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Prologue
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Eight-year-old Adam Gray walked with his head down, eyes locked on his shoes. With shoulders slumped, and both arms wrapped tight around his books, he made himself as inconspicuous as possible. As one of the school’s smallest third graders, he didn’t find it too hard.

Still, few of the younger kids at Mount Walker Elementary felt safe. Even the largest understood a bigger fifth grader always lurked just around the corner. In the halls of education, the law of the jungle still applied. Only the oldest and biggest felt no fear. Everyone else slunk around with their heads down, trying to avoid the attention of the local predators.

Not much further, he thought. In a few minutes, I’ll be in Mrs. Humphries’ class and safe until recess.

He rounded the hallway corner and stopped as though running into a wall. Eddie Parker, Mount Walker’s resident bully and bane of Adam’s existence, stood next to the lockers, surrounded by two of his cronies, Seth and Dale.

They haven’t seen me yet, Adam thought, backing up behind the corner. If I go upstairs, I can come down the other way and avoid...

For the second time in as many seconds, Adam hit a wall. And this one proved far less forgiving. Two big hands slammed against his back and shoved him into the hallway. He sprawled on the floor, books flying, and slid to a stop when his head smacked against a metal locker.

Dazed, Adam looked up. In a yellowed t-shirt, patched jeans, and heavy black boots, stood Mount Walker’s second most notorious bully. Though only ten, Dudley Wilson already sported a face cratered with pimples and a reputation twice as nasty. In Adam’s world, Dudley and Eddie made for a perfect storm. There seemed nothing the two fifth graders enjoyed more than making his life a living hell.

“Watch where you’re goin’ you little creep!” sneered Dudley.

Eddie walked over to join the fun. “This kid causin’ trouble again, Dudley? Guess we oughta teach him a lesson!” He leaned over Adam with a big grin.

