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DEDICATION
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For my mother, who gave me the gift of reading,

and for my father, who helped me unwrap it
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The afternoon had been sunny and full of promise when Bethany set out, but since then night had claimed the land and draped the dusty road in darkness. Just beyond the Windmill Graveyard the ocean crashed against high cliff walls, spitting geysers of dark water into the air. Bethany pulled her cloak tight around her shoulders.

I should have waited till morning before leaving. Mrs. Redding would have felt obligated to set a bed for me, had I asked. No doubt that would have been the more intelligent choice—what her mother would have called the grown-up choice. But after Bethany had handed over that week’s delivery of glorbs and collected payment, Mrs. Redding had begged pardon to attend to an unfinished chore and never returned. Bethany knew that Mrs. Redding was not being intentionally rude; she had simply forgotten that Bethany remained on her property. Things like this happened to Bethany all the time. Her mother claimed it was because Bethany was shy, but that wasn’t it at all. She loved to talk to people; the trouble was keeping their interest. Bethany was serious by nature, and the jokes and effortless banter that came so easily to her peers eluded her. She wasn’t particularly pretty, or athletic, or quick-witted; nor was she ugly, clumsy, or doltish. In fact, the only thing notable about Bethany was how spectacularly average she was in every sense of the word, fading into the background of most gatherings like a ghost.

There’s nothing special about me, she thought.

The road curved away from shore between two rows of low-growing trees. Bethany thought about swirling a lantern but decided against it. The stars were illumination enough.

Someone was coming.

Though its source was yet obscured by darkness, from farther down the road Bethany heard the sound of squeaking wheels. A few moments later a covered wagon came into view, drawn by a single horse. From the wagon’s roof swayed a single lantern that did little to reveal the identity of the driver.

Bethany tensed, slipping her hand downward until her fingertips grazed the dagger concealed beneath her cloak. Though more common farther inland, brigands were not unheard of this close to shore. She quickly unhooked the pouch filled with Mrs. Redding’s copper and slid the majority of its contents inside her boot.

If they intend to rob me, I’ll claim I have only a few coins.

As the wagon drew closer, however, Bethany decided she was just being skittish. Though the driver’s downturned face remained hidden beneath a hood, Bethany recognized a woman’s soft form. Hands covered by pristine white gloves held the horses’ reins.

Probably just a traveling merchant, Bethany thought, come from peddling her wares in Tear’s Landing or Hendon. Harmless.

Bethany slid her hand away from the dagger and waved.

“Evening,” she said.

“And not soon enough,” the woman replied. “You would think I’d have had my share of darkness by now, but I still prefer it to the sun. I always have.”

The driver’s words were strange, but Bethany hardly heard them. Her attention was absorbed by the old-fashioned wagon that had squeaked to a halt in front of her, details hidden until this point now illuminated in the soft glow of lantern light. The wagon’s mud-splattered wheels were bone white, and a row of bows arched from one side of its bed to the other like the ribs of some deep ocean beast. Instead of white canvas a strange translucent material stretched between these bows, providing Bethany with a glimpse of the wagon’s shadowy cargo. She leaned forward to get a better look, cupping a hand over her eyes to shade them from the glare of the lantern. . . .

“Would you like to know what’s inside?” a voice whispered in her ear.

Bethany turned in surprise. Without making a sound the hooded driver of the wagon had somehow slipped next to her. The woman’s face remained hidden, but Bethany thought she glimpsed the hint of a smile.

“I’m sorry,” Bethany said. Her voice was faint and hoarse. “I shouldn’t have looked without your permission.”

“One should never apologize for curiosity,” the woman said, and pushed back her hood.

Bethany had never seen such a beautiful woman. She looked to be in her midtwenties, with porcelain skin and delicate features. Straight blond hair grazed her shoulders, framing large eyes that were not just one shade of green but a collage of slight variations. Barely perceptible lines separated each hue, like a stained-glass window that had been cracked into pieces and then reassembled.

“Now tell me,” the woman said, “why is a child wandering alone on such a cold, dark night?”

Bethany’s mind had suddenly grown dull and sluggish.

“I don’t know,” she said.

Not broken glass, Bethany thought, unable to look away from those crystalline eyes. Webs. It looks like spiderwebs have been stretched across her eyeballs.

“Were you looking for me?” the woman asked.

Bethany shook her head.

“Are you sure about that? I was looking for you. Maybe not you, specifically, but someone with your special gifts.” The woman ran the back of her hand along Bethany’s cheek. “You are the first, Bethany. I saw you all the way from the night sky. You shine.”

