belt. 

“Along the way, if you succeed, you will find artifacts of those who went before you. Use these to help you and guide you. You may find many or none at all. You may keep some. Others will be whisked away before you can use them.” I nodded as he continued. “It would have been better for you not to be chosen. Better not to have come for the test. But you have come to the test and you will be tested. Succeed, and you will win the right to sacrifice yourself for your people. Fail, and you will remain here, mired in your own fears forever.”

Oh, awesome, I get to sacrifice myself for people I’ve never met. Yeah. I could see why they had people lining up for that amazing prize. Oh wait, I was the only sucker here. Me and Bataar. Two fools on a fool’s errand.

“Do you have anything to eat or drink?” I asked. One last stalling tactic. Though my stomach rumbled dramatically at my words.

“You will have no need of food or drink here,” Gautm said as if he hadn’t heard my rumbling belly. “This place is not in the physical world.”

And yet, I still felt hungry.

“Go now, Ko Bearer,” Gautm said moving his polearm weapon with what looked like a complicated salute. “Make us proud.”

I had a bad feeling that anything I did that made Gautm proud would be harmful to me. He’d probably watch with approval if I offered myself to have my soul drained out so my people could use me as an artifact. I didn’t trust this guy. No one who talked so glibly about testing or sacrifice was going to take care of you. Not that I needed taking care of. I just needed him not to stab me in the back while I did this.

“Oh, and a last word of advice,” he said with a smile that didn’t touch his eyes. “Because I like you. Don’t hesitate. Don’t stop. Those who hesitate, lose. Those who stop, die.”

He liked me? He was giving me advice because he liked me? Because that advice wasn’t at all worrying. 

Well, I’d never been a safe kind of guy, right? Time to put that to use.  

Time to take the gamble.
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Okay, first things first, forget the old dead guy and walk down this branch. 

Maybe don’t forget him entirely. He gave you good advice.

Fortunately, the branch was wide and fat and the bright lights in the distance lit the path enough to travel the route easily. I tried not to look at how many other branches there were around me or how many lights. If I thought too far ahead, I might let nerves consume me.

About that...

Why was Saboraak so chatty? I thought she was fading?

I think you gave me strength somehow. Perhaps when you entered the test you added to Bataar’s chances ... and therefore mine.

I could see the first light gleaming ahead of me. Okay, Tor. Here we go. Time to see how tough this test really is.

The first light was on a branch at waist height, a bright orange cherry-like orb with a translucent skin. It hung from the branch like an overripe fruit, heavy and full. The depths of the orb were swirling with something. Liquid? Light? It was hard to say for sure. It looked brighter than the fruit, with eye-aching sparkles of brighter light within.

But I was just steps away. I was going to have to taste it somehow. My palms were sweaty at the thought of it, but I couldn’t hesitate. That was one of the rules that I remembered.

That’s right. Hurry. 

I drew up to the glowing fruit, the smell of citrus filling the air around me. Well, that wasn’t so bad. I seized the fruit in both hands. The skin was surprisingly firm.

“Follow the guidance of the first precept.”

I leapt at the sound of Gautm’s voice. He was standing right beside me. He could have given some kind of warning when we started. Like maybe, ‘Oh, and Tor, I might pop out from behind you later on. Don’t leap out of your skin.’

“But you ... did you follow me?”

“I am not bound by space here. The rules are different for the dead. It is my role to give you the guidance you need and then perhaps you shall survive the Trials. But there is not time to speak of this. I have other duties to attend. Follow the first precept.”

He was gone again as quick as blinking, leaving me rolling my eyes. I hated this place. It was clearly magical, and magic was the worst. It was worse than girls and dragons combined. It didn’t follow the rules that the rest of us were bound to. It didn’t have to. 

But I still had to, and that seemed enormously unfair.

And now it was going to test me. The problem with all these tests was that I already knew what the results would be. I was a rogue and a knave. A man who would cheat, and steal, and beg just to have a quiet life away from trouble. Was that so bad? I wasn’t a glorious knight or hero, not a Castelan or Dominar. I was fine with that. Why did everyone else seem to expect more from me?

I looked down into the swirling light of the orb. For every moment I hesitated, it would count against my friends. But it would be easier not to hesitate if I had any idea what this precept was.

Zyla says she can help but only if you ask.

I wasn’t asking her for anything. 

I could do this. After all, I couldn’t be the only one to step into this place without knowing the precepts. They were probably just common sense that anyone who was a good person could figure out. You know, the usual. Don’t kill. Don’t steal. Don’t give dirty looks to people more important than you...

I bit into the orb.

Taste flowed my mouth, searing the insides of my cheeks and tongue. It was hot and cold both at the same time, bitter and intensely sweet. I felt a shift in the air, as if the world had stuttered for a moment. My vision went double before it steadied. Strange.

I was still on the branch. Still standing there holding the fruit. 

It was as if nothing had really happened. 

Good thing I hadn’t hesitated. Perhaps this wouldn’t be so bad. Someone cleared their throat and I spun around to look, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. The fruit had been juicy, though the skin didn’t even show the mark from my bite.

“Tor Winespring?” the voice was familiar, and the grin was saucier than I’d ever imagined. A pair of green eyes watched me, mischievous excitement dancing in them as the young man leaned casually against a branch as if he had all the time in the world, a hand running through his dark hair almost subconsciously. “Don’t you look like a fool right now.”

There were dots of orange on his shirt, as if he had just taken a bite out of an orange orb of fruit. Which, of course, he had.

Because he was me.

“What do you want?” I asked, letting just one of my eyebrows rise. I knew how to deal with this sort of riff-raff. 

After all, this riff-raff was me. 

“I’m here to help. Can’t you tell?” but his grin – the way he said it like he might be lying or might be telling the truth – well, it was more frustrating on the receiving end than it ever had been when I was the one offering the cheeky grin.

Whatever magic this was – and I had no doubt the man was only an illusion, magic being used against me! -  it could go back to where it came from.

“I don’t need you,” I said, turning back to my path down the branch. 

“But you’re going to go through with the test?” he asked.

“Sure,” I muttered, pushing past the orange orb and hurrying down the branch. I didn’t see another orb along this branch, though light from the orbs on the other branches easily lit the way. I was going to need to hurry. If I was expected to bite more of these orbs, I’d have to find them. The next test – whatever it was – might not be so easy.

“You think I’m an easy test to face? That’s rich!” His words rolled together in a lazy drawl. I knew that act. I did that when I was trying to pretend that something very important wasn’t important. “Let me guess, you didn’t ask Zyla what the precepts were before you bit the fruit. That’s just like you, leaping where you should look, jumping where you should judge, diving where you should delve – ”

“Cute,” I mouthed back. “Do you have more of those little word plays? Save them up. Maybe a girl will look twice at you and you’ll finally have something to do with that quick tongue of yours.”

“You mean – ”

“I mean charming her,” I muttered. The branch had jogged suddenly to the left, leaving me in a tangle of brambles and jutting branches. I could just about see a way to climb up to the branch above. If I placed my hands just so ...

“It’s so like you to choose the difficult path. You always think it’s the easy path because it goes in a straight line. But if you were to stop and think, you’d realize that sometimes going in a straight line is hardest of all. The world doesn’t work like that,” my mirror image told me. Whatever he was, it was nothing important – only a magical trick that put my worst thoughts in a physical form. I should just ignore him. 

“Oh sure, you could ignore me, but then you wouldn’t be listening to yourself and we both know that you’ve always found that listening to yourself works best. Or at least it’s the only thing you ever try. You aren’t much of one for advice, Tor.”

“I’d be happy to get some now,” I muttered. “From anyone other than you.”

“Ask the girl,” he said with raised eyebrows. He’d drawn one of my throwing knives and was idly cleaning his fingernails with it as I tried to climb through the brambles.

Saboraak? I asked in the privacy of my own mind. Can you help me out here? Bataar must have gone through at least the first challenge. You must know the precept.

He wasn’t clear in thinking of them directly. For the first few, he seemed to know how to conquer them almost by instinct.

That sounded like him. Bataar was the kind of guy with such a strict moral code that he wouldn’t even need to think to do what was right. I was going to need more help than that.

You could ask Zyla.

I wasn’t ready to ask her anything. She’d made her choices. Now, she could live with what the results were. And one of those results was my deep mistrust.

There! I’d finally climbed up to the branch above. Better yet, there was a glowing orb right here! Red and delectable, it shone with strength. Excellent.

I stepped toward it and Gautm appeared between me and the orb to the cynical laughter of the other Tor. That guy was really getting on my nerves.

“What part of the precept: ‘No man is a single oasis’ led you here, Tor Winespring?” he asked.

I felt a sinking sensation. Even I could figure that precept out.

I wasn’t supposed to do this without help. Whether that meant I was supposed to listen to the other Tor or to Zyla, I had failed. 

Uh oh.

“You must live with the consequences of your choice,” Gautm said. “The mimic will remain with you in your Trials.”