Oh, man! Adam thought. I almost made it.

~~~~~
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ADAM LOOKED DOWN AT his desk, fingers tracing over the graffiti gouged deep into the wooden surface. Tissue stuffed both sides of his nose, forcing him to breathe through his mouth. His nose hurt, but not so much as his pride. Still, he counted himself lucky. Mrs. Humphries saved him when she left her room to make copies. Otherwise, he would be nothing more than a skid mark in the hallway now.

Adam squirmed in his seat. No way would he make any bathroom trips, though. What if he ran into the bully patrol again?

Mrs. Humphries stood up from behind the big wooden desk at the front of the classroom. With sharp gray eyes, she wore her silver-streaked brown hair pulled back into a tight bun. Gold-rimmed glasses hung on a thin silver chain around her neck. A paisley blouse with a dark brown skirt reaching her ankles completed the outfit.

Adam supposed she must be ancient, thirty-five at least, but he didn’t care. Just like him, Mrs. Humphries loved to read. His teacher said it allowed you to explore the world and expand your horizons. For Adam, it provided a means of escape from the daily torment of school life.

“Attention, class,” announced Mrs. Humphries. “The new books are in.”

Adam sat up straight, bathroom forgotten. Every six weeks, students got to order books from one of the book club flyers passed out by the teacher. Something always caught Adam’s eye, and this time proved no different. When Mrs. Humphries handed over his newest book, he centered it on his desk and stared with a look of awe.

The black book came with a silver-foil title. Below, in much smaller type, he read the author’s name, Max Hendricks. One finger underlined the title’s bright, silver letters.

“The Real Book of Magic,” he murmured. “Too cool!”

The rest of the day passed in a blur. Daydreams of real magical powers danced before his eyes. He imagined flying circles around Dudley and turning frog-faced Eddie into a real frog.

Just wait, he thought. I’ll be the greatest magician the world has ever seen!
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Chapter 1, Patron
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Ding-ling-ling!

Adam’s head came up with a snap. Daydreaming again, he thought.

The memory from eighteen years ago almost always made him grin. He looked over his shoulder at the dusty shelf behind him. There it sat. Tattered and worn, the old magic book just recently took over the place of honor. It marked the first step in a long journey leading him to this tiny little magic shop in the corner of an out-of-the-way strip mall. The grin faded. He still struggled to scrape together enough money to pay the utilities, let alone the monthly lease payment. I guess people just don’t believe in magic the way they used to.

The sound of footsteps snapped him out of his reverie. The bell over the front door signaled his first customer of the day. He tried not to frown at the fact it was already early afternoon.

An elderly man threaded his way around a shelf stocked with crystal balls and colorful scarves and past a table piled high with decks of trick cards. Tall and lean, his bony wrists stuck several inches past the sleeves of his old brown suit. Loose, shoulder-length silver hair framed a pale face with a bushy goatee still showing a few streaks of black. His prominent nose propped up round, wire-framed glasses. What looked to be a British derby sat perched at an angle on his head, but his eyes caught Adam’s attention first; a startling shade of blue surrounded by deep-set wrinkles. Kind eyes, Adam thought.

“Good afternoon, sir,” said Adam. “Welcome to The Infinity Magic Shop.”

“This is quite an impressive setup you have here, young man,” replied the visitor as he looked around. “Quite impressive, indeed.”

“Thank you, sir,” answered Adam. “Is there something in particular you’re looking for?”

The elderly gentleman hoisted up what appeared to be a big, old-fashioned brown suitcase. It landed on the counter with a loud thump, surprising Adam. “I am not in the market for anything at present, young man, but I do have something here I think will amaze you.”

Oh, no, groaned Adam. A salesman!

“Uh... hold on, sir. I’m not looking to add to my inventory right now. Business has been slow and...” 

“Nonsense,” cut in the old man. “What I have here is something every aspiring magician needs.” He flicked his hand forward and a white business card appeared out of nowhere from between two fingers. “My card.”

Adam reached and took the card. Max Hendricks, Master Magician, he read. Wait a minute...!

“Max Hendricks? The author of The Real Book of Magic?” asked Adam.

The old man removed his derby and bowed with a flourish. “At your service, young man!” he replied. “I see my reputation precedes me.”

Adam grabbed the old magic book and placed it on the counter with a smile. “I’ll say,” he replied. “This book got me into the magic business. I’ve kept it since grade school, Mr. Hendricks.”

“Ah, please... call me Max. It is not every day I get to meet a fan.” Max stuck out his bony hand, grabbed Adam’s, and gave it a firm shake. “That brings me back to what I have here.” Popping open the latches, he raised the lid.

On black velvet-covered dividers, three rows of small glass bottles lined the case’s interior. Each sparkled in the light from the shop’s front window. Max reached inside and pulled out a bottle with his long, slender fingers. He placed it on the counter with a light thump.

“I believe its contents will intrigue you,” said Max, pushing the bottle toward Adam.

“Well... I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to look,” Adam said. He picked up the bottle and peered through the glass. It held small, brown pellets, each oblong and about the size of a dried bean. Wait a minute, he thought, this can’t be...

When he turned the bottle to read the label, his eyes widened. “Magic beans? Are you serious?”

“Oh, I am quite serious,” replied Max. “You hold in your hands something beyond your wildest imagination.”

Adam slid the glass bottle back towards Max. “Oh, I don’t know,” he said, the exasperation plain in his voice. “Right now, I’m imagining beanstalks, giants, fe-fi-fo-fum...” Adam made a show of looking all around. “Problem is, I don’t seem to have a cow for sale.

“Look, you seem like a nice old man. And if you’re the real Max Hendricks, it’s been great to meet you. But you can’t expect me to put something like this on my shelves. I sell real magic paraphernalia, not novelty items. Customers will laugh me out of my store.”

Max held up a hand. “And how many customers have visited this week, Adam? Or in the last month, for that matter?”

Adam felt an immediate prick of anger. “It’s none of your business!” Then something occurred to him. “Wait a minute. How do you know my name?”

Max leaned over the counter. Already tall, he now loomed over the younger man. The room’s shadows deepened and grew longer, seeming to reach out with cold, black fingers. Adam shrank back, his anger forgotten, as he looked up at the old man.

Max’s voice deepened and filled with menace. “I know much about you, Adam. I have watched you for some time, weighing and sifting, trying to determine if you are the one.”

“Th-the one what?” stuttered Adam. “And what do fairy tales have to do with me?”

Max took a step back, and the threat faded. The room’s shadows withdrew, and the dim shop brightened.

“Fairy tales?” mused Max. One slender finger stroked his chin. “Aye, I suppose from your perspective it might appear a fairy tale. But consider this, Adam. Time is a fluid concept. As days and years pass, common knowledge transforms. Historical facts become legend. Legend becomes myth and myth becomes a bedtime story to entertain the little ones.

“But remember this, my young friend. Even the most fanciful tales often have a grain of truth buried somewhere beneath the surface. Do not be so eager to dismiss them out of hand!”

Max slammed the top down on the suitcase and flipped down the latches. “Perhaps this was a mistake,” he grumbled. He pulled the case off the counter and onto the floor. “Maybe my need is so desperate, I deluded myself into believing you are the one.”

Max turned and headed toward the exit. At the door, he turned back to Adam. “Think about what I have said, Adam. When you keep an open mind, sometimes—no matter how preposterous it may seem—the impossible can happen.”

The bell rang once again as Max opened the door and walked out of the magic shop; gone as fast as he appeared. Wow, thought Adam, what an interesting visit.

Glancing down at the countertop, he saw the bottle still sitting there. He snatched it up and ran for the door. “Max, wait!” he yelled.

Outside, Adam saw no one. A few cars sat around the empty parking lot, but all of them belonged to owners of the shops still in business. Each one sat on the outside edge of the lot to allow plenty of room for customers. But the nearer slots and sidewalks next to the shops remained empty. Adam looked both ways. Though a bright, clear day, he saw no one. How did he disappear so fast? Adam wondered. And where did he go?

Confused, the young shop owner trudged back inside. “Oh, well,” he mused to himself. “He did claim to be a magician, after all.”

~~~~~
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THE REST OF THE AFTERNOON crawled by. Only two more customers visited the shop, and neither made a purchase. The small bottle on the counter drew his eyes like a magnet. As much as he tried to deny it, his curiosity only deepened as he replayed the earlier encounter in his mind.

At 6:30, Adam gave in and closed early. Max’s forgotten bottle he placed in his jacket pocket. Then he closed and locked the front door of the shop. Only April 5th, the evening felt a little cool. With a small shiver, Adam pulled his light jacket tighter and began the two-mile hike to his apartment. He didn’t have the funds for a car right now. Maybe he would look around for a cheap bike if things at the shop picked up.

Tonight though, Adam welcomed the crisp air of early spring. A deep breath helped clear his head after all the hours spent in the dusty old magic shop. The contents of the small bottle rattled in his jacket pocket with each step.

On most nights, he enjoyed the walk home. It gave him time to decompress from a long day at work. But by the time he reached downtown Elliston, he felt a vague uneasiness. Still early, both the streets and sidewalks remained empty. The shops’ darkened front windows seemed to stare at him like empty eye sockets.

Guess Max’s disappearing act creeped me out more than I realized, he thought.