Despite the strangeness of the woman’s words, Bethany felt a slight thrill at being thought so worthy of attention.

“How do you know my name?” she asked.

“How do you not know mine? No matter. It’s Rygoth.” The woman straightened her gloves. “Soon all will know it.”

A splinter of fear needled Bethany’s spine. This was not the workaday fear of rats and dark passageways and stormy, sleepless nights with her father still out at sea, but rather the gasp-inducing terror conjured by her grandmother as she told little Bethany the old stories, the ones her parents claimed were nonsense, of a time when witches and monsters roamed the World.

Bethany pressed her back against the wagon, trying to get as far from Rygoth’s eyes as possible, and the strange material shifted inward.

It’s warm, Bethany thought, feeling its sticky heat against her back. Why is it warm? 

“I’m late,” she said, finally managing to peel away from those variegated eyes. “My parents will be worried.”

“Will they?” Rygoth asked, and in her tone Bethany heard a second question: Have they even noticed you’re gone? “I wouldn’t dream of stopping you, love. Mommy and Daddy shall have their daughter back, safe and sound. More than safe and sound.”

The beautiful woman spoke with soft, measured tones that held within them far more threat than any brigand. Keeping her eyes on Rygoth’s feet and her hand near her dagger, Bethany slowly backed away toward the front of the wagon. Once I pass the horses I’ll make a run for it along the open road. . . . 

“Have you ever noticed how infrequently your name is spoken?” the woman asked.

Bethany wanted to stop listening. She wanted to run. But her feet remained rooted to the ground, unwilling to follow directions.

“Think about it. How often do your neighbors, those who have known you from birth, even, identify you only by your relationship to others? Ansen’s sister? Martha’s daughter?” Rygoth leaned forward, as though imparting a secret. “It’s because they can never quite remember your name. It’s always on the tip of their tongue—it really is—but . . . sad. To be so tragically forgettable.”

Warm tears flowed down Bethany’s cheeks. She wanted nothing more than to get away from this woman and her truth-poisoned words, but though she screamed for her body to move, it was like a wall had been built in her mind, blocking the message.

“I can’t move,” Bethany said. Her heart beat madly. “What have you done to me?”

“I didn’t want it to be like this,” Rygoth said, “but you need to hear the truth. You’re special, Bethany. You don’t have to be Caleb Jenkins’s dough-faced daughter anymore, the unseen girl behind the counter. Let me help you, and everyone will learn how extraordinary you really are.”

“I just want to go home!”

“Shh, Bethany. Listen.”

From inside the wagon came a chorus of hushed whispers. At first the words were indistinguishable from one another, but as Bethany listened she was able to make out distinct names. Annabeth. Lenowy. Karin. Bethany felt her body turn and face the wagon. She wondered if it was Rygoth forcing her to move or if she was doing it on her own. She wasn’t sure anymore.

Rachel. Cordelia. Emily.

Rygoth watched her with a considerate expression, her eyes as beautiful and unforgiving as an unbroken landscape of snow.

“Do you hear that?” Bethany asked.

“I hear everything,” Rygoth replied, and waved her hand. The strange material covering the wagon folded back, revealing hundreds of leather-bound books. Given the bumpy dirt road, such cargo should have been scattered all over the wagon bed, but though they had not been secured in any visible fashion the books remained in precise, even stacks.

That’s where the names are coming from, Bethany thought. The books. They’re calling to their owners. It shouldn’t have made any sense—books couldn’t talk—but she knew she was right.

One of the books whispered her name.

It wasn’t the name her parents had given her but Bethany’s true name, a combination of sounds that depicted her inner self as accurately as a mirror’s image reflected her outward appearance. The dull drone of insects filling lonely summer afternoons that stretched into forever. The scrubbing of a brush as she tried to straighten her hair into the same style as the other girls. The teasing giggle of conversations she would never be a part of.

These sounds and others coalesced into a single word: her true name.

The names of the other girls faded away; there was only this new sound, her sound, drawing her forth. Bethany searched madly for its source, knocking entire piles of books down until she found it: a light gray tome with a black star, easy to miss, stitched into its lower spine. Bethany held the book to her chest, the leather smooth and oddly damp. Her heart pounded with a strange combination of exhilaration and fear, as though she were about to leap off some great precipice.

“This one’s mine,” Bethany whispered.

