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      This story is dedicated to the first responders and the survivors of the Sonoma County and Butte County fires of 2017 and 2018, and their families. You personified sacrifice, strength, courage and resilience during the fires and in the many months after. Who are the real action heroes? You are.
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      Ash the color of pewter puffed up around Erin’s calves with each footfall. Heat radiated through the soles of her shoes. She curled her free hand over her nose and mouth, but smoke tore at her nostrils with jagged claws.

      The predawn light was the color of copper, reflecting the orange flames on the hill to her right. She fled, dodging half-seen shapes that grew out of the murk. She ran past blackened cars, charred window frames, ruins of chimneys standing like sentinels among the destruction. Red and blue lights flashed at the corner of her eye, and two figures carried a third one between them, heading for an intact car. Habit slowed her steps. That’s Mrs. Jubowsky, I should help… Then memory forced her on. She ran, veering west toward the dry creek bed that curved underneath the freeway.

      Someone yelled after her to halt, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t afford to.

      Now and then, a spot of a different color glowed among the grays and the fierce orange of the flame-lit smoke, a random object untouched by fire. She ran past a purple backpack, the gleam of an antique coffee table, the peach-colored face of a doll, each thing flashing by in a second like an image caught in headlights.

      Her own house held no such spared objects. Her mandolin was gone. Her clothes were gone, her laptop, all her mother’s cookbooks, her toothbrush. Erin’s baby book was gone, her grandmother’s scrapbooks and the gray plastic carousels filled with slides from her grandparents’ vacations, slides that she and her father had talked about digitizing but never had—gone. The pen and ink cartoon her brother Chip had drawn of the two of them in superhero capes—gone. Threadbare Blue Dog, the stuffed animal she’d had since she was six—gone.

      She ran past the border of the neighborhood, across the street’s softened pavement into the black skeletons of trees. The messenger bag thumped against her thigh, but she didn’t let it slow her down.

      “He’ll send them in fire,” her grandmother had warned. Two years ago, they moved by necessity into a house that was more than they could afford, to be closer to the frontera. They had replaced their lawn with decorative rock. The entire neighborhood kept its yards neatly manicured and well-irrigated. They were two miles away from the hills. They thought they were prepared, but they hadn’t been prepared for this.

      She stopped thinking and jumped, skidding down a deep decline and into the dry creek bed. This was the worst place to go. It was a banquet of fire-fuel shaped to funnel the flames right toward her, but she had no choice.

      Even now she heard one of them behind her.

      They didn’t howl, they didn’t bay, the hunter hounds. The sound was something between a crackle and a hiss. She didn’t look back, just crashed through the blackberry brambles and the whipping branches of young live oaks. Twin knives stabbed into her chest with each inhalation. A branch yanked at her hair. She left strands behind, her scalp stinging. Where the creek bed turned and ran underneath the freeway, there was a culvert. She had to reach it before the hunter hounds or the fire reached her.

      She saw it now, ahead of her. Sheets of orange sparks flowed over the low street bridge like water, igniting the oak branches and the thicket of weeds. In a flash, fire bloomed on both sides of her. She pulled up, coughing. Black smoke drifted out of the mouth of the culvert, snaking toward her. In that moment all courage, all hope, left her. Chip was dead, killed in a foreign desert. Vianovelle had already killed her grandmother. He had already killed the Carews and taken the collar, the tool that allowed him to control elementals. The Augustos and the artifact they guarded, the lantern, had vanished. The Wing family was dead too, although Wing Mei might have escaped across a frontera.

      Her grandfather had died in a hospital bed, and her parents in the twisting column of flame that had been their expensive house. They died buying her time to escape with the last artifact, time to reach the frontera. And now the frontera was filled with smoke. They sacrificed themselves so she could escape, and there was no escape.

      “We must always be ready.” That was what her grandmother had said. “One of us must always live to carry on, to go through our frontera to the next point if necessary, whatever the cost, even if it means leaping to a world we do not know.”

      The way to the next point, the other world, was blocked by fire, and what was the use now? Vianovelle had all but won anyway. He controlled the hunter hounds, which three years ago hadn’t even existed. Who knew how much his strength had grown?

      She heard the crackling sound behind her and turned. The hunter hound coalesced out of smoke, thick grayish ropes of it twisting together, solidifying into legs, its clawed feet digging into the earth. Its body was stocky, the neck thick, and in that long head, eyes the color of sparks studied her. Sparks leaped from the tips of the wiry bristles that covered it. Except for those sparks, it might have been formed from earth, but it was fire.

      Erin gripped the strap of her messenger bag. Relief flooded her body. No more struggle, no more secrets, no more fighting. No more loss.

      Her brother had drawn them as superheroes.

      The hound lowered its head and its ruddy teeth gleamed.

      Always, they had known they were different, and always, they had been told that their mission was vital—vital not only to this world.

      Fire flowed into the culvert, she was sure.

      Vital not only to this world, they had been told, but to many worlds, many points on the labyrinth.

      The smoke would tear out her lungs and the flames would crisp the flesh from her bones, and in the end for what? For nothing.

      The hound stalked forward, snarling. Behind it, the second one began to form.

      At least, if the fire took her body, and turned the artifact she carried into puddled metal, then Vianovelle would never have it.

      Chip had drawn them as superheroes.

      She shut her eyes, turned, and ran into the smoking oven of the culvert. Smoke drove her down, and she stumbled, but she kept her footing and pushed her body forward through wall after wall of heat. Through her eyelids, the air glowed golden. Behind her, the air shuddered with the growls of the hounds.

      She gripped the strap of the bag and threw herself into the hot golden glow.
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        * * *

      

      Trevian placed a fist-sized lump of black rock in the dying coals of his fire, stretched out his legs, and sipped from the cup of lukewarm tea. Fires glowed like greenish jewels across the plain, other prospectors like him. He felt the folded letter in this pocket crisp as he moved, and wished he’d captured a few sprites for his sprite-lamp, just this once. Their light made for better reading.

      He tilted his head back, studying the broad band of stars above him. His grandfather had written in his journal that the Ancient cities, which Trevian and the others mined, had glowed so brightly with their own lights that stars could not be seen at night. Trevian had put it down as a mad raving—his grandfather had certainly never seen a city of Ancient. No one had. He’d agreed with his father’s terse judgment, “That old man was turvy,” at least until he’d come to this sea of Ancient a year before. The ruins were so vast he could not walk their length in a day. What he had thought were hills, dotting both side of the lazy curving river, were not made of rock and earth. They were folded buildings, ruins, covered over with soil from decades of winds, sprouted with grass and brush.

      Trevian had prospected two veins of Ancient before he had come to this one and gathered a good stake. Each time, some dissatisfaction had pushed him on farther to the north what some poets called the home of the rising sun until he had landed here.

      In his past was a comfortable bed blanketed in silk and local wool, a valet, fine dinners with the other boss families of his home city, and the most stylish clothes in the finest fabrics. He had never once since childhood felt as at home there as he did here now. He slept in a lean-to made of two sheets of loomin and cooked over the black rock fire, digging through the veins of Ancient in search of loomin, gold, or copper. Each sennight he hiked along the river with his pack or his two-wheeled cart to the town of Lily Bend at the edge of the basin, where he cashed in his stake. He bought supplies, picked up the occasional letter from his sister, mailed one to her, and visited the bath-house. If his takings had been good, he bought himself a book.

      There was risk. Elementals could attack, and mestengos, armed and seeking treasure, often lurked at the boundaries of the seams of Ancient, ready to rob or kill. But even with the danger, he felt satisfied and nearly at peace.

      He supposed he was putting off reading the letter that Aideen had enclosed along with hers in the envelope. After all, he had read hers twice in the two days since he had picked it up. And the second note was not his first contact from Uncle Oshane. He didn’t really know why he was hesitating.

      At this point, were he at home, his father would say, “Be a man, Trevian, stop acting like a boy.”

      He shifted his weight and slipped the papers out of his pocket. Dropping the sealed note by his side, he carefully refolded his sister’s letter and slid it back into his pocket. He weighed the sealed square of paper on his palm, feeling his heart pound a little faster.

      This came by messenger, Aideen had written. I don’t know where our uncle is, as usual. No letter for me, of course, but you were always his favorite.

      His name was printed neatly in the center of the square.

      He slipped his finger under the seal and lifted. The paper crackled as he unfolded it.

      Trevian—

      I have made a discovery that promises greatness for us and for the entire Crescent. You are a copper-hunter, and the true legacy of the Langtrees lives in you. Oswald’s fear of our heritage has crippled him—I am glad it’s not crippled you.

      I will share these wonders with you when you meet at the place where you made your decision to be yourself, not just a mute puppet for your father.

      —Oshane.

      How like Uncle Oshane to write as if the outcome were assured.

      The place where you made the decision to be yourself… Trevian looked around. No, his uncle didn’t mean here. But how did Uncle know what had taken place at Merrylake Landing?

      He cringed a bit inside at the knowledge that his decision two years ago had surely been a nine-day scandal at home. No doubt everyone knew. He would be a fool to think otherwise.

      He hadn’t seen Uncle Oshane in person since he’d been a boy. He conjured up a face from that memory: greenish eyes, thick black hair, a mischievous grin. There’d been a winter festival. Uncle Oshane had been there, a laughing sharp-eyed man with a flautine, who piped on it and rang out the notes; who sang; who told bawdy tales of Cheviot the Ram; who danced with all the kitchen girls and galloped through the halls like a horse with Aideen, whooping with laughter, on his back. And there had been low, angry voices from his father’s study, and his uncle was gone, although letters and gifts, strange bits of Ancient for both him and Aideen, had arrived through strange and twisty channels. One gift was the protective amulet he still wore on his hatband. He didn’t think his father ever knew about the letters or the gifts. Oswald hated all prospectors.

      Of course, he saved his most corrosive venom for true copper-hunters, those with an affinity for the metal—the affinity that Trevian had.

      What had Oshane discovered? What could promise further greatness for the Crescent? The Crescent was stable and wealthy, at least that he knew. If Oshane had discovered something, it had to be about metals and about charms.

      On the low hill due north of him, part of his claim, a sharp blue-white flash of light escaped one of the many slanted tunnels. Trevian’s hand dropped to the hilt of the knife on his hip. He waited for the rumble of a collapse, or a bigger explosion, which sometimes happened in the Ancient, but the night remained quiet.

      “Langtree! Did you see that?” Cosigan, the prospector to the east of him, yelled. “You all right?”

      “Fine,” he shouted back.

      “What was that?”

      “Don’t know.”

      A breeze flitted across the valley, carrying the scent of the river. It ruffled Trevian’s hair. At the edge of the basin, where natural hills sifted the rain down into the marshes that cinched the Ancient site, a few sprites sparkled gold and white.

      He stood up and put the letter in his pocket. Once again, he wished he had a sprite-lantern. He picked up his lamp, opened it, and used the fire tongs to pluck up three coals, which he dropped into the cylinder. The light was dimmer than what the sprites radiated, but it would serve. He put on his hat. After a few seconds’ thought, he picked up the iron spar he sometimes carried and tied the leather loop handle onto his belt. It paid to be cautious.

      As he reached the border of his camp, he touched the copper band that rimmed the hat, awakening the protective charm around his camp. He started toward the hill. It was dark, and even with the lantern, the way could have been treacherous, but Trevian knew this terrain. He didn’t feel the sense of well-being that heralded copper to him because he had cleaned out most of it, along with the gold, from this quadrant of his claim months ago. But the rutted earth with its vaguely geometric demarcations was familiar to him, and soon he was climbing the side of the hill, near the mouth of the tunnel, with ease.

      He’d seen flashes of light before—they all had. Usually, a flash preceded a collapse. Sometimes they brought deadly explosions, scraps of metal hurtling out like bees, tearing through flesh. The wisdom of the prospectors was that the flashes and the collapses were, like the earth tremors that plagued the entire Crescent, caused by elementals deep in the earth, either mating or fighting for territory. Trevian’s father had made his fortune from elementals, and Trevian knew they weren’t the source of the flashes. And the origin of this particular pulse of light, he suspected, came from a different source entirely, a source his maternal grandmother in the flatlands had spoken of, story-told as a fireside tale. It was a different kind of energy than those the elementals emitted.

      He climbed into the tunnel and paused, letting his senses settle. Beyond the greenish circle of light thrown by the lantern, the black was uniform at first. His eyes adjusted and he could see the curve of the tunnel’s ceiling in the dark. Holding the lamp overhead, he advanced deeper into the shaft.

      The space had a rank smell, and once, something crackled and crunched underfoot. Predators had laired here before, he knew. He smelled no black rock, no burned wood, and none of the acrid scent they sometimes smelled after an explosion. He took four steps forward.

      Warmth trickled up his arms and into his face, making him want to smile. There was copper somewhere ahead of him, and it was approaching him. Now he saw a flicker of strange bluish-white light.

      He stood, quiet, lamp raised, and waited.

      Shivering light painted the sides of the tunnel and rapid footfalls grew louder. Raspy breathing filled the shadowy space.

      “Who comes here?” he called.

      The breathing checked. A voice called back, rising at the end. He couldn’t make out the words. He walked forward, hand on his knife hilt.

      A shadow shaped itself on the wall, a human shape, and then the blue-white blossomed in the tunnel. Beyond it he could barely see a figure, a pouch slung on one hip, one hand outstretched. He tensed, expecting a weapon, but it held the source of the light.

      “Here,” he said, speaking in a normal volume. “Toward the light.”

      Eyes gleamed at him, and the figure stepped closer. In the greenish light from Trevian’s lamp and the other strange light, it stood, shoulders hunched slightly. Now Trevian scented a familiar odor: wood-smoke and a bitter unpleasant smell he’d often noted near fires in the seams of Ancient. The figure lifted its head and started to speak, but a cough racked its torso. It bent forward, coughing until it nearly convulsed. It flailed behind itself with the hand holding the light, speaking words that tantalized him, familiar but eluding him, until Trevian recognized one, one his grandmother had used.

      Frontera.
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      Erin managed to control the coughing. The man still stood there, holding up an old-fashioned lantern that emitted a weird greenish glow. He looked human. “Do you understand me?” she said. “I came through a frontera. Frontera?”

      He spoke, and she could almost make out the words. She didn’t know what to do. In all her grandparents’ stories, in all the training, no one had told her what would happen once she crossed the frontera. No one had said she might enter a world where she couldn’t understand the language. And, of course, she hadn’t asked, because she’d never dreamed it would really happen. If it did happen, she had never once thought it would be her.

      “Frontera?” he said. He took his hand off the knife and gestured behind her, with a word that sounded like there?

      She nodded and straightened back up. Red spots blossomed in her vision, and she nearly fell. He caught her arm and held her upright. She wanted to pull free, but right now she needed the support.

      “Frontera,” she repeated, nodding.

      He let go and stepped away, beckoning. He spoke slowly and gestured behind him. One word she thought she understood. “Camp?”

      He nodded once and stepped back, gesturing again for her to follow.

      She didn’t know if she could trust him, but she didn’t know what else to do. The hunter hounds and Vianovelle could not come through the frontera. She was safe from them, at least.

      She looked over her shoulder. There was no sign of the golden wall of light and no sign of her world. Her hands and scalp stung where the fire had found her.

      Once she had realized she was through the frontera and still alive, she had knelt down in the dark, bumping her knee on some hard object, and pulled open the messenger bag. She reached in, grasping desperately, fingers sliding over the two plastic water bottles and the smooth stainless steel one, the slick wrapping of an energy bar, the lid of the first aid kit, and finally, the bound sheets of metal. Underneath the sheets, she found the aluminum stake her grandmother had insisted be included. Her passport, her cell phone, an emergency blanket, a folding knife, a lighter, a first aid kit, all things that presumed an escape within her own world and not to a different one. After a minute, she started to walk toward a greenish glow, and she swiped on the flashlight on her phone.
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        * * *

      

      There was copper in her bag. He could sense it. She opened it now and drew out a narrow glass bottle. She unscrewed the top and took several large swallows. To his shock, the glass crinkled and folded inward as she sucked on the spout. She drained it, and the cylinder sprang back to its original shape. He waited, but it did not refill as he had expected it to. She dropped it back into her bag and touched her upper chest. “Eyrin,” she said. “Eyrin,” and followed that with a word that was very close to “Dosmanos.” That was a name he knew.

      “Eyrin,” he said.

      She squinted, then nodded.

      He copied her gesture. “Trevian,” he said.

      She pronounced it strangely, but it was understandable.

      “Trevian Langtree,” he said.

      She had less trouble with his family name. After she repeated it, she said her name again, and it was clear the second name was Dosmanos. It was so strange that it felt like a sign, for those who believed in such. There had been a Dosmanos family in Merrylake Landing once, some cousins to him, but he’d never met them.

      She stepped up alongside him, and he led the way out of the tunnel. The savage blue light in her hand was stronger than his lantern, but she walked gingerly, following his lead out of the tunnel.

      She gasped and paused on the slope of the hill, looking up at the sky. Her head swiveled as she stared. She lowered her gaze to the Ancient city and waved a hand, saying something. He shook his head.

      She said it again, making a circle with her hand.

      “A city of Ancient,” he said. He repeated it, slowly.

      She used a word he didn’t understand. Was it rune? She spoke again, and he thought he caught her meaning.

      “Deserted,” he said. “Destroyed.” He touched his chest. “We prospect.”

      She used a word that sounded like “cavenge.” He didn’t understand, so he just turned and started down the grass-covered hill. She followed, slipping once, but keeping her feet as they descended. The remains of his fire lit his camp. She strode forward, and he barely caught her arm in time, stopping her until he put his protective charm to rest. He gestured to one side of the fire, and she sat.
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        * * *

      

      The man, Trevian, gave her a battered metal cup of a warm liquid he called “tea.” It tasted like cut grass to Erin, but it helped clear her throat of the smoke, so she sipped gratefully.

      This was a primitive world. She wondered how people survived camped out in these weird ruins. Trevian scavenged here, he said. He’d said “prospect.” Trying to be unobtrusive, she looked around at his camp. The centerpiece was a rickety shelter made of two grayish sheets of metal that looked like aluminum. He wore a length of iron rebar, about an inch and a half thick, tied to his belt. She guessed it was a weapon. She glanced without meaning to at the hill they’d climbed out of, the tunnel she had come through.

      She cleared her throat. “Safe. Do you understand ‘safe’? Is it safe here?”

      He touched his broad-brimmed brown hat, where metal glinted, random scraps of old copper. He pointed in one direction, then the other, and then behind him. “Safe,” he said.

      Was he telling her his hat was protecting them? “Do you have hunter hounds here? Hunter hounds?”

      He stared at her without answering or moving his head. He didn’t understand the term, and she didn’t know how to explain it. He asked a question. When she stared, unable to turn the words to meaning, he asked again, pointing at the hill behind her. He made a running sign with the two fingers of his left hand.

      “Chasing me? Yes. Hunter hounds,” and she copied his running fingers. “Other side of the frontera.”

      “Hunter howound? What?” he said.

      Erin thought. She didn’t know this world’s folklore, if they had predatory animals, or their stories of monsters. “Beasts,” she said. “Monsters.”

      He asked a question, and she heard the word “elemental.”

      “Elementals,” she said, drawing out each syllable. “Yes. Elementals.”

      He stood up. Erin flinched back before she realized it. He went into the lean-to and squatted down, reaching for something inside. He pulled out something and brought it over to her.

      She reached out slowly. It was a sheaf of cream-colored paper, flecked with scraps of wood, heavier than the newsprint pads she’d seen in art stores. He handed her a stick with a blunt tip. When she stared, he made a circular motion over the paper. He wanted her to draw.

