
CHILDREN of PATH

The Kell Stone Prophecy

Book One

––––––––

Dana Trantham

––––––––

Wayward Cat Publishing


Table of Contents

Title Page

Children of Path (The Kell Stone Prophecy, #1)

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-one

Chapter Thirty-two

Chapter Thirty-three

Chapter Thirty-four

Chapter Thirty-five

Chapter Thirty-six

Chapter Thirty-seven

Chapter Thirty-eight

Chapter Thirty-nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-one

Chapter Forty-two

Chapter Forty-three

Chapter Forty-four

Chapter Forty-five

Chapter Forty-six

Books by this author

Children of Path

A Fenn of the Wasteland Novel

Chapter One

In the time of the beast...

Kiergan smelled the rotting flesh a hundred yards before he reached the stream. When he stepped into the glade abutting the water he put his hand to his face to stop the vulgar stench reaching his nose. Fat flies buzzed and hummed over two bodies, an angel and what looked to be a small, frail, though now bloated, folk—a felid.

The swollen felid’s body was darkened with rot and lay against the thick trunk of a pine, while the angel lay curled as a fetus at the other end of the glade, enlarged, bloodied, half eaten by roster fiends and hundrats.

Kiergan stumbled through the clearing to the stream and vomited several times into the cold waters, falling to his knees on the shore. This was not the adventure he was looking for in running away from an inopportune marriage in Ruhm. He sat on the knotty earth of Kell, wet a kerchief and wiped his face with an icy chill, considering his next move.

A felid—akin to the large cats found only on the southern continents—in folk form, and an angel. Dead and rotting in the northern forests of the Great West, far beyond the rocky hills of Galdred. The Hass of Emorah would give quite a reward for the report of an oddity such as this. The stories they could weave around it would bolster their beliefs, no doubt. But to gain a reward would mean a return home—and a marriage he did not want.

Perhaps he could ignore it, pretend he did not see it. But there was something perplexing about the scene. Clambering to his feet he wrapped his damp kerchief about his face, tying it in a knot behind his head, and returned to examine the puzzle.

Beside the felid folk sat a plate of roasted fawn and dewberries. He was felled quickly, without struggle. The angel’s left wing had been hacked off, leaving a black and bloodied stump. She was leaving the felid, reaching for something, when she was attacked, probably by the fiends. But why had the fiends, or hundrats, or any other scavenger left the fawn untouched? Why had they left the felid whole and only attempted to devour the angel?

With the foul odor seeping through his kerchief and stinging at his eyes, Kiergan took himself back to the stream where he could breathe and think. The angel had poisoned the felid and tried to leave. But why? He returned to the angel, holding his breath, and walked away from her, in the direction her body suggested, into the woods and to a gathering of smooth white boulders. There, in a crevice, he saw it.

Suddenly Kiergan could breathe freely. His future was now his own. He could return to Ruhm and marry whom he pleased—any fair folk lass he chose would be his. Lifting the heavy green stone from its safekeeping, he held it up and watched as the sunlight streamed from the sky and lit it up like a beacon.

Kiergan had solved his people’s beast problem. He had found the kell stone.

––––––––

1280 Autumn

“Twaddle and nonsense, Fenn Foster. Grubs are no more demonic than gnomes.”

“You lied to me?” Fenn’s voice cracked.

He stared at the gaping, dirt hole in the wall. In Father Treacher’s lantern light, only a few feet inside were visible, like a mouth that would swallow him down a dark, monstrous throat. The dankness of the earth and the smell of mud sent a shiver of fear through Fenn. He was not allowed in the tunnel.

“It’s not as if I’m the only adult in the Ruud who told children about grub demons. Besides, if I had not told you about them, would you have stayed out of the tunnel?”

Before Fenn could answer, Father said, “Of course not.”

“But you never lie. If you said there were grub demons, there must be grub demons. Maybe you’re lying now just to get me to go into the tunnel? But you don’t lie.”

“Stop babbling, boy.” Father shoved his knapsack at him. “Listen to me. This is important.”

Fenn held his breath and stared at Father’s weathered, lined face and mossy green eyes aglow in the yellow lamp light. His wild gray hair dangled carelessly across his mouth and poofed out with each breath as he spoke.

“Keep your birthmark secret—show no one. Never return to Path. Never, do you hear me?”