With a sigh of relief, he reached the building which housed his second-floor apartment. Around the corner of Elliston Hardware and up a set of metal stairs brought him to his small, one-bedroom efficiency apartment. Probably not the most ideal location, but the cheap rent argued otherwise.

The old metal door groaned as Adam pushed it open and slipped inside. He flipped on the lights and tossed his keys into a big ceramic ashtray. A relic of sixth grade art class, the lumpy piece of clay turned up in an old box he found while cleaning out his parent’s house after the car accident. Most of the stuff he tossed in the trash, but the ashtray seemed important to him somehow. Maybe just the remembered smiles when he gave it to them. Neither of his parents smoked, but they still put it on top of the mantle, a place of honor in the Gray household.

Hard to believe they died almost three years ago, Adam thought wistfully. The familiar knot of pain in his chest tightened. I should’ve been there. Maybe it would’ve turned out different. He sighed, trying to banish the painful memories.

Though still mortgaged, his parents’ house sold for enough to open the magic shop. Few twenty-six-year-olds owned their own business, but his determination and pinching a lot of pennies allowed him to try. Maybe Priceville would’ve made a more lucrative location. But no, Elliston, Ohio, would always be Adam’s home. It held too many memories for him to walk away.

Digging the bottle out of his pocket, Adam placed it on the battered kitchen table and headed to the bathroom. After relieving himself, he washed his hands, splashed water on his face and grabbed a towel to dry off. He reached for the bathroom door and paused a moment after glimpsing himself in the mirror.

Adam realized he would never be considered better than average in the looks department. Dressed in his usual black jeans and brown leather boots, he topped it off with a long-sleeved, light blue denim shirt. A dark blue jacket hid part of the magic shop’s name and logo—the black outline of a horizontal eight, the infinity symbol—monogrammed on the front pocket of his shirt. Lean at six feet and about a hundred seventy pounds, he had dark, wavy brown hair with a single lock that always fell over his forehead no matter how many times he brushed it back. A crooked nose—the result of all the fights back in his school days, he supposed—overlooked a square chin. But most people disregarded everything else when they saw his dark green eyes; the same eyes distracting him now. They looked... haunted.

Adam snorted at his own foolishness and headed back to the kitchen table. Taking a seat at one of the mismatched chairs, he laid his chin on crisscrossed arms to stare at the bottle. Made of clear glass, the container included an old-fashioned cork stopper wedged tight in its neck. The glass appeared cheap, with small pockets of air trapped inside the thick walls. The label, too, appeared strange. At first, he assumed it no more than a simple, computer-printed label. But looking closer, the paper’s thickness, along with the tiny cracks and imperfections across its surface, changed his mind. Hand-lettered in elegant calligraphy, the label provided no fine print or brand name; no copyright indicating a mass-produced product.

Adam sat back with a sigh. I figured it as a novelty item, he thought. But someone went to a lot of trouble to make this bottle look old. Stuck tight, the tiny cork wouldn’t budge despite his best efforts.

Taking it to his bedroom, he rummaged through the dresser until he found his old Swiss army knife. Adam sat down on the edge of the tiny twin bed and flipped open the knife’s corkscrew attachment. A few quick twists sank the corkscrew deep. He held the bottle tight in one hand while using the other to wiggle the cork back and forth. It took effort, but then it pulled free with a tiny pop.

An intense, overpowering scent of vanilla flooded the small room. Adam’s eyes snapped shut and visions exploded in his head, fast and strobe-like: a bent old man, face hidden behind a black cowl, walking toward him with a tall, metal staff in one gnarled fist; the gray face of a woman with sunken cheeks, stringy black hair and wide, burning red eyes; a gray-skinned man walking toward him, growing taller and taller until he towered high in the air; people fleeing through the streets of a village as fires raged, sweeping from house to house; the dark outline of a figure hanging by the neck from a tall tree; blinding bolts of lightning flashing in all directions; a green field covered with dirt-mounded graves.

Adam forced his eyes open. Sweat blurred his vision, but he didn’t dare close them again. Sensing movement, he looked down to see the bottle overturned, brown pellets scattered across the floor. Two of the beans from the dropped bottle sat in his rising palm.

No matter how hard he strained, his hand wouldn’t respond. Closer and closer it came until the two beans entered his mouth. Despite the pleasant scent of vanilla, they tasted vile. A flavor like rotten meat filled his mouth. Gagging, his guts clenched against the foul taste.

The pellets hit Adam’s stomach like twin bombs, his guts exploding in agony. The muscles of his neck stood out like steel cables, his mouth opening wide in a silent scream. Then his mind shattered and everything faded to black.
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Chapter 2, Awakening
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Consciousness returned slowly and with no small amount of pain. Adam sat up with care; one hand against his throbbing head while the other held his tender stomach. The remnants of the horrible taste made him gag, and he spat off to the side. A cool breeze blew through sweaty hair.

Breeze? What...?

Opening his eyes, Adam sat with his legs dangling over the side of a rectangular slab of rock about twice the size of the bed in his apartment. As he looked around, he felt an immediate stab of dizziness. An enormous valley spread out thousands of feet below him. Treetops—their leaves a dazzling assortment of reds and yellows—dominated the view. A river cut its way through the thick forest in a meandering line. Far to the west, sunlight reflected off what appeared to be a large lake or inland sea.

Adam scrabbled back from the edge of the rocky shelf. “What the...?” he whispered. “Where am I?”

He remembered sitting on his bed, the two brown pellets forced into his mouth by his own hand. The foul taste, a bolt of terrible pain and then... he woke up here.