      As best she could, she sketched out a hunter hound. She showed it to him. He raised an eyebrow. Next to it, she drew a cloud, like smoke, and then the head and forelegs of the creature. When he frowned, confused, she pointed to his fire pit, then tapped the paper.

      He knelt next to her. She pointed to the fire again. “They come with fire,” she said.

      “Fire elementals? No,” he said.

      She stared. “Yes.”

      He shook his head, which apparently meant “no” in this world too, and reached into his trousers pocket. He had an odd belt, braided or woven of colored cords in white, red, green, blue, yellow, and black. They looked familiar, but her attention was drawn to the silvery metal disk he held out her. It was bigger than a quarter, and there was a shape on the back, like three Ss rising from a common root. He tapped it. “Fire elemental,” he said.

      She reached out for the disk. It was lighter than she expected. She turned it over and looked at the other side. A large numeral 5 took up the center, and around the edge were letters she could read. Cinco. White Bluffs. 323. It was a coin.

      They not only knew about elementals, they put them on their money.

      “White Bluffs?”

      Trevian ignored the question, taking the coin and flipping it over. “Fire elemental.”

      She tapped her picture. “Fire elemental, too.”

      He shrugged and tucked away the coin. “You are protected here,” he said.

      “White Bluffs?” she said. If they did print money there, it might be a governmental center, and there would be someone who would know what to do with the book and the compass she carried. “White Bluffs is close?”

      His expression went deliberately blank, and he stood, turning away. He said something that she understood, a second later, as, Are you hungry?

      She stood up. She spoke slowly. “Not safe here. I need to find…a city. A place where people know about, about…” She hesitated over the next words. She didn’t want to say to this stranger that she was carrying magical artifacts. She was alone out here with him.

      “You are safe here,” he said.

      “Because you say so?”

      His eyes narrowed again. She bent down and picked up the drawing. “These. They kill. They killed my family.”

      He straightened up and put his hand on his heart. He spoke softly. May they have a good journey. She thought that was what he said. For a moment she felt off-balance and her throat swelled.

      He said, again, “You are protected here.”

      “How?”

      “This space is charmed,” he said. Even after she deciphered the words, which clearly came from English if they had a town named White Bluffs, wasn’t sure she understood what he was saying.

      “Charmed? Like…a spell? Like magic?”

      He watched her lips closely. When she finished, he hesitated. “…Yes,” he said. “Magic is an old word. From before the world turned. Before the elementals.”

      “You have many…elementals here?” This world had active elemental magic. There would be people here who understood the book she carried and how to use it.

      Her stomach dropped, and she got cold suddenly. What if Vianovelle could find a way to control the elementals here from her world?

      Trevian was talking, though, and she forced herself to listen. She was adjusting to the cadence of his speech, and more and more words were familiar.

      “We have many elementals, small and large. Most are no harm to us. Many are useful, like the sprites. Earth elementals are dangerous. They try to eat us.”

      She was sure she hadn’t understood that correctly.

      “Fire elementals, dangerous but useful,” he said.

      She nodded. “Fronteras? You understand fronteras?”

      “Doors to other worlds, linked to us, some like ours, some not.”

      She pointed to herself. “I’m from one of those worlds.”

      He showed no surprise. “I thought you were an out-of-worlder. Your dress, your speech, are strange, and that tunnel ends with no openings or turns. I’ve prospected it.”

      “Elementals chased me here,” she said. “They are driven by someone who wants to rule the linked worlds.”

      “Fire elementals can be captured or contained, Erin. They cannot be ruled. They are not like caballos or sheepdogs.”

      Erin clenched her teeth at his tone. “That’s not true. They can.” She had not endured all this just to be subjected to mansplaining. She had wasted years of her life studying elementals and “charms,” and it was an effort to keep from reaching into her bag, opening up the book, and showing him the facts.

      “Perhaps,” he said. She knew he was saying it to end the discussion, not because he believed her. “But you are safe here now. We will talk more in the light. Are you hungry?”

      “No.” She cast a look up at the strange sky above, dark with its rippling bands of luminous pale green and blue, like pictures she’d seen of the aurora borealis…only stretching from horizon to horizon. She hadn’t thought she was tired, but fatigue dragged her down as she stood staring. She hoped she was safe with him, with this rangy guy who was only a few years older than her. He was Chip’s age, maybe, if Chip had lived, so maybe twenty-four? Maybe she’d rest for a few hours, and then head out on her own. If only she had some idea where to go. “I’d like to sleep.”

      “You may have the shelter.”

      “No, thanks. I’m fine out here.” She sat back down, which put her at eye level with his belt. Before he turned away, she recognized the material. They looked like strands of insulated wire.
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        * * *

      

      Erin refused the shelter, but she did accept one of his blankets. He thought there would be no sign of her come morning, that she would vanish like a character in a fireside tale.

      My fireside tale, he thought. I meet a woman from another world, and the first thing she says is, “How far to White Bluffs?” as if my family sent her.

      As if he would never escape his lineage, his name.

      A few, only a few, could cross the fronteras. That was what the tales all said, anyway. He remembered drowsy nights at his grandmother’s sheep station, in the flatlands, the fire glowing, his grandmother’s light, high-pitched voice, tale-telling about the labyrinth, the worlds linked together like smooth stones on a string, and those rare travelers who leaped from world to world. There were other stories too, of course, ribald tales of the trickster Cheviot the Ram, who was said to be part air elemental, but the tales of those who danced across the fronteras held his interest the most. If Erin was one such, she was not well-prepared for such journeys.

      It was at his grandmother’s that he had found copper for the first time. His father had sent him for a year to his mother’s people. He had gone out under a greenish moon one night tracking a lost lamb, which he never found. As he trod the dark flats, a sense of peace, of happiness, flowed up from the soles of his feet through his body. In a decline covered by tough scrub he found a cache. Bright-colored cords dropped into his hands in a dense clump, twined, knotted, tangled, some spiraling in tight coils. Beneath the nest of cords, he found steel and loomin. He brought pack-loads back to his grandmother’s village. For his sister Aideen and her maids, he brought home several Ancient trinkets. For his father, he brought nothing.

      The colored cords made his belt now. A reminder.

      His father’s voice, cold and cutting, filled the shelter. “The Langtrees need no copper-hunters. We need a leader, Trevian, not some moonlight lamb scratching through the trash of the old world.”

      He twisted, and the dream changed. He drifted in a copper boat on a still surface of a lake, barren peaks rising on three sides around him. Floods of golden sprites ebbed and surged atop the water, the way they had when he was a child. As they grew closer, he heard them whistling, calling, the tone dropping from a whistle to a shriek, then a call, his name. “Trevian! Trevian, wake up!”

      He woke, clutching his knife. Erin stood in the opening to the shelter, and behind her the sky glowed with flame.

      “They’re here! They came through!”

      He sat up. She stepped out of his way as he came out of the shelter. Twin tongues of flames danced at the edge of his boundary. They darted forward, striking, recoiling. The air hissed and rang. Erin clutched the strap of her pouch with both hands.

      “We’re safe,” he told her. “The charm is holding.” In the painful light he could see that her eyes were wide.

      Twining around each other, the elementals withdrew. He watched them fade from harsh white to yellow, to a dull orange, finally to smoke. “There, you see?” he said. They looked young to be away from the emberbed, and he’d never seen jovenes attack that way before. “They’re gone.”

      “They’re not,” she said. Her voice shook.

      He blinked, waiting for his vision to adjust to the dark. Beyond the boundary, the Ancient city filled with rustling, pinging, chiming such as he’d never heard before.

      “How did they come through?” she said.

      “They’re just—jovenes. Young ones,” he said. “They—” Metal rang out in the dark, striking metal. Smoke roiled, condensing. From out of it, a clawed foot appeared, banded in scrap metal. Scraps of Ancient flew through the dark, melding with the smoke. A long blunt head with rows of coppery, gleaming teeth parted the smoke, and a beast the size of a large sheepdog crouched and flung itself, snarling, at the boundary of the camp. Trevian staggered, pain stabbing through his bones as it hit the boundary. Erin caught his arm. “Are you all right?”

      He nodded, but a second beast, coiled metal and smoke, sprang, and he felt the hit down to his marrow.

      “It won’t hold,” she said, and for a moment he didn’t know what she meant.

      “It will,” he said, although, in truth, he didn’t know. The charm had never faced an assault like this.

      The creatures wove back and forth in front of the boundary, the air crackling around them. From the east, a shrill whistle split the air.

      As one, their heads lifted, and they turned south. The one on the right bounded away.

      “Where’s it going?” said Erin.

      In the darkness, the whistling ended, chopped off. A man screamed.

      “No,” Trevian said. He ran for the edge of the camp.

      “Don’t leave me here!” Erin started toward him.

      He put the charm to sleep. He glanced back. The remaining creature loped toward them. Trevian seized Erin’s arm and pulled her along with him. “Cosigan!” he shouted. A cry of pain was the response. “Hold on!”

      The creature chasing them lunged, then veered away, its head moving from side to side. Greenish light glinted on its metal teeth. It made a sound like metal tearing and backed away from him. It started forward again, but Trevian didn’t bother to look as he ran. His charm was protecting him, perhaps both of them. They ran, the beast at their heels.

      The glow around Cosigan’s camp did not come from his camp fire. It came from the second beast, who stood over the supine prospector, its head buried in his chest, sheathed in orange flame. Cosigan wasn’t a copper-hunter. His protective charm had been good enough to stop people, kiotes, and young earth elementals. It was a strong charm, but not strong enough. The creature had broken through.

      Behind him came the crackling of burning wood.

      Erin dropped his hand and turned.

      “No!” he shouted. She had pulled something out of her pouch, a T-square shape of whitish metal. She was beyond the protection of his amulet now. As the second beast bounded forward, she crouched, holding the T-square with the point up. Trevian floundered to a stop. Turn back, or go to Cosigan? The beast leaped, and Erin drove the spike up toward its chest.

      The beast made a sound that rang through the night, drowning out the distant shouts behind it. Erin flew through the air, landing with a thud a few paces from Trevian. Fire spurted from the slash in the creature’s hide. Trevian scooped up a handful of powdery earth. He ran closer. The wounded thing snarled at him but did not approach. The voices behind them grew louder.

      He threw the earth into the wound. Black smoke boiled out, and the beast’s howl made the air around his ears shiver. He grabbed a double handful of earth and threw it. Erin was on her knees now, scooping up a handful of earth, too.

      “Behind you!” she shouted. He glanced over his shoulder. The other beast was advancing. At her yell, it turned its head toward her and charged. Trevian stepped back to put himself between the charging thing and Erin. His protection charm was holding, but if he stopped fighting the wounded one, it would turn on the prospectors who were coming up behind it. If he continued, he’d leave Erin defenseless against the one that had attacked Cosigan.

      A crossbow quarrel buried itself in the wounded creature’s flank. Trevian’s ears rang from the sound it made.

      He jumped back and caught Erin’s arm. She gasped in pain. He thrust her behind him and turned to face the second beast. Its orange lips curled away from metal teeth, and its eyes glowed a shade of blue he’d never seen.

      Another loomin-tipped quarrel hissed out of the dark.

      The creature danced aside and turned its head toward its wounded fellow. It ran to the wounded one’s side, and as the crowd of armed prospectors advanced, the creatures swirled around each other. Scraps of Ancient shot out in a circle, and the beasts vanished.

      Their voices filled the night.

      “What was that?”

      “Trevian, what were those?”

      “Were those Ancient machines?”

      He murmured to Erin, “Can you walk?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Best not speak,” he said. He took her arm again, and she pulled away with a hiss. Louder, he said, “I’ve never seen such. They attacked Lars.”

      He led the way over to where Cosigan lay. The others followed, clutching crossbows, knives, iron rods, and loomin-clad clubs. Prospectors would go to drastic lengths to best one another, to trick one another, to steal one another’s claims, but they would all come when a whistle signaled an attack.

      Cosigan was dead. His chest was torn open, the ribs cracked and blackened. His heart was gone.
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      The prospectors crowded around. Dorotea pushed through and knelt at Cosigan’s side. She glared up at Trevian. “An earth elemental did this,” she said, “But those things looked like kiotes.”

      “Bigger,” he said. “The shape of a large dog, made of fire.”

      She stood and gestured down. “Fire doesn’t do this,” she said. “Look at those bones, they’re cracked in half.”

      “Look at the charring,” he said.

      She stared down for a moment without speaking. “Good journey and deep rest,” she murmured, and drew off a thin chain from around her neck. “Lars prayed to the Mother,” she said, kneeling again. “That thing, did you drive it off?”

      “We wounded one of them,” Trevian said, speaking clearly. “Maybe both.” The crowd reacted.

      “Both?”

      “How many?”

      “What brought this?”

      “There were two,” Trevian said.

      Dorotea wrapped the chain around the prospector’s wrist. Without looking up, she said, “And who’s that with you?”

      “My cousin, Erin Dosmanos.”

      A man from the crowd spoke. “We’ve never seen her before.”

      “She came today.”

      Dorotea stood up and approached them. She studied Erin, who stared back calmly. “You’re strangely dressed, Orita Dosmanos.”

      “She’s a flatlander, from the sheep station where my grandmother lived,” he said. “She’s turvy, doesn’t speak.”

      The man who’d spoken crowded up to the front, and Trevian saw without surprise that it was Felipe. “She arrived today, and those things appear tonight?”

      “Rest it, Felipe,” Dorotea said. “We saw her face that thing with nothing but a loomin stake. Although I’d swear I heard her call out to you, Trevian.”

      “I said she doesn’t speak. Not that she can’t.”

      “It doesn’t mean she didn’t draw them here in some way,” Felipe said.

      “I want to pay Lars his honor,” Dorotea said, “and I want to be sure those things are gone.”

      “They could not break through my charm,” Trevian said. “Dorotea, you’re a copper-hunter. Your charms are stronger. Let people share your camp tonight. My cousin and I, we’ll keep to ourselves. If those things are after her, that should draw them away from you. And we know loomin and earth wounds them.”

      “I don’t see how that can be,” Dorotea said, but she turned and pointed into the crowd, first to one man, then another. “Let’s bring Lars back to my camp,” she said. “We’ll discuss things further at dawn.”

      Trevian helped carry Cosigan back to Dorotea’s camp. Erin stayed at his shoulder and didn’t speak. She paused to stare at Dorotea’s sprite lamps, and in the golden light he saw the cloth was seared away from her right sleeve and fluid seeped from red welts. He helped lay out Cosigan and stood for a few moments at the prospector’s feet, wishing him a good journey and a deep rest. “Come,” he said to Erin, and led her back to his claim.

      “What’s ‘turvy’ mean?”

      “Not right in the wits. Turned around.”

      “What’s an orita?”

      “An unmarried woman.”

      She nodded. “That guy who was talking about me, he doesn’t like you.”

      “He doesn’t. He envies me, and I…we have little in common.”

      “You have magic.”

      “Of course. No one’d be here without at least one charm.”

      “So did your friend, but their charm didn’t work.”

      He felt the guilt of Cosigan’s death like a blow. “Mine is stronger. I’m a copper-hunter.”

      “It’s my fault,” she said. “Those things came through after me, except I don’t know how they came through.”

      “Some powerful magic. They aren’t from here,” he said. “They must be from your world. Sit down, and I’ll tend to that burn.”

      “They’re not from my world,” she said, “and never mind, I’ve got a…” and she said three words that confused him. He didn’t know what a first egg kit was. She set down the loomin stake and opened the bag. The pleasant sense of copper washed over him. She took out a shiny white box and opened it. The contents seemed strange until she squeezed a clear unguent onto the burns. It was a healer’s pouch she carried, nothing to do with eggs. She unwrapped a flimsy bandage. He helped her apply it.

      “You have copper in that bag,” he said.

      She scooped up the loomin stake and held it ready.

      “I tell you that only to show what being a copper-hunter is,” he said. “I can sense it. Dorotea, she says she can smell it. We find copper and gold more easily than others, and charms work more powerfully for us. Many copper-hunters don’t prospect at all, they make a living by powering charms for others. Lars, Felipe, they use their wits and their muscles alone to find copper. It is no virtue of mine that makes the protecting charm stronger, just something I was born with.”

      “What’s the name of this place?” she said.

      “This place? It’s a vast city of Ancient. I don’t know its name. It lies within the Crescent.”

      “The Crescent,” she said. She tipped back her head to look at the sky. “How far north are we?”

      “North? Not so far.”

      “Hmm.” She reached into a gap in the seam of her jacket and pulled out a thin rectangle. Its black sides were scratched and scuffed. He recognized it. He had seen hundreds, maybe more, of them. Whatever purpose they had served, they had been as common as shoes to the Ancient.

      “I fell on this,” she said. “You call it the Ancient, but it doesn’t seem so old to me.” She set it on her knee and drew something out of the bag that boasted copper. It was an identical black rectangle, only hers was shiny and smooth. “This one’s mine,” she said.

      He nodded. “What does it do?”

      “Not much, now,” she said. She turned it over, and he shaded his eyes from the barrage of color and light. “We communicate with them, but it won’t work here. It needs…radio waves and towers that transmit the waves. We stored information on them. We…listened to music, we gathered information, we captured images. They showed us where we were and how to get where we needed to be.”

      He laughed. She looked serious, but he couldn’t help it.

      “Far greater charms, magic, than any of our own,” he said. “Show me.”

      “I can’t. It needs a, a network. A community of towers and other phones. And those are on the other side of the frontera.”

      “Of course,” he said.

      “I can show you a picture,” she said. She touched something with her thumb, then swiped it across the face of the rectangle. “Here,” she said. “Here’s me with my family last Fourth of July.”

      She turned it so the bright-colored side faced him. The four people were shrouded in blue, white, and red. Erin sat next to an older woman with the same wavy black hair and eyes as Erin. Behind them stood two dark-haired men. The younger was nearly bald, but his eyes and the shape of his chin showed his relationship to Erin. Their mouths were open as if they were laughing. He had never seen a portrait composed is such a way or painted so finely.

      “Are they on the other side of the frontera?”

      “They’re dead,” she said. “All dead now, except me.”

      “Good journey to them, and deep rest,” he said.

      “Do you have mirrors here?”

      “I don’t need one.”

      “I mean, do you know what you look like?”

      That was a baffling question. He was quite aware of his cow eyes, his lank hair. “Of course,” he said.

      She held up the device in front of his face. A circle of white light swelled, and he blinked. Then she turned it. The greenish blob in his vision faded, and he looked. That was certainly his hat, but he hadn’t realized his nose was such a mountain peak. “Did you just create that?”

      “Yes,” she said. She fiddled with it some more. “Once the charge runs out, it’ll be as useless as the ones you have lying around here.”

      His ear was starting to adapt to her strange accent, even if some words made little sense. He could understand her, at least most of the time, if not all.

      “Erin…” He hesitated. “Do you believe that you have traveled from the past?” Surely she knew that frontera only led from one world to another. “From the Ancient?”

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. The fronteras link worlds, not the future or the past. You seem more…primitive than me, but our languages are similar.” She waved a hand. “This looks a lot like what I just left.”

      Primitive? She was arrogant for someone who couldn’t correctly identify an elemental or grasp what a charm was. Before he could speak, she said, “Trevian, I need to move on. Your friends don’t want me here, and I need guidance, help. I need a city or a town. I need someone who understands elementals and the fronteras.”

      “Why? What is so urgent?”

      “If the hounds come back, your friends won’t be safe. I won’t be safe, and more importantly, what I carry won’t be safe either. Your world will be at risk, and so will mine.”