She turned to Rygoth, ready to offer all her copper, all her anything, in exchange for the book, but the beautiful peddler, apparently uninterested in payment, had already returned to her seat.

“I must go,” she said. “There are so many others out there. I can feel their potential, waiting to be unleashed. Yours is not the only spellbook I aim to bestow tonight.”

“Spellbook?” Bethany asked, turning the book in her hands. “But I’m not a witch. Witches aren’t even real!”

The wagon pulled away and bolted down the road, rumbling hard enough to shake the trees. Bethany expected its wheels to crack into bits or slip off their axles but instead the wagon lowered itself, like a beast ready to pounce, and then sprang high into the air, where it swelled outward and sprouted long wings. The shape, now a wagon no longer but a monster large enough to blot out the stars, sailed through the night with a small figure perched upon its back.

As the shape vanished, a dark cloud lifted from Bethany’s mind and she noticed the grimoire in her hands. She tossed it away as though it had sprouted nails and razor-sharp teeth.

I have to go home and tell the Mistrals what I have seen, she thought. The old stories were right. Witches are real! But I’m not a creature of darkness like her, no matter what she said. I won’t touch the book again. I’ll just leave it here and come back with . . . 

Only when Bethany looked down the grimoire was somehow open in her two hands, the pages not paper as she had expected but impossibly thin mirrors stitched into the binding. What kind of book is this? Bethany wondered. She stared at her reflection, the short hair that never grew out the right way, her drab brown eyes. It was the type of face you would forget the moment after seeing it.

I wish people would notice me, she thought.

As though in answer, strange words that Bethany had never seen before etched themselves across the mirror-page, fragmenting her reflection into a monstrous distortion.
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BOOK ONE

    THE UNGHOSTS
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    “Gaining power will teach you about other people. Losing it will teach you about yourself.”

    —Minoth Dravania

    23rd Sablethorn Lecture




[image: ]

The village of De’Noran was no more.

Where wooden buildings had once stood were now only charred debris. Even the grass was blackened and dead. Kara walked farther down the main road, remembering how loud it had been at midday with the bustle of commerce in full force. The rattle of wagon wheels. The soft buzzing of barter and gossip. The delighted screams of children playing in the square.

All was silent.

They should have been on their way to the World right now, but Kara, upon seeing the changed village from the deck of their ship, had insisted on docking. Several men had followed the children ashore, quickly spreading through the abandoned farms to forage for supplies.

“Are you sure it was a good idea to stop here?” Taff asked. “If anyone sees us . . .”

He didn’t have to finish this thought; the dark events of that day were deeply branded in her mind. It had started out so well. Grace Stone had been defeated, and the villagers had gathered together to formally announce their new leader: William Westfall, Kara and Taff’s father. It should have been the happiest day of their lives—but Grace wasn’t done with them yet. She had used her Last Spell to possess Father with the spirit of Timoth Clen, the most merciless witch hunter of all, and he had ordered the villagers to kill them. The two Westfalls had escaped only by fleeing into the Thickety.

“What if they’re still here, hiding?” Taff asked, looking around the remnants of the village. “Watching us? We barely escaped the first time, and now—”

“Don’t worry,” Kara said. “No one’s here.”

“What about Father?”

“He’s gone too.”

Taff swallowed deeply.

“Are they dead?” he asked.

Kara shook her head. “Just gone.”

Taff did not look convinced. He stared across the flattened village, his brow furrowed with concern.

“I hope nothing bad happened to them,” he said.

Kara couldn’t help smiling, amazed as always by her brother’s ability to forgive others no matter how badly they had wronged him. He had been equally quick to absolve Mary Kettle after she had betrayed them, and in the end it had been his compassion that won her to their side.

“They might have moved to a different part of the island,” suggested Taff. “They could have been fleeing something. Thickety monsters, maybe. I know they don’t usually cross the Fringe, but when Sordyr lost his power maybe things changed.”

Kara stopped at the place where the general store had once stood, now nothing but charred earth and barely identifiable lumps that used to be shelves and jars. She picked up a half-melted spoon and absently gazed at her upside-down reflection, remembering the day when Grace had tricked her into giving up her seeds. At the time, such childish cruelty had been the biggest problem in her life. She wished that were still the case.

“No animal could have done this,” Kara said. “It’s too organized. If it had been a beast from the Thickety there would be debris everywhere. Wood, glass . . .”

“People pieces.”

“Taff!”

“What?” he asked. “You were thinking it too.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Could it have been Rygoth?”