“What did the man put in the bottle? Some kind of poison?” His mind scrambled for an answer. “No, not poison. A drug... maybe a hallucinogen.

“Yeah, of course. But why? Why should a total stranger drug him? And how did he make me swallow those beans?”

Adam shook his still tender head. Why didn’t matter right now. He just needed to get through this somehow. The stuff Max gave him must wear off sometime... right?

Standing with care, he took another look around. Behind him, a sheer rock wall curved around to both sides. It left nowhere to go but down. Past the edge of the rock shelf, uneven stone blocks provided a crooked stairway most of the way down the steep mountainside. At the bottom, he saw the faint outline of a path winding back and forth to the valley.

A wave of dizziness forced him to sit. Heights always made him a little woozy. Then he got an idea. Adam pulled the cell phone from his pocket. I’ll just call...

The screen flashed NO SERVICE. It makes no sense, he thought. I’m up high enough to get a signal. Back on his feet, Adam moved around the stone platform, careful to avoid the edge, and watched the screen for bars indicating a cell tower signal. Nothing.

“Okay, let’s try something else,” he mumbled, punching in 911. Cell phones used any available signal to complete an emergency call. Pressing SEND, he held the phone to his ear. Dead silence. Maybe it’s broken, he thought. Adam stuffed the phone back in his front pants pocket with a sigh. Looks like I’m on my own.

Steeling himself, Adam lay on his stomach and backed over the edge of the stone ledge. With a tight hold on the lip, he lowered himself, trying not to think about the fall below him. The edge of the stone slab ground against his leg and wedged the phone out of his pocket. It fell with a crash to the ledge below. When his toes touched stone, he let go and fell to his knees. Thousands of shattered pieces littered the platform.

“Damn it!” he shouted. Slumping back against the stone ledge, he cradled his head in his arms and tried to think. This is crazy! What is this place? And how am I going to get home? He sat there for several minutes, just hoping it would somehow all go away.

But it didn’t. And sitting here wouldn’t change anything. Adam climbed back to his feet and tackled the next step. One by one, he worked down the giant stone staircase. The uneven surface scraped his fingers raw, and both hands cramped with the effort. The sides of the stone steps bruised his shins, and he paused for rest often. But at last, he slid off the final step and onto the dirt path. He mopped his sweaty brow with a handkerchief from his back pocket.

Removing his jacket, he tied the arms around his waist and then started along the dirt path. It wound back and forth across the lower part of the mountainside. Another hour passed before he reached the valley floor. But when he glanced at his watch, the time behind the cracked crystal read 7:15. After a quick shake, he held it to his ear. Nothing. It must have hit something during the climb. “This just isn’t my day,” he sighed.

The path continued toward the forest. Adam spent little of his time outdoors, but the hike didn’t appear too bad. The air here smelled different, too, clean and fresh as though untouched by pollution of any kind.

As he approached the forest, he took a closer look at the trees. A few he recognized: yellow pine, oak, cottonwood, sweet gum, and white birch. But one species he never saw before. Rough gray bark covered the huge trunks. Even the smallest looked ten feet around. And they towered well above the tallest pines, with thick limbs and huge, leathery leaves. Adam stopped to pick up a fallen one. Even up close the leaf appeared old, like weathered hide. But a fine coat of tiny hair-like strands covered the surface, and the leaf gave off a faint scent of eucalyptus. He never saw any trees like this around Elliston.

Then he realized another difference. In Elliston, the trees and grass showed the first luxurious green of early spring. But here, autumn held sway. The trees shone with bright reds and yellows: the ground covered in a colorful carpet.

It makes no sense. He filed the information away in a small compartment of his mind. If he thought about it too long, he might just go crazy... unless he had already arrived.

The temperature dropped a few degrees when he walked into the deep shade of the forest. Birdsong and chittering squirrels kept him company. Once, a red fox darted across his path and into the underbrush. Time passed, and he reached the river he saw from above. His trail joined a wider path following the contours of the river to the east and west.

Now he faced a dilemma. Should he go upstream or down? Then he remembered the glimpse of water he saw far off in the distance. If this river flowed into a lake, maybe he would have a better chance of finding people there.

“West it is then, but first...” Making his way to the edge of the river, Adam knelt to scoop up a handful of water. It looked clear, but he knew the danger of drinking water from an open stream. After such a long hike, though... He scooped up another double-handful and drank it. Most of the water trickled away between his fingers, but it tasted cool and sweet. He drank another scoop just as fast. Before he knew it, he drank his fill.

Adam stood up and dried his mouth on a shirt sleeve. Then he climbed back up to the path and turned right to head downstream. This wider path looked more like a simple road, the dirt hard-packed and marked with occasional flat rocks like paving stones. It gave him confidence he might find help if he kept going.

Several miles passed, with occasional stops for another drink from the river. Adam wondered if nightfall might arrive before he reached the lake. With the sun past its apex and disappearing behind the trees ahead of him, the coolness of dusk fast approached. A quick glance at his watch led to a silent curse. You never realize how much you miss your watch until you need it.

Back on the trail after another water break, he felt a sudden stab of uneasiness. Listening hard, he glanced all around. Something bothered him, but what? At last, he headed west again, keeping a close eye out for trouble. His heavy boots clumped along the dirt and stone trail, loud enough to hear over the river’s gurgling flow.

Of course, he realized, freezing in place. It’s too quiet. The birds fell silent. And he saw no other animals, either. Only the low chuckle of the river below and the harsh rasp of his own breath still indicated his ability to hear.