      “What do you carry?” he said.
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      The burn on her arm had settled down to a steady throbbing. It hadn’t seemed possible that once she crossed the frontera things would get even worse, but she was starting to wonder. The hunter-hounds had followed her here, something that should not have been possible, either.

      Trevian’s rival had already made a connection between her and the hounds. They’d already killed an innocent person here. She didn’t understand how they had come through, or why people here had recognized them so quickly, when Trevian kept saying they weren’t elementals.

      In spite of everything she had learned about fronteras, this seemed to be Earth—her Earth—her future. It was a future in which cities were dead and technology was…well, she didn’t know how the technology was. Maybe the cities had radio, electricity, and cars. They seemed to have the crossbow down pretty well, but not a single prospector had pulled out a gun. If this was Earth, she wasn’t even sure what continent she was on. And that aurora borealis sky argued that this wasn’t Earth at all.

      She didn’t know if she could trust Trevian. He had tried to protect her. For a moment, it even seemed like he had chosen to protect her over his friend. He had risked himself both for his friend and for her—but he was a prospector. Didn’t that mean he made a living finding things of value? If she showed him the book of aluminum leaves, would he try to take it?

      She fished in the bag for the second bottle of water, just to give herself time to think. Seeing his expression, she held the bottle out to him. “Water?”

      He reached for it slowly, sniffed it, and took a swallow. “Strange,” he said, “but good. What is this?” He tapped the bottle.

      “Plastic. Like the first aid kit. I have this too, though.” She lifted out the steel water container. He ran a finger down it.

      “Steel,” he said.

      She nodded. “Do you make steel?”

      “Make…? No. We shape what we find. Is that what those creatures are pursuing?”

      She studied his face. “Do you think so?”

      “No. There is still copper in there. And loomin. Loomin can hold elementals, everyone knows that.”

      “Hmm.” She pressed the bag closer to her side. “Does everyone here know about the fronteras?”

      “Fronteras, and the Families, are a fireside tale.”

      She felt her chest open up. “The Families? You know about them?”

      “My mother’s mother told me of them, the year I lived in the flatlands.”

      “Tell me,” she said.

      He shrugged and resettled his hat on his head. “There are many worlds,” he said, “Strung together like beads, and in some places they touch, and a frontera opens between them. Long ago, in the days of the Ancient, before the world turned and the elementals found their freedom, there were the four Families, and they skipped between the worlds like dancers.”

      “You think they came from here?”

      He dipped his head. “The people of the Ancient fed upon the elementals. Then the world turned. The ways between the worlds were lost to all but a few. The Families had tools made to mark the way and unlock the fronteras, and some that controlled the elementals. Some say the tools were made long before the elementals found their freedom, but that’s not how my grandmother told it.”

      “Are there Families here, Trevian? Any left?”

      “In the stories, there is always a lone survivor.”

      “Where would that survivor be?”

      He spoke gently and slowly. “It is a story, Erin. A fireside tale.”

      “You know it’s not,” she said.

      He didn’t answer.

      “In my world there are four Families,” she said. “We guard four tools, magical objects. Or we did. Two families are dead now. Three years ago, more or less, a man came to our world. He said his name was Vianovelle, and he was from an elemental world.” She paused, waiting to see if he understood her words. When she was sure he did, she went on. “He wanted to meet with the Wings, and when they refused, they were murdered in their home. Only one escaped, and we think she went through her frontera. Then he killed the Carews and took their artifact. The Augustos, they live in Florida, they’ve disappeared and so has their artifact. And my family was murdered tonight, or last night, I guess. In a firestorm, with winds like we’ve never seen. And those…things came. Everyone’s dead now but me.”

      “So that’s what you hold,” he said, “one of the Ancient tools.”

      “I guess so.”

      He stood up and began to walk back and forth, not looking at her. “In some of the tales of the Families, there is one named Dosmanos.”

      Erin blinked, trying to process what she had heard. “Are you joking? Mocking me?”

      “No mockery. There is a Dosmanos family name in the Crescent. In fact, there are Dosmanos in my family line.” He fell silent for a moment. “You must live close to each other, the Four Families?”

      She snorted. “Hardly. The Wings live, lived, in Taiwan. The Augustos were in Florida. That’s clear across the continent from me, and the Carews were in Canada. We moved, after the Carews disappeared, to be closer to a known frontera.”

      “You said you spoke. Was that a figure of speech, then? Do you mean you wrote letters?”

      “No. We talked four times a year, and Remedios Augusto and my grandmother were friends. They Skyped once a week. They shared recipes and talked about Downton Abbey.” Remedios Augusto always quoted Lady Violet, and both women would laugh. The memory didn’t bring tears, just a deep emptiness.

      “Scraped?”

      “No, Skyped… The machine I took your picture with? It lets us see and talk to people over long distances. Remedios even sent my grandmother a picture of Vianovelle that Wing Mei sent her. Not that it helped.”

      “Miracle tales,” he murmured.

      “Just technology. You said there are Dosmanoses here. Are they magical? Could they help us? And where do they live?”

      “I don’t know. The last of the Dosmanos clan that I knew of lived in Merrylake Landing. She invented the machinery that lets us have sprite carts. Merrylake Landing is mostly in ruins now, I hear. I don’t know where she would have gone.”

      “What destroyed it? Elementals?”

      He laughed. It wasn’t a joyous sound. “Oh, no. We did. White Bluffs did. Anyway, I was planning to go there, before you arrived, for other reasons.”

      “I’m going with you,” she said.
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      Erin wanted to leave at once. He tried to persuade her to wait until it was closer to dawn. Since it seemed the hunter hounds were of fire, the river might be the safest way to travel, and they could rent a boat in Lily Bend. As comfortable as he was within his own claim, the Ancient site was not safe to walk in darkness, and he feared the creatures, the hounds, would be back.

      She feared that too, which was why she wanted to start now.

      They ended up waiting until an hour before dawn. He packed up what he could, and she helped him. He gave her one of his jackets and one of his knives. The length of iron swung against his hip.

      Her shoes were strange, but their thick rippled soles looked like they would provide enough protection.

      In the faint light, they walked between two of the folded hills. She followed him closely. The morning breeze came up, hissing faintly, crackling like a distant fire. Erin wheeled about. He turned too, hand on his knife hilt.

      On the folded hill near her frontera, one of the creatures paced, its head snapping from side to side. Erin stepped back, walking into him. “It’s not charging.” She stared around, right and left. “Where’s the other one?”

      The creature shook its head and paced like an ungentled caballo on a halter. It didn’t leave its place on the hill.

      He pushed Erin behind him. She had drawn the loomin stake. “Walk. Don’t run, but don’t tarry either. And keep your eyes wide for the other one. It’s less than a mile to the river.” He thought a moment. “A mile is a unit—”

      “I know what a mile is.”

      The creature did not follow, and they did not see the second one.

      When they reached the roughly paved path that paralleled the river on the way to Lily Bend, she paused, staring out at the broken tower that spouted out of the water. Its upper half was still studded with spines of iron, bright orange with streaks of sky-green, and enterprising prospectors had risked their lives to lash their boats to the base and cut free the iron pieces that were closer to the water.

      “Is that what you’re carrying as a weapon?”

      He nodded.

      “Rebar,” she said. “That’s what those rods are called. Was that part of a bridge?”

      “We think so.”

      She was silent until the sun showed itself over the edges of the mountains. Clusters of sprites flitted over the water.

      “What are those insects?” she said.

      “Sprites.”

      “Are they related to dragonflies?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Dragonflies,” she said. “Bugs?”

      “Sprites are not insects, like flies or bees,” he said. “They are elementals. Don’t you have them?”

      “We don’t have elementals.”

      “Those two creatures,” he said.

      “Didn’t come from my world.”

      Her world must be from a time before the world turned. “What is the object you carry?” he said.

      “When we’re away from here, I’ll show you.”
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      Her heart raced. If the hunter hound wasn’t following, it was probably acting as a distraction. Did the creatures think? She didn’t know. The thing’s behavior had been strange though, the pacing, the shaking head, like a stubborn dog. One had been injured; maybe both of them were. Maybe it needed to rest. She tried to slow her pace.

      She didn’t want to believe that this was somehow her Earth, but it was hard to argue with sidewalks, rebar, and cell phones. It was hard to argue with elementals and sprites too, though, and her world had never had those things. And charms that used copper? She had never heard of that beyond the artifacts.

      The stake felt slick in her hand. “The four artifacts, the tools.” She scanned the horizon. “One is a collar of gold and opals. One is a lantern. One is a compass, and one is a book.”

      Trevian said, “I’ve heard of those. Two of them at least. The collar allows the wearer to control the elementals, some say even air and fire itself. The lantern is a dire thing, and I don’t understand what it does.”

      “It directs the, the energy of living beings. That’s what my grandmother told me.” She walked a few more paces. “And now you know that I don’t have it.”

      “I can’t imagine a lantern like a sprite lamp, that holds the spirits of people.”

      “A sprite lamp? Is that what your friend had at her camp last night? Like fireflies in a bottle?”

      “Dragonflies. Fireflies. Your world sounds dangerous.”

      Erin snorted at the thought of fireflies being dangerous. “Dragonflies are dangerous to other insects, but fireflies are tiny, I think.”

      “Sprites can illuminate for a full night, longer if you feed them,” he said. “And they provide motive power. They are drawn to water and copper. The Dosmanos family, one of the daughters, invented a way to distill their energy, even store it, so that they can move a boat or a cart.”

      “Like a battery?”

      “I do not know what that is.”

      “A battery stores energy.  The lantern isn’t one. It amplifies energy, helps it become stronger by gathering it and directing it one way.”

      “Like water through a pipe.”

      “Yes.”

      The way grew broader and smoother. She watched sunlight sheen the placid green water. Sprites began to dwindle until only a pinprick of light shone here and there. There was no sign of either of the hounds. Eventually Trevian came alongside her, putting her closer to the water. She studied him as they walked. The sun, hovering above the edge of the mountains, glanced off his cheekbone and high, narrow nose. He had straight brown hair, lighter than hers, clubbed at the neck, and that battered brown hat with its wide rim. She didn’t doubt his copper magic. The hounds had rebounded off that invisible barrier. However it functioned, it was a real thing.

      “There’s Lily Bend,” he said, raising an arm. “For sen and cinco we can rent a boat. Can you row?”

      Sen and cinco. That must be money. Cinco meant five. “Sen” didn’t sound like anything she recognized. “Sure,” she said, remembering six years at summer camp, four of them as a counselor. She could canoe, kayak, and row a boat, and swim, if she had to. She could build a shelter and a fire. Camp had seemed normal, but it had all been about survival skills.

      Lily Bend held a dozen buildings stretched along the broken road. A collection of piers reached out into the water. The largest building was built of golden-yellow stone, two floors high, with a slightly domed roof. Picked out in darker stone above the wide door were the words BANCO DE DULOC. Out past the string of buildings she could see houses and smaller shacks scattered across the plain. Several areas had curved rows of plants growing beyond the houses.

      Trevian led them into the bank. Erin waited while he talked to a woman behind the counter. She put a number of coins into a bag and handed it across to him. Trevian signed three pieces of paper and returned to her side. “Are you hungry?”

      To her surprise, she was. She worried about what the food here might do to her digestive system, but she needed to keep her strength up. They walked across the street to a long, low building. Inside, it was one open room with a hearth and a stovetop that ran the rest of the length of the wall. Trevian ordered two of something, and a few minutes later handed her a warm, savory-smelling bundle. She unwrapped the coarse paper around it; chunks of meat and what looked like onions, wrapped in a thick dough. Just like a burrito. She took a small bite. The meat was tender and sweet, probably pork.

      “Lick for you two?” the woman behind the counter asked. Before Erin could glance her question at Trevian, he answered with a headshake.

      “None for us,” he said. He left a couple of copper-colored coins on the bar.

      Erin followed him out, still chewing. “What’s lick?”

      “Liquor. I should have asked you, but I didn’t think it was what we needed.”

      “You were right,” she said. She took another bite. Farther in, there were potatoes. “Can we get a boat now?”

      “Yes, and provisions.”

      There were two provisioners flanking the food shop, and Trevian stopped at one where he was known by name. He bought a bedroll, a knapsack that he handed to her, dried fruit, dried meat, and some other food she didn’t recognize. Then, at the pier, he rented a skiff big enough to hold them and their belongings comfortably. Erin looked behind her but saw no sign of the elementals. Were they tied to the frontera in some way? That would make going home a problem…if she lived long enough to go home.

      South of Lily Bend, the river grew deeper and narrower, and they rowed more to steer than to propel. Her shoulders ached a little, but it wasn’t too unpleasant, and she enjoyed the silent rowing, the landscape sliding past on either side. She saw a few more houses, a few more fields, and then the hills rose to cliffs, their bare sides layered with orange, black, white, and red. When the sun was nearly straight overhead, they entered a narrow gorge, whose walls looked like a checkerboard. She studied the squares of orange and white rock. Some sort of oxidation had happened. Natural striation could look uniform, she knew. She’d seen the Franciscan Complex back home often enough. She did not remember seeing squares. Were the cliffs natural? Her geology books, like the rock collection she had started when she was six, were gone now, and she had no real way of determining what types of rock formations she was seeing. “Was this waterway built? Like a canal?”

      Without turning, he shook his head. “No. As far as I know, as far as I ever heard, it was always here,” he said.

      Their course broadened out again. They passed a larger boat with a set of sails headed upriver. Trevian raised a hand in greeting, and the boat’s pilot did the same. Erin wondered how it would navigate the bridge pylon in the center of the waterway. Along stretches of beach, people waded in the shallows, pulling long nets. Small fish flexed, their scales bright blue in the sun.

      “Look.” Trevian pointed with his left hand, at a long ripple of water that ran on a diagonal. As she stared, a streamlined white head broke the surface, a dark eye the size of her fist coming into view. The thing was as long as their skiff, but if didn’t approach, just submerged. As its wake reached them, the skiff rocked gently. Trevian turned again. “Anguila,” he said. “It’s headed west. Mating season for them, but it’s early this year.”

      She wondered if she would be here forever.

      Her home, her books, her future, gone. It had already been gone, really. The sound she heard, when Chip enlisted and then deployed, was the slam and lock of her jail-cell door because she was the only Dosmanos left. Like every generation before her, she would avoid school, jobs, or relationships that took her attention away from the book. She would live where the Four Families decided it was safest to live. She would study the book.

      She had been trapped. And now she was trapped here.

      Trevian said, “Soon the river begins its descent. We will need to tie up before we reach the rapids and the cataracts.”

      It was hard to imagine either of those things. Erin’s fatigue and the monotony of rowing crept up on her, and she drifted into a half-doze, her arms growing heavier with each stroke. Coming awake again, she saw that Trevian was guiding them toward shore. She looked around. She saw no piers and no buildings. “Why are we stopping?”

      “Water and food,” he said. “A few minutes to walk. And I want to see what it is you carry, far from any unfriendly eyes.”

      She pressed the bag against her side. They were far from any help for her, too, if he decided to take what she had. Still, she had said she would show him, and at this point, she had to trust him. She was trusting him. There was no other choice.

      They beached the skiff. Trevian took out a canteen. Erin drank from her water bottle and then drew out one of the energy bars. She unwrapped it, broke it in half, and offered it to him. He watched her bite into it before trying it, and his face rotated through expressions: surprise, caution, pleasure. She hadn’t noticed how mobile his features were. “Strange,” he said, “but good.”

      “Nuts, grain, and chocolate,” she said. She shifted so that she was between the skiff and him. “Here’s what I’m carrying,” she said. She opened the bag and took out the book with both hands.

      She’d seen it first when she was seven. That was the age she’d been told about the Families and their charge. Since then, at Grandmother’s insistence, she had seen it many, many times. Instead of studying geology, she studied it, even if nearly all of it seemed like poetry and incomplete fairy tales. The book was familiar now, like an old jacket or the family car.

      Trevian stopped breathing. His eyes got wide.

      She saw it then the way he did, its copper covers green with patina. Two metal rings held the aluminum pages in place. It was about the size of a hardback book, and it held maybe thirty pages, but the metal made it bulky and thick.

      “This was ours to guard,” she said. “It’s very old, my grandmother told me, maybe the oldest of the tools. We’ve protected it for a long time, a couple hundred years.”

      Carefully, Trevian held out both hands, palms up, like a supplicant.

      Erin’s sense of reluctance faded. Feeling like she was participating in a ritual, she placed the book in his hands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The book overhung his two hands just slightly. Wellbeing filled him as the copper covers warmed his skin. The loops that formed the hinges contained copper too. The book was as thick as his four fingers. He set it on the ground and opened the cover.

      The first page was loomin, pitted where it had fought with copper. All the pages were loomin. Page one was nearly blank, a wide decorative border, swirls, spirals, and geometric shapes reaching into the center of the page. “Can you read this?”

      “Parts of it,” she said. “Farther back it gets easier because it’s in English,” she said, as if it weren’t English they spoke now but some quaint tongue. “And there’s some in Spanish. There are spells, or charms. I studied them, but I don’t understand them.”

      The hinges whined as he turned the first page. The back of the page was blank, the impressions of the stamped letters bumping up through the metal. The page on the right had the same swirling border, like a sailor’s chart of currents in a lake or a river. The lines of print on this page ran like the lines in any book he might pick up in White Bluffs or Lily Bend. He could read them. For a moment he felt as if he were floating. The pointy gravel beneath his thighs, the light off the river, the woman opposite him, all receded, and he bobbed, poised at the threshold of a memory, a knowing. Then the feeling faded.

      “I know someone who might help us with this,” he said.

      “Who?”

      “My Uncle Oshane. He studies charms, he has as long as I’ve known him.”

      “Is he in White Bluffs?”

      “No. I believe he is in Merrylake Landing.”

      “The same town you said the Dosmanos family came from? The abandoned one?”

      He nodded.

      “Well, isn’t that…” she said. “Do you know what a coincidence is?”

      “Of course.”

      “That’s quite a coincidence.”

      “Why?”

      “That you would have an uncle who just happens to know how to read a magic book, and he’s in the town the Dosmanos family came from.”

      He blinked, momentarily wordless. “When my father and my uncle were boys, they were dragged around the Crescent by their father, a prospector. As my father tells it, my grandfather had luck so poor it was almost a charm itself. He could find nothing. He would stake a claim six paces away from a rich vein of metal and Ancient. They would work a claim for months and barely find enough to buy food, then move on, only to hear that a prospector a sennight later dug in their very spot and found loomin. Grandfather was fascinated with the old stories and theories of charms, and of the Ancient. Uncle Oshane took up that study. My father prospected for black rock instead, and made a comfortable fortune from it. Oshane never stopped reading and searching for the old charms.”

      “Does he know anything of the other linked worlds?”

      Trevian moved his shoulders. “He’s never written to me about them. I heard of the fronteras and the linked worlds from my mother’s mother, but I believe my grandfather’s notebooks may have some mention of them.”

      “Since the book’s made of metal and you use metal for magic, I’m guessing it was made here.”

      “So the stories say,” he said.

      “I was taught that the four tools were made in different worlds than mine.” She touched the edge of the book. “There are five elemental worlds, linked by more than fronteras, and each, except for mine, has elemental creatures.”

      “Vianovelle must be from one of those worlds then, since you say he’s not from yours.”