The mimic? The other Tor laughed and I glanced at him. Oh. The mimic.

“And,” Gautm said, “your friends must pay a price, too. Hurry. Even now, the roots begin to bind them to this place.”

Skies and stars! 

I’d failed the first test. 
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Everyone came to wait beside me. I’m watching them as the roots come for them. It’s worse watching the first roots wrap around them than it was when the first root wrapped around me. You need to do better, Tor.

Of course, I needed to do better. What had anyone expected? That I would be good at a test of character? Ha!

I was so sick of always being tested. Why couldn’t I just be enough on my own without being tested first? And what did I care what this place or these dead people thought of me? I’d never claimed to be a hero. I just wanted my friends free and then I was going to walk away from all of this.

Because that is not how the world works. Trust is short. People don’t just hand it around. It must be earned. Do you know what will happen if you succeed at these Trials?

I’ll free you and Bataar and the others. It’s all I want.

The one who succeeds in this test receives a great inheritance and power that can be found nowhere else.

That sounded like code for hard work and sacrifice. Which was what Guatm had promised was at the end. I hated sacrifice and I had more than enough hard work to do me for a lifetime. With a sigh, I took a step forward. I didn’t care about any of that. But I did care about my friends.

I reached for the orb but hesitated.  The sound of a gong filled the air from far away. Guatm tilted his head slightly.

Saboraak?

Yes?

Can you ask Zyla for the list of precepts, please?

“Hurry,” Gautm said, his voice taking on a concerned sound. “There is a ... stretching ... I am not used to.”

Oh no.

What’s wrong? Saboraak? There was a feeling like panic from her end of our communication. Saboraak?

Hurry, Tor! Hurry.

I needed to know the precept this time!

A man has no claim on what is not already his.

Oh great. Clear as mud. That was rules and precepts for you. They were fancy ways of saying nothing at all. And for the record, telling me the answer to one question didn’t mean Zyla was trustworthy. I grabbed the red orb.

“Do not fail,” Gautm said as I bit into it. 

The world shifted around me as the taste of misery and something much lighter ... celery? ... filled my mouth. 

I have bad news, Saboraak said as around me the world shifted. 

Everyone always had bad news. I probably wouldn’t even believe someone if they told me they had good news. Not these days.

I wasn’t on a branch anymore. I stood in a tower on a platform overlooking a great city. Before me on the platform, were laid three things on a single ivory table. The sun glinted off them and off the city below. 

“Your people suffer, chosen one,” a woman in white said to me from beside one of the many man-sized windows looking out over the city. The filmy curtain swirled beside her and the hot sea breezes of Kavaiathan blew into our tower. “You must choose for us our fate. Please,” her huge blue eyes were full of pleading. She seemed significant here – significant to me. Was she a wife? A sister? I could not place the feeling, but she felt close to me. “Please, choose wisely.”

Tor are you there? 

Who was speaking in my head?

Saboraak! 

What was a Saboraak?

A young man with a saucy grin stepped up beside the woman in white and looked out over the city. He put a hand to his chin as he spoke. “A city in the grips of suffering presents a unique opportunity.”

“What kind of opportunity?” I asked.

“The opportunity to change the flows of history,” he said. “You can finally make the gears of government work for you. You can finally profit instead of just surviving.”

A sound like a gong filled my head and for a moment the room at the top of the white tower shimmered. Instead of white walls, I saw branches and orbs and a horrified Gautm, but it shimmered back after a moment as if nothing had happened. The only sign of the change was a light shimmer of sweat across the woman’s forehead and a tightening around her eyes.

“You must choose an object to help you save your people, chosen one,” she said. “Only you know what will benefit them – and you – most.”

Well, one thing was certain. This was a test and it meant I needed to follow the precept. As soon as the thought came, it felt foreign. Test? Precept? I knew no precepts. 

I looked down at the items below me. There were three, but when I tried to look at any particular one my eyes skipped over it, not registering what it was. 

The woman stepped forward, placing her hand on one of the items. I strained to look at it, but my eyes couldn’t focus. The other Tor stepped up, glaring at her and put his hand on an item, too.

“This is the Horn of Plenty,” he said and as he said it, the item he was touching was suddenly, clearly a horn. My eyes were able to take it in, to weigh it. It looked real. It was brass with castings of food and drink around the edges of it. “With it, you will never again be in need. You may provide for all your people any food or drink they need. How could you ask for more? And you yourself will never be without.”

I licked my lips. Now that was something I could use. I’d been hungry most of my life. The idea of not being hungry again sang to me like the song of angels.

“No!” the woman said, placing her hand on another item. “Material things are only so helpful. Choose instead the Book of Ancestors. Ask this book any question and an answer will appear. It will be the right answer and guide you in the right way. It will make you a hero of legend.”

The room shuddered as the gong sounded again, twice, three times, loud and desperate as if an army was on our doorsteps. The woman and the other Tor both gritted their teeth, gripping their items intently.

“Choose!” the woman said. “Choose the way of wisdom! Prove you have in you the potential to be a hero of legend for your people!”

“Choose not to be in want,” the other Tor urged. “You don’t even need to be selfish about it. You can share this with anyone. Choose plenty! It fits who you really are. We both know that!”

Precepts, I suddenly remembered. I was supposed to be remembering a precept. But it felt so far away.

“There’s a third item,” I said, buying time. “What is it?” Neither of them looked at the item. Their gazes were on me. “I’m supposed to be following a precept, right?”

The earth shook and around us, the tower began to crumble.

A man has no claim on what is not already his.

That was the precept! 

But I wasn’t a hero. I’d be a fool to say I was. And I wasn’t a man gifted with plenty, as much as I might wish to be. If I pretended I was, then I would just be lying. 

“Choose now,” the woman said, panic in her voice as the tiles began to crumble.

I reached down and grabbed the last item on the table. I didn’t know what it was, but I knew what I wasn’t – I was no hero. I was no rich man. I was just a fool boy who desperately wished he was lucky enough to keep all the promises he’d made to his friends.

The item on the table became a small hard ring in my hand. 

I’d thought the test would be over as soon as I laid my hand on the object on the table, but the roof was still shaking apart. What should I do? I held my hand up over my head, the ring closed tightly in my fist. 

“I choose this, whatever this is, okay? I choose this!”

The shaking continued and then the first heavy blow from above sent me to my knees. The next flattened me to the floor. I was coughing dust. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t think. What was happening?

The world went black.
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Something rough was under my cheek – bark. I coughed up the dust and grime filling my lungs as the world shook around me.

He’s here! He’s here!!

Who was here? Bataar? Had he made it?

No. Saboraak’s tone was chilling. 

I pushed myself up. I needed to make sure she was okay. But no, I was still on the branch beside the red orb. Some of its juice had dripped in a sticky puddle on the floor, and Gautm was standing beside it, shaking like a leaf. 

No, wait. The whole world was shaking like a leaf. 

“A third,” he whispered. “A third. Two at once were hard enough but now a third one comes and not by natural means!”

“What does that mean?” I asked. 

He looked at me dazed. “It should only be the chosen. Only the Ko should allow access to this place but someone else has come.”

“Someone without Ko?” I asked.

He nodded, his mouth open, a look of horror on his face. “A Rejected.”

Like I knew what that was. I shook my head to clear it. Well, they could all have their collective panic. I had a job and I needed to do it.

“Did I pass that one?” I asked Gautm.

“What?” he was dazed, his eyes far away and out of focus.

I snapped my fingers in front of his face. “Dead man? Hey, dead man! Answer me! Did I pass?”

“What did you choose?” he asked, blinking as he pulled himself out of wherever he had been. The tree continued to shake.

“This ring.” I held it out for him to see it.

“What did it represent?”

“How should I know?”

“You were supposed to choose an item to help your people. Are you telling me that you truly didn’t know what you chose?” he looked shocked.

“I took a gamble,” I said, grumbling as I examined the ring. It was a gaudy thing. It looked like overlapping silver birch leaves, the points of the leaves pointing along the arc of the ring.

“A gamble.” He seemed almost as shocked as he had when he had been whispering about this new person. “And yet you did seem to pass this test. You must hurry. The next person follows. He will be here before long to take his turn at these orbs. If you both bite of the same orb at the same time, you will be in the same test. And if that happens, only one of you can win. If you are truly unlucky, you may die within the test with him.”

“How can he take the tests if he isn’t marked by Ko?” I asked. “Shouldn’t he have to wait below with the others?”

Gautm turned pale. “He should. But he is not.”

I opened my mouth to ask him why he even had rules if they were so arbitrary, but he shoved me forward. 

“Hurry. On your life, hurry!”

Above me, I heard a scream. It sounded very much like Bataar. I stole one last look at Gautm, clenched my jaw in determination and looked above me. 

I was supposed to follow the path of the branches wherever they led, right? Well, forget that. I was going after Bataar, and I was going now. I leapt up, grabbed the branch above me, and pulled myself through the tangle, following the sound of his cries.