Adam continued along the trail, trying to stay quiet. With no other alternatives, he determined to keep a sharp eye out, prepared to run if necessary. Farther along, he froze again. A loud thrashing noise came from the underbrush to his left. Afraid it might be a wild animal of some kind, he looked around for a rock or branch to use as a weapon.

Before he found anything, the bushes rustled once more, then parted. Out onto the road stumbled a woman. She wore a long, ragged dress. At one time it might have been a light blue, but now dirt and mud caked the torn garment’s fabric. The woman’s long, stringy black hair looked dirtier still, matted with leaves and mud.

Adam felt an immediate impulse to help. “Ma’am? Are... are you all right?

The woman’s head snapped up at the sound of his voice. Filth covered her face, but under the caked dirt, burning red eyes looked out from ghastly, gray-white skin. Lips drew back from rotten teeth in a feral hiss as she lurched to her feet.

Shocked, Adam froze. The woman staggered closer, her movements slow and uncoordinated. Her head jerked left and right as she searched for him. Arms extended, her fingers curled into stiff claws, dirt caked under the ragged nails.

“Get back!” he rasped. “St-stay away from me!”

Matted hair whirled as she spun and lunged at him. Both crashed to the ground in a tangle of arms and legs. Adam cried out, his back grinding against the uneven pathway as the woman landed on top of him. By sheer luck, his left forearm wedged into her neck. She stretched forward to snap at him, and black drool splattered from her mouth onto his face and chest. A terrible stench, like a dead animal lying for days under the hot sun, made him gag.

Adam stretched out his right arm, reaching for something... anything to serve as a weapon, but found only dirt. He slammed his fist into her ear once... then twice. But the bad angle kept him from putting much force behind the blows and the woman didn’t seem to feel them. Grimy hands snagged his hair, pulling him closer to the snapping teeth.

Adam’s left arm burned with the strain. Clawed hands ripped out clumps of hair by the roots. The thing’s teeth got closer and closer. In desperation, he forced his right arm between them, trying to push her off. Fumbling fingers came across something stuck in the front pocket of his shirt... an ink pen!

Adam ripped it loose and took a firm grip, then stabbed the pen into the woman’s ear. Dead, black blood splattered over his arm and chest. The woman went limp, collapsing on top of him. Adam pushed her dead weight to the side and crab-walked back on all fours to get away.

Gagging, he made it to the edge of the road before throwing up in the undergrowth. Adam’s stomach heaved and clenched. At last, with nothing but a hollow space in his belly, he crawled down the embankment to the river’s edge and tried to scrub the stink from his skin and clothes. The foul blood and spittle washed off his face and arms, but no matter how hard he scrubbed, the black splatters on his shirt wouldn’t come out. A stain covered his right shirt sleeve to the elbow. After doing his best, he took a long drink to wash the taste of bile from his mouth.

Adam steeled himself. Then he climbed back up to the road to examine the body. The dead woman sprawled on her back, blank eyes staring up at the sky. Sticky blood pooled around her head. Adam took shallow breaths through his mouth and forced himself to look closer. Then he got another shock.

“I’ve seen her before!” he exclaimed. The almost forgotten visions from his apartment flashed through his head. He assumed them to be part of the same hallucination, but if this one came true...

“...then the rest might, too,” he said aloud. “Oh, man! I’m in real trouble here. I’ve got to figure out how to get out of this hallucination... dream... whatever it is!”

A sense of hopelessness fell over him then. The delusion proved dangerous, maybe even deadly. And he didn’t know how to escape it. All well and good to tell himself to keep moving, to wait it out, but now he would never know if or when he might run into another one of those... things. Determined to ready himself, he searched through the undergrowth until he found a straight tree branch about six feet long and almost the thickness of his wrist. The same gray bark as the giant leatherleaf trees covered the branch. Snapping off the few small branches proved no trouble, and the bark peeled away far easier than he expected. It left him with a smooth, light piece of wood with good balance. In a pinch, it would serve well as a weapon.

Adam grasped the staff in a firm grip and headed out again. By the time the woman’s body dropped out of sight, the birds and other wildlife reappeared. He breathed a small sigh of relief and made a mental note to pay closer attention.

A few hours later, it became clear he would never reach the lake or civilization before nightfall. Worried he might run into another of the creatures in the dark, he kept an eye out for a suitable tree. A tall one not too difficult to climb might just keep him safe through the night ahead.

A short time later, he found a likely candidate in the widespread limbs of an ancient oak. Adam slid the staff through his belt and jumped high to snag one of the lower branches and pull himself up. After a careful ascent, he found a spot where several close-knit limbs provided a comfortable nest sturdy enough to lessen his fear of heights. Adam wedged his walking stick between some limbs just in front of him to keep it safe and provide a barrier he hoped might offer some security through the night.

Full darkness arrived soon after. Despite his exhaustion, sleep remained elusive as the events of the day kept running through his mind. When he did fall asleep, crashes in the underbrush below wakened him several times. Whether animals or more of those things, he didn’t know. But each one passed by, unaware of Adam perched high in the air.

Growing cold, he untied his jacket, pulling it on against the cool night air. After zipping it up, he crossed his arms for warmth and thought about what he would do the next day. Should he go back, remain here, or continue toward the lake? Who knows? he thought. Maybe I’ll even wake up back in my apartment. With such pleasant thoughts in mind, Adam dropped off to sleep.
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Chapter 3, Lakeshore
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Adam awoke with a jerk, smacking his chest against the staff.

“Ow!” For a moment, he looked around in confusion, unsure how he got there. Then everything came flooding back. Mumbling a curse under his breath, he rubbed the crust from his eyes. So much for waking up back in my apartment.