      She shrugged. “He wasn’t in the Families’ history or lore. There were always warnings about keeping the book safe from rash or greedy people, or warlords, but there wasn’t any specific warning about a magician with elementals. The Wing family talked to him. It was clear he was not from our world and that he had come through a frontera. At first, he talked like he had an artifact, or a tool, as well. He had some crazy idea of uniting the five elemental worlds. They warned us about him. Then they were killed. I hope that Wing Mei got through her frontera. The Carews, they held the collar, and they were murdered too. And then Remedios and Daniel, the Augustos, they just disappeared. So, we think he has the collar and the lantern. I’m praying he doesn’t have the compass.”

      He nodded. These objects had lived for him in fireside stories and wonder tales. Only, he held one right now.

      She said, “When he came after us, he had the hounds with him.”

      “Vianovelle is not a name that I’ve ever heard.”

      Erin shrugged again. “That’s the name he gave. He wants to control the frontera, and all elementals, I guess, and travel back and forth across them, but I don’t know why.”

      “I thought only the Families could traverse the frontera.”

      “We thought that too,” she said, “but he came through and the hounds with him. And he’s sent them here.”

      Trevian turned a page. The creatures that had killed Cosigan were clearly related to fire elementals in some way. But they weren’t pure elementals. They were wrong somehow.

      Each page was bordered in those swirling designs. The more he saw, the more he thought each border was part of a greater whole. He could not imagine what. Light stabbed his eyes and he blinked. A bright, watery stone, now blue, now yellow, formed the center of a flower design. The surface of the stone glimmered like water. “I’ve never seen a stone like this.” He reached for it.

      She grabbed his wrist. “Careful! Oh that one’s alright.”

      He ran his fingertip over the smooth surface.

      “It’s an opal. They’re fragile.” Erin leaned forward. “Don’t touch the others, okay? There are some more farther back. They…have some different properties. You need to be careful with those. He looked up at her, questioning. She jerked her shoulders up toward her ears. “There’s a lot in there. Even when I understand the words, I don’t always understand the meanings. Like there’s talk of hybrid…” She stopped. “Of breeding two different elementals together, like fire and air.”

      “That’s madness. Who would do that? Earth and fire fight. Fire shuns water, it consumes air. Elementals don’t breed like animals anyway.”

      “How do they breed, then?”

      “Fire elementals live in emberbeds, usually deep in the earth. They grow in colonies and when it’s time, the flames turn glorious colors—lavender, orange, gold, green—and then the jovenes, the young ones, split off, but they stay on the emberbed for two years. That’s why it’s strange the two who followed you are so young.”

      “It says things like, ‘quartz and copper will contain a fire elemental.’ No one would do that either, would they?”

      His face got hot. “People would do that.” He folded over the pages methodically and found two more of the rounded stones in the borders. He was careful not to touch them. “These stones must have an important meaning,” he said.

      “The collar is set with opals.”

      “Then it cannot be from my world.”

      “Really? It controls elementals.”

      It was his turn to shrug. “We have no such stone here that I’ve ever seen.” He wanted to stay, to look at the pages, to see if there were words he could read, but he closed the book and handed it back to Erin. “Let’s get going,” he said, rising to his feet.
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        * * *

      

      She couldn’t deny the relief she felt when the book was back in her messenger bag and the bag on her shoulder. She helped push off, water soaking through her shoes, and climbed in.

      “We have about two leagues to go before we need to beach the boat,” he said as he rowed. She nodded, although she knew he couldn’t see her. A league, about three and a half miles. Or maybe not, if the words stayed but measured different distances.

      The sun was high overhead when they came to a pier and a shack. She tied up the boat while Trevian spoke to the woman inside. Then he led the way down a narrow, rocky track. She looked around. A steep gray cliff rose to her right, and the trail switched down along a reddish hill. The river showed ruffles of white, and she heard a distant, steady roar. There was no shelter, no protection, if the hounds appeared again.

      She lost track of how long they walked, or how far. The knapsack rubbed against her shoulder blades. Once she stopped and took it off, slinging it instead over one shoulder. They moved down into a wooded valley. Water chuckled somewhere nearby, and in the shadows she saw spots of light, gold and blue. “There are those things,” she said. “Sprites.”

      “You always find them near water,” he said. “In the town where we are headed, the lake used to have a vast marsh at the west end, and at night it glowed like a golden carpet.”

      “Did you grow up there?”

      He gave a short laugh. “No. I grew up in a down-mountain city.”

      “White Bluffs.”

      Without turning around, he adjusted his pack on his back. “Yes. White Bluffs. I visited Merrylake Landing often though. Every year in Nueve my father would take me to the Merrylake Fair. It lasts a sennight.”

      “What’s a sennight?”

      He glanced over his shoulder. “It’s a measure of time. Seven nights.”

      “A week,” she said.

      “Not weak or strong, just a measure.”

      She didn’t explain. “What was the fair like?”

      “Merrylake Landing was a kind of crossroads when the lake was full. It sits, sat, at the edge of the lake and between two mountain passes. People from the south and the north brought goods. We brought up wool from the flatlands, and shipments of black rock.”

      “A trade fair, we call that.”

      The sun peeked in between the branches of the trees—deciduous, Erin thought—with pale bark on their trunk and long narrow bluish leaves that ended in a needle-like point. She didn’t recognize the variety. Maybe they were unique to this world. She could see well enough to know that Trevian was following a trail, although it was a narrow one.

      “Beyond this grove there is an albergue, or there used to be,” he said.

      “A what?”

      “A travel house. We can shelter there for the night.”

      The trees thinned. Erin wondered what was happening at home. Were the fires contained? Had they found her parents’ bodies? Her throat ached, and she stopped, reaching for her water bottle. She couldn’t afford to think about them now. If Trevian’s uncle knew the purpose of the book and could help them decipher it, she needed to focus on that. That, and nothing else.
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        * * *

      

      Trevian slowed and pointed. Across a narrow clearing hunched a simple stone structure. It had three walls and a metal roof. There was a fire-circle picked out in rock, and a spring bubbled up a few feet away. On the other side of the shelter a rough metal lean-to covered a slit-trench latrine. Erin slipped her knapsack off her shoulder and stretched. “Do we have to worry about predators?”

      “Earth elementals frequent this altitude, but there should be few this time of year,” he said.

      “Wolves? Bears?”

      “There are wolves in the plains north of here,” he said. “I don’t know what the other animals are.”

      “Large, clawed, they sleep during the winter?”

      “Could you mean osos?”

      She nodded, as if they were common creatures. He’d never met a person who had seen an oso.

      “How much farther to do we have to go? Are we a third of the way there? Halfway?”

      He stowed his knapsack and knelt to unbuckle the bedroll. “A little more than halfway.”

      She copied his actions, laying out her bedroll across the firepit from his. She was watching him sidelong. He kept his head lowered, trying to ignore the discomfort he felt too, even after two years living rough. He imagined what Ilsanja would have said, had they still been pledged, to the idea of him sharing a shelter alone with a woman. “We won’t need a fire,” he said just to fill the silence.

      She sat cross-legged on the bedroll, smearing more unguent on her burns. “I’m about out of bandages,” she said. The soiled strips of tan fabric lay next to her. “What should I do with these?”

      “Bury them in the latrine. I have some clean cloths if you need them,” he said, remembering the folds of clean cloth underneath his sister’s letters at the bottom of his sack.

      “Hokay.” She pressed another pair of strips over the burns. She lifted her head and reached for the spike. “They’re here,” she said. He heard it too, then, the crackling hiss. He got to his feet to stand slightly in front of her.

      At the tree line, earth, twigs, and stones swirled up from the ground, flying together to form the canine shape. For an instant, he saw the translucent flame at the construct’s center. Its eyes glowed blue. The second one appeared behind the first, its head lowered. Once again, the two creatures paced back and forth, crisscrossing. Then twigs and clods of earth dropped to the ground, and then they vanished.

      “Why don’t they attack?” Erin looked at him narrow eyed.

      “I don’t know. Obviously they are weakened, and they must be in pain.”

      “Why?”

      He waved his hand, momentarily at a loss for how to speak what was as obvious as breathing. “Earth. That must hurt them.”

      She stepped away from him, and her grip on the stake shifted slightly. “So? I’m more interested in how they are tracking us.”

      “Did they taste your blood?”

      She shook her head. “Well, not literally, not mine. They certainly tasted my family’s blood when they killed them.”

      He nodded at the welts on her arm.

      “They didn’t draw blood,” she said. “I notice they don’t attack you. They like you.”

      “They attacked me at my claim.”

      “No, they attacked me. You got between them and me.”

      “It’s this charm I carry,” he said. “It’s powerful.”

      “That’s convenient,” she said.

      “I am a fool,” he said. “I should have bought you a charm in Lily Bend.”

      She moved away without answering. He went to get water, and when he returned, her bedroll was farther away from his. He decided to make no comment about it. “Do you want a fire?” he said. “Normally I would not have one—”

      “No.”

      “Very well.” He sat down and took out some dried fruit. After a moment, she handed him another of the chewy bars she had shared by the river. The sounds of their chewing and the soughing of wind through the branches were the only things he could hear. He wanted to ask her if they could look at the book some more, but the appearance of the hounds had changed something. He concentrated on eating. He did not understand why she had turned against him, but there was nothing further to be said about it now.
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      Later, he went out to use the latrine. Perhaps he was not as attentive as he should have been, or perhaps it was simply that his luck had turned. He had an instant’s warning before the earth liquified under his right foot and cold stone teeth closed around his ankle.

      He drew his knife and plunged it into the moving earth as he sank up to his knee. Fool, he cursed himself. The earth elemental drew him down, and the blows of the knife merely slowed it.

      “Trevian!” Erin ran across the grass, the book under her arm, the stake in her hand.

      “Stay back!” He drove the knife in again, but while the steel blade clearly hurt the thing, it did not let go.

      She fell to her knees and stabbed the heaving soil with the stake. The ground around the elemental shivered. She pulled it free and struck again.

      The grip on his ankle eased. He fishtailed backward as the ground rose, club-shaped, the curved top ringed with jagged teeth of white quartz, and struck Erin in the chest, knocking her over.

      “Erin!” he shouted. He stabbed the back of the elemental’s head, but it ignored him. It curved up over her, its mouth open.

      She squirmed backward. The stake lay on the ground, and she pulled up the book, frantically turning pages as she dodged the elemental’s thrusts. Trevian shouted and stabbed at it again. It curled back toward him. He scrambled for the stake.

      Erin cried out something about a well and a door. She slammed the open book down on the elemental’s head. The earth around them shivered like sand. Trevian, the stake raised, threw out his other hand for balance. She lifted the book, and he saw the rocky tail of the elemental vanish upward into the pages, like a lizard into the maw of a hungry dog.

      The earth stilled.

      “What…” he said. “Where—”

      She closed the book. “I sent it… I don’t know where. Away. God, I hope there weren’t any people there.”

      “I don’t…” He clutched his ankle, rocking back and forth. “I—It went into the book. It went into the book.”

      “What was that?”

      “An earth elemental.”

      “It tried to swallow you.”

      “I told you they eat us.”

      “I thought that was a figure of speech.” She picked up the book. “You’re bleeding.”

      “It bit me.” He put some weight on his foot. The ankle held. “What kind of charm is that? What kind of charms do you wield?”

      She shook her head. “Not me, the book. Remember how I told you to be careful of the stones? Two of them take things places.”

      “Did you, can you travel that way? Are they like fronteras?”

      “Grandmother said no, and I’ve never found anything in the book that contradicted her.”

      Trevian eyed the book sideways. “Can it get out now?”

      “No.” She stood up. “At least, I don’t think so. Let me look at that bite.”

      He had a hundred questions, but he got to his feet and hobbled after her. His iron club lay by his bedroll where, like a fool, he had left it. “You seem very calm. Have you used it this way before?”

      “You think this is calm? I call this numb. I’ve never used it. I didn’t know if it would work, it was just the only thing I could think of.”

      “Well, you saved my leg and possibly my life,” he said, “so I am glad you tried it.”

      They examined the wounds, which were not bad. His boots had protected him, and only two fangs had punctured the skin. She smeared the clear salve on the holes and covered them with two smaller strips of the strange sticky bandages.

      “Do things emerge from the holes in the book?”

      She pressed the last bandage into place. “There is nothing in the book about that.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I can’t understand all of it,” she said. “There’s a bunch of poetry. Like this one.” She recited.

      Gold calls them, fire, earth and air,

      But if you call you must be ready,

      Loomin tames and holds them steady

      And copper bears the charm.

      “Does that mean something?” she said.

      He nodded. “It’s an easy way to remember the various metals and how they interact with the elementals. Gold can be used in amulets that summon or tether an elemental, especially air elementals or fire elementals.”

      She looked up from the book. “You know a lot about elementals,” she said.

      “I do.”

      “Fire elementals in particular. And they don’t attack you.”

      “I’ve told you why,” he said.

      She pulled the book away from him. “I think that’s enough for now,” she said, closing it.

      “You decide again that you mistrust me?”

      “I want to trust you, but there are too many things you’re keeping from me. Too much about fire elementals that you’re keeping from me.”

      He straightened up. “You are a stranger, and you accuse me, when I have saved your life.”

      “And I saved yours just a while ago, so maybe we don’t need to keep score.” She pushed the book back into her satchel.

      Black dots swam before his face. The familiar anger rose up in him, choking him. Judged again. He forced the anger down. It had been years since he had felt its pressure, since the last time he’d faced his father. “You do not have the right to demand my secrets,” he said. “My life is not a decorative garment for your comfort.”

      “I don’t need to know about your life,” she said. “I need to know how you know so much about the magical things that are trying to kill me. That killed my family. And why you won’t take me to White Bluffs, which is probably the place where I can find real help.”

      “I believe my uncle knows more about metal charms than anyone in White Bluffs,” he said. “I swear this.” The anger burned away, leaving its usual residue of shame. “As for fire elementals, my family made its fortune capturing and containing them.”

      “You said your father mined blackrock.”

      “He did, first. His first fortune. Then he discovered an emberbed of elementals in the mountains and contained them.”

      “Why?”

      “For their energy,” he said. “The city of White Bluffs glows at night like a full moon because of the energy we draw from our captured fire elementals.”

      “You control them? Like the ones coming after me?”

      He shook his head so vehemently that his hat spun to one side. “Nothing like those creatures. Ours are held in the cages of loomin and quartz you spoke of before. We use copper lines to draw their power into the city. It not only runs lights, but the city’s forges and printing presses as well, and the water pumps for the canals.”

      “They’re power plants,” she said. She stared at him, her eyes shifting from one side of his face to the other. “You’re embarrassed,” she said.

      For a moment he couldn’t answer. “I am ashamed,” he said. “I’m a fool to be. There’s no harm in it. We keep them fed. Elementals aren’t like us; they don’t reason or feel as we do.”

      “That’s what we said about practically every animal species,” she said, “and we were always wrong. Is this why you won’t use sprite lamps?”

      “Everyone uses sprite lamps, even I,” he said. “I just use them sparingly. Sprites seem to be vanishing.”

      “So why aren’t we going to White Bluffs? Why this little abandoned town in the mountains?”

      “Because I believe Uncle Oshane is there. And I, I ran away from White Bluffs. I defied my father. That was a small thing. But I abandoned my pledged bride, an honorable woman who did nothing wrong.”

      “Oh.”

      “I could face my father at the landing of the city center canal with my head high,” he said. “But I don’t, I, I would prefer not to meet the woman I wronged.”

      “Yes, that could be awkward,” Erin said. “But there’s got to be a university there, or magical experts? A library?”

      He blinked, wanting to look away from her steady gaze. “There is a library, and an office for the Copper Coalition, but it is mostly a counting house. The nearest university is in Duloc. And my uncle has prospected for charms, for magic, for as long as I’ve been alive. I think he is the one who can help us.”

      Her eyebrows drew together. “He’s not a copper-hunter like you?”

      “No. He prospects, of course, but his interest is in charms. He has old notes and journals from my grandfather, his father. Some of them, anyway. He knows much about elemental magic.” He reached up and touched the charm on his hat. “He gave me this. You’ve seen how strong it is.”

      She looked at the hat, chewing on her lower lip. “Where are you from? Your father, your uncle, where were they born?”

      “East of here, in the flatlands. They were sheep-people, like my mother’s family, but Fergal, my grandfather, was restless…and strange. He took his family west. I guess after a while my grandmother could take no more of it because then it was just Fergal, my father, and my uncle Oshane.”

      “So they were born in this world.”

      “Of course they were,” he said, before he decided it wasn’t such a strange question. She hadn’t been born here, after all. “The fronteras, I never heard my father mention them. Those stories came from my mother’s people.”

      “Hokay,” she said. “Maybe your uncle can help us.”

      “How did you know that those stones were…what they were?”

      “Grandmother Dosmanos told me. She didn’t call them frontera though, but puertas. It means…”

      “Doors.”

      “Yes. They seem like the same thing to me, only smaller. Anyway, when the book came to our family to guard in the 1800s, there were five puertas in the book. Over time, three of them seem to have closed.”

      “Why?”

      “We don’t know exactly. By the time my grandmother got the book, only two of the puertas still opened. One of the family theories about the book was that those five puertas gave glimpses into the linked worlds that have elemental beings, and ours. That’s just a theory though.”

      “Linked worlds?”

      Erin stroked the cover of the book. “Theoretically all the worlds are linked, in a vast spiral. Some say they spring from the body of a dead goddess.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “I don’t either, really. Some worlds are… They have things in common, they’re similar. We think the elemental worlds are an example. They share certain factors but evolved differently. The book speaks of an elemental world where humans have been taken over by some parasitic species, for instance. My grandmother said if we ever found that world, we should try to close the frontera.”

      “You can close a frontera?”

      “We think so. There’s part of a charm in here for closing one.”

      “How would you find it to close it?”

      “Well, that’s just it. No one really knows. Ours were mapped by the people who brought the artifacts. Somewhere there is a map of the linked worlds that shows all the fronteras, or at least that’s what we were told.”

      “Perhaps that’s the compass,” he said.

      “I think the compass works with the map.”

      “Part of a charm, you said. It is incomplete? Unfinished?”

      She nodded. “There are pages missing. We’ve never known how many.”

      “How could that be?” He waved his hand just as she raised her eyebrows. “No, I see. Someone who wanted to destroy the book.”

      “Or someone who wanted to steal it, but they couldn’t, and so they snipped out a few pages.”

      “That had to have happened in your world.”

      “It came to us this way.”

      “In the 1800s? Is that years?”

      She nodded.

      He felt dizzy. “You have eighteen hundred years of history?”

      “More than that.” She raised her eyebrows. “Don’t stare, it’s not that weird. Your world probably had recorded history back before whatever happened, too.” She closed the book. “Let’s get some sleep.”
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        * * *

      

      Erin lay awake listening to Trevian’s deep, even breathing. It was comforting, but it didn’t lull her into slumber. She didn’t know if it was an adrenaline hangover from the earth elemental’s attack or just the stress of the past two days. Whenever she closed her eyes, she saw only the swirls and spirals that bordered the aluminum pages.

      There was something in the book about armor, no…carapaces. That was it, but it wasn’t complete.

      The border patterns were different on each page, and some looked as if they were part of a continuous pattern, as if something had been pressed onto a sheet of aluminum that was later cut into smaller rectangles, except that space had clearly been left in the center for the text. The swirls reminded her of eddies in water, of fingerprints, even of tree rings, although they weren’t that ordered. Not ordered, but not random either.

      She sat up.

      Trevian’s breath checked, then started up again, and he didn’t stir.

      She pulled out the book. She had looked at those borders hundreds of times, but maybe she’d never really seen them. Maybe she and every Dosmanos before her had been looking at them wrong.