“No. Rygoth only does things for a reason, and this gains her nothing. I’m sure she’s in the World right now, distributing her grimoires and gathering new witches to her side. After two thousand years stuck on this island this is the last place she’d be, now that she’s finally free.”

All thanks to me, her foolish little pawn. 

Kara kicked a blackened piece of rubble that might have once been a clay pitcher and watched it skip across the ashes of the store.

“Ms. Westfall,” said a man behind her. “There’s something you should see.”

The voice belonged to Anders Clement, a tall, wiry man with dark skin and a dusting of white in his hair. Before leaving Kala Malta, the villagers had appointed him captain of the ship that would transport a third of their number to the World. As a leader he had proven competent enough, but though he was friendly and gregarious to other members of the crew he remained strangely aloof toward Kara.

“What is it, Clement?” Kara asked.

“Captain Clement,” he snapped.

Clearly he was still upset with her. Clement hadn’t wanted to dock at the island in the first place, and it was only when Kara had demanded they do so that he reluctantly agreed. She wasn’t sure what had hurt his ego more—taking orders from a child or from a girl—but Kara was certain she had caused him to lose face in front of his entire crew. Luckily she had listened to Mary’s advice and concealed the fact that she no longer had any magical powers. If Clement knew the truth she doubted he would have listened to her at all.

“My apologies,” Kara said. “What is it, Captain Clement?”

“There’s something you should see.” He nodded toward Taff. “Might be best if the boy stays here. Too scary for little ones.”

Taff stared at him in disbelief.

“Seriously?” he asked. “Do you have any idea what kinds of things I’ve seen? I could give nightmares nightmares!”

“Suit yourself,” said Captain Clement.

They followed the tall man deeper into the village, passing sooty rectangles that used to be buildings but were now little more than scorched wood and memories. That’s where the tannery used to be, Kara thought. And that long stretch is the barracks where the graycloaks lived. Over there was Baker Corbett’s place—you can still see the stones from the oven. A surprising feeling of nostalgia swept over her. She had never been happy here, but it had been home—and now it was gone.

They crested a hill and the center of the village—where the Fold had once gathered for Worship—stretched out before them. Sitting Stones had been painstakingly arranged in a series of concentric rings so all of the congregation would have a clear view of the Fenroot tree at the circle’s center. This tree was the most important symbol of the Fold, and despite the destruction that had ravaged the rest of the village it remained whole and undamaged.

From its limbs hung hundreds of animal skeletons.

They swung back and forth in the wind, with little rhyme or reason to their arrangement. Some had been hung so high that they were just a glimmer of white in the late-afternoon sun; others were low enough to scrape across the ground. Mostly it was smaller livestock—goats, chickens, sheep—though on the opposite side of the Fenroot tree the unwieldy skeleton of a cow hung suspended by five ropes. Kara took some small comfort knowing that the animals had not been hung alive. The Children of the Fold, practical in all matters, would not waste good food; the animals had surely been butchered first, the meat salted and packed away for later consumption.

“Do you understand the meaning behind this”—Captain Clement paused for a moment, searching for the right word—“display?”

“Can something like this truly have a meaning?” Kara asked.

“Surely you must have some idea. These are your people.”

Kara shook her head. “Not anymore.”

“Look,” Taff said softly, pointing to a shape just now turning in the wind to face them. Unlike the other skeletons, this one wore a black school dress with a white collar, giving it the appearance of a scarecrow. In the place where a human head should have resided sat a ram’s skull with long horns curved inward. Raven-black hair, possibly from a horse’s mane, draped over the empty eye sockets of the skull and down the back of the dress. Though the scarecrow lacked hands, a large black book had been affixed by copper wire to the left sleeve of the dress.

“Who’s that supposed to be?” asked Captain Clement.

Kara remembered the Shadow Festival, a row of similar scarecrows lining Widow Miller’s cornfield. I’m one of them now, a figure to frighten children. “I know what happened to the villagers,” she said. “They burned down their homes because they knew they were never coming back. They could have just left everything the way it was, but the great Timoth Clen would have wanted a grand gesture, some sort of ceremony. He probably called it the Great Cleansing or something like that. He knew I’d be back here. Somehow he knew. The animals are part of the message. I love animals, you see. He knows that because . . . the scarecrow. It’s me. All of this is for me.”

“What are you prattling on about, girl?” Captain Clement asked.

“He wants me to know that he’s taken his flock to the World, but he hasn’t forgotten. He’ll be looking for me. And when he finds me—”

Taff ducked beneath Kara’s arm and nuzzled close, wrapping his arms around her.