Adam’s stomach growled as he untangled the staff and slipped it back through his belt. With nothing to eat since lunch back at the shop yesterday—or maybe the day before?—he felt a little lightheaded from hunger. After reaching the bottom limb, he crouched and checked out the area before jumping. The ground stung his feet when he landed, muscles stiff and sore from a cold night spent in the tree. Pulling the staff from his belt, he walked back to the road, careful to stay as quiet as possible.

It still didn’t appear much of a road, though in the light of day, the well-packed dirt with its occasional piece of stone seemed wider now. Adam made his way to the river. After rinsing his mouth, he finger-brushed his teeth and drank deep to fill his empty stomach. As satisfied as possible with plain water for breakfast, he made his way back up to the road.

Parked in the middle of the dirt roadway, he found a small wagon crowded with barrels. The wagon’s driver, a short, wiry old man, held the reins to a huge gray gelding with hairy fetlocks.

“Ah, good morning to you, young sir!” said the old man in a deep, rumbling voice.

Surprised, Adam took a step back, his staff held in front of him. “Who are you?” he asked. “You’re not one of those... creatures, are you?”

Adam peered at the old man. He wore a much-patched brown vest over a baggy, white linen shirt. The shirt hung over brown woolen trousers tucked into supple, knee-high leather boots. Though well-worn, his clothes appeared clean, unlike the woman who attacked him the previous day. A battered straw hat covered the old man’s head and white smoke drifted from the bowl of a long, curved pipe at the corner of his mouth. But the old man’s wide smile put Adam’s fears to rest. It lit up his clean-shaven face and made his eyes twinkle with merriment.

“Oh, so it was your handiwork, then?” replied the old man. “Well done, I must say. The Unsouled can cause difficulties for a man alone, especially if you are taken unaware.”

Adam shuddered as he remembered the woman’s cold, dead eyes. “Unsouled? Is that what you call them? It sounds... appropriate somehow.”

The man nodded. “Aye, indeed, young sir. Creations of the Dark Mage and his foul arts they are. It is fortunate we met. These days, the road to Lakeshore is one best not traveled alone. There are many such dangers out here in the wild.” The old man climbed down from the wagon. Doffing his hat, he gave a stiff bow. Then he extended his other hand. “Osler Dunham, at your service.”

Adam moved the staff back to his side and stepped forward to shake hands. “Adam Gray. I’m pleased to meet you, Mr. Dunham.”

The old man grasped Adam’s forearm. “Please, just old Osler, Master Gray. A simple name for a simple farmer.”

Adam grinned at the old man’s self-deprecating humor. “Adam then, please. You’ve no idea how great it feels to see a friendly face, Osler.” He gripped the man’s arm a little harder. “No idea.”

Osler’s smile widened as he released Adam’s arm. “Oh, but I would never presume to call a mage by his first name, Master Gray. It is not seemly.”

“Mage?” Adam responded. “Me?”

Osler’s forehead crinkled in confusion. “Oh, aye, young sir. You carry a staff of montoria wood, do you not? Mages prize them for their magical properties.”

Adam looked at the staff in his hand. “This? Well, I don’t know about ‘magical properties,’ but I figured it would come in handy if I ran into another one of those... Unsouled. Look, I’m no Houdini, but I guess you might say I’m in the magic business. I run a shop back home and...”

Osler’s face lit up with awe. “Indeed, Master Gray? I do not know of this Master... Hou-di-ni, did you say? Is he from Karloun? Or perhaps the isle of Ciote?”

“Um, no. He’s from a place extremely far away, Osler. Even farther than my home back in Ohio. I’m uh... a stranger here, and I’m trying to find my way back home.”

“I see, Master Gray. As it happens, this load of ale goes to the Juggler’s Inn in Lakeshore. Please, allow me to offer you a ride. The Mages’ Guild has a chapter there. Perhaps they know of this... O-hi-o.”

“Thanks, Osler. I really appreciate it.”

The two men climbed onto the wagon. Adam turned to place his staff among the barrels strapped down in the wagon’s bed. There he noticed an unstrung bow and a leather quiver full of arrows. Looks like Osler came prepared for trouble, he thought.

When Adam took his seat, Osler released the brake and gave the reins a light shake. The wagon started off with a lurch. Adam smelled the sharp, yeasty tang of ale as it drifted from the barrels. His stomach gurgled again.

“Ah, where are my manners?” remarked Osler. “Unless your pockets are deeper than they look, you would appear to have no provisions.” He motioned to a canvas bag under the seat. “The food is plain, but I have more than enough. Please, eat.”

“Thanks, Osler.” Adam rummaged through the bag and found flatbread, several wedges of hard cheese and almost a dozen yellow- and red-striped apples, each about the size of a small cantaloupe.

Around a mouthful of the flavorful cheese, Adam mumbled, “Osler, like I said before, I’m a stranger here. So, I hope you don’t mind if I ask a few questions.”

“Not at all, Master Gray. As my father always said, ‘Pleasant conversation shortens a long road.’”

Adam squirmed in his seat as he tried to get comfortable on the rough wood. “What is this place? Where are we?”

Osler looked perplexed as he replied, “We travel the Great Forest, Master Gray. It covers much of the central portion of Tantris. Ohio must be far away indeed if you have never heard of it.”

“Tantris? Is that the nation we’re in now?”

Osler appeared quite puzzled now. “Nation? No, Tantris is... well, Tantris is our world. In it are many cities and towns, such as Lakeshore.” He gave a deep sigh. “I see now you truly are a stranger here. I am but a simple man and know little of the world outside my farm and the nearby countryside. Perhaps such questions are better left for the Mages’ Guild.”