I didn’t care who was following me. I didn’t care who was making these dead ancestors so nervous or shaking this place apart. All I cared about was getting to Bataar and getting him free from these tests. If two people could enter one test, then maybe I could join him in whatever one he was stuck in and free him.

You should care about who follows.

Why?

Because it is Apeq A’kona and he has already killed four ancestors who tried to stop him.
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Apeq Akona! The man stuck in my craw like a bone in the throat. I couldn’t get away from him. And on top of that, he had forced himself into this place with magic when it was only supposed to open for Ko Bearers! He lost his Ko. The Ko’tor’kaen had taken them from him.

You care about their beliefs more than I thought you would. That’s admirable.

It wasn’t admirable. It was common sense. If I had to play by the rules, then he should too! Why didn’t this place refuse him? Why didn’t it wrap him in roots like it had to Saboraak or my supporters?

That’s why it’s shaking apart. Ancestors from every direction are rushing in to try to stop him, but he brought his tools – those rods that shoot fire.

But what was he doing here? Didn’t he have a nation to run? A war to start? Hearts to break and people to kill? You’d think an agenda like that would keep a man busy.

I climbed harder, fuelled by frustration at Apeq. I could see Bataar above me beside an orb that pulsed violet and brighter than any other one I’d seen.

I have more bad news.

Well, don’t keep it to yourself!

Time passes differently in here than it does out there. Here it has only been an hour at most since you arrived, but out there it has been days since you passed through the Doors of Heavens.

Were you and Bataar only here a short time before we arrived?

For us, time has also been strange.

Time was never on my side. But in fairness, Saboraak – and the few people wrapped in roots down below – were the only people who had ever been on my side. And I owed them everything.

Well, if Apeq could break all the rules, so could I. But to break rules, you had to understand them. Saboraak, can you get Zyla to tell you the complete list of Kav’ai precepts?

Her answer was immediate, as if she had been ready. 

No man is a single oasis.

A man has no claim in what is not already his.

Glory is an empty cup. Do not grasp for it.

Those with feet rooted in the ground will never reach for the stars.

The power of death belongs to us all, but life serves no master.

All things must strive.

It was strange to hear her list the precepts off so calmly in my mind while around me leaves shook from the tree and the branches swayed as the entire reality in this world tried to reject the addition of Apeq A’kona.

Why was he here? Why couldn’t he just have left us alone?

I am riffling through his mind.

Yuck. I would not want to be in Apeq’s mind.

Neither do I. It is like dredging a slough.

Did you find anything?

I have. Before he attacks the Dominion, he would like to claim the leadership of the Kav’ai. He thinks they have more of that gray powder in their possession that he won’t find unless they offer it willingly.

Then why did he come here? Is he after Bataar?

In a way. Bataar was sent here by his elders. If he succeeds – as they say he must – he will be their leader as long as he lives.

So, no pressure.

You could learn from him, trout. He is honorable and dutiful.

He could keep his honor and duty. Put them on a shelf somewhere and polish them up to show to guests. Me? I’d stick with good old practicality and a rock-hard survival instinct.

Surprising characteristics for a hero, but you pull them off.

I was no hero.

I pulled myself up on a wide branch and found myself right beside Bataar. He stood rigidly in place, his face in a rictus as he held the violet orb.

If Apeq wins here before Bataar does, or if he can kill him or stop him, then Apeq A’kona can lay claim to the Kav’ai people, too. They will not be able to stop him.

That would mean you were dead, too. 

An unfortunate side-effect.

There was no side-effect there. Saboraak’s life meant everything to me.

I am touched. But no, it is of less importance in the grand scheme of things than Bataar’s leadership. It is vital that he survives this. Even more vital that Apeq does not beat him.

How would Bataar’s leaders even know?

The one who beats this trial does inherit sacrifice – as you suspected – but they also inherit something else. Something they can use to prove their status.

If you are talking about face tattoos, trust me. I know all about those. As soon as there’s moonlight, I’ll show you mine. Although, in fairness, I’ll be looking in a mirror first. I’d like to see what sort of death mask they put on me without asking.

As decorative as I’m sure your new look is, that is not the sign.

Oh yeah?

Sweat dripped down Bataar’s temples and his hands shook more than the rest of this place, as if the pressure of the current test were getting to him. Who knows how many tests he had already faced. I’d skipped over mine. I could pull him away from it ...

Don’t!

Why not? I needed to get him out of here!

It will kill us both. And he is not doing well in the test.

He’s not?

I think he may be failing.

What happens if he fails this one?

My voice will fade again. 

I couldn’t let that happen.

Tor? Her voice was uncertain. I’d never heard it like that before. I paused, my hands inches from the orb. There was no Gautm to stop me or recite the words over this orb. He was probably out there trying to stop Apeq. But somehow Saboraak’s simple voicing of my name gave me greater pause than anything he could have said.

If we don’t speak again, I have two things to say.

We’ll speak again.

First, you should know that whoever survives this Trial will be given the sign of truth. A way to distinguish truth from error.

Not my first choice of prize. I preferred to keep my secrets and lie as needed.

We both know that’s not true.

I was about to help Bataar and pretend I liked doing it. If that wasn’t a lie, then what was?

Your biggest lie is the lie you keep telling that you’re not a hero and that you don’t care.

I was about to protest. 

Tor? The other thing?

Yes?

Take care of yourself. Life isn’t the same without you.

Well, what was a guy supposed to do with words like that in his mind? I could hardly disappoint her now. She had me right where she wanted me. Dragons. They were worse than magic trees and crumbling dead guys. 

I wouldn’t disappoint her.

I grabbed the orb in both hands, leaned down – uncomfortably close to Bataar – and sunk my teeth into it.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Eleven
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I plunged into another world. Unlike before, I could tell. 

This world had a washed-out look, like it had been hanging in the sun too long and had faded. Was it always like this, or was it a result of Apeq entering the test and slaying the ancestors? And how did you slay people who were already dead?

“Even the dead have fears,” the other Tor said, stepping up beside me. He was grinning his easy grin and letting his green eyes skim over the faded-out beach scene in front of us. A choppy, violent sea beat against the ragged coast, tearing it apart, a single grain of sand at a time. I didn’t have the time to sit around and watch its slow march to disintegration. “Even the dead can be killed.”

“Gautm was preoccupied when I entered here. Any chance you might know what precept we are following in this one?” I asked the other Tor. Maybe he could be good for something.

He winked and said, “You tell me. I’m you.”

“You smile too much,” I said with a scowl. His answering laugh made me want to slap him. Did he take nothing seriously?

“There’s something odd about that hill,” he said pointing in the distance. 

I’d been noticing that, too. I started walking toward it. There was a whimpering sound coming from the mound of earth on the beach. It was the size of a small house and our side of the mound was a sand dune with patchy beach grass growing on it. Whatever was whimpering might be around the other side.

“That ring you got before ... the one with the leaves,” the other Tor said casually, “might be useful right about now.”

“Oh yeah?” I asked. “How’s that?”

“I’m not sure yet, but you won that test, and the ring must do something.”

What was the point of having a companion who didn’t know anything more than you did, didn’t see anything you didn’t see, didn’t have anything to contribute other than what you would contribute?

“You forget,” the mimic said. “I’m not a reward. You failed my test. I’m a curse – a constant reminder of who it was who failed that. And you don’t learn very well, do you? You strayed from the path and went your own way. You don’t even know what the rules for this place are.”

“Rules?”

“Isn’t that what the precepts are? The rules of these realities?”

He had a point. 

The sun glared over us, beating so hard on my neck that I bent forward in response. I tried to keep my gaze down and out of the worst of it, but because of that, I kept getting glimpses of the mimic. He walked like he owned the beach. He whistled through his teeth unconsciously and ran his hand vainly through his hair. His gaze passed over everything easily, like nothing could affect him. Did I really look like that?

“Yeah, you look like me,” he said with a laugh. “Here’s another fun twist. I know all your thoughts. They’re my thoughts, after all.”

He was going to get old fast. He started whistling a tune I knew called, I’m Older than the Hills. Maybe if I slapped him, I wouldn’t feel it.

“Oh, you’d feel it. I’d make sure you did.”

That was just the kind of threat I’d give someone.

He snickered.

The moaning grew louder as we approached the mound of sand and twice my vision flickered, showing branches and a glowing violet orb instead of the empty beach. This reality wasn’t very strong. 

“Do you think those dead guys come up here and try out these tests when they get bored?” the mimic asked.

“I don’t want to speculate.”

“Sounds like a terrible afterlife. If this is what Bataar has coming to him, you should be nicer to the poor guy. It’s a miserable existence. Do you believe in an afterlife?”

It was a strange question to ask a guy in the middle of a crisis.

“Technically, you’re asking yourself. I bet someone like Zin gets an afterlife. And Saboraak.”