“Who?” asked Captain Clement. “When who finds you?”

But Kara was done talking, and so it was Taff who answered.

“The man wearing our father’s face,” he said.
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That night, Kara dreamed of the cornfield.

It began as it always had. Father—her real father, evicted from his body and trapped in this endless dream realm—stood in the center of the barren soil and felt for the pouch of seeds in his pocket. Only instead of planting them right away, as he had in dreams past, Father poured the black seeds into the palm of his hand and poked at them with a single finger. His befuddled expression held a hint of frustration. New wrinkles had appeared near the corners of his eyes.

He’s starting to remember, Kara thought. Grace’s spell can only hold him in this place for so long before he realizes it’s not real and begins to lose his mind. Once that happens, I won’t be able to get him back again.

Suddenly, Father’s eyes narrowed in rage. He squeezed the seeds tight in his powerful fist. Kara couldn’t hear him scream—for whatever reason, there was no sound in this dream—but she saw the tightening cords of his neck as he unleashed a silent shriek of frustration. In his eyes swirling mists of madness gathered like an approaching storm.

Kara awoke.

Time is running out, she thought. If I don’t save him now, I’ll lose him forever.

Knowing there would be no more sleep that night, Kara reached for the object beneath her bed and slid it into her satchel. She exited the room quietly, not wanting to wake Taff, and made her way across the silent deck of the ship. Above her, the stars twinkled like glowflies. Kara still expected to see the black canopy of the Thickety whenever she looked up, and the presence of those scattered stars provided as much relief as beauty.

“I’ve escaped,” she said, as though speaking the words aloud might imbue them with enough power to calm her frazzled nerves. “I’m safe.” Except she wasn’t, of course, not even close. Rygoth would surely kill her the next time they met, unless the thing inhabiting her father’s body found her first, in which case she would be executed as an example to all witches. And then there was the World itself. The Children of the Fold had been forbidden to discuss it, so Kara had no idea what to expect.

What if it’s even more dangerous than the Thickety?

She moved quickly, slipping from shadow to shadow in order to avoid the occasional sailor. The ship, which Captain Clement had christened the Wayfinder, was crudely constructed and devoid of ornamentation. Two decks below Kara dozens of men, working in nine-hour shifts, dragged long oars through the water. Taff thought that making men labor in such a fashion was barbaric, and tried to prove that he could build a ship with sails through the use of a perfectly successful model, but no one had been willing to take a seven-year-old’s ideas about nautical engineering seriously.

With a quick glance in either direction to make sure none of the night crew was looking her way, Kara descended the ladder to the cargo hold.

A small lantern hung on a peg beside her, but Kara decided that the beams of moonlight shining through the ceiling boards would be enough to guide her way. The creaking and groaning of the Wayfinder, a worrisome backdrop their entire journey, was even louder down here. Ducking her head, Kara made her way past barrel after barrel of provisions secured carefully to wooden posts: water and ale, seed and salted beef, eggs packed in straw, and a purple grain that was the Thickety’s version of rice. Livestock milled in simple wooden pens, their nervous cries reverberating against the low ceiling. These were creatures of land, and the rocking motion of the ship upset them.

“I understand,” Kara said, hardly enamored of ocean travel herself. “But don’t worry. We’ll be on land soon enough.”

The animals pressed themselves against the walls of their pens to greet her. Kara reached a hand between the wooden boards, and a white-gray goat nuzzled her fingers. She smiled. Though Kara was no longer a witch, she had not lost her way with animals, and after what Timoth Clen had left for her on the Fenroot tree she felt the need for their warmth, their aliveness. After tickling the feathers of a playful hen, she strode over to the larger pens at the end of the ship, where the horses were kept. Shadowdancer whinnied impatiently, insulted that Kara had chosen to visit those less important animals first. The chestnut-brown mare leaned over the tall gate and nudged her head against Kara’s shoulder.

“How are you feeling today?” Kara asked. She slipped an apple into Shadowdancer’s mouth. “Shh. Don’t tell Captain Clement I’m wasting people food on a horse. He’d be soooooo mad.”

Shadowdancer still looked sickly and thin, having not yet completely recovered from her time as one of the Blighted, and her mane, when Kara pressed her face into it, smelled faintly of dead flowers. The mare’s deep brown eyes, however, were once again her own, stubborn and mischievous and full of life.