      Now that she had a thought she wanted to follow, she didn’t know what to do for light. Finally, she pulled out her phone and, angling the screen away from Trevian, pointed it at the book. She could see the whorls and loops on each page, but she needed a way to look at many pages at once. Scooting out of the bedroll, she knelt on the ground and drew in the dust with her finger. The line held, but it was going to take forever to copy each page into the dirt.

      The phone slipped off her thigh, the bright screen facing Trevian. He grunted and opened his eyes. “What is it?” He sounded alert and calm.

      “Nothing, sorry. I was just trying out an idea.”

      He sat up. “What?”

      “What if these borders make up a larger image, a picture?”

      “A map?”

      “Maybe.”

      He pushed down the bedroll and crawled over to her. “We need a way to capture these lines, rather than drawing them by hand,” he said. “Why don’t you use your device for that?”

      “Because once the battery dies, we won’t be able to see them anymore.”

      “Ah.” He stood up. “We need light.” First he carefully scraped the dark gray ash out of the circle of stones of the fire ring. Setting that aside, he stood and went to the back of the shelter, returning with a handful of black porous rocks that looked like lava. Erin waited, curious, while he stacked them in the stone fire circle and shaved some curls off a few sticks. He used a stone-and-steel to strike a spark. They waited until the black rock caught fire, glowing with a bright green light. He went to his knapsack and reached down deep, rummaging through the bottom. Finally, he pulled out a sheaf of paper, like the one he had given her back at his camp. In the greenish light, Erin could see writing on some of the pages. Trevian paged through them, sorting them out, and setting aside ones that had blank spaces. He looked at the handful of papers, at the book, then, sighing, sorted through them again and added five more sheets that were filled with words.

      “Here,” he said.

      He came over and lay a blank page over the page of the book. He scooped up a handful of the ash and began rubbing it over the paper. Erin didn’t think it would work, that the paper was too thick, but soon the swirled pattern emerged through the dark inked words.

      They took turns until they had twenty-two papers with the border patterns. Even with the bright glow of the rocks, it was not easy to make out details, and tipping the papers even slightly threw a deep shadow across the pages.

      “In the morning,” she said, stretching and yawning.

      He nodded.

      They both lay back down. Erin tilted back her head so she could see through the door of the shelter. The clearing, the woods, looked like night anywhere. She could pretend, for a minute, that she was home, at summer camp or a trip with her family. She shut her eyes and tried to stop thinking about that.

      The next morning, they arranged the patterns as best they could. It seemed to Erin that they were guessing on several pieces, and the gaps caused by the missing pages were obvious. The pattern snaked in a series of expanding coils. She used a smudge of ash to mark each opal, with an X for the two that were puertas.

      “What does it mean?”

      “I think it’s the map of the labyrinth,” she said. “All the worlds that have portals, fronteras.”

      He knelt and began to pick up the pages, stacking them carefully. “What can we do with this?”

      “I don’t think much, without the compass. But it’s information, right? Maybe your uncle will have an idea of what it means.”

      They ate some jerky and dried fruit before they left. Trevian put the sheets at the bottom of his knapsack. Erin started to speak, to protest, and stopped herself. She was trusting him, and besides, she had the book. She could recreate the map if she needed to, if it turned out the swirls really were something more than an elaborate decorative device.

      The sun was slanting through the trees when they left the travel house and started down the narrow trail. “I thought we were going south,” she said, the sunlight warming her back as they tramped downhill.

      “We are.”

      “No. The sun’s behind us.”

      He glanced back. “Yes.”

      She caught her balance and focused on her feet for a few steps. “The sun rises where, now?”

      “In the north.” He didn’t add “of course,” but given his tone of voice, he didn’t need to. After a few seconds, he said, “Where does it rise in your world?”

      “In the east.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t even imagine.”

      She thought about his expression, “the world turned,” the rippling light in the sky, the disruptions in the earth. Had this world experienced a violent polar shift? She remembered from science classes that the poles shifted all the time back home, but not dramatically. This was a ninety-degree shift. She couldn’t picture anything like that outside of a bad science fiction movie. Had that caused cataclysms? Destroyed cities? Had the elementals caused it in some way? Or had the shift been the thing that awakened the elementals? She thought of the coin he’d shown her. “That coin, the White Bluffs coin. There were numbers on it.”

      “The year it was stamped,” he said.

      “Your world’s been like this for three hundred years?”

      Without looking back, he nodded. “We know there was a period of great distress and confusion that lasted many years before people banded together and reformed towns, cities, and governments, and a few years after that, they started stamping coins. So probably a little more than three hundred years.”

      “But you don’t know exactly what happened.”

      “The world turned, and the elementals awoke. The marvels of the Ancient failed, or were destroyed. I know what every child knows. It’s never been of interest to me.” He slowed and turned sideways. “I never thought I would be explaining it to an out-of-worlder.”

      “No, I guess you wouldn’t. I’d be in the same situation if you’d come to my world.” She shifted her knapsack and touched the strap of her bag. “Will we make it to this little town today?”

      “Mother willing,” he said. “Probably mid-afternoon if the weather holds. We need to exercise care. This is an area with lots of earth ripples; there are shafts, holes, crevices in the rocks. Some are hard to see.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      They walked without speaking. The trees grew sparse, and more red and gray rocks thrust up from the earth. The gray ones looked like slate. As they descended, gnarled bushes and small plants appeared, growing out of cracks in the rocks. When the sun was overhead, they stopped on a curve and sat, eating flatbread with more dried fruit. Erin was glad she’d filled all of her water-bottles back at the spring because she didn’t know when they would find water again.

      “The way gets steeper now, if I remember,” Trevian said. “This used to be the north passage. It was wider, and traders picked up goods at Merrylake Landing and headed north to the towns and the capital. But the part of the pass collapsed during an earth shudder, and the new trail is much steeper. There is no more trading in Merrylake, so it doesn’t really matter.”

      “Is it completely deserted?”

      He moved his shoulders. His gesture for a shrug was different from hers, more of a roll backward than an up-and-down jerk. “Close to it, from what I hear. Two years ago, there was a fair, but it was tiny. And after that, the lake fell even further, and the docks were taken out. Most people moved away.”

      “Why would your uncle pick that place?”

      Trevian shifted his hat farther back on his head. “A person could make a lifetime occupation of wondering why my uncle does things. Perhaps he prospected something here. We had cousins here, thirty years ago, so perhaps some family feeling brought him here.” He paused. “More likely, the tale of a charm or an amulet. There was always talk of a hidden cache of Ancient, like the one they found before I was born. It enriched the entire town. No one’s ever found this second trove, though.”

      “If he’s a prospector, I’m surprised he didn’t come to you.”

      “Uncle Oshane says that people value what is hard to acquire. The sacrifice of a claim and a two-day expedition through the countryside makes this something of a quest, in his mind, I suppose.”

      “Well, he sounds fun,” she said. She could tell from Trevian’s puzzled expression that he didn’t know how to read her tone. She stood up. “There’s a saying where I come from. ‘We’re on the downhill slope.’ It means the final leg of a journey or a project.”

      “The downhill is the most difficult,” he said.

      “Yeah, nobody ever mentioned that in the saying.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Three hours before sunset, they stopped on a rock outcropping overlooking the narrow valley. Trevian thought he’d known what to expect, but he was shocked. Cracked mudflats stretched nearly to the eastern mountains, and the remaining water at the east end of the lake was covered with a dense grayish scum. Only a handful of sprites flitted across the surface. He blinked, trying to impose the shimmering expanse of water that lived in his memory over this image, but he couldn’t. Erin stood behind him, unmoved. She had no comparison. To her it was simply a place.

      “Wetlands? Marsh?” she said.

      “No, this is Merry Lake.”

      “Hokay. How is your leg?”

      “Better,” he said, although it was stinging.

      He looked west, where the town had stood. The hulks of the old warehouses, made of Merrylake stone, still stood, hollowed out and crumbling. There was no sign of docks or piers and for good reason. Wood was precious, and he imagined that people had dismantled the docks and paid to have the lumber hauled to a new town. Closer to the center of town, some of the old buildings still stood. He could see where an earth shudder had shaken and collapsed the counting house, the registry building, and the banks on either side of it.

      “Do you know where your uncle is?” Erin said.

      “I can find him. I’m sure.” Trevian cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled a greeting in the direction of the ruined town. There was no response.

      He started down the last stretch of trail, a steep pitch that had him leaning backward, pain pinching the front of his thighs. Erin followed more slowly, gripping the boulders now and then for extra support. She carried the pouch with the book in it as well as her knapsack, and it seemed to weigh her down. She was breathing heavily when they reached the valley floor.

      “This doesn’t look much like a trading center,” she said.

      He nodded, his eyes scanning the ruins for movement. He hadn’t thought much beyond coming here. He had no idea where his uncle would be staying. He recalled the letter, and his uncle’s allusion to the place where he had made the decision to be himself. That could be the stretch of flat land west of town where the fair had been held, or the sheriff’s house where he had left Ilsanja, arranging for her safe escort back to White Bluffs while he went north into the mountains to search for Ancient. The house was on a slight rise, to the west and north of the town.

      It seemed likely that his uncle would know the story, since probably every citizen of White Bluffs knew it. Ilsanja was a Fiterole, the daughter of his father’s partner and the second richest man in town. Trevian was the son and firstborn of the richest one. Everyone had known of their pledge. They were the scions of two boss families, destined to be the jefe and jefa of the growing city, an emblem of its new wealth and status, as fancy and glittering as its canal and its four-story buildings. And the last night of a Merrylake Fair, Trevian had abandoned her to go search for copper. Surely everyone knew of the scandal, and even though Oshane rarely came into White Bluffs, it was clear he had ears and eyes there.

      He pointed. “Let’s head that way,” he said.

      The stone-paved roads were pitted, and they had to skirt piles of rubble where the road had buckled in a few places. Erin said, “Are you sure this is stable?”

      “It looks like the latest earth ripple was severe,” he said.

      She muttered some numbers. He thought he heard an eight and a name, but he didn’t understand, and she didn’t explain. Some prayer, or comment, about earth shudders, he assumed.

      “Are there animals?” she said. “Scavengers?”

      “I’d expect rats and kiotes. Some pigs, maybe, gone wild.”

      Closer to the center of town the stone houses stared, vacant-eyed. They both stopped once, heads turned at a sound to the south. A door banged and a child came out of a house two streets over. Seeing them, it turned and ran back inside, shouting, “Ma!” A woman came out, one hand behind her back, the child peering around her legs. Trevian cut between two houses and approached them. His chest filled with a familiar, pleasant sense of warmth. He stopped before he crossed the street to their side, keeping a respectful distance.

      “Good day to you,” he called. “We seek Oshane Langtree.”

      “Don’t know him,” the woman said.

      “Is there a registry, still?”

      She gave her head one sharp shake. “No longer. You prospectors?”

      “Yes, but we’re here seeking my uncle.”

      She came out onto the stone steps. “I don’t know a Langtree by name, but there’s an old hermit living in the house up by the hill. The sheriff’s house, they call it.”

      “You’re not from here, then?”

      “No. We got drawn in by those rumors and tales, you know the ones. They found a great cache of Ancient here thirty years ago, and ever since then there’ve been stories.”

      “I’ve heard them.”

      “It’s not much of a town,” she said. “There’s about a dozen of us. We protected each other against the mestengos, but even they don’t come here much anymore. For such a trove of mystery, you’d think at least some of them would be true copper-hunters, but I don’t know a single one. There must be one though—the town is warded at night. Dios help you if you’re out prospecting past sunset, ‘cause you won’t get back to your house.”

      Trevian touched his hat. “Thank you for your help. Good health to you and yours,” he said. He moved on, then paused. Erin moved up to his side.

      “What was that smell?” she said, wrinkling her nose.

      He sniffed hard. “What smell?”

      “It smelled like burned hair and lickerish.”

      “Lickerish?”

      “It’s a kind of spicy candy, very sharp. Some people like it.”

      “There is copper in that house,” he said.

      “That’s not what copper smells like.”

      “I smell nothing except dust and the lake,” he said.

      “It’s gone now.”

      They walked past the ruins of the counting house and the empty town square. They saw no further evidence of people. The air was still and the ruined town silent. Trevian hadn’t realized that everyone had left. He assumed that there would be a village, or even a makeshift roadhouse for prospectors and trader caravans coming from the north. The town was not merely dying, it was dead, soon even the prospectors would pass it by.

      Erin sniffed. “I’m smelling it again.” He felt it too, the warmth of the charmed metal.

      “You’re a copper-hunter,” he said. “You’re sensing copper.”

      “I’m not, though.”

      “Many copper-hunters smell copper, and some feel tremors in their arms and legs when they grow near it. You smell it just as I feel it. The Dosmanos family had copper-hunters in its line.”

      “But why now? I mean, I’ve been carrying around copper, I lived around copper, and I’ve never noticed this smell before.”

      “You grew accustomed to it, perhaps.”

      “Believe me, that’s not it. I’d remember if I smelled this before. Something here must have triggered it.” She pointed up toward the sheriff’s old house. “It’s stronger up that way.”

      Trevian nodded. The town had built the house for its sheriff years before, a fine, two-story thing, and was part of the position’s pay. The sheriff had gotten very little coin for his work, and his wife, a well-known weaver, brought in most of their money. He guessed they were gone now, since there was no town to need a sheriff, and she could ply her trade anywhere they could find wool or flax. From the front, it looked as if the house had avoided most of the damage the other buildings had faced. As they started up the hill, the side of the house came into view, and he saw where the wall had crumpled. The roof sagged. The house had been damaged after all.

      “That’s where we’re headed?”

      He nodded.

      She glanced at him. “It doesn’t look safe.”

      “It’s safe enough I think,” he said.

      “You haven’t grown up around earthquakes,” she said.

      “You mean the earth ripples? I have. We have them all the time in the Crescent.”

      She shrugged and looked down at the ground without answering.

      Trevian adjusted his knapsack. “I’m not sure we’ll even need to go inside,” he said. “I don’t know where my uncle is staying. This is simply where we’re meeting.” He didn’t tell her that this was mostly riddle-guessing on his part. He wasn’t even sure Uncle Oshane was inside.

      The garden that had filled the yard in front when he had been here two years ago had gone mostly to seed. Bean runners crawled along the ground and other vegetables had leafed out. No one had tended it, but there had been enough rain in the valley through the spring to keep the plants alive.

      He stopped at the edge of the yard. The pleasant sense of copper filled him. Erin’s face was wrinkled, and he guessed she was sensing it as much as he was. “Greetings to the house,” he called, and waited.

      “Why is it so quiet here? There isn’t even any wind.”

      He raised his voice. “Greetings to the house.”

      “Did you hear that?” Erin said. He had heard nothing, but a moment later, the door opened. A man stepped out. The fall of shadows hid his face. He came down the three steps, as tall as Trevian, his hat tipped forward. Trevian recognized the slight swagger to his walk, and he relaxed. He took a step forward.

      “Uncle Oshane,” he said.

      “At last, Nephew.” Oshane came down off the steps and walked toward them. Oshane tilted back his hat. Behind Trevian, Erin gasped.

      “You bastard, Trevian!” Erin shouted. Trevian started to turn. She bolted past him. Oshane stepped out into the road, his arms outstretched. “Wait.”

      Erin hurled her knapsack at him. It hit him and he staggered. She dodged around him and ran, her feet churning up dust as she headed past the house into the hills.

      “Erin! Wait!” Trevian started after her. What was she thinking? She didn’t know her way around the valley, and the hills here were treacherous. “Erin!”

      Oshane broke into a trot and cut Trevian off, both hands raised. “Let her go, Nephew. Let her go. She’ll get over her fright.”

      “She doesn’t know this place!”

      Oshane’s voice was so different from his father’s, low-pitched, smooth as aged plum lick. “She’ll be safe here. I’ve got it warded.”

      “You don’t understand! She doesn’t know the land!”

      Oshane caught his arm. “She’ll come back when she’s ready.” He stooped and picked up the abandoned knapsack. “What’s in here?”

      “She’s not a wandering sheepdog, Uncle.”

      “Trevian. She’ll go nowhere. Have faith in me.”

      “Why did she run from you? And why call me a bastard?”

      Oshane tipped his head to one side and spread out his hands in a clownish gesture of ignorance. “Should I know this? She’s your friend. I wasn’t expecting you to bring a woman.”

      “She’s not some ordinary woman.”

      “I assume you said something to make her angry.”

      “I said nothing.” Trevian looked around his uncle, up the hill, but Erin was nowhere in sight. “If you’ve warded this place, how did we make it through?”

      “I reawakened the ward. I put it to sleep when I heard you halloo the town.”

      “You cannot have warded the entire village, Uncle.”

      Oshane smiled. “Oh, Trevian, wait.” He turned, bent, and picked up Erin’s knapsack. “Come inside now,” he said, “and you’ll see the things that I can do.”
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        * * *

      

      The messenger bag thumped against her thigh, as if nothing had changed since she’d fled her burning house. Fool. Stupid, stupid fool.

      Trevian shouted something behind her. She didn’t spare a glance. He shouted again and then fell silent. She didn’t dare look to see if he were chasing her, or something else was.

      She had trusted him so easily, let him lead her right into Vianovelle’s hands. Why hadn’t she seen it?

      Her breath gusted in her ears as she climbed, skirting a hole in the trail, dodging a boulder. She settled into a lope. The ground was rough, and she had to watch her footing.

      Behind her, a hiss, a crackling sound she knew too well. One of the hounds, maybe both. The track climbed, and beyond a row of rough gray boulders, she could see trees. She could only hope to make it there, to some cover, and hope they didn’t burn the grove down to find her.

      The trail leveled out a bit, and she lowered her head and lengthened her stride, pulling with her arms, running with all the speed she could gather. On her left, the ground dropped away, and she veered right. Her heart pounded and black spots flickered in her vision, but she kept on.

      Her head collided with a wall. She crashed into it, staggering. Her world blossomed into pain. She tried to straighten up, but her legs went limp. She fell. She heard herself groaning, heard the crackle of the hounds, and pushed herself up with her hands. The earth fell away beneath them. Overbalanced, she fell out into empty air. She struck ground once, the breath punched out of her, then spun through air again, clinging to the strap of the bag. She struck again, hard on her right hip, rolled, falling over rocks, and then was sliding, sliding, with no end in sight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Trevian’s cheek muscles contracted, pulling his mouth into a smile in spite of himself. He felt as if he were floating as he stepped across the threshold of his uncle’s dwelling. The place was filled with copper and charms. It embraced him, cradled him. His fear for Erin faded a little. Surely she would be fine. She would return and explain what had made her flee.

      He followed his uncle into the large downstairs room, looked around, and laughed. “It’s a mestengo’s den, Uncle. I’ve never seen this much copper in one place.”

      “Years of work.” Uncle Oshane flinched and put his hand to his forehead.

      Trevian recognized the reaction. “Something struck the ward?”

      His uncle nodded. “Probably an earth elemental.”

      He led Trevian to a thick-topped table. Just beyond it, filling a corner of the room, stood a narrow cylinder of copper as tall as Trevian. Braided copper cords like bridle reins sprouted from the top and ran along the ceiling. Trevian tipped back his head. The ceiling was covered with rows of copper braids. Piles of scrap copper, some pieces as big as his chest, some as small as his thumbnail, filled every other corner of the room. He looked down and saw that the edge of the table was lined with the metal.

      “You could feed every family in the Crescent for a year with this much copper,” he said.

      His uncle smiled. “It must look that way.” He stroked a gold pin that gleamed on the breast of his worn brown jacket. Trevian squinted and made out the features of the four-horned sheep, Cheviot the Ram. “You have a limited understanding of commerce, though, Trevian, for being your father’s son.” He picked up a pitcher and poured clear liquid into a cup. “Lick?”