Fenn nodded, dumbstruck. Yanked unceremoniously out of bed before dawn, his short boots barely laced, dragged into the musty storage room below the cellar of the wissenry, told to get into the forbidden tunnel and never return home—Fenn could only hope he was dreaming.

“The tunnel will take you to the high crossing at the river. Get into Aaronland and make your way south through the divide wood to the Cold Sea wissenry and Father Britt. He will know what to do.”

“But what about the grub demons?”

Father grabbed Fenn’s shoulders and gave him a bit of a shake.

“There are no such things, I tell you. Everything you will need is in your knapsack. And most of all, remember the night curse and be cautious of it. Remember that it isn’t real; the visions are not real.”

Father’s face softened and Fenn let out a breath.

“Can you remember all of that?”

“Yes, sir.” His voice was small, like the squeak of a mouse—Fenn hardly recognized it as his own.

Father smiled. “Good boy. Now, find your way to Father Britt. Use your head. Keep hidden.”

Handing him the small lantern, Father motioned for him to enter the monster’s throat.

“Luck be with you, boy.”

Fenn paused, worrying about the grub demons, before obeying and climbing in.

“Fenn,” Father said and Fenn turned back to him.

Father looked worn and defeated, but he smiled.

“You would have made a fine wissende.”

“But, Father...”

“I will miss you, Fenn Foster.”

“I’ll see you again, Father,” Fenn said. “You can come visit me at Cold Sea Port.”

Father looked at him sadly for a moment too long.

“One last thing,” he sucked in a breath as if for courage. “The kell stone. Promise me you won’t go near it.”

“The what?”

“Whatever you hear, whatever you learn, Fenn, don’t go out looking for it.”

Noises erupted upstairs, muted and distorted through the earthen walls. 

“Keep your head,” Father said. 

The door swung shut over the entrance to the forbidden tunnel and Fenn was left alone in the dark, cold earth, listening to Father stack potato bins against his retreat.

Chapter Two

––––––––

Prince Welk of Michelruud paced the floor of the king’s library, his black eyes scanning the seventy musty volumes settled amid the cobwebs and dust. He was no great reader, that was true. But he’d at least skimmed the most important parts of the books on his father’s shelves. There was nothing in them about the new bairn, or the mark, or the prophecy and the plot to have the king killed. And yet the story was common knowledge—except for the mark...that was new.

Years ago, in their colonizing of the eastern continent, the folk of the Ruud battled the beasts into the forest and the outlands. And the felid sage, Dag Anfang, threatened them with the prophecy of a bairn who would come to destroy them all. The folk waited and feared and waited years more, but it never came to pass. Now stuff of legend, the prophecy tale is told on stormy nights by firelight to scare wee ones. It was done, over—nothing came of it—if it ever happened.

And yet, hundreds of years later, rumors of the bairn of prophecy, born into the wasteland, are circulating; and the folk grow fearful again.

Why was the story not in the history? Was it not true? Even the folk of the kingdoms of the Ruud, though unsophisticated no doubt, couldn’t believe such nonsense without evidence. Weren’t they all descendants of the wissendes of the Great West and the Kingdom of Ruhm? Weren’t they blessed by the virtues of wisdom and logic?

Even as he muttered these words to himself he chuckled. How far they’d come since their ancestors brought them out of tyranny in the west to freedom in their little section of the eastern continent. How many of the folk could even read these days?

But to think that a child could kill a king and destroy the Ruud? He reached a hand to a thick volume on the bookshelf and wiped dust from the title, The History of the Ruud. No, he’d read that one. There was nothing in the history about the prophecy, nothing about a war with the beasts. It could be no more than a fairy tale.

“Your Highness.”

Welk jumped a bit, turned, and wiped the dust from his hand onto his vestment. Dunham, his father’s steward, had entered the room and cleared his throat.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Highness.”

“Quite all right. Just looking for some reading.”

“There’s nothing there. I’ve read them as well.”

Welk smiled. Ever the vigilant servant. Was there anything he could think that Dunham had not already considered?

“I bring you news of the king.” Dunham’s gaze fell to the floor and Welk knew the man had information he shouldn’t share. But they had an agreement, the two of them. Welk, the son of an errant king, and Dunham the son of a disgraced steward. They knew the importance of allies.

“What has he done?”

Dunham shook his head as if it weighed the world and sighed. He clicked his tongue against his front teeth a few times and said. “The prophecy, you know. He’s allowed Sorgood to take the folk’s fear into action.”

“Action? Of what sort?”