Checking quickly in all directions to make sure that she was truly alone, Kara slipped into Shadowdancer’s stall and ducked behind its walls. I’m not doing anything wrong. How could I be? Nevertheless, a feeling of guilt washed over her, to the point where even Shadowdancer’s innocuous glance felt judgmental.

She withdrew the white grimoire from the satchel and spread it across her lap.

This isn’t yours, Kara thought, her guilt intensifying. You stole it from Safi and then left her behind in Kala Malta. That brave little witch helped you recover the elixir from inside Niersook, fought by your side—and you betrayed her. Kara reminded herself that she had only taken the grimoire to save Safi from its dark influence, but that was little consolation. If her intentions had been truly noble, then why hadn’t she thrown the spellbook overboard yet?

Kara stared at the first page, carefully running her fingers over the smooth surface, and then flipped through the early portion of the book. If she had been able to cast spells, these first few pages—already used by Safi—would have rippled like black water.

They looked completely blank to her.

“Nothing,” Kara told the mare. “I might as well be a person who never used a grimoire in her life. I might as well be a boy!”

Shadowdancer responded with a short snort. At first Kara thought the mare was mocking her, but then she noticed a mouse, white with a question-mark tail, skittering across the hay in the corner of the stall. Shadowdancer hadn’t been trying to convey her opinion; she was simply annoyed that another animal had infiltrated her stall.

Kara held her palm flat along the hay and the mouse climbed onto her hand. “Hello there,” she said, enjoying the tickling sensation of its tiny paws against her skin. I’m not just a common witch, she reminded herself. I’m a wexari. I don’t need a stupid grimoire to cast a spell. She reached out with her thoughts, trying to build a mind-bridge to the mouse, the same technique she had used to control dozens of fearsome monsters in the Thickety.

The mouse stared at her, unimpressed.

Fine, Kara thought, but maybe Niersook’s venom only took away my wexari powers. Maybe I can still catch animals in the grimoire, just like I did when I first discovered I was a witch. Placing the tiny rodent carefully on the floor, Kara opened to a page well beyond the ones that Safi had used.

She concentrated on the mouse.

“Hop onto my hand.”

If it worked, the mouse’s form would appear in the grimoire, a sketch drawn in tiny words.

The page remained blank.

What did you think would happen? Kara thought as the mouse scampered back to the hay. Your powers aren’t going to just randomly return like a lost voice after a cold. They’re gone forever.

What was she going to do?

There were such obstacles in Kara’s future. She needed to break the curse on her father. Stop Rygoth. Protect Taff. These were absurdly difficult tasks with her powers, but without them? She had no chance.

Be honest, though. That’s not the real reason you’re down here. 

Kara slammed the grimoire shut and threw her head into her hands.

She missed magic so much.

After years of being ostracized Kara had finally felt like she was part of something. The creatures of the Thickety had accepted her in a way the Children of the Fold never had. For the first time in her life, Kara had belonged. Now that door had been closed to her forever, and the world, for a few months so vibrantly sharp, had lost its color.

And whose fault is that? If I had used my powers better, none of this would have happened. Father would still be Father. Rygoth would still be imprisoned. 

I don’t deserve to be a witch. 

On the other side of the cargo hold, something clattered to the ground.

Kara sprang to her feet and looked in the direction of the noise. The far side of the hold was dark and suffused with shadows.

“Hello?” she asked. “Is anyone there?”

There was no response, and after a few moments Kara exhaled deeply, deciding it was nothing. The way Captain Clement pilots this ship, it’s surprising more things don’t fall over. 

She stroked Shadowdancer’s mane, wishing she had brought another apple.

“Be well, my friend,” she said. “Soon we’ll be on land, and you can run free.”

Slipping between penned animals and towers of cargo, Kara made her way back toward the moonlight. Shadows seemed to stretch their arms toward her as she passed.

Though dawn was still several hours away, Taff was already awake, which didn’t surprise Kara; their internal clocks had not yet readjusted to night and day outside the Thickety, leading to some odd sleeping hours. He sat in the center of their small cabin, surrounded by several toys from Mary’s sack. Not Mary’s—it’s his sack now, Kara thought, still uncomfortable with the idea of her brother toting around enchanted objects, especially when he treated them with such childlike carelessness. Strewn about the floor, among other oddities, were a straw doll that would shake its head if you told a fib, a cracked boomerang that always returned no matter where or how you threw it, and a stone die whose faces had been embossed with pictures representing the five senses—ear, nose, eye, mouth, hand—save the last face, which bore only a red circle. Its use had thus far eluded them.