      “I’d prefer water, if you have it,” Trevian said. “The last parcel of the journey was dry.”

      Uncle Oshane shrugged. He poured the spirit back into the pitcher. A string of beads on his wrist slipped out from beneath his sleeve. They were the color of loomin and gleamed like polished stone. He brushed the string back up out of sight and went out of the room.

      Trevian walked over to the cylinder. He held out his hand, his palm inches from its surface, and felt the heat sinking in. His palm thrummed like a heartbeat. He had never felt copper this way before, like a live thing.

      The copper piled around the base of the pillar looked like broken bowls. He stooped and picked one up. It was as big as his head, with sides tapering to points. Holes had been drilled near the end of the points. In the center of the bowl was a hammered square of copper, with a hole drilled through it. He tilted the bowl and peered at the rim of the hole. It was threaded. It looked like headgear, the kind some prospectors wore in caverns and tunnels, except for the hole in the center. There were several in the stack. Some were different sizes, and to his inexperienced eye, they looked crudely made. Perhaps the local prospectors had used them and traded or sold them to Uncle Oshane when they left.

      Behind the copper pole stood a wooden structure. Upright, it was slightly taller than he was, with shallow sides and a slatted bottom. It was a box. He couldn’t think what would be stored in such a box; it was too long for crossbows and too shallow to haul food.

      He took a step back. He needed clear wits. It wasn’t logical to think that Erin was safe while she wandered in a strange place filled with unstable earth. And his uncle…there were lots of questions for his uncle to answer.

      But there was so much copper, so much welcoming, beautiful copper.

      He forced himself to walk past the piles of charmed metal to the door. As he stood with his hand on the latch, his uncle came out of the kitchen with a cup.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I must not stay in that room.”

      Uncle Oshane smiled, the bright, eye-crinkling smile Trevian remembered from his childhood, a smile that hinted at secrets just the two of them shared. “You’re a copper-hunter,” he said, holding out the cup to Trevian. “Can you tell me you want to leave that room?”

      Trevian took the cup and drank two swallows of water. “Of course not. Because of that, I must. It’s clouding my thoughts.”

      Uncle Oshane shook his head. “Or allowing you to think, perhaps for the first time.”

      “I think,” Trevian said.

      “You think narrowly. It’s no fault of yours. You’ve been hobbled since birth. I was pleased that you tossed off my brother’s harness and went your own way. It was a good beginning, but it is only a beginning.”

      Trevian drained the cup and turned, pulling open the door. “Still, I prefer to talk outside.” The sense of comfort, belonging, faded as he stepped across the threshold. His uncle followed.

      “Uncle, I must find my friend before she comes to harm.”

      “She’ll come to no harm.”

      “You don’t understand. She’s not from here. Not from our world. She doesn’t know—”

      “I know where she’s from, Trevian. I know who she is and what her family is, better than you do.”

      Trevian stood with his mouth open. “What do you mean?”

      “She is not what she told you. Her world is a dark and evil place. Her family traded in that evil. We must not let her bring that evil here.”
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        * * *

      

      Everything ached. Erin twitched her toes and fingers. Once sure that she could move everything, she propped herself up, gasping in pain. The bag dug into her ribs.

      Her heart still raced. She struggled to her feet. The hounds would be after her. She dug into the bag and pulled out the stake.

      The hard ground under her feet was covered with dense brown grass, gravel, and small rocks. She looked up at the steep slope she’d fallen down, its side studded with boulders like gray teeth. Far above, one of the hounds paced, twisting its head from side to side, but it didn’t come down after her. She glanced around, panicked, but didn’t see the other one. What was stopping them from materializing here? To her right, a gap broke the hillside, and she hobbled toward it. Pain stabbed her side with each breath.

      She couldn’t see much inside, but it was wide, easy to fit through with room to spare. She waited for her eyes to adjust. The shaft or tunnel ran back as far as she could make out, and the smell—burnt hair and licorice—teased her. It wasn’t as strong as it had been at the house, but it was present.

      The house. Vianovelle’s house.

      God, he was so clever, Trevian, convincing her that Vianovelle was from another world, not this one, and that his uncle was the only person who could help them. He’d been so sincere with his story of some girl he’d kicked to the curb, steering her away from a real town where there was probably real help. She’d trusted him. She’d let him handle the book.

      She wondered why she was still alive.

      The quality of the darkness changed as she stood, and she could make out dim shapes. She shuffled forward, looking over her shoulder, but the hounds didn’t follow. For all she knew, they could already be ahead of her. The tunnel curved slightly to her left. She could see the curve of the tunnel against a faint golden glow. The scent of burnt hair and licorice grew stronger. She shifted her grip on the aluminum stake and pressed close to the rock wall. The ground grew uneven, and she stumbled once or twice. The glow seemed to pulse. She blinked, then closed her eyes for a count of three and opened them. The light still pulsed. It wasn’t just her vision.

      She stopped, staying as much in the shadow of the wall as she could. She listened. From ahead came a soft whispering sound, but other than that she heard nothing. She slipped forward a couple of feet. The sound grew louder and a bit lower-pitched, a soft rushing with an occasional musical tinkling. She closed her eyes and listened. It sounded like a steady stream of water.

      She waited, listening for the shuffle of feet on stone, a rustle of clothing, a spoken word. Except for the water, the tunnel was quiet. She looked over her shoulder and saw no sign of the hounds. When she looked back, a green oval afterimage swam in her field of vision. She cursed herself and stood still until it faded.

      She moved forward.

      The curve of the space was gentle, and mist touched her face as she came into a grotto. Water spilled down one side of it, forming a small pool that drained away into the dark. She could see it clearly because a twined column of glowing insect-like things revolved in front of it, casting a golden glow that lit the cavern. They were about the length of her middle finger. As she stood, trying to get a good look at them, a trio broke away, landing on her bag for a moment. They flitted back to the water, then back to the bag. She looked down and a fourth one lit on the back of her hand. She hoped they didn’t sting or bite. Slowly, she raised her hand to eye level. The creature had a sticklike body with forelegs that looked slightly like arms. The triangular head was dominated by rounded blue eyes above a furled proboscis. Her hand felt pleasantly warm. The creature darted off, and now she saw that a number of them were circling her. She didn’t feel frightened, although she wondered if she should.

      They produced a lot of light. California didn’t have a lot of bioluminescent insects, but she thought this process was something different from fireflies. And the creatures looked a little like butterflies, a little like dragonflies with their four wings, and a little like human figures. It was uncanny. She saw now why people would trap them in lanterns. One or two in a jar would provide enough light to read by.

      She squatted down and looked at the pool, which reflected the glow. The sprites changed course again, massing between her and the water. She looked down. What she had thought was a reflection was coming from under the pool’s surface, a cluster of oval orbs like golden grapes, wrapped in a shimmering membrane that undulated with the waves of the pool.

      She edged away. Those had to be eggs. The sprites needed water to breed. She remembered Trevian saying something about the marshes west of town being filled with sprites, and how they had dwindled. The dying lake had done that.

      Erin stood up. Interesting, but none of this mattered unless sprites could be persuaded to fight off the hounds or show her a way out of this dead town, a way to get the book someplace safe. She touched her forehead and flinched, cursing, at the jolt of pain. She’d run headfirst into some invisible barrier. Trevian’s camp had been protected by a similar barrier. Vianovelle’s covered a larger area, which meant, probably, that she could hide, but she couldn’t get out. And she had no idea how to face both of them.

      And Trevian had the map, the copy she had let him keep against her first impulse. It wasn’t just her life at risk now, it was many worlds, since Vianovelle had found a way to cross a frontera and bring his elementals with him.

      She sank down on her knees and put her hands over her face. She wanted to cry, but she was afraid to even do that. She had failed. She had failed everyone.
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        * * *

      

      “Why would you think she brings evil? How can you know these things?” Trevian said.

      Uncle Oshane hitched his scarf higher up around his throat. He wore late winter clothing: thick trousers, a jacket, and a scarf over his shirt, although it was summer. The sunlight deepened the furrows on his face. “Did she tell you her true name?”

      “Erin Dosmanos.”

      His uncle nodded. “She is a Dosmanos. They and some others named themselves the Four Families as if they had a sacred duty. That is a lie. When the world turned, Trevian, life fell into chaos. Cities collapsed. People died of starvation, of disease, or by elementals. There were copper-hunters even then, and scholars, and they studied the elementals. Some say they began the studies before the elementals freed themselves. They knew what was coming, but they said and did nothing. Instead, they gathered tools and weapons, things that would have helped us, and they took them away. The Dosmanos family fled with a treasure that we needed, here, to survive. Now come inside. I assure you, she is safe within the town limits.”

      Trevian stood. It was not true that Erin was safe within the town. Perhaps his uncle’s ward kept out elementals, but the ground was rutted and uneven. A building could topple or a hole open up with no warning. And yet his uncle spoke of Erin as if he knew her. And perhaps his explanation would shed some light on the book. He nodded and followed his uncle back inside to the copper room.

      As they stepped into the room, Uncle Oshane staggered. Trevian stepped to his side and caught his arm. “The ward again?”

      “No. The work I do takes its toll.” Uncle Oshane moved to the table. He sat down heavily, as if his knees wouldn’t quite hold him. He was older than Trevian’s father, but the energy in his smile and the sparkle in his eyes had always made Trevian forget that. And even with the huge pillar of copper, it took energy to maintain such a charm. He didn’t see how a single man, one who wasn’t a copper-hunter, could do it.

      “You know of the gaps between worlds, those openings called fronteras,” his uncle said as Trevian moved a chair out and sat down. “Your mother used to speak of them before my brother would shout her to silence. Once, when you were just a twig of a boy, you started to tell a story about them, and Oswald clouted you so hard you nearly fell into the fire. Do you remember?”

      Trevian nodded. He remembered only the blow, the singing in his ears, and the heat of the fire on his face. He didn’t remember his uncle being there.

      “Well, I’m sure your flatland grandmother told you many more such tales, and they are true.” His uncle poured a shot of lick from the pitcher into a cup. His hand shook slightly as he did so. “There are places where some people, people with charms, copper-hunters or other magickers, can cross from one world to another. And there are many worlds, Trevian. Many.”

      Trevian thought of the stack of paper in his knapsack.

      His uncle sipped and swallowed. “Some worlds seemed linked in a way, as if they had been a single world at one time, then somehow split the way wood will burl on the trunk of a tree. There are five worlds, for instance, like ours, with elementals. Your companion came from one of those worlds.”

      “Her world has no elementals.”

      Uncle Oshane snorted. He took two more quick swallows as if he were trying to drown laughter. “The elementals there haven’t awakened, haven’t found their freedom. And they won’t because her people enslave them. You turned away from Oswald because he imprisons fire elementals, Nephew, but her world has enslaved all the air and fire. They have poisoned their earth, the very earth, killing most of the earth elementals. Those enslaved beings garner a few of them riches and power, the greatest of luxuries, but they do not share. Her people don’t stop at enslaving the elementals. Did she tell you that they enslave each other?”

      Trevian’s breath left him at the thought of such a thing. Of course Erin had said nothing. “How can you know this?”

      “I’ve seen their world. I have been to it. Your grandfather was a drunken failure, and everything he touched rotted under his fingers. He was half-turvy, but only half. His ramblings, his self-indulgent scribblings in his notebooks held bits of truth, and I’ve spent my life prospecting them. It has been a hard and thankless life, but I have learned much, and I have seen the other worlds. Some have much to offer, and some must be stopped before they infect the others.”

      “Did you, did you send those creatures after us? They killed her parents, you know.”

      “I sent them only to protect you on your journey. She is lying if she speaks of killing.”

      “They killed a prospector. I saw them.”

      Uncle Oshane looked down at the table. “If you say you saw them, then…safe journey and good rest to that one, then. I did not know. The creatures must have been provoked, or frightened. They serve me, and there is no profit in ordering them to kill.”

      “They were not provoked. What are they? They form bodies from the earth, but their centers are flame.”

      “The control I exert is uneven at times. And they are simply fire elementals, charmed so that they can develop a shield to protect them.”

      “Protect them? The form is mostly made of earth or metal. It hurts them.”

      “Nephew, they are elementals. They don’t feel pain or passion as we do.”

      “Erin saw them kill her parents. They set her house afire.”

      Uncle Oshane leaned forward suddenly. “I doubt her parents are even truly dead, although she may believe so. The creatures are drawn more easily to flame, which might explain your prospector friend’s death, if there was a blackrock fire burning. If Erin saw her house afire, perhaps it was because the township was already burning.”

      “So you were there? And the hounds with you?”

      “I only brought them there to track the Dosmanos family. I hoped to speak to them, to explain why they should return what they held.”

      “What is it they held?”

      “A book dating from the time of Ancient, as you well know. It was written before the world turned, when elementals were only beginning to awaken. It was written in this world, and it contains wisdom and lore that we need. The Dosmanos line—”

      “Is part of ours,” Trevian said, “isn’t it? Aren’t they our cousins?”

      “Yes, but they are turvy, the lot of them. Madness bloomed in them. The thief who stole our book lived three centuries ago. He found a frontera and fled to their world. They have kept the book from us ever since.”

      “Why? It serves them no purpose, does it? You say their elementals have not awakened.”

      “So that those who need it cannot have it.”

      Trevian shifted back in his seat. “Uncle, the stories talk about several items related to the frontera, not just a book. There must have been some other reason for carrying those away as well. In the days after the world turned, many died at the hands of men and women, not just sickness and elementals. Maybe they meant to keep the objects out of the hands of those who would misuse them.”

      “Those who took them saw themselves as better than those they left behind.” He made a slashing gesture with his hand. “But enough about the past. She carries the book. It is ours by right, and by need.”

      “Not by need,” Trevian said. “We’re doing well.”

      “Doing well, you think, because you haven’t seen those other worlds, what they have. In her world, some make artwork of fresh water, lakes, and dancing fountains, while others walk five miles in a day to bring water to their families. They step over the bodies of the sick and dying on the way to their businesses. But they’ve harnessed elemental power so that they can speak to each other from thousands of miles away and travel through the air in tubes of loomin.”

      “You’ve seen these things?”

      “I’ve seen them.”

      Trevian stared at him. It seemed that his grandfather’s madness had infected his uncle, but he thought of Erin’s smooth rectangle, the one that held an image and put out light. She talked of speaking and seeing people who were leagues and leagues away. He remembered how many of those objects he would find when he was prospecting, and other apparatuses that were mysteries like the flimsy greenish boards that were embossed with random metal designs, blobs and knobs of gold. He stretched, basking in the copper warmth of the room.

      “Did we have those things once?” he said. “Do you think we could fly through the air in charmed tubes of loomin?”

      His uncle sighed and leaned back in his chair. “I do, Nephew. And there is more. There is an elemental world where men and women walk free of pain and sickness. We can have that as well.”
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        * * *

      

      Erin sat up finally. No one was going to help her, but she still had the book. If she couldn’t escape, and it seemed pretty clear that she couldn’t, then she needed to use the book to stop Vianovelle and Trevian…or at least slow them down.

      She crawled along the wall to settle next to the water. There was more than enough light to read by. The book talked of creating the earth-fire creatures, the hounds, so if she read more closely, she might find a way to unmake them. She remembered reading something about that, but it had never been urgent before, and there had always been passages she’d skimmed because they made so little sense. But there might be a clue to what Vianovelle was doing, how he was using the fronteras.

      She closed her eyes for a minute and thought about Chip. He had been a warrior. She wished he was here to help her find a way to take the fight to them.

      Harness your anger, he might have said.

      She started from the back, where the language was most familiar—the oldest part of the book. This world, whatever it was, had been like hers until a few hundred years ago, even to the use of English. They spoke English now, here, it was just changed. She didn’t understand why, but it didn’t matter.

      The language she had always considered poetic and obscure made sense now that she knew a little about this world. The early parts of the book talked about energies, energies gaining self-awareness. The threat of the “world turning,” which her family always assumed just meant some cataclysmic political change, now took on a new significance. She paged backward and found a passage she remembered about the nature of elementals. She flipped to the beginning and read it closely. Earth could smother a fire elemental, as could water, and fire elementals avoided water elementals. Fire elementals were easily “contained” in a vessel, either some kind of quartz or aluminum, but they did need to feed, so air and fuel had to be provided. They were too unpredictable to be controlled for long, the treatise said, but formulae could be imprinted into gold that made them obedient.

      They disliked charmed copper, which was probably why the wards worked.

      Erin thought “imprinted” in this case didn’t mean carved. She thought they were already talking about magic. The collar was supposed to control elementals. Vianovelle must be using it to control the two hounds. To stop him, she would have to confront him and take it away, but she couldn’t think of a way to do that.

      Trevian had injured one of the hounds with a handful of dirt. If she could get close enough to pierce a carapace, she could poison them with earth, if they didn’t kill her the way they had her parents, first. She shivered.

      The forms, the forms they took from the objects surrounding them, it seemed like those hurt them. Vianovelle was forcing them to cover themselves in an element that caused them pain. It went against their nature. Could she use that in some way?

      A handful of sprites hovered over her, darting toward the book’s cover and away again. She looked up. A thin line of the creatures ran from the pool through the cavern. It was like a line of ants back home, not a mass migration but a steady narrow stream. She already knew they were drawn to water and copper. There must be one or both of those things ahead.

      She studied the line of sprites.
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        * * *

      

      Trevian let his head rest against the chair back. He studied the copper pattern on the ceiling, his eye following the snake-curves of braided cord. “How would we, Uncle? Free of pain? Of ill-health? And how would we fly through the air? Air elementals are elusive.”

      “It’s a mystery,” his uncle said, “but we know it can be done.”

      Three set of cords, the ones that ran from the top of the copper pole, ended at the lintel of the low door at the far end of the room. Trevian rolled his head and looked at the pole, which could almost have been grinning at him, nodding.

      “The book could tell us,” Uncle Oshane said.

      Trevian let his head loll back and forth, enjoying the pressure of the wood against his scalp. “The book would tell us nothing of that,” he said. “I…” A cold hole opened up in his gut. “By that I mean, I doubt any book would tell us of such things.”

      His uncle looked at him without speaking.

      Trevian made himself sit up. “Why do we want to fly through the air anyway? What purpose does it serve?”

      “To go thousands of leagues in a few hours? Think of the possibilities.”

      “Surely air elementals are not that strong. I’ve seen one carry off a person, but a whole cartload of people? That’s not possible.”

      Uncle Oshane moved his shoulders back in a shrug. “It is a wonder, a wonder we have been denied while others, those who torture and starve their own people, think nothing of the marvels they use.” He leaned forward suddenly, his hands clasped in front of him. “Our talk goes jolting down the wrong track. You are right. This is not about flying through the air. This is about worlds, worlds that are linked. Elemental worlds that should be united.”

      His uncle’s fervor made Trevian smile again. “United, how?”

      “One of our sister elemental worlds is much like ours, but they are more advanced in the healing arts than we, and they have allied themselves with an elemental race. We could learn from them, for they have vanquished pain and sickness. They could learn much from us, since they do not know how to charm metal. Then there is the world your woman comes from.”

      “She’s not my woman.”

      Uncle Oshane flipped his hands open and back. “A figure of speech. The fifth world I know little about.”

      “But you visited the first one, the one with the healers? How?”

      Uncle Oshane’s lids dropped over his eyes. “I have learned to navigate a frontera. It is perilous, but it can be survived.”

      “How? How did you do that? I did not think it was a Langtree skill.”