“He plans to round up the children, Highness. Mostly of the village of Path, as they believe the new bairn is there.”

“And do what with them?”

“Imprison them, I would imagine.”

“Imprison the children of Path?”

“Aye, it is madness.”

“The folk won’t stand for that...will they?”

Dunham sighed again and pressed the tip of his tongue against his teeth rapidly. “The folk are unlikely to resist Sorgood’s troops...or the king’s orders; and they’re frightened, Highness. They believe there is a plot afoot to destroy the Ruud.”

Welk put his rough hands to his face and rubbed his eyes. “I don’t understand, Dunham. What’s become of the folk of the Ruud?”

“Highness?”

“We have always been told that wissendes are of a special breed, of the highest of intellectual prowess. And we are the ancestors of the great sage Michelruud who brought us out of persecution in the west. What happened? I confess, I myself have not taken to academic pursuits. Was I not born to it? Have the wissendes lost their status?”

“Not all folk of the Ruud are descended from the wissende class,” Dunham said. “You forget the servants, the farmers and laborers—they also sought freedom from the Hass of Emorah in Ruhm. And there has been a small but steady stream of freedom seekers who have managed to escape since that time.”

“And the criminals,” Welk said with a short laugh. “Ruhm has no qualms about releasing undesirables to seek their fortunes here. I hear they send them off with a map to the Straits of Winkin and fare for the boat.”

Dunham smiled at the prince. “Yes, Highness. So, you see...”

“No, I still don’t see. Where are the great thinkers who descended from the wissendes?”

Dunham sighed. “They’re still here, Highness, no doubt. But, the truth of the matter is that even skills that are ours by inheritance can become dull from misuse. And to put it quite simply, thinking is hard.”

Here Welk let out a loud laugh and Dunham joined him.

“If I am to become King, Dunham, I will set up wissende schools. And the wissende class will champion reason once again.”

“If, your Highness?”

“There’s always the chance that I will take the route of my brother, Elrundt.”

Dunham’s eyes flew open and Welk offered him a wink. “Not to fear, Dunham. I’ve no plans to disappear today. After all, someone must protect the Ruud from the bairn of prophecy. Send Pierston to the stationer’s to see if he has any volumes of history that might help us.”

“Stationer Pratt is in Damon Wall. But we can see if his apprentice knows of any.”

Welk laughed. “I’ve met Jeopard Link. He’s not got a wit about anything other than the books on flowers and trees. There’s something not right with that one.”

“He’d make a fine horticulturist, if his heart wasn’t set on books and printing.”

“We don’t need a horticulturist. We need a child of prophecy.”

“You mean to find him yourself?”

“I do. If we are to see the children of Path safe at home, we must end this nonsense one way or another.”

“Very well, Highness.” Dunham seemed to expand with a renewed energy. “As soon as the stationer returns home, I will send Pierston to him.” He bowed low and at the door, turned back to Welk.

“I should like to say, Highness, if it is not presumptuous; I am glad you have no plans to disappear.”

Welk winked at him and smiled. When the door closed behind Dunham, he turned once again to the dusty books on the shelf. “No worries,” he muttered. “I have a much better plan in mind.”

Chapter Three

––––––––

Leah Hallowsing breathed in the damp air of the early morning hours, lifted her dress hem slightly above her slippers, and scuttled through the empty cobbled streets of Ruhm in the dark. She’d done it at last! All her years of studying at the Hass school, all the hours she’d given up, the parties, and the festivals, all for this one grand honor: Aide to the High Priest of Hass. A little more diligence, a few more years, and the coveted post of Historian of Ruhm would be hers.

She ran up the stone steps of the stationers’ and pushed open the door.

“Hello Marigold,” she called out to the second apprentice. “Where is father?”

Marigold smiled, gave a tired little curtsey, her short curls bobbing about her head, and said, “Congratulations, mistress. Aide to the High Priest of Hass. We’re so very proud.”

“Is he here?”

Marigold nodded, motioning to the back of the shop, and Leah made her way through the shelves of maps, books, stock papers, and printing supplies into the back room where the presses stood motionless with expectation. The smell of ink and paper and burning candles surrounded her. She knew she’d been abrupt with Mari, but the girl was always phoney. Her first job as aide to the High Priest would be to study the blasphemy laws; there ought to be something a folk could do to keep snotty girls like Marigold in check.