She closed the cabin door behind her. Taff didn’t look up. Since they had left Kala Malta he had been in a sullen, quiet mood.

What did you expect? Safi was his friend. His only friend.

He misses her.

“You shouldn’t leave these all over the floor,” Kara said, nodding toward the magic toys. “They’re dangerous.”

Taff raised his eyebrows.

“Dangerous? Like walking around with an evil book that should have been thrown overboard days ago?”

Taff hadn’t been pleased when Kara told him she stole Safi’s grimoire, but though he felt there must have been a more honest way to protect his friend, he understood the well-meaning intent behind Kara’s duplicity.

What he didn’t understand was why she hadn’t gotten rid of it yet.

“I can do it for you, if you want,” he said. “Throwing things overboard is fun. I like the little splashes.”

“I don’t think we’re in deep enough water yet,” Kara said. “We don’t want it to wash up onshore. Some other poor girl might find it.”

Ignoring Taff’s dubious look, Kara sat down on her cot and felt several sharp jabs from the metal jacks that had been carelessly tossed across the mattress.

“Seriously?” she asked, chucking the toys at her brother.

Taff shrugged. “I need to make a mess. That’s how I think.”

“Mary would have happily explained what each of these did before we left.”

“How would that be any fun?” he asked, honestly puzzled. “Besides, even she doesn’t know what some of these toys do.” He indicated a pile to his left: several pinwheels, a single arrow with a glass sphere at its tip instead of a point, tumbling blocks strung together with tattered ribbons. “I need to figure out all their powers so I can finally do something useful.”

“What are you talking about?” Kara asked. “You’ve been nothing but useful.”

“I’ve had some good ideas,” Taff admitted. “Maybe even some great ideas. But you’ve done all the hard stuff. It’s my turn to protect you now.”

Because I can’t protect myself.

She watched Taff pick up a box-shaped piece of wood no larger than a shoe, this boy who should have been playing with toys and not trying to deduce their magical properties, and was overwhelmed by a feeling of tenderness so intense it almost made her dizzy.

“Guess what this one does,” Taff said.

He handed the box to Kara and she turned it in her hands. A red door had been cut into the wood. Kara unhooked a simple latch, revealing a tiny storage compartment.

“It’s a hideaway,” Kara said, smiling. “I had one of these when I was little. I used it as a treasure trove for buttons and dried flowers. Father made it for me—a birthday present, if I remember true. I watched him build it. He was so quick with a saw, so precise. That’s probably where you get your—”

She stopped, noticing the tears swelling in Taff’s eyes.

“I’m sorry,” Kara said. “I shouldn’t talk about him.”

“No,” Taff replied, shaking his head. “We should. Otherwise it’s like saying that he’s gone or something, which he’s not. He’s just . . . lost. That’s all. We’re going to get him back, I know it.” Wiping away his tears, he nodded toward the hideaway. “This one works a little differently than the one Father made you. I think it might be useful.”

“No doubt,” Kara said, handing him the box, “but now’s not the time.” She knelt down so they were eye to eye. “There’s something you need to know.”

She hadn’t anticipated telling him tonight, but seeing Taff’s undiminished love for his father made Kara realize that she had no right to keep the truth from him. If there was a chance, any chance at all, he needed to know.

“I wanted to be certain first,” Kara said. “I couldn’t bear the thought of giving you false hope. But I guess there’s really no way to be sure, not with something like this.”

She hesitated, reluctant to release the words into the world. After this, there would be no going back, like reporting the death of a loved one.

“I know how to save Father,” Kara said.

With a shout of unbridled joy Taff leaped onto his cot, jumping up and down so high his head almost touched the ceiling. “Yes!” he exclaimed. “Yes! We’re going to be a family again!” Kara watched this impromptu celebration with a mixture of happiness, for the sight of her brother’s smiling face had never failed to warm her heart, and dread, for she knew what she had to tell him next.

Taff fell backward onto her lap, his legs dangling across the cot. Kara pushed his hair back so she could look into his eyes.

“There’s no reason to celebrate,” Kara said. “This isn’t a matter of snapping your fingers and everything is okay again. It’s going to be incredibly dangerous. And it might not even work.”

Taff waved her concerns away.

“You saved our village from a powerful witch. You freed the people of Kala Malta from Sordyr. You restored the Thickety. I’m not worried. Whatever we have to do, we’ll do it. Together.”