      “Didn’t you? Well, things can be learned, with great effort,” his uncle said.

      “Did you find a charm?” Trevian leaned forward now. He felt strong, confident, nearly giddy. “What did you find? Where? The same place you found the charm to control those fire elementals?”

      His uncle laughed and held up his hands. “Gently, gently, Nephew! I said I had a lot to tell you, and it isn’t told quickly. This is my life’s work. I have searched for the secrets of the frontera and ways to better our world, all the linked worlds. Everything I have I earned by my labor, my wits, my pain. It is much riskier than prospecting, but the rewards can be greater. Far greater. And I am eager to share them.” He shifted back his chair and stood up. “I see that you won’t trust me, Trevian, but I trust you. Wait for me.”

      Before Trevian could ask what he meant, his uncle left the room again. This time he followed the cords of copper to the back and, stooping, slipped through the rough-hewn door. Trevian closed his eyes, basking in the comfort of the copper and the charms. It was belonging. It was home in a way he’d never experienced.

      A niggle of guilt speared him, something about Erin. Something he had said…but the contentment washed it away. He got up and went over to the column again, letting his palms rest on it. Bluish-green shadows swirled beneath his eyelids, and his muscles felt warm and loose. He opened his eyes and looked up at the crown of cords. They looked like a juggler’s hat, and that thought itself made him laugh. And the laugh made him wonder where the cords went, beyond that door where Uncle Oshane had just vanished.

      The spearpoint of guilt nudged him harder. Why was his uncle so willing to trust him? He took his hands off the column. It radiated power, more than one man, even a copper-hunter, could produce. Something else was powering this. Was Uncle Oshane no different than Trevian’s father, imprisoning elementals to serve his needs? He took a step back.

      His uncle came back into the room, carrying a packet wrapped in tanned sheepskin. He set it on the table and folded back the sides, one after another. Trevian was drawn to the table as rectangles of loomin appeared. He recognized the curling designs at the corners.

      “You know these,” his uncle said.

      Trevian said nothing, just stepped closer and stood, keeping his hands at his sides. He eyed the stack of thin metal plates. There were six. His uncle had six pages from the book.

      “You chose not to tell me, but it’s clear you’ve seen the book, Trevian. That woman is dancing you like a string-puppet.”

      “Where did you get these?”

      “It took me twelve years to collect these. You see, I will trust you.”

      “And what are they, exactly? I just see sheets of loomin.”

      Uncle Oshane grinned. “I’d hate to play cards with you, Nephew. All right. They carry charms, important ones, and they tell us much about the elementals and the linked worlds. They speak of fronteras, including how to enter one and survive it.” He slipped one plate free of the stack. “This page tells of a gold broach that will compel an air elemental. I heard of this when I was barely more than a boy, and I searched and found it. I won it off a drunken gambler. Then I spent months learning the charm. When I sought to prospect with cousins here, the Dosmanos family, one of them stole it from me, hurled it into the lake.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she did not wish me to have something she could not have.”

      Trevian narrowed his eyes. It sounded much like his uncle’s comments about Erin’s family and the book. “When was this?”

      “More than thirty years ago. By then I already knew the truth: the elementals can serve us. It only takes finding the right tools.”

      Trevian eyed the scarf his uncle wore bunched at his throat. “Like a golden collar set with watery stones?”

      “Ah, yes, you remember the tales.”

      “Does it work, Uncle?”

      “You can’t expect me to blurt out all my secrets, when you keep so many. You’ve seen the book, haven’t you? She carries it with her.”

      “What do you intend? I don’t understand. You have found a way through a frontera, which I thought was not possible for most of us. You’ve found a way to make elementals serve you, and you speak of other worlds, uniting them? Somehow, you can locate the tools when you reach their world.”

      His uncle curled one hand over the wrist with the string of beads. “I can.”

      “To what purpose, Uncle?”

      “A better life for all of us. We can benefit from the knowledge of the wisdom-keepers and their allies, those who never fall ill, and they can benefit from the use of charms. And the world the Dosmanos clan fled to, we can stop them before they come here and do damage. We can put their inventions and marvels to good use here.”

      “How?”

      “By freeing their elementals.”

      “Isn’t that what destroyed our inventions and marvels? That’s what history says. Erin’s people have no charms, no defense against elementals.”

      Uncle Oshane let his face go solemn. He stared at Trevian. “We will control their elementals,” he said. “They can serve us, in more ways than keeping them in a jar, or trapping them in a quartz box and bleeding off their power. They can serve.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “You underestimate the power of these tools.”

      Trevian gestured behind him at the humming column. “What powers that? An elemental you have snared somewhere beyond that doorway?”

      “I’m not your father, Trevian, who would make my wealth by imprisoning them.”

      “The fire elementals, you’ve trapped them in shells. Shells that cause them pain.”

      “Set aside your sentimentality. We have no evidence that they feel pain. And no elemental powers that device. I swear it.”

      “What, then?”

      “I’ll show you, after you tell me what else is in the book she carries.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Nearly halfway through the book, Erin found a page that started in the middle of a sentence. She had been looking for a poem that spoke of freeing flames. She flipped the preceding page and found a poem on a completely different topic. This was one of the sections with missing pages. It talked about a carapace.

      …object is made mostly of a gold which shares the same virtues and qualities as our gold, although the blue stones are like nothing we have. It creates an affinity that lets the flame draw substance to it without consuming that substance, creating a useful carapace. The object controls earth and fire elementals. There is no method at this time for testing it on water elementals.

      The flames can do much useful work within the carapace, whether earth, wood, or metal, although wearing it weakens them over time to the point of extinguishment. It seems that a flame held within some such apparatus would provide motive power and earth-moving power, if the creatures could be more consistently controlled. When the control drops away, as it tends to if the wearer of the object lets attention waver, the carapace vanishes. Often the flames lash out at the person who controlled them, with disastrous results. The vigor with which they turn on that one, even in a group of people, creates an illusion of understanding and intent among the creatures. It is disquieting.

      Disastrous results. Yeah. If they wore those constructs long enough it would kill them, but not before they’d killed her. The key lay in finding out what controlled them and breaking it. That was the collar. It all came back to that.

      She turned to the next page, hoping there was more, but it was a discussion about an iron spindle that pierced the world, which was no help at all. She flipped back. There was still no way to tell how many pages were missing, but it was obvious that Vianovelle had learned how to create this “affinity,” and that he controlled the hounds.

      She rubbed her eyes. She’d learned self-defense and some hand-to-hand combat because the family insisted, but she wasn’t a fighter. She didn’t think she could get close enough to Vianovelle to get the collar off him, not without bringing the book into his reach. And she didn’t know where she could hide the book where he or Trevian would not eventually find it. She tried to ignore that ache in her throat. Crying wasn’t going to help anything. There had to be some way.

      She stood up and stowed the book. She would let things settle in her mind and see if some great plan emerged. In the meantime, she was curious about that line of sprites.

      She stalked forward, as close to silently as she could manage. She did not know who or what lay around the bend in the tunnel. It seemed like she was heading back the way she’d come—that would be “east” in this world—and she thought she might be close to, or even underneath, Vianovelle’s house. She needed to go carefully. The smell she associated with copper and magic grew stronger, and underneath it was another odor, one she knew from visiting her grandfather at the hospital, although it was never as strong there, overlaid with scents of antiseptics and flowers. It was a stale urine smell.

      She came around the corner into a cavern that glowed with pinkish light. At first she thought that the sprites were lighting it up, but they were not the only source of light.

      A semi-circle of wooden boxes, five of them, pointed out into the cavern like the petals of a flower. At the center of the semi-circle, on a flat-topped boulder, sat a leather-wrapped bundle and a cylinder shaped of strips of copper alternating with dark green glass. The top of the cylinder rose to a peaked lid. A flange, marked with domed studs at even intervals, formed the base. Sprites swarmed around it.

      The illumination, a yellowish-pink light, rose from the boxes. The light brightened and dimmed in a steady rhythm, and Erin blinked and made herself look away, conscious that her breathing had fallen into the same pattern.

      She stepped forward. Her foot skidded in a slimy puddle that released a cloud of the stale urine scent with a ranker smell underneath. She gagged. She looked again at the copper lantern poised among the boxes. Copper wire ran from each box up to its base, each one attached to one of the studs.

      She stood rooted, knowing what she was going to see, wanting to turn away. She couldn’t. She had to go forward. She clenched her fists and stepped up to the nearest box.

      Inside lay a naked girl. Her eyes were closed. It was hard to guess her age because she had wasted to skin stretched over bone. Her hipbones jutted out, and Erin could see her ribs. Her eyes drifted under closed lids. She rested on a slatted surface about two inches above the bottom of the box, and Erin could see the holes drilled in the bottom of the box that meant a hose, or at least a bucket of water, would serve for hygiene purposes.

      For a moment, Erin didn’t notice anything else strange because the body was so shocking, so callously treated. Then her mind registered what she was seeing. There was a lump on the girl’s chest, just below the collar bone, the size of Erin’s clenched fist. It pulsed gently, a pinkish-yellow mass. Vomit rose in her throat, and she turned away. Once her stomach settled, she looked back. The thing was not part of the girl, but it was attached to her.

      The girl wore a copper headpiece like a skullcap, and a set of wires ran from the top of it over to the lantern.

      Erin’s hands hurt, and she unclenched them. She looked down and saw the fingernail imprints in her palm. Her heart was racing. She made herself walk around the perimeter. The first three boxes held people who looked as used-up and starved as the girl, each with a pulsing sac on their chests. The next two boxes held the Augustos, who still retained flesh and muscle tone. They hadn’t been trapped as long.

      The Families had spoken of the lantern channeling energy. That meant energy given freely, by people who joined and let their spirits flow into the lantern, not something harvested. Not bodies feeding a, a thing. Or maybe those sacs were feeding them, keeping them comatose while Vianovelle drew on their energy.

      She would bet a hundred dollars the three local people were copper-hunters.

      She pulled her own knife, and the stake, out of the bag and tucked them into her waistband. Then she turned, scanning the cavern. There had to be something she could use. Shadows pooled in the edges of the room, but pink light glanced off something in a far corner. It was a pile of fabric, folded and stacked. Erin knelt and began searching through it, hoping for a better weapon. She found a t-shirt and elastic-waist jeans, along with jackets and trousers in a thick fabric like the kind Trevian wore. A light skirt and a pair of trousers that gathered at the ankle formed the bottom of the pile. Next to the clothes she found a discarded belt, a wallet made of ripstop nylon, and a small purse.

      Something creaked in the darkness. Her stomach dropped. A rhythmic clumping grew louder. It was too late to run.

      Erin turned, crouching down in the shadowed corner and snatched at the clothing, pulling it over her. Clutching the stake, she made herself as small as she could as the footsteps grew louder.

      A gap between the trousers and one of the coarse shirts let her see the ends of the boxes. An arm and shoulder came into view, the brown cloth looking dingy in the light. She made herself breathe slowly, filling her lungs, ignoring nerves that wanted her muscles to twitch, to leap, to cower. Metal tinked. She saw him again, facing back the way he’d come. He held the leather-wrapped package. He stood for a moment, his head lowered, free hand pressed against his throat. When he raised his head, Erin shrank back against the wall in spite of herself.

      He sighed.

      He started forward and vanished from view. She waited as the footsteps faded, and then waited a little longer. She stood up and climbed around the stack of discarded clothes.

      Shooting glances at the tunnel, she approached the lantern again. As she squeezed between the boxes, she bumped one and it jiggled. The person inside wobbled like a Jell-O mold. Cold rushed through Erin. She made herself focus on the copper and glass cylinder, especially at the copper leads where the wires connected. The wires were snug against the bottom of the studs, and she didn’t know if she could pry or unscrew the studs, not without tools. She made herself look down into one of the boxes. Mrs. Augusto lay there, her olive-skinned face slack, except for her eyes rolling under her lids. The copper skullcap was fastened under her chin with two pieces of rough twine, double knotted. Erin leaned down, breathing shallowly. The knot looked tight, but she thought she could loosen it. She just didn’t know how long it would take.
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        * * *

      

      “Before we speak of it,” Trevian said, “do you have a working pump? I need water. An earth elemental bit my leg, and I need to clean the wound.”

      “When did that happen? You said nothing.”

      “Last night. The kitchen, then?” Trevian led the way, limping more than he needed to. His uncle’s breath warmed his ear as the other man matched his stride, never letting Trevian get even an arm’s length ahead.

      The kitchen was long and narrow, one corner collapsed under the weight of the fallen roof. The sink and its pump were still working. He wet a cloth and sat in the one good chair to draw off his boot. “The broach you wear. Does it summon an air elemental? They are called to gold, aren’t they?”

      “Did you see that in the book?” Uncle Oshane stroked the ram’s face.

      “Mother told me that.” Trevian peeled away Erin’s bandage. The punctures looked clean, but he pressed the damp cloth against them anyway. Away from the trove of copper, with his mind clear, he could see how little his uncle had told him. He could see how little his uncle cared that the hounds had killed Cosigan.

      His uncle’s dreams of unity sounded more like conquest.

      “It looks like it had your whole foot. How did you escape it?”

      Trevian looked up and met the other man’s gaze. “Erin risked herself to beat it back.”

      “Perhaps she was never in any real danger.”

      Trevian lowered his gaze to the bandage he was trying to stick back in place.

      “Did she have a weapon?” His uncle’s tone was light, but a chill skittered down Trevian’s spine. “Did she use the book?”

      He pulled on his boot and laced it up. He gave no answer.

      “You pledge fealty to her, instead of family? I’m disappointed, Nephew.”

      Trevian stood. “I pledge fealty to no one. I only seek the truth about these artifacts, these tools. And I do seek justice for my dead friend.”

      His uncle blinked. “Your friend? Oh, the prospector. Safe journey to him, Trevian, but prospectors die every day.”

      “In fights over claims, when shafts collapse, or pieces of Ancient flare or explode. They don’t die with their hearts torn out by flames wearing metal armor.”

      “They would not have killed him if he had not provoked them in some way.”

      Trevian looked at him without speaking. From childhood he had known that his laughing uncle was a being of tricks, always seeking ways to better himself, often at the expense of others, but he did not remember this coldness. “Thank you for your hospitality,” he said, stepping around the man.

      “Can I say nothing to persuade you?”

      Trevian didn’t answer as he lifted the latch and pushed open the door. The air outside was cool, and the rippling sky darkened to the green of a new leaf. Erin had run west. He would start that way.

      Behind him, he heard the mournful notes of Oshane’s flautine. The other man did not follow him out, did not argue. Perhaps he saw the futility.

      He started west. The trail inclined and grew steeper. He would explain to Erin that he was not a comrade of Oshane. They needed to go far from here, perhaps as far as the capital, to find a way to stop his uncle’s scheme.

      The tune drifted after him.

      Blueness surrounded him, so deep that it blinded him. Rushing filled his ears, climbing to a whine. His nerves rang like bells. He could not draw breath, his chest a flattened bellows. He tried to turn, but his limbs would not obey his mind. Sparks of white light broke the blue, flaring and sparkling. Weight crushed him, and he could not move. He could not move.
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        * * *

      

      Erin stopped, her fingers on the prickly twine. She looked at the sac. Had the pulsing changed? Suddenly, her revulsion flared into resolution. That thing had to go. How, though? She sure didn’t want to touch it. She rummaged in the messenger bag for her emergency blanket and then opened the knife. Remedios Augusto didn’t move, but under her lids, her eyes rolled faster.

      She leaned down into the box, trying to see where the thing connected. She wrapped the blanket around her hand and fit it over the sac. It was warm, but she still shuddered. For a moment the world went out of focus. She pulled gently to see if it would just lift off, and Remedios moaned. Okay, then. Swallowing down bile, Erin worked the tip of her knife under the thing, praying that she wasn’t cutting Mrs. Augusto. The sac flattened out, clinging to human skin. Erin slipped the blade in flat, remembering the time she’d gone to an oyster bar. She gagged again. She levered up, pulling steadily. The thing came free with a loud sucking sound, and Erin took a couple of steps back. The sac thrashed in her hand. She turned it over and saw a flailing pink-gray tube with a needle-like appendage at the end. She threw the thing against the cave wall as hard as she could. It plopped to the floor and lay unmoving.

      Mrs. Augusto’s skin was gray, the flesh mounded, marked by a single puncture wound. A drop of blood welled up from the wound. Erin started to reach for the cap, but hesitated. Mrs. Augusto’s breathing had changed, growing deeper. Her face contorted. Erin pressed her fingers lightly against the woman’s neck, tracking her pulse. It was rapid, and after a few seconds, it slowed and grew stronger. Mrs. Augusto moaned, and her head twisted to one side. “No!” She blinked and opened her eyes fully.

      “Mrs. Augusto? It’s Erin Dosmanos,” she said.

      The woman struggled. “Let me out!” Erin stepped back. “Daniel? Where…” Her gaze was distant, but then she looked at Erin and focused. “Erin! Vianovelle has the lantern! We have to—”

      “It’s right there,” Erin said, pointing.

      “I…it’s… Where’s Daniel?”

      “He’s here, in one of these boxes.” Erin reached for the copper skullcap, but Mrs. Augusto grasped her wrist. The older woman’s hand was cool and shaking.

      “No! Don’t remove it yet. I’m still…connected. If I drop out of the current, Vianovelle might sense that. Get your parents, we must get the lantern beyond his reach—” She looked at Erin’s face. “What?”

      “My parents are dead. It’s just me, and we’re in Vianovelle’s world,” Erin said, sweeping her hand around the cavern.

      Mrs. Augusto’s gaze followed Erin’s hand. She turned her head, looking behind her. Finally, she looked down at the boxes. “Oh, no,” she said.
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      Breath was welcome. His wrists ached and the surface behind him was unyielding. The room hummed with soothing energy. He relaxed, and the pain faded from his wrists and shoulders.

      The world tilted and he fell. He jerked himself upright and opened his eyes. Now he could orient himself. He wasn’t falling. He was seated in a chair. He tugged and found that his arms were immobilized. He was bound.

      Oshane stood at the edge of the table, watching him.

      “What are you doing?” Trevian flexed his wrists, tugging at the bonds.

      “I can’t let you leave, Trevian. I must persuade you.” Oshane crouched on the balls of his feet, staring into Trevian’s face.

      “By trussing me up like a bait-lamb for a kiote pack? By setting that thing on me? That was an air elemental!” Trevian felt a familiar rage rising through his chest, the rage it usually took his father to draw.

      Oshane held up his hands. “You begin to see what we can do. We. You’re my family. As far as I’m concerned, my only family. Imagine the elemental worlds united, with an elemental army. Imagine what we could accomplish for our world, what we could gain. Healing, knowledge, wealth. Imagine it.”

      Trevian made himself breathe deeply, pushing the rage down. The sense of wellbeing still hung in his mind, but it was in the background, like a ragged curtain. Oshane thought it was like a bottle of good lick, an intoxicant that couldn’t be overcome, but that wasn’t how it was. He could set it aside.

      He blinked, pretending confusion.

      Oshane wobbled, then knelt and sat back on his heels. “When we were boys, when Fergal was dragging us like dogs through every mudhole and ditch in the Crescent, I was the one who made sure your father had food, blankets on his bed, a healer when he was sick, and I was the one that made sure he learned his numbers and letters. I took care of us. And when he found blackrock, he turned his face from me. I’ve searched, I’ve studied, I’ve worked. I’ve let riches go past me when a handful of his coin would have made the way easier a dozen times. But I am not bitter, Trevian, because you have come my way.