“Father?” Her voice was dampened by the walls stacked with books and paper. As organized as her father was, there was always too much at the shop than the shop had room for. But her father was not there. She wandered the large room, looking under desks—for she had indeed once found him crouched on the floor with a magnifying glass doing goodness knows what—and behind crates of ink and supplies. “Father?”

A slight shuffling echoed from behind her. She turned and wove her way through the maze of tables, presses, and desks to the far corner where a door stood ajar. Her hair stood on end and a chill swept through her chest. The forbidden closet. Her father’s private office, where no one was allowed.

She approached the door and peered into the darkness behind it. “Father?”

“Yes, Leah,” he said. “Come in.”

“Come in?”

“Yes, yes.”

“Are you certain Father?”

“I am.”

She pushed the door open and stepped in. Her father sat behind a small desk. The room was much larger than she’d imagined—about the size of the family kitchen. Her parents’ bedchamber lay behind it and so, having never entered there either, she’d never had much occasion to calculate the size of her father’s office, though she admitted to often contemplating it—he spent so much time there.

The walls were lined with shelves crammed with books in every available space. Candles, poised atop the cases and on his desk, gave off a dim, spooky glow, casting odd flickering shadows on the walls. One tiny, yellowed, glass window on the outer wall was home to a dusty web.

“You read in here, Father?”

“Only when I must,” he said. “Come, sit.”

He motioned to a small wooden bench in front of his desk. Leah danced her way through the cluttered office and pulled her long bound tresses out of the way to take the seat.

“So you are off to the eastern continent,” he said. “The land of the betrayer, Michelruud.”

A smile touched her father’s lips and though she knew he was not speaking of Michelruud with the required vehemence, she forgave him. Many of the older citizens of Ruhm had trouble of late, feeling hatred where hatred was due.

“We leave in two days’ time.” She paused for a moment while her father watched her. “Are you not proud of me, Father?”

Surprisingly, he did not answer right away. He tapped a finger on the desk and frowned. “Being the aide to the High Priest is a great honor indeed.”

Leah lowered her head. “I know you don’t approve. But I’d hoped...”

He leaned forward and folded his hands together. “We are proud of you, my dear. You have studied hard and earned your honor well. It’s just that...”

Leah also leaned in with anticipation. But when her father hesitated she said, “I know it’s a long trip and I’ll be away for some time, but it’s perfectly safe.”

Her father shook his head. “Leah, my dear child. Do you know who you are?”

Stunned, she sat straight and cocked her head to one side. “I’m Leah Hallowsing, of course. Daughter of Edwin, Stationer to the King of Rhum.” She did not shrink from the pride in her own voice.

“Ah,” he said and pointed a finger at her. “Your conciseness gives you away.”

“Conciseness? I am who I am, am I not?”

“You are the daughter of wissendes, Leah. Logic, precision, learning.”

“Wissendes?” She shuddered just a bit at the word and that her father had said it so loudly. But she would not let him cow her. “There are no more wissendes in Ruhm, Father. There is only the Hass.”

“But there were once wissendes. Folk of great knowledge and understanding—of great compassion and love of freedom.”

“Father.” She trembled. “You come close to blasphemy.”

“And here you’ve just been promoted to the Circle of the High Priest. It is a quandry for you, indeed.”

Her head shook nervously. “What are you on about? Is this a test? Shall I tell my superiors?”

He stared hard at her face with a look of sad resignation. “If you must. But only after you hear what I have to say.”

Now a bit perturbed at her father’s game, she said, “Well, go on then.”

“As I said. You are descended of Dakenruud, a grand premier of Hass long ago. Oh, don’t look so impressed. He was nothing more than a wissende. But as you say, the Hass had no time for truth or logic and so turned them all into premiers and whatnot.”

“Father—”

“Do let me finish before you make your accusations of blasphemy. You may not know the history, as it’s not allowed—your blasphemy prevents this sort of information—but it was your great, great grandfather—I’m not sure how many greats there are, seven or eight, I would think. Brother to the aforementioned Michelruud, the wissende who fled persecution to the east and set up his own little kingdom, to which you will travel tomorrow. Yes. You are kin to the apostates! What do you think of that?”

Leah grimaced. Kin to Michelruud the Betrayer. This was unsettling, indeed. “Do others know? Wouldn’t the Hass know this?”

“Pfft. The Hass cares nothing for history or genealogy or reading in general.”