We rounded the corner of the sand mound and I finally could see who was moaning. Bataar was on his knees in front of an ancient-looking stone structure. It was like a wall, twice as high as a man, though it was built to look like an angry face with an open mouth. In the dark slats between each of the stone teeth of the mound, metal levers poked out from deep in the mouth. You would have to kneel – as Bataar had done – and reach up to your shoulder into the mouth to grasp one of the levers and pull it.

Bataar, it seemed, had pulled the wrong one.

There was an inscription carved into the stone around the face. I leaned over Bataar as my mimic read it aloud.

“Choice is a gift to all men. You must choose. But choose wisely. Each choice takes its price. Ooo, creepy.”

Bataar’s face was white as a ghost. He leaned with his forehead against the stone, sweat soaking his head and shirt. I tried to move him, and he screamed. His arm was clamped in the stone. Streaks of red and purple shot up its length all the way to the shoulder. 

I swallowed. This was not good. 

“I think he chose poorly,” my mimic said blithely. I wasn’t that uncompassionate, was I? No, I wasn’t.

My throat ached, and my mouth felt dry as I studied Bataar. He was trapped. There was no way out. How long had he been in this test? Had he been in this particular one the whole time, or had he only been in here a few moments? It looked like he’d been here for hours. But Saboraak said time worked differently here.

“Maybe when you leave, you’ll be an old man,” the mimic said. “You’ll fly out of here like Hubric and Kyrowat. If you fly at all. Your friends might already be dead.”

I tried to ignore him. Bataar was muttering something. I leaned down close to listen.

“Glory is an empty cup. Do not grasp for it.”

That was one of the precepts. He was murmuring it again and again like a chant. Perhaps that was the one he was supposed to be following. I needed a way to get him out of this test. But I couldn’t drag him out of it, and I felt ill at the thought of cutting his arm off. Was there some other way to open the mechanism that was holding him?

“Perhaps if you pulled the right lever, it would let him go.” The other Tor had his chin between two fingers as he studied the stone face.

“There are six levers. Five if you don’t count the one that he grabbed,” I said. 

“And each has a symbol,” the mimic said.

Saboraak? Any thoughts? There was no response. Bataar coughed violently. Saboraak must be fading as his strength faded. 

I needed to act quickly if I were going to act.

“You could opt out. Go back to the real world and leave this fool here. You owe him nothing,” the mimic said. 

“I owe Saboraak everything,” I said.

“And if she dies, you die,” the mimic said, nodding. 

“Yes, but that’s not why I’m doing this. Besides, I’m starting to like Bataar. If nothing else, he makes me look less like a stick-in-the-mud when I’m near him. He’s already got that role filled.”

“Then we’ll have to figure out these signs,” the mimic said. 

There was a symbol over each hole in the face’s mouth – over each lever. A cup, an oasis, a hand, a star, a knife, and a running man.

“Glory is an empty cup,” Bataar muttered. “Empty cup.”

Ha. Well, that actually helped. Each one of these symbols was for one of the precepts. The empty cup was the one for the precept that Bataar was quoting. And it was clear about not grasping the cup, so Bataar had chosen a different lever – the star. 

I ran through the precepts in my mind: No man is a single oasis. Okay, we’d already done that one. I’d failed it and gained this lovely mimic companion.

“You should be glad to have me. I can tell you not to grab the oasis lever.”

“Yeah, tell me something I don’t know.”

“I can’t.” He scoffed.

The second precept was, a man has no claim in what is not already his. That was how I gained the mysterious leaf ring in my pocket. So, it wasn’t that one.

Glory is an empty cup. Do not grasp for it. That was the one Bataar thought this test was about. So, he hadn’t grabbed for the cup of glory. That made a lot of sense.

“Unless it’s meant to trick you. Maybe you should grab the cup.”

Was I really as stupid as this other Tor? The rules couldn’t be plainer than ‘do not grasp for it.’ There were three more. Those with feet rooted in the ground will never reach for the stars. That was the one Bataar had chosen. A good choice. It mentioned reaching as a good thing right in the precept. The star symbol was clear above his sweating, delusional face.

But he had been wrong. There were two other options.

The power of death belongs to us all, but life serves no master.

All things must strive.

The knife and the running man. One for the power of death that belonged to all men. One for striving. I understood that much. So, which was it? That other precept said you could only claim what was already yours. If death was already mine, it made sense to claim it, right? I knelt in front of the lever with the knife above it. 

But then again, the guys here had been very big on working hard and sacrifice and wasn’t that what striving was?

I hesitated, reaching toward the other lever – the one with the running man. Either hand could reach – or both. I could try both at once. They were right next to each other.

“I think you have to choose,” the mimic said. “I don’t think you can do both.”

“Maybe I should make you do it,” I muttered. “After all, you are me.”

The hand reaching toward the lever with the knife inscription itched in anticipation. There was no glory in death and glory was what Bataar was muttering about. It was clearly the right answer, I was just stalling because I was afraid to pull it. 

“I don’t do your dirty work,” the mimic said with a smirk. “You read the stone face. It said, ‘You must choose.’ You. Not me.”

My eyes opened wide. Oh.

Before I could change my mind, I reached into the alcove with the running man symbol. All things must strive. Striving required choice and action. I’d made my choice. I took the action.

I pulled the lever.
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Chapter Twelve
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If there was some reward for winning this one, it wasn’t apparent. A gong sounded, shaking the beach so that it quivered and vanished and left me kneeling on a tree branch beside an unconscious Bataar. His arm lay limp and crushed beside him and the angle of it made my stomach heave. I crawled to him, missing the mimic in that moment. I could use his unique brand of moral support. He had a thicker skin than I did.

I tried to shake Bataar, but his head lolled uselessly to the side. I swallowed. I couldn’t leave him here and I couldn’t save Saboraak without him. I’d just have to find a way to carry him – without destroying his arm in the process if that was possible. 

I wiped the back of my hand across my forehead. When had I started sweating? A light golden tinge lit everything. Maybe there was a golden orb nearby. With difficulty, I grabbed one of Bataar’s legs and his uninjured arm and slung him up over my shoulders. He was heavy. A lot heavier than Zin and a lot stinkier than her, too. I tried not to think about his sweat soaking into my clothes. With a grunt, I tried to walk. I could just manage it. We couldn’t be too far from the end of the test. I didn’t have to beat it – after all – I’d skipped a few steps. I just needed to get Bataar through it.

Saboraak? Nothing. 

Kyrowat? Still nothing. 

I tried not to worry about it, even though my outlook was plummeting faster than a stone thrown from the Ko’tor’kaen. 

Apeq would have gone past all of them in his journey to the test. And he hated my friends. I didn’t want to picture them slaughtered on the roots below, but the images filled my mind anyway. I blinked them away, but they kept coming back like jagged shards of glass in my mind. 

“Gautm!”

I took a shaky step forward and the tree shook wildly. Gautm blinked to life in front of me. He looked back and forth rapidly between Bataar and me.

“This is out of the usual,” he said nervously. “You may only take your own test.”

“Not acceptable,” I said. “We passed the last one.”

“You passed it,” he agreed. “The other boy did not.”

“He’s with me.”

The ancient warrior looked muley for a moment but then he nodded reluctantly. His eyes were huge when he looked at me. 

“What’s wrong? Why are you looking at me like that?”

He coughed nervously. “Forgive me. I am simply surprised that you are still here. You did win the ring after all.”

“The ring?” I laughed humorlessly. “I don’t even know what it does.”

He startled, then looked around as if worried that we would be overheard. “It was what you wished for when you took it – what you already possessed. The ability to get yourself out of trouble. If you put it on and merely wish to go – well, you’d leave this place.”

“I’d hardly abandon the people I brought here with me,” I said drily. I might be as awful as my mimic, but even I wasn’t that bad. 

He looked surprised. “If you leave free and clear from the test, then the people you brought here will leave with you. Of course, the poor soul you are carrying cannot come with you. But he is close to death already. As is his companion.”

He said it so factually, as if he had not just plunged a dagger into my heart. Saboraak!

I stumbled forward to one knee, trembling.

“A sad end, no doubt,” Gautm said. “But one of honor. They will be remembered here.”

No. There had to be another way. There had to be. I could hear myself gibbering in my own mind. Or maybe that was the mimic. Or maybe I was going mad.

“If you don’t choose to use the ring, you have another task to find. Follow the branch and remember the last precept.” There was a loud boom from below and his face went white. “Whatever you decide, you should hurry. The man who came after you is pulling this World of Legends down on our heads. Five hundred years we have been in this tiny world. Five hundred years we have judged the heroes and given them what they need.” He shook his head sadly. “The two of you may be the last. Already, he has destroyed so much of this place. It may not last beyond your testing – maybe not even that long.”

His face was sad as he faded away.

I slumped to one knee. We could leave – some of us. And if we didn’t, I would have to hurry before Apeq destroyed everything. I heard a blast as something tore apart, something that sounded like it was just under me. Apeq must be blasting his way through the tree rather than following the path. 