Kara pushed Taff into a sitting position and turned on the floor to face him. She took a long, steady breath, unsure how to begin.

Just tell him everything at once. Like swallowing a thimbleful of medicine.

“We need to enter the Well of Witches.”

Taff looked surprised, maybe even a little unsettled, but hardly terrified. Of course, he hadn’t been there when Aunt Abby’s grimoire opened up. He hadn’t seen the witches reach through the portal and drag Grace into their world. He hadn’t heard their voices: One of us, one of us, one of us.

Kara had seen it all. She was terrified enough for both of them.

“But the only way to get into Phadeen is by using the last page in a grimoire, right?” Taff asked. “That doesn’t seem like a very good plan.”

“There’s another way, according to Sordyr. An entrance that only wexari know.”

“He told you that before we left?”

Kara shook her head. “He wrote it down.”

The former Forest Demon—now just a man—had penned Kara a lengthy letter to help answer some of her questions about Rygoth and the world. Taff hadn’t read any of it. For all his intelligence, he had always struggled with reading. Sordyr’s cramped, antiquated handwriting—coupled with the nonstop rocking of the ship—had not helped matters.

“What did he say?” Taff asked.

“Sordyr writes about a place called Sablethorn, which is where he was trained to be a wexari. It was a school, just like back on De’Noran, only instead of studying about letters and numbers they studied magic.”

“That sounds a lot more interesting,” mumbled Taff.

“The headmaster was a man named Minoth Dravania, and he was the greatest of all wexari. Sablethorn was a place of peace and knowledge.”

Kara’s gaze went distant as she imagined what it might have been like to be a wexari studying in Sablethorn, how different her life would have been had she grown up during that time.

“As the years passed,” Kara continued, “Minoth became worried that his students were becoming too distracted by worldly affairs to gain mastery over their craft. So, using his great magic, he created a paradise just ‘outside the world,’ as Sordyr put it, where wexari could study undisturbed. There were gardens and mountains, waterfalls and rushing rivers. Sordyr said that there had never been a more beautiful place.”

“What does that have to do with—”

“Minoth Dravania had a name for this paradise. He called it Phadeen.”

Taff scrunched his face in confusion. Phadeen and the Well of Witches were supposed to be the same place. That’s why the terms were used interchangeably.

“I don’t get it,” he said. “Is Phadeen the pretty place with the gardens or the scary place with the witches?”

“Both. Princess Evangeline’s Last Spell corrupted the paradise built by Minoth and transformed it into the Well of Witches. But the entrance to the original Phadeen still remains in Sablethorn. Sordyr thinks we can use it to get inside. A lot safer than going through a grimoire, at least.”

Taff picked up a toy arrow and spun it in his hands. Fluid as black as a grave beetle’s carapace sloshed inside the sphere at its end, reminding Kara of the venom they had retrieved from Niersook.

“So if we find this Sablethorn school, we can get into the place that used to be Phadeen but is now the Well of Witches.”

“Exactly.”

“But why are we going in the first place? What could possibly be there that could help Father? There’s nothing but . . .”

He paused, comprehension dawning.

“Grace,” he whispered.

Kara nodded.

“Only the witch who cast a Last Spell can reverse it,” she said. “It has to be her.”

“But she’s dead.”

“Not according to Sordyr. Only trapped.”

“It doesn’t matter. Even if we find her, she’s not going to help us. She’s evil.”

“I didn’t say it was a perfect plan, but it’s Father’s only chance. Grace isn’t just going to volunteer to undo her spell. You’re right about that. But we have something very important that we can exchange for her cooperation. In fact, it’s what she wants more than anything else in the world.”

“What’s that?”

“Her freedom,” Kara said. She inhaled deeply before speaking again. “We’re going to help Grace escape the Well of Witches. And in return she’s going to give us our father back.”

Before Taff could respond, something broadsided the ship with a thunderous crash. There was no warning, no time to prepare. Kara’s shoulder slammed into the wooden frame of the cot. Her teeth clacked together painfully.

“What was—” Taff began, and the ship was struck again, harder this time. For a brief moment Kara felt a feeling of weightlessness, her entire body floating through the air, and then she crashed to the suddenly canted floor. The two Westfalls slid and rolled and slammed into the opposite wall. The floor stabilized and they rose to their feet, unharmed save for some nicks and bruises, bracing themselves for the next strike. A sound that Kara at first took to be rushing water rose from the deck above them, except as the ringing in her head cleared she realized that it wasn’t water at all.

It was screaming.
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