“But, Father.” Leah rolled her eyes. “I’m going to be the Historian of Ruhm one day. And here you sit telling me the Hass cares not for history.”

“I think you may find, daughter, that words and titles are often stripped of their meaning by despots.”

“Despots?”

“Now, now. I mean to say that your Hass’s idea of historian and yours may differ remarkably.”

“I studied history in school and quite liked it.” She almost rolled her eyes again. This was always how conversations with her father went. They neither seemed to understand the other at all.

“Nonetheless, your connection to the Ruud has its origins in long, long ago. Not the sort of thing the Hass would be interested in. No. Your secret is safe with your mother and me. But it’s what Dakenruud did that is of import to us. Michelruud and his little settlement is nothing. Dakenruud held the kell stone himself—”

Leah gasped. “What do you know of the kell stone?”

“Ah, they have told you.”

Ashamed that she’d given away the very thing she’d been told to keep to herself, her cheeks reddened. “A little. Only a very little.”

“I see it in your eyes.” Her father winked at her. “You want to know more. And I will oblige. Yes, the kell stone is real. Or so say the stories. So it could just as well be only legend.”

“Well, is it real or not?”

“It seems to me,” he said, “that as Dakenruud was very real and his name is listed in our family’s ancestry, the stories about him are likely to be truthful. And the story is this. Michelruud had a beast problem. The felidae and centaurs and angels, especially the accursed angels, would not get off his land. Hah! His land, what to do you make of that? Anyway,” he waved his hand about in front of his face.

Leah had never seen her father so animated. She couldn’t tell which was more engrossing, his excitement or the story he told.

“In exchange for help from Ruhm and her weapons, Michelruud gave the kell stone to Dakenruud.”

“Where did Michelruud get it from?”

“Why from here, from the mines of Galdred, where it was hidden, of course. Oh, it’s a long and silly story. There is legend and there is fact and what we know may lie somewhere in between. The beasts got it from Krone Mountain, and we stole it—”

“Stole it?”

“Yes, we stole it from them. Certainly the Hass isn’t trying to whitewash that event. The point is that Michelruud stole it from the Hass and planned to return it to the beasts. But instead, he gave it to Daken.”

“So, the stone is not in the east, after all?” Leah was filled with energy. She had information that the Hass would want. This could elevate her even higher in the Circle and hasten her to her coveted appointment as historian. Perhaps this was why her father told her this. He truly was proud of her.

“They don’t know where it is. When the Hass was unable to destroy it, Daken was charged with traveling the entire world and finding a place deep within the earth to hide the stone. He was to tell no one of its whereabouts. He returned home two years later.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“That’s it? That’s the story? Of what use is that to me?”

“Use? My dear, did you think I meant to offer you useful information?”

“Well...yes, I suppose I did.”

“But do you not simply enjoy a good story?”

Leah couldn’t help but laugh. “A going away story? Very well done, Father.”

“Yes, a going away story. And it has a moral as well.” Now her father seemed to grow hardened and serious. “As a descendant of the wissendes, you are a thinking creature. You cannot help yourself. I have watched you struggle in your endeavors with the Hass.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Yes, you do. You question too much. They told you this early on when you first wanted to go to the Hass school instead of the common school your friends attended.”

“I wanted a proper education.”

“Twaddle. You wanted to wear the uniform and play on their grand grounds with their contraptions.”

“I did not.”

“You were six years old, Leah. Of course that’s what you wanted. How long before you realized that they brought the students out to the play yards only in the mornings and afternoons when the common school children passed by?”

He stared at her and she raised her chin in defiance.

“How long?”

Leah’s shoulders fell. “About three days.”

“Yes, you see. You were not meant for the Hass.”

“I am meant for the Hass. I love the Hass. The Hass keeps the peace. It is because of the Hass that we live in an ordered society as we do. If it were not for the Hass—”

“Poppycock, don’t feed me your memorized propaganda.”

“Father, you play too much at blasphemy.”

“And will you turn me in? Would you really turn anyone in, to have them stocked or whipped...or worse?”

They stared at each other, neither willing to yield.

“Then why did you let me go to the Hass school?” she asked. “If you don’t approve. Why not keep me out as the other parents?”

Here her father’s face softened and he smiled a bit. “It is not in a parent’s heart to deny his child the best education possible. Even if it is with the Hass. Your scores were far above your friends’, and the Hass did its best to recruit you. And so you went. I feared you would become too much like them, but I saw that you learned to keep your questions to yourself. They’re still there.” He pressed a finger to his forehead. “And one day they’ll pester you until you let them out.”