I’d thought I was so clever to cheat the system and climb through the branches. I wasn’t the only one with that idea. 

In fact, Apeq was doing it faster and more effectively than I could have dreamed.

I hated that we were so alike. He was as much like me as my own mimic.

On my shoulders, Bataar moaned and I bit my lip. Even if I took him with me, I had no guarantee that I could beat the next Trial and no way to get him and Saboraak out if I didn’t. 

If I left now, with the ring, at least I could guarantee the safety of the others who had come with me. I could minimize the losses. 

But I wasn’t the kind of guy who hedged my bets. And I was sure I could win this test if I was given a fair fight. Bataar and Saboraak, though – well, Gautm had said they were close to death. 

I lowered Bataar to the ground and pulled the ring out of my pocket, letting my finger run over the leaf pattern. It was tempting to keep it – an ace up my sleeve. But I knew a losing hand when I saw it, and Bataar’s had already lost. Steeling myself for the challenge ahead, I took a deep breath, ready to shove the ring over Bataar’s finger. 

This had better work.

A hand yanked me backward.
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Chapter Thirteen
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The ring almost slipped through my fingers, but I clung to it. It was a ticket out of here – for someone, at least – and I didn’t dare lose it. 

I spun around to see a grim-faced Apeq, his fire-rod waving in front of me like he was drunk. His eyes were intense, the silver swirling brightly in them. But his breathing was ragged, and it made his hands shake. 

I lifted my own hands in a sign of peace. No need to kill me. 

Tor. Saboraak’s voice was the barest whisper in my mind. I fade.

I didn’t have time for Apeq. 

“Apeq,” I greeted him calmly. “How are the arms? Baby soft with that new skin growing?”

I shouldn’t antagonize him. I knew that, but I couldn’t stop.

“Three days I’ve chased you. Three days since those fools let you into the World of Legends.” He seemed almost mad with his intensity.

Three days? It felt like we had only been here for a few hours at most.

“This old place?” I looked around at the tree branches dramatically. “It’s entertaining, but a bit limited, you know? I haven’t had a decent meal yet and the accommodations are the worst. The roots just stick into your back.”

“This isn’t a joke,” Apeq growled. “Do you know what is at risk here?”

“Something about truth?” I shook my head in wide-eyed innocence.

He laughed scornfully. “I should kill you right here.”

I should be scared. But I wasn’t. If I was going to die, I’d die on my feet.

“Then go ahead and do it.”

His face contorted in rage and he looked down the rod as if he were aiming the fire. Gautm appeared out of nowhere, standing between me and the rod.

“Until the end of the testing, the peace of this place must be preserved,” he said harshly. “We have told you this!”

We were surrounded – instantly – by others like Gautm – shadowy, flickering people in strange attire. They wore black kilts and crossing straps over their chests, or long vests and light baggy pants, or thick cummerbunds over flaring coats – but despite their variety of outfits, they all wore one thing in common: a fierce expression. 

“We told you below, Apeq A’kona,” a woman with flowing black hair said. She was wizened with age, but her curving sword was large and sharp. “You may kill us all you want, but it will not bring what you seek. Only completing the trials will do that. Death and life are not the same here. Neither is time. All are subject to a different master.”

“I can still kill the boy here,” Apeq said, his gaze never leaving mine. “I can scatter him across these branches, a burned fragment here, a bloody scrap there.”

“Like the burning Ko when they fell from your arms and marked you as an imposter?” I asked.

“If you kill him in the World of Legends, you will fail the test.”

“Maybe I don’t need to succeed,” Apeq said. His hand still wove and shook as he kept the rod pointed at me despite raging emotions.

I tried to look cool and collected. The last thing I needed was to go as mad as he seemed to be. If I did that, then we would all die. Apeq, too, because I wasn’t going down without taking him with me. 

I clenched my fists and steeled my jaw. If this came to a fight, I would be ready. And I’d need to watch out for Bataar. One false move could kill him. He was slumped on the branch behind me, his breathing shallow. He almost seemed not to breathe at all.

“If you fail the test, the same fate will fall on you as on all the others,” the old woman reminded Apeq. “You will die here, and the world beyond will remember your name no more. But you will not stay here. This world is a place for legends – for those who in life were heroes. It is no place for fools or failures.”

I shivered, my gaze wandering to Bataar. His only hope was the ring – these people had no mercy. I needed to get that on his finger. I shifted slightly, as if to go to him, but Apeq yelled.

“Don’t move! Don’t even flinch!”

“Sure,” I said tightly, hands still up, still placating.

“Where is the last test?” Apeq demanded. “Tell me. I will beat it and then all of you will be under my rule. That’s what the prophecies say: He who walks the World of Legends commands the ancients. He who passes their scrutiny will divide truth from lies and set the course of history. He will be called Ko’roi – the weaver of the future. Once that’s true for me, even you will bow the knee! Even you, ghosts!”

Yeah, he was crazy.

He lowered his rod, but the intensity of his gaze only grew as he pushed past the heroes of legend and planted a hand on my chest to push me aside. I let him. Flinching only when he kicked Bataar as he passed. 

We stood in silence as his walk turned to a run and he disappeared down the branch and into the warren of branches beyond.

I hurried over to Bataar. His chest wasn’t moving. Or if it was, then it was so small a movement that I could barely see it at all. 

“Come on, Bataar, hang in there!” I muttered. “You’re arrogant, and a hard guy to compete with, and I’m pretty sure that the only girl who’s ever kissed me is in love with you, but when it comes to a choice between you and Apeq, I’d rather see you lead Ko’Torenth. So, you can’t die yet.”

I jammed the ring over his finger, hoping it worked, hoping it would save both him and my dragon.

Bataar disappeared.
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Chapter Fourteen

[image: image]


I straightened, expecting the ancestor ghosts to be gone, but instead, they still stood there, a silent line of fearsome warriors – most long past their prime. They were looking at me with owlish stares.

“Well, I don’t know what you expected me to do with that ring, but I was hardly going to run away when I had friends in trouble, right? What kind of a guy would that make me? I’m no hero, but you don’t need to be a hero to see that Bataar wasn’t doing well.”

They kept staring and I couldn’t help but say more. If they expected anything from me, I’d set them straight.

“Just because I chose to stay doesn’t mean that I want anything from you, okay? I just want my friends to be safe. You don’t need to look at me like that. I’m not here to take anything from you.”

“The power of death belongs to us all, but life serves no master,” Gautm quoted quietly and there was a murmur among the Ko Bearers. 

I had no idea what that meant. It was one of their precepts, but it seemed silly. Of course, everyone had the power to kill, and no one could bring people back to life. That was just common sense. 

Or were they saying life was unpredictable? If so, that was an idea I could get on board with. 

Maybe they were just curious. After all, they must not get much entertainment here. 

The sun was rising behind me, and as its golden beams trickled between the leaves, the ko on the arms of the ghosts disappeared just like mine did. Their holy symbols were invisible once again.

What was the point of symbols you could only see at night anyway?

“Maybe that’s when you most need to see them – when things are darkest.”

I looked over to my mimic. He was standing a little further up the branch, close to where Apeq had disappeared into the tangle. I sighed. I’d hoped he would stay in the illusions. 

“I’m not easy to put in a box,” he said with a twisted smile. 

Yeah. That was me, alright.

“Well,” I said to the ghosts, as if they were people waiting to hear what I had to say. “I guess I’d better get on with it.”

They said nothing, just staring at me. Their eyes followed my every movement. Creepy.

It was hard to turn my back on them, but I had no choice. I started slowly, shuffling along the branch while looking over my shoulder, but as the distance increased, I sped to a hurried walk and then a lope. The mimic kept pace with me.

“Think he set any traps for us up ahead?” he asked.

That was just the kind of thing I’d suspect. I’d better keep my eyes open.

“I’ve got mine open, too.”

“Maybe you aren’t a curse after all,” I muttered as I scrambled up through a place where the branch narrowed and split, climbing on all fours across to the next branch through the warren of poking twigs and swaying branches. 

“Oh, I’m a curse. Ask anyone else. Two of you is two too many.”

Uh huh. 

I made it up to the next branch, but there were no orbs nearby. I would have seen their glow despite the golden sunbeams that pierced the leaves in streams of goldenrod and lime. Tiny dust motes danced in the light like magic and I shivered. 

I didn’t mind the magical beauty of nature, but I was done with any other kind of magic. If I had my way, it would never touch me again – never touch my friends, never exist at all. 

I was done with magic. 

They said it was fading from the world, did they? It couldn’t fade quickly enough for me. Not at all.

I climbed on. I’d lost any sense of where Apeq was. I’d lost any sense of where I was, as the minutes merged into hours and translated into sweat soaking my shirt and clinging to my every hair.

I needed water. I needed food. I needed rest. 

There was none here. 

Twice, maybe three times, I thought I’d found an orb, only to come upon it and realize there was nothing there. This place was ruled by illusion and madness. 