Adam tried not to let his frustration show. Thus far, Osler treated him well. “Then what can you tell me about the Unsouled? And who is this Dark Mage you spoke of?”

Osler’s forehead drew down in a frown. “Ah, now his is a dark and ancient tale. But one every child has heard often from his father’s knee.

“History accounts many centuries ago, so far back his true name is no longer remembered, the Dark Mage became a member of the Council of Mages. He proved himself the strongest of the Council by far, perhaps the most puissant mage ever known, mighty in both magic and knowledge. Yet wisdom seldom accompanies such knowledge. As he aged, something happened to him. He became obsessed by the prospect of immortality, believing it not only possible, but his by right. His studies probed deeper and deeper into the arcane as he searched through ancient tomes of the black arts and performed monstrous rites of forbidden magic. In time, the Council discovered his foul acts. They broke his staff and banished him with a warning never to return on pain of death.

“In truth, a mage lives a much longer life than normal men. But at the time of his exile, the Dark Mage was truly ancient, even when compared to his fellow mages. So, after more than a century passed, the entire world breathed a sigh of relief, secure in the knowledge they dodged a great evil.”

Osler tapped his pipe against the side of the wagon to clear the dottle. After sliding the pipe into an inner pocket of his vest, he continued. “But they relaxed too soon. Unknown to all, the Dark Mage fled to the deepest reaches of the Dark Mountains. In the fiery heart of Mount Dismay, hidden from the eyes of all, he continued his dark experiments. In the end, he met with success.

“He forged a new staff, not from wood, but from the molten iron of the mountain’s heart. While still white hot, he quenched the staff by stabbing it through the body of one of his own servants. With the blasphemous rite completed, he held a tool allowing him to rip the soul from the body of an innocent, be it man, woman, or child. In consuming those souls, he added a small part of his victim’s life force to his own, extending his years and making immortality possible.

“Worse still, his victims did not truly die. Instead, they became reanimated bodies, empty of life and soul. Nothing remained but an empty husk filled with an unholy hunger. Left to their own devices, they will attack and consume those who possess what they do not. They feel no pain and know no fear. They are the Unsouled, the Dark Mage’s innocent victims transformed into mindless and ravenous soldiers, fodder for his terrible armies.

“The Dark Mage spent years assembling his forces, consuming souls by the thousands. But his insatiable appetite would not let him stop until he feasted on the entire world. Unleashing his army, he caught the world of men unprepared. His armies overran whole cities, and all fell under the black power of the Dark Mage. Little hope remained to those who survived.

“Then the Council of Mages regrouped. Led by their newest member, Makzendrix, they rallied the armies of men. The Dark Mage’s advance slowed and ground to a halt. But with the Council unable to force his armies back, it became a war of attrition with neither side able to overcome the other. Not until Makzendrix allied men with the giants of the Dark Mountains did the tide turn. With the mighty giants added to mankind’s army, the forces of the Dark Mage foundered. League by league they fought, to the very foothills of Mount Dismay. Destroying the last of the Unsouled, they trapped the Dark Mage inside his mountain fortress.

“Makzendrix argued for storming the mountain to slay the Dark Mage once and for all. Yet the rest of the Council grew weary of war. And they remained uncertain the Dark Mage could be slain. Despite all arguments, the Council ordered the Dark Mage sealed inside his mountain. With every means of escape closed off, they believed the centuries he stole from his victims would expire and the mountain become his tomb.”

Several silent minutes passed. Only the sound of the wagon wheels and the horse’s hooves against the roadway broke the quiet. It left Adam with a lot to absorb. He searched Osler’s story for inconsistencies, some contradiction which might help prove he experienced nothing more than a hallucination... or a dream.

“Osler, you said the Unsouled were defeated hundreds of years ago. So how is that possible if one attacked me yesterday?”

Osler sighed. “If you asked me such a question even a short time ago, I would call it impossible, Master Gray. But the Unsouled appear once again. Though few at first, their numbers increase almost daily. Those with wisdom can draw but one conclusion—the Dark Mage has returned.” 

Adam stared at the road as he thought hard. The dirt and occasional pieces of flat rock now gave way to a paved roadway of fitted stone. Absorbed by Osler’s tale, he didn’t notice until now. “I barely escaped with my life yesterday. And I fought just one of those things. An entire army... they must have a weakness of some kind, Osler.”

“They do, Master Gray. Otherwise, Makzendrix and the Council would never have prevailed, even with the help of the giants. The Unsouled are mindless creatures, without the tiniest spark of intellect and driven only by their hunger. In small numbers, they are easy to outwit. But their greatest vulnerability is the sun. They are creatures of the dark and near blinded by sunlight. They are still savage and have terrible strength, but it is then they are weakest.”

Adam recalled the attack from the day before. The way the woman staggered as her arms flailed. She didn’t lunge at him until he spoke. Blindness made perfect sense.

“But if what you’re saying is true, they should be easy to beat,” Adam said. “Just wait for daylight and pick them off while they stumble around.”

“And you would be right, young master, but for the Dark Mage. He used his powers to create the Dread, malformed creatures of black magic and the Dark Mage’s greatest servants. The Dread not only drive and control the Unsouled, but they channel the Dark Mage’s foul arts to project a darkness from which they attack.

“In truth, stopping one of the Unsouled is more difficult than you might imagine, even in daylight. Stab them, disembowel them, even hack off their limbs and still they will not stop. Short of magical means, there are but two ways to stop one of the Unsouled: behead it or destroy its brain.”