“More dancing with blasphemy, Father?”

Truly she was confused. Had her father always been this irreverent? How could she have missed it? Yes, she could admit to herself that she was a small girl and wanted to wear the silky blue dress of the Hass school and play on the equipment and walk up the tall steps to the impressive marble building. She was a child. What child wouldn’t want it?

But she had grown into a sensible woman, had she not? She’d worked hard for her position with the Inner Circle. And she deserved it. What was there to question, anyway? The Hass interpreted the laws of Emorah—sacred morality—given to them by the savior Rett eons ago, when he sacrificed himself for the purity of the folk of Ruhm.

Certainly, she didn’t accept all the legend as absolute truth, nor did she participate in the rituals of Rett as some of the more excitable members of Hass did. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t completely in support of the Hass and its government.

“Are you not curious about Dakenruud’s fate?”

Her father’s voice startled her from her thoughts. She stared at him. “I assumed he...no. I mean, yes. What happened to him?”

“He returned home after his journey, instead of to the palace and the Hass. He wanted to see his family. And he gave to his brother Abueruud a journal of his travels. Two days later, the Hass burst into the family home and dragged Daken away. He was never seen again.”

A silence hung between them. Tiny bits of dust floated about and the ticking of her father’s pocket watch was suddenly very loud.

Chapter Four

––––––––

After Father’s steps, muffled on the cold earth of the cellar, scuttled away, Fenn sat still for some time at the tunnel entrance, grasping at the hemp rope he wore around his neck, wanting desperately to pound on the old wooden door. He could cry convincingly and beg Father not to make him go. Somewhere in the darkness there must be a trigger for the bell, for he’d heard it sound a few times and followed Father to the cellar to let in some poor refugee or the occasional lost gnome who must have fallen into the tunnel, unable to find his way out.

He dangled the lantern about him in the dark, casting ominous shadows on the root-knotted, dirt walls. Where was the bell? He would ring the bell. Would Father come for him? Would he let him back into the wissenry?

He’d certainly been able to change the old wissende’s mind about many things with a few tears in the past. But he knew, somehow, that he must go. He must make his way out into the Ruud to Cold Sea Port. Father’s face was sincere with fear and alertness. Something horrible was happening and he was trying to save Fenn. But Fenn didn’t feel saved. Instead, he was paralyzed with indecision.

Slowly, he calmed his breathing and told himself sternly, “Stop being a baby. You can’t go crying back and you can’t sit here in the dirt forever. So you must crawl.”

And crawl he did—slowly at first, finding his rhythm with one arm holding the lantern out in front of him. His hand, grasping its handle, seemed to warm from it—he felt an odd connection between the lantern and Father. Visions of Father carrying it about the cellar and dark storage came to him, comforting him. Father shuffling with a rat beneath his feet; Father dropping the lantern and nearly falling himself; Father swinging it about casting shadows in an attempt to entertain; and then Father holding it while denying the existence of grub demons. At that thought, Fenn crawled faster and faster, stopping for the briefest second to switch the lantern to his other hand.

He had time now, in the dark tunnel, to ponder the grub demon situation. When had Father lied? Was it years ago, when he’d told Fenn that if he entered the tunnel, the grubs would wriggle into his socks and pants and lay eggs under his skin? Was it a lie that the eggs would hatch and as the demons grew inside him, they’d slowly take over his body? They’d make their way to his brain and soon control him; he’d be a grub zombie—the living dead. Fenn shuddered and moved faster, shaking off his legs in case any grubs might be trying to get hold of his pants.

Or, on the other hand, had Father lied just now, when he said that there were no such things as grub demons? Had he wanted him in the tunnel so desperately that he’d risk his becoming a grub zombie? Could anything possibly be that horrific to run away from?

No. The simplest explanation had to be that grub demons didn’t exist and Father just scared him away from the tunnel with that story long ago. It had certainly worked. He never set foot in the tunnel for fear of grub-zombiism. He’d never even dared move the potato bins to have a look at the door, as his foster brother Lucas had done many times. Still, hadn’t other kids talked about the grub demons? Did everyone have tunnels? Were all the other kids in the village of Path right now crawling through tunnels fearing grub demons and realizing their parents were liars?

Fenn stopped and stared into the blackness in front of him.

“Lucas didn’t come,” he said aloud.