No new test had surfaced since I last saw the ancestors. There was only the tree, and light, and the mimic. and me. He was chatty.

“I don’t know, it’s nice up here,” he said as we reached the smaller branches. “No girls doing confusing things. No dragons making demands. No prophecies or danger.”

“Or fun,” I wheezed.

“Sure, no fun.” He kicked idly at a patch of leaves as I stopped for a break. He was playing with a throwing knife – one of mine, obviously – letting it roll across the back of his hand and then flipping it in the air to catch the handle just before it pierced his leg or fell down into the branches below. Every time he succeeded it looked like an accident and only his saucy grin told me it was intentional. 

Yeah, he’d been right. I was annoying to hang around with. 

Too bad I couldn’t change him for Bataar’s mimic. At least it wouldn’t be mine.

“A breakthrough,” he laughed. “You’ve learned how annoying you are. That alone is a gift.”

I ignored him and began to climb again. The branches were small now, waving wildly when I put my weight on them. 

I pulled on one and my head burst through the leaves to the sky above. The branch I was on was thicker and stronger than the ones around it. Hurriedly, I climbed higher, out of the dense leaves on this single leader branch.

I was looking out over a forest canopy. In the distance, something flew in the sky, Not dragons. There were no wings. The things seemed to float, huge and bulbous in the distance, heavy baskets dragging beneath them. Far, far in the distance, a golden city squatted on a mountain and beyond it in the blue haze of distance, I thought I could almost see a sea. 

I gasped. I had almost begun to think this single tree was all there was in this world, but here, beyond it, a world existed. 

I swallowed back the nauseating fear that accompanied the realization. I was here to do a single task. The World of Legends was not a place for me to call home. Not now and not ever. It was a place beyond our world. A place for heroes. A place I would never see again.

But my vantage point had one advantage. 

I could see, not far away, a huge blue orb glowing between the leaves below. A dark figure was next to it. Apeq. 

If he had found the last orb, then he had already begun that test. And it was up to me to wrench victory from his hands before he used it to destroy the people I loved.

I aimed my body toward the glowing orb and leapt with all my might. 
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Chapter Fifteen
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I sailed through the air, clutching at leaves. This was a bad idea, Tor! What were you thinking?

“That you are immune to death. As per usual,” my mimic said calmly as he sailed beside me.

Leaves became twigs and I thrashed at them, trying to get a grip – any grip – on the waving fingers of the tree. 

My body smacked – belly first – against a wrist-thick branch. 

Ooof! That hurt. 

I clung tightly to the branch and pulled myself up on top of the wide strength of the limb, maneuvering down it to a bigger branch further back. This one was the size of my waist. A little work and I had it underfoot once again. 

Further down the branch, the orb glowed bright and blue. Good. I had nearly aimed right. 

“And you nearly got yourself killed,” the other Tor said.

I didn’t need his criticism.

Apeq stood over the orb, blue juices trickling down his chin. His eyes stared wide in horror and his hands were frozen around the fruit. Whatever that last challenge contained was not something that made him feel safe. But it would also give him some sort of power I didn’t have, unless I beat him too it. 

The problem was, that power involved self-sacrifice and I had never been the sacrificial sort.

“We’ve had enough trouble in our life,” my mimic said. “No need to add to it. Let someone else do the sacrificing. But you can worry about that after you win.”

Nervously, I ran a hand through my hair and stepped slowly toward him. If I entered this test I would have to win. And I wasn’t sure I could push the other responsibilities away if I won. Then again, if I didn’t fight, I’d be letting Apeq become this Ko’roi and who knew what that would mean.

I was no hero, but somehow, I kept having to do hero-work. Where were all the heroes? They should be here doing this. This was their job!

“I think all the heroes are dead,” the mimic said. “There’s a whole city of them over that way.” 

He pointed in the direction of the golden city we’d seen.

“You aren’t even real,” I muttered.

“Keep telling yourself that.”

“Just tell me that we can handle this.”

“We?” The mimic pulled a coin out of his belt pouch – my belt pouch – and flipped it, covering the flipped coin with a hand. “Who says I’m going to help you? I never agreed to that. I’m just along for the ride. Stars you bite the fruit. Skies you don’t.”

“I have to bite the fruit,” I said nervously. “I just don’t have to like what might come after.”

“Well, no one ever said life was fair. You play with the hand you’re dealt and the cards that pop up and if you don’t play, then you lose. Do you want to lose?”

I did not want to lose.

He flipped the coin and caught it, letting it bounce across his knuckles like a magic trick before clasping his other hand over the coin and handing it to me, face up. 

It showed skies. 

I expected to feel relief but instead, I only felt tension. The blue orb drew me as if I wouldn’t be able to resist it even if I wanted to. It was like responsibility and heroics. They were always showing up and demanding that I take them. I didn’t even have the choice to say ‘no’ anymore. Not now that I cared about people.

That’s what got me every time. Caring.

In the distance, a bright light seared through the sky in the direction of the golden city. The brightness seared through the trees, piercing through leaves and branches and leaving afterimages dancing across my vision. A moment later, the branch beneath me trembled, rocking and swaying so that I stumbled for support and grasped at the branch holding the blue orb. Apeq rocked in place, his hands still clutching the orb and his face twisting in pain.

A sound like a thunderclap filled the air. 

When the shaking stopped, my mimic had vanished. 

There was only me, and Apeq, and the orb. 

“You must taste it,” Gautm said from behind me. His voice sounded grim. Behind him, the other ancestors stood along the branch. I spun, and they were in all the branches around us, staring at Apeq and me. “You must submit to the last Trial.”

An idea came to me. I needed an advantage. “Only if you tell me what precept controls this one.” 

I didn’t know which precept this one was for. I ran through my mind over the ones that had already been used. We’d done the striving one. We’d done the one where you could only claim what you already were. We’d done the one where no man was an oasis. That left two more. And it could be either one. Who knew how many tests we had skipped along the way?

The two left were:

Glory is an empty cup. Do not grasp for it.

Those with feet rooted in the ground will never reach for the stars.

But I really needed to know which one to follow because one told you to reach for something and the other told you not to reach and only one of those could be true, couldn’t it?

“I can’t tell you the answer, but you must hurry!” Stress tainted Gautm’s voice making it crack as he spoke. “Did you see our city explode in the distance? Did you feel the branches shake? The Day of Destruction has come. The last test takers are here. One will leave as the Ko’roi – the weaver of the future and the other will die, but there will be no more Ko Bearers who come to us after the last test is taken. Not until the reweaving. Not until the Future is Reborn.”

I hated prophecies and foretellings – hated them worse than arbitrary tests based on a religion I didn’t follow. And these guys were full of them.

“The fire will spread to this tree,” one of the ancestors said.

“Fire?” That got my attention. I felt the blood rushing from my face, felt the branch below me suddenly feel less stable. I could still feel the heat of the flames of Vanika, still smell my neighbors burning to ash, still remember the panicked tears sizzling up in steam off the faces of the survivors as I pulled them from the wreckage, still ... stop! Stop, Tor, before you lose yourself again!

I spun, meaning to grab Gautm by the shirt, but he had no shirt. I seized his throat, pulling him to me, quivering with an emotion I couldn’t even understand.

“A fire? How soon until it reaches us?”

“Hours perhaps, if that. But in this world, you could not make it back to the ground before the fire arrives. Here, time is different.”

My friends were tangled in roots at the base of this tree. They might have hours. Maybe. I didn’t realize I was choking Gautm until I heard his gasping breaths. Around me, the ancestors stared, their wide-eyed looks owlish in the morning light. I eased up my grip but held him fast. I had no idea that I could be so deadly.

“My friends – the ones below,” I said. “I will fight this fight, and I will win, but I can’t be sure you will set them free in time. Set them free now. You are not bound by space. You can be there in an instant. And if you aren’t bound by that, then you aren’t bound by any rules. You can set the free if you want to.”

“I cannot,” Gautm said.

“Release them,” I said, squeezing his throat again in my grip. I could feel his pulse hammering against it. His arms reached up, palms wrapping around my forearm, but I would not stop. 

Not with my friends at stake. 

Death from fire. 

Fire! 

The horror seared my mind, licking across my heart again. If I never saw another fire it would be too soon. I only had one bargaining chip with these ancestors. Now was the time to use it. They needed me as much as I needed them.

“Release them now and I will bite your fruit and take your test. Don’t, and I will kill you here and see if I can save them myself. You know you don’t want Apeq to win this. You know what sort of leader he would be to the people you care so much about. You need me. You need me to win.”

There was no response from the silent ancestors except the horrible sucking sound of Gautm trying to breathe.

And then a soft hand lay on my arm.

I spun, certain of a threat, but it was only a woman in thick robes, her waist-length white hair waving in a breeze that didn’t touch me.

“Let our brother go,” she said gently. “We shall release your supporters and send them back through the gate – though what they do after that is not under our authority.”

“Do you promise?” I asked, afraid to let go of Gautm, afraid that they wouldn’t keep their promises, afraid of the fire.