With the reins held in one hand, Osler reached back behind him to pat his bow. “For myself, I prefer the longbow. An arrow is less messy and kills the Unsouled at a distance. Swordsmen might disagree, but then I never believed it a good notion to allow an Unsouled to get too close. If left untreated, even their bites can prove deadly.”

Adam shuddered. In his mind’s eye, he saw those rotten teeth as they snapped shut bare inches from his face. Simple chance allowed him to grab the pen from his pocket. And to have found such a vulnerable spot?  Crediting mere luck didn’t seem to do it justice.

“You spoke of giants, too, Osler,” he said. “What can you tell me of them?”

“Little, I fear,” he answered. “To my knowledge, the giants disappeared after the Great War. Many argue they are but a myth. If they exist, they are, at the least, disinterested in the lives of men, preferring to remain distant and aloof. The Dark Mountains afford them all the solitude they might desire. Far to the east they are rumored to live, in a land both lonely and inhospitable. Those mountains form a natural barrier few men try to breach, and from which none return.

“But perhaps the Mages’ Guild can tell you more,” said Osler. “Ah, it appears we near our destination.”

Fascinated by Osler’s tale, Adam paid scant attention to anything else. Now he looked up and saw the forest thinning out, coming to an end at last. The wagon rode along a gradual descent toward a lowland plain. They remained high enough for the midday sun to reveal the checkerboard pattern of cultivated fields below. The tiny figures of farmers worked to bring in the harvest while livestock grazed. The fields ended at the edge of a huge body of water. He recognized the lake he saw from the side of the mountain yesterday. Or at least he assumed it a lake. The body of water below better fit the description for a sea or ocean. And yet he didn’t detect the sharp smell of salt.

As though he read Adam’s mind, Osler announced, “Tempest Lake, Master Gray, and the city of Lakeshore.”
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Chapter 4, Prisoner
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“Lakeshore? I don’t...” Then he saw it. Still distant, Lakeshore seemed modest at first. Only when he followed the road’s meandering path as it approached the lake did he see it at all. “Seems kind of small.”

“We have still several leagues to go, Master Gray. It is far larger than you might think. And for a frontier city, here on the border of the Great Forest, Lakeshore is quite large.”

Osler spoke truly. The closer they got, the larger Lakeshore grew. At least the little Adam saw, anyway. Much of the city itself hid behind high walls of dull gray stone topped by rounded turrets twice the height of the wall itself. Proud pennons of green and blue snapped in the breeze from the lake. Frontier city or not, Lakeshore grew more massive and formidable as they drew closer.

As the field workers became recognizable, Osler exchanged waves and greeted many. By all indication, he made this trip with regularity. “I will begin the journey home tomorrow,” Osler said. “But you are welcome to stay with me, Master Gray.”

Adam nodded in appreciation. “Very kind of you, Osler. Truth is, I’m not sure where to go. I don’t know anyone here. Except you, of course.”

“It is my pleasure. Once I deliver this load of ale, I will escort you to the Mage’s Guild. If there is help to be found in Lakeshore, it is there you will find it.”

They arrived a few minutes later. A line of wagons stood at the gate waiting to gain entrance. Adam used the time to examine Lakeshore’s exterior.

Massive blocks of cut stone formed the walls and only the tiniest of cracks showed where they fit together. Along the wall ran a deep moat some twenty feet wide and filled with brackish water. At the entrance to the city, a drawbridge of thick wooden planks bridged the moat and he saw the jagged metal teeth of a raised portcullis just visible at the top of the gatehouse. Two soldiers dressed in tight green coats and baggy black trousers stood at stiff attention on either side of the gate. Wide, black leather bands crisscrossed their chests, and both held tall pikes at their sides. Two soldiers in similar dress with heavy swords belted to their waists inspected the first wagon in line. A third soldier spoke through a thick beard to the driver and made notations in an open book he held in the crook of one arm. The sword hilt at his side looked more ornate and a series of three dark blue stripes on one arm seemed to signify rank. Adam assumed him an officer.

“What do you think they’re looking for?” asked Adam.

Osler appeared unsure. “I do not know, Master Gray. I have not seen such inspections in the past.” He pointed at the bearded soldier. “But I know Captain Henslow. He is a good man, so I do not expect trouble.”

“I guess we’ll find out in a few minutes,” replied Adam.

It took longer than expected as the soldiers conducted a thorough search. They opened crates and checked through bales and sacks. Several more wagons joined the line behind them, but at last, Osler’s wagon rolled to the front.

“Good day, Captain Henslow,” called Osler. “Good to see you again.”

“And you as well, Osler,” mumbled the captain. He appeared distracted, though, and didn’t look up as he thumbed through his book to a fresh page. “A delivery of ale, I presume?” The other two soldiers already climbed aboard the wagon and busily yanked on the stopper at the top of one barrel. It gave with a loud pop and a gush of foam.

“Here, now!” shouted Osler. “What are you doing there? Spill one drop of my ale and I will have your hides! Those barrels hold genuine Dunham ale, not the watered-down swill you guzzle when off duty!” He turned back to Henslow and pleaded, “Captain, please!”

The two soldiers stumbled back from the opened barrel, embarrassed, white foam dripping from their green coats.

“Enough, Osler!” Henslow put away his book, approached the side of the wagon and addressed his men. “Tilt each barrel and listen for the sound of ale sloshing around inside. If you hear something different, open it.” The two soldiers nodded and returned to work while Henslow turned his cold, gray eyes on Adam. “Now, Osler, perhaps you have calmed
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