Lucas was still at the wissenry, as far as he knew. Why hadn’t Father sent Lucas away? He started to turn back, but thought better of it. He ought to do what he was told—after all, he didn’t do as told very often.

After a few minutes, the tunnel opened out around him and he could stand and walk. He was much less worried about grub demons while walking. They were just grubs anyway, weren’t they? They’d be fat and sticky—he could feel them, maybe, before they laid any eggs. He stopped his thoughts with a chuckle. There aren’t any grub demons, he reminded himself. But in the hollow of his stomach, and in the tiny skip of his heartbeat, he knew that he still feared what likely didn’t exist.

Lucas’ teasing laugh echoed through his mind. Of course, Lucas would know the truth about grub demons; Lucas always seemed to know everything. A pang of grief hit Fenn’s chest. He didn’t want to leave Lucas behind. He didn’t want to live at the wissenry at Cold Sea Port. Granted, the port held many excitements. Maybe he’d be allowed to actually enter the city.

Still, he wondered if there were any orphans living there who could possibly be as annoying, as bothersome, or as funny and endearing as Lucas Foster? Fenn doubted it. He didn’t want to leave. Though his feet kept taking him farther and farther from his home, his heart was being left behind.

Michelruud had to be the best kingdom of the realm. It had the best apple orchard, there was no doubt. And the pond in the woods to the north, where Gettel and Drew—though they didn’t care much for wissenry orphans—let Fenn and Lucas swim and fish had to be the most serene body of water in the entire Ruud, if not the continent.

And the village of Path was surely the best village in all of Michelruud, and all the Ruud. Timber may abut the beast forest with its mysteries and chills. But who needed scary stories, anyway? What Fenn wanted—what he’d always longed for—was a simple life in Path, living at the wissenry, visiting the stationer’s, noshing apples, reading, and learning. He thought he’d live with Father Treacher always.

When his eyes brimmed with tears, he wiped them on the back of his sleeve and decided he should think about the grub demons some more. No sense getting all blubbery about leaving. Maybe this trip to Cold Sea was temporary. Or better yet, maybe it was all part of a secret wissende training. He just had to show he could make it to Father Britt and then he could go home—in a carriage, he hoped.

He felt he’d walked for an hour when the tunnel began to shrink again and soon he was back onto his hands and knees and crawling upward. The opening must be near. He came to a pile of large rocks and felt cool night air on his face. After putting out the lantern and setting it aside, he climbed to the opening of the tunnel—nothing more than a crevice between boulders, covered with brush. He stopped and listened. At first, he heard nothing. Then he realized the river rushed in the distance, and wind whispered through the pines. He moved his hand to push aside the bushy covering, but heard something new. Voices.

Hunkering down in the crevice, Fenn listened hard.

“What are you doing here?” a girl said.

“Quiet,” said a boy, but awfully loud for wanting silence.

“There’s nobody else out here.”

“You don’t know that,” he said.

“I know as much as you, waiter boy.”

When Fenn realized it was Sadie Pratt’s voice, he pushed the brush away from the tunnel opening and crawled out. Rounding a rock as tall as he was, to where they stood, he said, “I agree. We should stay quiet.”

They jumped when they heard him and he chuckled. Sadie was standing with Grayson Steppe, a boy from the inn—an odd pair, he thought.

“Who is that?” Sadie said, peering through the darkness.

Fenn walked out of the shadow of a tree so they could see him in the moonlight.

“It’s me. Fenn Foster of the wissenry,” he said, tossing his pack against a rock where Sadie’s and Grayson’s knapsacks lay.

“One of the orphans,” Grayson said. “Well, come on over.”

Fenn had never actually talked to the innkeeper’s son before. Grayson kept to himself, same as Fenn. He was a quiet kid, tall and scrawny—the opposite of his brothers. All the Steppes were sturdy, red-haired, and fair-skinned like their father, except for Grayson who favored his dark-eyed mother. Not a woman in the Ruud could mention Grayson without noting it. “Has the look of his dear departed ma, that boy does.” And then they’d shake their heads mournfully and wipe nonexistent tears from their eyes.

On more than one visit to the stationer’s, Fenn would jump when he realized Grayson Steppe was curled up in a corner of the shop engrossed in a book, still wearing his dirty apron from the inn.