Together, the mass of the dead spoke as one, “You have our promise.”

With a shudder, I released Gautm. He fell for a moment and then disappeared. Lucky fool. He could be away from me in a moment and I couldn’t get away from them without a price.

“Wise to choose to save the innocent,” the woman said. “Wise to choose compassion. Foolish not to ask at what price. Had you a supporter, they may have helped you in what is to come.”

“I thought you wanted me to win,” I said defiantly. “I thought you preferred me over Apeq!”

The woman raised her eyebrows as if she were disapproving of a fussy child. “Our world ends and we with it. We go on to the life beyond this place that held us for so long. Who comes after us is none of our concern. Win and live or fail and die – what does it matter to us? But we must send one of you back to be the Ko’roi. That is destined. Our last act.”

She faded as she said the word “act” and when I looked up, they were all gone and there was only me and Apeq and the pulsing blue fruit left – and the fires in the distance that were coming to swallow us up.
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Chapter Sixteen 
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If I passed this test, would there be time for me to get out of this world before the fires came for me? I didn’t want to die like that. And could I really trust that the Ko Bearers had set my friends free? 

There was no point stressing about things I couldn’t control. I had only one thing to do – enter the test and fight Apeq – man to man – for the chance to get out of this burning world. 

I wiped my hands on my trousers, trying to get the sweat off of them. I was going to die in this ridiculous Kav’ai get-up like a fake Bataar. I chuckled darkly at the thought of how horrified he’d be to have me defile his national costume.

And then, before I could change my mind, I leaned down, grabbed the orb, picked a place as far away from Apeq as I could, and bit the fruit.

There was another boom and the ground beneath me shook, but now I didn’t know if it was shaking in the World of Legend or in the vision I had just entered. 

There was fire here. Which hardly seemed fair, since there had been fire out there, too. 

I was standing on a metal platform that was already far too hot. Above me, a series of ladders and platforms twisted and turned, but from where I was, I could see everything. 

Above us, were a pair of bracelets and what was clearly a crown glowing magically in the dark smoke above. I didn’t have to know Kav’ai legends or precepts to know that those were clearly what we were here to get. They were at the apex of the platforms and ladders and they hung on a long chain that was slowly lowering.

Which seemed strange. 

Until I looked down.

Beneath me was lava. I’d never seen lava before, but it was obvious that was what it was. It was far, far down below, but the point where a human could stand the heat of it was pretty much exactly where I was standing – which told me one thing: you would have to climb the ladders and descend that chain to get the crown and bracelets before they got lower than the platform I was on – or lose them forever. 

I could do that. I was faster and stronger than Apeq and climbing and jumping had become second nature to me now.

But someone out there had thought to themselves, “How can we make them really sweat.” And he’d clearly been the designer because out over the lava were hanging cages.  

There were two hanging in front of me and two hanging over where Apeq must have entered – on a platform equidistant from the hanging crown but at least two hundred paces from my platform. I couldn’t see what was in the cages over there, but in the cages right in front of me were a broken promise.

Saboraak, chained around the snout, was jammed into one of the cages, her eyes wild and flashing. I could not hear her mind at all.

In the other cage, Zin and Zyla clutched at each other, their eyes equally terrified, their mouths and legs chained. 

My head spun. My lungs and heart wanted to give up right now – they were working triple-time, making my head spin with the sudden rush of it.

.And it was obvious why. 

There was only one of me and both those cages were being slowly lowered toward the lava. They were just above my head right now, but by the time I could get to either of them by way of the ladders and platforms, it would be nearly too low for a human to live from the burning heat. I didn’t know about a dragon. But I remembered that Ephretti’s dragon hadn’t been immune to fire. They had more tolerance than we did, but even Saboraak could be killed by fire.

To reach either cage, I would need to climb up to the arm from which the cage hung suspended by a single chain and then, just like with the crown, I would need to climb down that chain.

My gaze swiveled wildly from one cage to the other. I couldn’t save both. And I certainly couldn’t grab the crown. 

And that was the test, wasn’t it? 

Who will you save? 

A ridiculous test. A test I couldn’t help but fail. But I couldn’t just sit here and watch them all burn, either. I couldn’t. Already, my tears were drying as fast as they could fall and the steam of the heat of them fuelled my anger.

Crying! Like a child. Ridiculous.

I was only crying because those ghostly ancestors had lied to me and I’d never get my revenge. Already, their kingdom burned. I almost wished I could burn them all with it. That was all. It wasn’t because I was watching my life end before my eyes. 

And then my gaze was dragged to a small inscription on the rail around my platform. I should be running already. 

Each second counted now, but I could not help but read.

One wish to help you pass this test. One wish alone. You may not wish the test away. And what you wish will live on.

One wish. 

I swallowed and began to run from my platform to the ladders. I didn’t need to decide which route until after I’d climbed the first ladder. It wasn’t until after that that the paths would branch. As I ran, my mind thought so quickly that I couldn’t keep up.

I couldn’t wish the test away. I sucked in a breath as my feet pounded along the platform. 

So, I couldn’t wish them out of the cages, or wish the cages to stop, or wish the crown to come to me, or wish Apeq to freeze in place. Whatever I wished for couldn’t take the test away. And it would work in the outside world because it would live on.

I stumbled. Had Apeq wished for revenge on the Ko Bearers? Or that they would burn – just as I had almost wished down below? Or had he wished that in this test one person would be the last to ever take it? Any of those wishes could have resulted in the exploding city above, in the fire, in the very reason that we must hurry here or die.

I felt like my heart might pound out of my chest. I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Was it hotter in here? I reached the first ladder and gasped, not just at the exertion but in despair because I wasn’t smart enough for this test. 

A genius idea hadn’t come to me. I couldn’t think of a way to get what I needed without violating the rules. I could wish for another ring, but that would only save me. And it might not even work – not when the rules said it couldn’t stop the test. I wanted Saboraak and the girls to be free. I wanted them to live. I wished it more than anything, but their cages were still lowering. 

I didn’t think that old Ko Bearer had tricked me, but she had. She knew all along that they would be in here. Had she thought I was only wishing for the safety of the rest? And how had she got Saboraak back to put her in a cage?

I hesitated for a moment before running again. 

What if this was an illusion? What if they weren’t there at all? But the girls’ screams seemed real. And even if it wasn’t real, could I really abandon them and rush toward that crown as Apeq was doing? I could see him up the ladders and platforms hurrying toward the chain that held the crown. I could still beat him if I wanted to. I was faster, and fitter, and younger, and I’d lived my whole life running roof to roof in a city that wanted me dead. This was my kind of game. 

But the girls and my dragon ...

I didn’t know that it was real, but I didn’t know that it wasn’t real either. 

Those Ko Bearers hadn’t stopped Apeq from competing, even though they must know who he is. They weren’t necessarily good. 

I was at the ladder and I began to climb, my sweaty hands slipping on the rungs as I climbed.

Maybe that was why they had given in to my demand that they release my friends so easily. Maybe it was because they had never given in at all.

The test was about the precepts. It was about one of them. But which one? Maybe if it was about the crown then the girls weren’t really real. That could be true if it was the one that said: Those with feet rooted in the ground will never reach for the stars.

That might mean that I was too blind to see they were fake.

Or, it could be the other way around. Who said that crown was real? Maybe it meant the other precept was in play: Glory is an empty cup. Do not grasp for it.

If that was the one, then saving the hostages was the only way. 

But even if I knew that was true, I couldn’t save them both. Not in time. Maybe that was why Apeq was going for the crown. 

It was possible he was just that cold-hearted, but it might be that he had seen there was no way to win if he tried to save the people he loved. Maybe that convinced him to go for the crown.

I wished there was two of me. Then I wouldn’t have to pick. 

I reached the top of the ladder and nearly slipped with surprise when a hand reached down and clasped mine to help me up.
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Chapter Seventeen
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“You wasted a wish on me?” My mimic said with a laugh. “You could have wished for money or at least a hot meal but no, you picked a second you. Smooth move, Tor.”

I could send him for the crown and I could hedge my bets – then we could win either way. That’s what I should do. I should save someone, and I should send him to make sure that at least me and that person lived.

But I couldn’t do that. In my mind’s eye, my friends were already swooning from the heat, burning their lungs with molten air. 

I couldn’t let that happen.

“Shut up and run,” I said through my gasping breath. “You get the girls and I will get Saboraak.”

His face sobered and with a nod, he ran – faster than me because I was already winded. I loped on in my direction, racing across the platform, my breathing ragged and my muscles aching. Everything felt hotter than it had before I started. Everything seemed to be swimming before my bleary eyes.

I reached the next ladder and began to climb, focusing on the rungs so I didn’t slip. One false move and I would plummet to my death. Fifty paces away, the mimic scaled his own ladder – ahead of me, but not by much. I wouldn’t have thought to wish for him. I didn’t think it. Somehow the wish had just been there. 

It had better be what I needed.

Apeq was hurrying, too. I could see him through the blowing smoke that puffed and spread between the ladders and platforms. He was getting close to the chain that held the crown – if I’d guessed wrong, he could win at any moment.

I reached the next platform and scrambled up, my feet kicking as I struggled to reach the top. There. I was running again.

And the next few minutes were only that – coughing blood, breathing through ragged lungs, and running or climbing harder and faster than I’d ever thought possible. I was up one ladder and rushing across a platform, then up again. I kept an eye on the mimic. We were level with each other, each hurrying with my single-mindedness and competitive spirit, each looking frequently at Apeq who was scrambling slowly along a long metal arm to reach the dangling chain from which the crown hung. 

I could barely believe it when I reached the arm that held Saboraak’s cage. I’d done it! I was here!

It was different than the crown. I wouldn’t have to climb down the chain – not if I could use the crank that was lowering it down. I studied the mechanism and then pulled a lever. There was a loud clunk and the lowering ceased. So far, so good.

I grabbed the handle for the crank and was almost lifted off my feet as the chain whipped through the crank and the cage plummeted toward the lava. With a grunt, I threw the lock back on. One set of arms was not enough to crank up a chain that holds a dragon. There were pulleys involved and mechanical helps, but once I freed the mechanism, I couldn’t hold it.

Far away, I heard the high-pitched squeak of the mimic working the pulley where he was. It was lighter with only the two girls. Still heavy, but lighter. 

Maybe I should try climbing down the chain. I fumbled with the lever while I searched for Apeq. 

He was at the end of the arm, his legs wrapped around the slender metal frame while his arms pulled the chain up hand over hand. The crown was close.

Come on, Tor! Now is not the time to second-guess!

I leapt onto the arm and scrambled along the length of it. Don’t look down. Tor. Don’t look down.

Chain. 

I grabbed it with naked hands, almost wishing I’d asked for gloves instead of the mimic – imagine, using an infinitely precious wish on gloves! – and then I was sliding down the chain and landing on the roof of the cage. I was using the huge mechanism – a bar lock that spanned the entire height of the cage – to open the door. They hadn’t locked it. Why bother? That wasn’t the point.

Heat seared my hands and made my skin feel tight and angry.

I climbed to the edge of the swinging cage and glanced up. The other Tor was holding two sobbing girls, looking awfully pleased with himself. Good.

And Apeq ... Apeq was seconds from grabbing that crown. 

I clenched my jaw and lowered myself over the edge of the cage, bracing against the searing heat, and swung into the cage. 

Saboraak was motionless, her head lolling to the side. I bit my lip and fumbled at her chains.

“Hold on. Hold on, old girl!” 

I grabbed the lock and it came apart in my hand. No time for shock. I threw it behind me.

The world went black.
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Chapter Eighteen
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I was on the branch, holding the orb, the flames leaping around me like I was back in Vanika, like I was back in that hellish flaming city. The other Tor crouched beside me, a torrent of curses flowing from his mouth. I agreed with the sentiment, but they wouldn’t save us now.

“You,” Apeq A’kona growled from across the orb. “How could you stop me? I had the crown! I had the bracelets!”

He lifted his empty hands, fire reflecting in his eyes. It was in the leaves behind his head, dancing along the edge of the branches. 

Smoke burned my lungs and I coughed violently. Beside me, mimic Tor doubled over in his own coughing fit. Our branch was on fire, too, bits of it raining down in flaming tongues in the air below, adding to the whirling inferno of fire that was the world beneath us. 

I saw Gautm appear behind Apeq and then vanish again as if he couldn’t find his corporeal form.

We were all going to die. 

“Look what you’ve done!” I growled at Apeq. “You’ve killed us all.”

“It shouldn’t have killed me,” he spat. The smoke was affecting him now, too. He drew a wicked dagger from the folds of his cloak as he coughed. “It should have just given me the crown. With the crown, I could have written the future.” He coughed. “And left this place behind.” This time he had to pause to fold double as he coughed. “I was supposed to be the last one to enter this place!”

“But I was already here,” I said, understanding dawning. 

He’d been a fool with his wish and now here we were. Together, again. Oh, the irony.

But if Apeq’s life was ended here, that could only be a good thing. Even if it meant that I would die, too.

At least the people in the vision hadn’t been real. At least they were okay somewhere.

“Or already dead,” the mimic said aloud. I gave him a dirty look. 

“One of us should have won,” Apeq said, spinning around on our perch above the flames as if he could change that now. As if someone would emerge from the flames with a crown. He was crazier than I’d imagined.

“Sucking souls out of people will do that to you,” my mimic remarked. 

I began to laugh. My feet hurt. The flames were already licking through my leather boots. My legs were on fire.

I threw back my head and laughed. 

I didn’t regret my choice to save my friends. Not at all. At least I wasn’t the idiot here still expecting a reward ... still expecting to live.

Ha!

“And you get to die with me,” the other Tor said. “Which isn’t the worst fate. They say some people never know themselves, but that can’t be said of you!”

We both got our wishes. Apeq was going to kill all the Ko Bearers – me and him included. I wasn’t going to die alone.

Pain seared through me, scalding my skin, lashing at my exposed limbs. 

I didn’t scream. 

I just laughed. I let the madness take me.
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Chapter Nineteen
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And then, suddenly, I was being ripped off the branch and through a cloud of sparks. 

Something gripped my midsection. 

Flames spouted in gusts around us and then cold air sped icy hot across my seared flesh while beneath me the world burned. I thought, perhaps, that the flames on my legs had gone out, though the pain remained, burning, burning, burning forever.

I sped through a billowing black cloud and up, up, up to where my blackened lungs could hardly take a breath. I wasn’t breathing at all, just gasping.

There was a ring around the sun. A ring I didn’t understand. 

I was hallucinating. Clearly.

I almost thought that I could hear Saboraak speaking to me. 

Perhaps I was joining the ranks of the dead in the world beyond. 

Perhaps she would be there.

I felt tears prick my eyes at the thought. Oh. There was still water in my body. What a surprise.

I’m right here, trout. And for the record, I’ve never been fond of the taste of burnt fish, so please try not to die in my mouth.

Someone’s voice called urgently from above – someone female and worried and then we dove. 

My eyes were heavy. I couldn’t see. I was probably dreaming. I should just close them and let the darkness take me.

Don’t die, Tor! Don’t die! I told you we should have looked up at the top first!

The female voice retorted, coughed violently, and then the world was suddenly darker and cold as ice. My body began to shake, I fell into the icy depths, and was still.

Ah, sweet cold. Sweet, burning cold. I shivered in the rags that were left of my clothing.

Hold on. We’ll get you a blanket. I didn’t anticipate all your clothes burning off. 

There were footsteps and then someone was dragging me onto her lap as her hot tears splashed across my face. Something warm wrapped around me. The blanket?

Her cloak.

Silver tattoos wound across her exposed wrists as she wiped something from my face. Ko. On a girl. How strange.

I see death didn’t erase that prejudice. You know girls can have ko, too, right? At least we know it’s the real you. I could have sworn that I saw two of you and I wasn’t sure which one to grab.

My mimic. Where was he? 

“Don’t die on me, Tor Winespring,” Zyla growled, her tears still spilling onto my face. “Saboraak and I won’t allow it!”

Zyla. It was Zyla who rescued me? Zyla who wore the ko?

“Don’t die on me!” she demanded. “Not when I think I might be losing my heart to you.”

Well, I really couldn’t die now!

––––––––
[image: image]


READ MORE OF TOR AND Saboraak’s story in Dragon Chameleon: Chase the Moon.
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To the intrepid reader:
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Dear Reader,

You’ve made it this far in your journey with me and my stories. Thank you for caring about stories and the characters that leap from the page. 

I would love to know you better – as would my friends, the other fans of these stories. Would you join us in Discord? It might be a new app to you, but you’ll quickly find that you fit right in.

How do I know? Because you love these stories – just like the rest of us. 

Please, join us. 

They say that real book lovers just can’t say goodbye to the stories they love, and I’m sure that’s true for you, too. I’d like to invite you to download another story in the Dragon School and Dragon Chameleon world. By downloading it, you’ll be added to my newsletter, so you won’t have to take any extra steps to be alerted to new releases. 

Enjoy the story.

I am – wholeheartedly – yours in fiction,

Sarah
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Behind the Scenes:
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USA Today bestselling author, Sarah K. L. Wilson loves spinning a yarn and if it paints a magical new world, twists something old into something reborn, or makes your heart pound with excitement ... all the better! Sarah hails from the rocky Canadian Shield in Northern Ontario -
learning patience and tenacity from the long months of icy cold - where she lives with her husband and two small boys. You might find her building fires in her woodstove and wishing she had a dragon handy to light them for her
Sarah would like to thank Harold Trammel and Eugenia Kollia for their incredible work in beta reading and proofreading this book. Without their big hearts and passion for stories, this book would not be the same. 

www.sarahklwilson.com
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