Though he knew Sadie Pratt fairly well, he now realized he’d barely spoken a dozen words to her, either. Her house, or at least the stationer’s office on the first floor, was full of books and papers and Fenn was always sure to accompany Father Treacher on his errands there. Stationer Pratt was very generous in lending books, but only to Fenn, he’d say often, with a wink. Sadie wasn’t usually at home. If Fenn saw her at all, she was bouncing loudly down the stairs and out the door shouting to her ma she’d be back for supper.

Sadie was one of those who sometimes found themselves at the wissenry with their mothers at their wits end because of their mischief. Not that Fenn hadn’t let Lucas drag him into some mischief on occasion, for which he was almost always blamed. But Sadie never paid them any attention. They were wissenry orphans, well past the age for adoption. Everybody in the village knew he and Lucas would be wissendes. They weren’t for playing with—one day Lucas and Fenn would be helping them with their neighbor troubles, reading their letters for them, or sorting out their transgressions against one throne or another in the Ruud—you don’t play with kids like that.

“Are we the only ones who made it out?” Grayson asked.

Sadie laughed. “Don’t be stupid.”

“It’s not stupid,” Fenn said.

Only now did Fenn realize there was little hope of his being on a secret wissenry training mission. As he imagined in the tunnel, all the kids of Path must have been sent away from home. What kind of threat had befallen them?

“There are lots of others, all over,” Sadie confirmed. “They’ll have been told, same as us. Get out and hide for a while.”

“You mean you’re to go back?” Fenn asked.

“Sure. I was told to sneak back to the cellar after dark today.” She plopped herself down, pouting, on a rock. “It’s going to be a long wait.”

“I’m to wait until my father or my brother comes for me,” Grayson said. “It shouldn’t be more than a day.”

Fenn took a seat on the big rock beside Sadie and thought that maybe Father Treacher had overreacted. Maybe he should do as they were doing and go back after a while. Their parents seemed to think the trouble, whatever it was, would be over soon.

“So, you’re to go back then.”

Even in the dim moonlight, Fenn could tell Sadie rolled her eyes. “That’s what we said. Why? Aren’t you going back?”

“Sure I am.”

“This is stupid,” she said. “I’m going to give it an hour and then go back home.”

“You can’t just march back into the village,” Grayson said. “You’d have to sneak in and make sure the guard are gone.”

“The guard?” Fenn asked.

“The king’s guard.” Sadie looked exasperated. “You know, the ones we’re hiding from.”

Fenn wanted to ask them what the guard wanted, but he felt stupid now for not knowing. Sadie and Grayson seemed to know exactly what was going on and acted as if this sort of thing happened all the time. And while Fenn didn’t care for the feeling of not knowing, he cared even less to let on that he didn’t know. What was it Father Treacher always said? It’s preferable to keep our mouths closed and let others think we know nothing, rather than open our mouths and give them proof of it.

“If we’re going to have to sneak anyway, why don’t we go back now and have a look?” Sadie said.

“A look at what?” Grayson said.

“At what the guard actually does.”

“My da said the guard is looking for kids our age. Why would we go to the village where they can find us?”

Sadie let out something of a laugh. “What are you? Scared?”

“I’m not scared; I’m cautious. And I obey my parents.”

“Now that’s a laugh. How many times have you been whipped back home from my dad’s shop when you were late for chores? Anyway, even my ma isn’t sure what’s happening. All she heard was a rumor about the guard coming into the village to check the kids. For all I know she heard the rumor from your da.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Grayson said.

“It means—” Sadie shook her head at him—“That there might not be anything going on at all.”

“But there must be or Father Treacher wouldn’t have sent me into the tunnel, believe me.”

“What tunnel?” Grayson said.

“There’s a tunnel? Can we see?”

“You’re easily distracted, aren’t you?” Grayson said to Sadie and laughed.

Sadie stood and grabbed her back pack. “I am not easily distracted. Come on. Let’s stow our packs in this tunnel of Fenn’s and sneak into town.”

Fenn waited to see what Grayson would do. He knew it was a bad idea. If it was just Sadie pushing it, he’d rather not. Sadie wasn’t the best judge of safety. She’d fallen out of trees, got caught swiping one of the Kessler’s pups, and fell off a lamb trying to ride it up a hill. Not the sort of folk you follow into danger. But Grayson stood and nodded and grabbed his knapsack.

So, against his better judgment, but admittedly very willingly, Fenn led Grayson Steppe and Sadie Pratt to the tunnel opening and they tossed their sacks in.

“You have
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