      “Copper-hunters have an affinity, a natural skill that we can combine with my knowledge and my will. And you, Trevian, with your mother’s bloodline…you sense fronteras. Surely you realize this.”

      “I…”

      “You tramped north from this town through three deep veins of Ancient. You found riches, but you went still farther north, as if something drew you, and you staked a claim in the midst of an Ancient city, in a place that contained a frontera to that dark world the Dosmanos woman is from.”

      “That is a coincidence of events,” Trevian said. The most frightening aspect of the man’s pronouncements was the fact that he had tracked Trevian all this time. How?

      The pulse of the copper warmth in the room stuttered, and when it settled again, it was weaker. He lifted his head. Oshane had not reacted to the change. He might be using the copper energy to fuel his charms, but he was not attuned to it. “I have no wish to enslave more elementals,” he said. “That’s where my father and I argued.”

      Oshane shook his head. “Your father imprisons them with no discrimination, no judgment, thinking only of wealth and how much respectability it can buy him. What we will do is different. A few will serve but most will be free.”

      Only moments before he had spoken of an elemental army. “What possible value am I to you? You have the charms.”

      “You sell yourself too cheaply. You are a copper-hunter, and we must have copper and gold, and loomin, for charms. You will help us find the fronteras that link the elemental worlds. In particular, there is one more tool I, we, must recover before we begin unifying the worlds.” Oshane paused for the space of one breath. “And you have seen the book.”

      “What does the book matter?”

      “It contains much wisdom.” Oshane stood. “And a map of the fronteras on our world. That will be our map, the map of the new way.”

      An image of the papers in the bottom of his knapsack flashed through Trevian’s mind. “The pages I saw were mostly words. Rhymes and poems, treatises, charms.”

      Oshane smiled. “You can’t hide the truth from me, Trevian,” he said, as if speaking to a rebellious child.

      “I do not.”

      Oshane shook his head sharply and staggered, reaching out for the table.

      “Are you well, Uncle?”

      “Fine.” Oshane’s eyes were closed.

      “Sit down,” Trevian said. “The charms are weakening you. You’re not meant to use them this way.”

      “Don’t think you can best me, boy,” he said, sounding exactly like Trevian’s father.

      “I fear that you’ll die leaving me tied to this chair,” Trevian said.

      Oshane’s eyes flew open, and he laughed. “Well, that’s honest!” He turned and poured himself a shot of lick from the pitcher. “I won’t die today.” He downed the shot, then sat in the other chair.

      The power emanating from the copper post had definitely weakened. Something had changed. Perhaps Trevian could use that.

      “I’m thinking of the book,” he said. “When you said ‘map,’ my mind made a picture, and there is no map like that in the book. But there is…a scheme. It may be what you seek. Let me look at the pages you have, and perhaps I can show you what I mean.”

      “Tell me.”

      Trevian shook his head as if dazed. “I, the book, the book imparts a powerful charm. You know that, you’ve felt the power just from the pages you hold, haven’t you?”

      Oshane gave a sharp nod. “Of course.”

      He was sure Oshane had not felt any such thing. “I cannot find the words to describe it. I think I must see it.”

      “You wouldn’t be trying to trick me, Nephew?”

      Trevian looked into his uncle’s face. “I fear for your health, Uncle. That is no sideways threat. I think this power takes a toll on you, and I can shoulder part of that burden. I care little about other worlds, my life is in this one, but you are my family, and, except for Aideen, my only family now. I would see you healthy.”

      Oshane smiled. “For Langtrees, blood always tells. I accept your loyalty.” He stood up slowly and advanced to untie the knots that held Trevian in the chair. “Now, let’s look at these pages.”
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        * * *

      

      “Daniel,” Mrs. Augusto said. She struggled to climb out of the box, and Erin helped. She stood shakily. “Is he…”

      “He’s alive. They all are, although the others don’t look too good.”

      “Others…” She looked around. “I was dreaming, but some part of me knew.”

      “What is, what are those,” Erin flapped a hand at the pink sac, words flying away from her, “those things…”

      “Some sort of symbiont. They nourish, but they also feed on us. And they kept me, us, in that dream state. The lantern isn’t meant to enslave, but it doesn’t distinguish between a willing melding or captive power. I don’t know where those things came from. Who are the others? I felt them in the dream. It’s not Wing Mei.”

      “I think they’re from here.”

      Mrs. Augusto looked at the three other boxes and bit her lower lip.

      “We need to get those sacs off them. And are you sure about the helmet, Mrs. Augusto? What if he can sense your state of mind?”

      The older woman smiled. “Call me Remedios.” The smile vanished. “Vianovelle has no magic of his own. He draws on spells and on the energy, the power, that is amplified by the lantern.” She held onto the edge of the box and crept along, peering into the neighboring one. “I worry about removing the sacs. I’m not sure they’ll survive without the nutrient.”

      “Isn’t it worth the risk?”

      Remedios looked around. “I’d feel better if I knew where Vianovelle was.”

      “He was in here just a minute ago. I think we’re underneath his house.”

      “How did you escape?”

      Erin shook her head. “He never caught me. I…when those things killed my parents, I ran through the frontera.”

      “Good for you.”

      “Not so good, because the first person I ran into is Vianovelle’s partner.”

      Remedios frowned. “He doesn’t have a partner.”

      “Minion, then, whatever. He said Vianovelle’s his uncle. He said he would help me, and then he led me right here. I went along, like an idiot.”

      “So he has the collar and the book, but we have the lantern. We can hide the lantern somewhere—”

      “He doesn’t have the book.” Erin patted the messenger bag.

      Breath rushed out of Remedios, and she closed her eyes for a moment. “Oh, Erin! Thank God. We have the means to stop his hunter hounds if you have the book. Although, we’ll need…” She stopped and stared at the lantern. “There’s a charm in the book. We’ll need energy to activate it. I, I think we’ll need to use the lantern, and we’ll need to be mentally free.”

      Erin dropped to the floor and pulled out the book. “Where?” she said, flipping through the pages. “Do you know it?”

      “Your grandmother told me.” Remedios knelt next to her. “I’ve never seen the book. It’s one of the poems. Something about a well and a key. It’s a page that starts in the middle of a sentence.”

      “Where the page before it is missing.” Erin kept flipping. She had some sense of where those pages were. “Is this…? No.” She kept paging. “I’m not seeing it.” She flipped back and forth, trying to rein in her frustration. “Is this it?” there were two lines of text, and then rhymes.

      
        
        
        The key lies within the well,

        That the border holds.

        Look well within

        To free what gold has called,

        And loomin molds.

        Earth and fire do not blend.

        While earth consumes,

        And fire grieves

        The key will mend.

        It lies between the leaves,

        The armored cell to end.

        See the well within,

        Find what copper claims,

        Call like to like,

        Set free the flames.

      

        

      

      “Yes,” Remedios said. “That must be it.”

      “What does it mean?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “It doesn’t tell me what to do.” Erin heard her voice rise in pitch. “It just sounds like a nursery rhyme.”

      “We have to find a well,” Remedios said, “and a tree? Maybe you have to approach them.”

      Erin shuddered. The thought of approaching those murderous things… She shut her eyes. If that was what she had to do to keep the book safe, she would find a way.

      “I could do it,” Remedios said.

      Relief flooded Erin, and for a second, she imagined handing the book to Remedios and staying here to free the others. That fantasy vanished. “They were tracking me,” she said, “and I’m the keeper of the book. And, I think I’m one of those people who has an affinity for copper.”

      “Is that something good?”

      “I think it means I can work the magic here. But I don’t know for sure.”

      Remedios touched the page and looked over at Erin. “If Daniel and I can send energy to you, I think you just have to do what the poem says.”

      “Which is what, exactly?”

      “It says to look within and find what’s alike between you and the hounds.”

      “Alike?” Erin’s throat swelled. “Those things killed my parents. They tore some man’s heart out back at the place where I came through. We’re not alike.”

      “It’s just one interpretation, Erin,” Remedios said softly.

      Erin stood up. “We have to do something about these people, without letting Vianovelle know you’re awake.” She closed the book, then opened it only a second later, reading the charm again. The words were gibberish. She shoved the book into her bag.

      “How long have we been here?”

      Erin told her.

      “Four months.” Remedios gazed down into in the closest box. “Something doesn’t make sense. These people have been here longer, from the state they’re in, but he didn’t have the lantern. So what was he doing?”

      “Um, feeding those pink things, maybe?”

      “Or training them.”

      Erin tilted back her head, looking up at the twined copper cables that ran across the ceiling. “Or, somehow, drawing off the power without the lantern? Would that even be possible?”

      Remedios frowned as her gaze followed Erin’s. “I… Maybe those, those things allow you to conduct energy… He needed some power source to come through the frontera, since he’s not one of the Families.”

      “I’m not sure of that,” Erin said. “Trevian, that’s the minion, said they were related to us. To me, anyway, to the Dosmanos family.”

      “Erin, these artifacts came to our world three hundred years ago. There might be a blood tie, but it’s distant. And he has no innate magic, that’s why he’s perverting the tools.”

      “I just meant maybe it’s easier for him.”

      The sprites clustered around the lantern, circled, and bounced.

      “What are those?”

      “Sprites, they’re called. Some kind of elemental insect. People here use them as a light source.” The sprites gathered around Erin for a moment, and she felt a pleasant warmth. “Remedios, we need to do something for these people, and we need to get the lantern out of his reach. There are houses here, but only about a dozen people. Maybe you can hide in one of the buildings. He’s got some kind of a force field around this place, and I don’t think we can get out.”

      “A ward.”

      Remedios approached the box that held the girl and leaned over her. Erin handed her the knife. Remedios pulled the sac free and flung it aside. It expanded, puffing like a balloon and then deflated.

      As with Remedios, the girl’s arm expelled a bead of blood. “That looks infected,” Erin said, pulling open her bag. She reached for one of the antiseptic wipes in the first aid kit.

      “I think it’s a histamine reaction,” Remedios said, but she took the wipe and swabbed the puncture, then, after a moment’s thought, used a corner of the square to do the same thing to her own chest. Erin remembered that Remedios did something in health care. The older woman’s arms had gooseflesh. It didn’t seem cold to Erin, but she was dressed and Remedios wasn’t.

      The girl sighed. Her head turned, her body relaxed. Erin leaned forward. “Is she…dead?”

      Remedios was checking the girl’s pulse. “No. I think she’s asleep, actually. Let’s release the others. Don’t let one of those things—”

      “Don’t worry,” Erin said.

      She hurled the pink sacs into the corner. After a few minutes, the local woman opened her eyes. She looked frightened. Daniel was sitting up now, and when the local woman saw him and Remedios, she relaxed and began to speak. Remembering her own difficulty with the language, Erin interpreted while they freed the final prisoner of the pink things.

      He went immediately to the girl’s side and lifted her out of the box. She stirred, opened her eyes, and started weeping when she saw him. He sat down and rocked her, his copper strand stretched taut between his head and the lantern.

      Daniel looked at her. “We’re in…a subterranean chamber beneath Vianovelle’s house?”

      “He goes by another name here, Oshane. How did he capture you? Why didn’t he just kill you like he did my parents?”

      Daniel reached out and touched her arm. “Lo siento, Erin. We feel your loss. He came to us. He said he was from another elemental world and had some crazy scheme about forcing elemental power to serve us. We knew who he was because the Carews had mentioned a visitor and Mei sent us that picture.”

      “We didn’t doubt he was from another world,” Remedios said.

      Daniel nodded. “We stalled him, said we’d meet him to talk. We were ready to run, and those things, the hunter hounds, coalesced out of nowhere, and we knew then that he already had the collar. We nearly made it to our frontera, but he also had another elemental creature, some amulet on his coat controlled it, and it paralyzed us.”

      The local woman had approached, and she said, “Air elemental.” She reached up to untie the coarse twine holding on the helmet. Erin stopped her. She explained. The woman frowned, then looked over at the two slumped on the floor. The man had pulled the helmet off the stuporous girl.

      Remedios hurried to their side, stopping him from removing his own. With Erin’s help, they explained their reasoning. Even though the three locals struggled to understand Remedios and Daniel, they acted as if they knew them and trusted them.

      “So, what are we going to do?” Erin said.

      The local woman answered. “Bring the lantern with us. We can shelter in one of the deserted houses.”

      “Erin has the book,” Remedios said. “She can neutralize the hunter hounds, and then maybe we can get the collar from him. Although, I don’t know how to get home.”

      “Remember there are two of them. Trevian’s with him.” Erin felt a cold wave of pain, immediately swallowed up in anger as she said his name.

      The local woman was shaking her head. “There is only Langtree,” she said.

      “No, his nephew brought me here,” Erin said.

      She frowned. “Trevian Langtree? He’s from White Bluffs. He is a copper-hunter.”

      Erin nodded.

      “Well, if he has joined with that one,” the woman said, “he’ll end up in a box.”
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        * * *

      

      The thrum of power faltered again. Trevian hoped his face stayed blank as he got to his feet. He could read the current of power just as well as he read a claim, and, turvy as it was, he sensed people within it. He couldn’t tell how many, or where they were.

      “Put the pages out, and I’ll show you what I mean.” He gestured toward the sheets.

      Oshane stared at him, one hand still grasping the lick cup. Trevian stood as calm as a prospector’s pack-caballo, the way he’d stood for years under his father’s bitter stare.

      Oshane turned to lay out the pages, setting the cup on the table. “They aren’t in order, but you know that. Some seem to follow one after the other, but not all.”

      “We’ll start with those.” Trevian coiled up the rope that had bound him. Moving up behind Oshane, he tucked it into the back of his shirt under his jacket. He could see his knife, still in its sheath at the end of the table, but it was beyond his reach. His iron club was not in sight.

      When the other man stepped to one side, Trevian leaned over the table, peering down. “None of these pages has the decorative glass in the border.”

      “What glass?”

      “There were a few pages with pieces of colored glass like you might see in a necklace.”

      “As you can see,” Oshane’s arm brushed Trevian’s, “there are none on these pages.”

      Trevian pretended to examine the curves and loops. His gaze skated over the pages. Here was a charm for crossing a frontera, he tried frantically to commit it to memory. Oshane shifted from one foot to the other and sighed.

      “There.” Trevian drew out two pages that belonged together and put them side by side. “The pattern connects.” He did not fear betraying any aspect of the map. There weren’t enough pages here.

      “That means nothing. They pressed the pages on one large press, of course the pattern would connect.”

      “But not all of them do.”

      Oshane rolled his shoulder in a shrug. “Pages were added later.”

      “Then I have nothing for you. I’ve offered you my thoughts on the book, and you’ve mocked me. I’m of no use to you.”

      “Oh, you’re of use to me,” Oshane said. He smiled, his eyes twinkling, and he clapped Trevian on the shoulder. “Stop accepting the value my brother put on you, Nephew. Oswald has a nose for profit, it’s true, but a poor one for value. You don’t yet know your own worth. Now, tell me about these glass ornaments.”

      “Small, round with a curved top, of shimmering glass—green, blue, and white.”

      “How many?”

      “I saw two.”

      Oshane nodded, staring at the pages as his hand rubbed the scarf at his throat.

      “I thought they might represent fronteras,” Trevian said, “and these lines, rivers or mountains.”

      “If that were true, you would still need a key, something to orient you,” Oshane said. “And yet…”

      Trevian took a risk. “You said a Dosmanos cousin took your amulet, the one that calls the air elements. Did you find another?”

      Oshane looked up and grinned. “No. I found the one she took from me and threw into the lake. Four years ago, I heard how fast the lake was draining, and I came here. I pitched a tent on the north shore, on a spit just below the cliffs, where I helped her find a great cache of copper. I got an old winnowing basket, and every day I waded out into the water where she had thrown it, and I sieved through the mud. I did that for two hundred seventy-nine days, and I found it.”

      “You remembered exactly where she had tossed it, even though the lake had shrunk.”

      “I remembered.”

      Trevian glanced toward the doorway at the back of the room, mostly to break away from his uncle’s gaze. The source of the energy was through there—the sources. There were four individuals riding the current of the copper magic. Oshane had not mentioned helpers, and his only servants were the elementals. Were these people willing? Were they imprisoned? Erin said that the family that held the lantern had vanished, and the lantern helped copper-hunters direct copper magic.

      He pointed. “What’s in there?”

      “Can’t you feel it?”

      “I feel the power of copper charm.”

      “Perhaps it’s time for you to see what real power is, and what we Langtrees can do.”

      Past his uncle’s shoulder, Trevian could see the knife, still out of reach.
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      Remedios lifted the lantern from the boulder, and the other three who still wore the helmets bunched together with her in the center. “If we need trees for that spell, Erin, we’ll need to bring down his ward. Once we’re out of the tunnel, we’ll disconnect from the lantern.”

      “Why do we need trees?”

      “Well, the leaves. The spell said something about leaves, didn’t it?” She juggled the lantern to her other hand and untwined the spare copper wire from the stud. “Hold out your hand.”

      Erin extended her arm, and Remedios wrapped the copper around it like a bracelet. “There. Now we can send you energy.”

      They wore clothes now, at least partially. Erin had dragged over the garments. Both the men wore trousers, which was a relief for Erin, since it had been embarrassing to try to talk to Daniel while he was naked. The local women had pulled on trousers and skirts, and they’d tied blouses at their necks like halter-tops, since they couldn’t pull things over their heads. The youngest girl, free of the cap, was fully dressed.

      The spell didn’t need literal trees, and it wasn’t a physical well. Erin knew what the reference to the well meant, and the two leaves it was between. She just didn’t know what she needed to do. “Freeing them from the earth forms seems dangerous. They could still kill us. They’re fire.”

      “If we can lure Vianovelle close enough, we can tackle him,” Daniel said, “and get the collar away from him.”

      That didn’t sound like much of a plan either. At least they could get the local people free of Vianovelle’s control. That was something. It sounded ragged and desperate, but above all, she didn’t want the book, or the lantern, back in his hands.

      “Let’s just get out of here and see if we can’t bring down his energy grid,” she said. “This way.” She led them back into the pool chamber.

      “There are more of those lightning bugs,” Remedios said.

      The local woman nodded. “They are drawn to water.”

      Remedios stopped, causing the others to bump into her. “Erin, could that be a well?”

      The local man, who had freed the girl, held up a hand. “Quiet,” he whispered. They stood still, listening.

      “Hurry,” Remedios said softly, and bolted forward. “Hurry!” They ran in a bunch for the opening, Erin following, reaching out to support the girl, who was faltering. Behind her, a man’s voice echoed off the walls.

      The way lightened. They came out into the late afternoon.

      Shouting followed them.

      “Run,” Daniel said. “Take off the caps.” They tugged at the twine holding the helmets in place and pulled them free. The local man tried to lengthen his stride, only to fall back, gasping. Remedios clutched the lantern, and the caps rattled along on the ground behind her.

      The shouting grew louder and clearer. Erin did not look back.

      She heard snapping and crackling, like wood in the fire. “Scatter!” she shouted. She knew that sound. “Remedios, run!”

      Not one of them could run quickly. Erin didn’t stop to see where Remedios and Daniel ended up. She turned, pulling the book free. Clods of pale earth and small rocks rose from the ground, clotted together, as the hounds took shape.

      Someone shouted Erin’s name.

      She made herself stand, flipping the pages of the book until she found the spell again.

      The key lies within the well that the border holds.

      She knew what that was.

      She dropped to her knees as the first hound manifested, turning the pages, back to the early parts of the book, to a page she knew. She found the opal, the puerta, that had swallowed the earth elemental, a well of blue light held in the scrolled border of the page.

      “Erin!” Remedios screamed.

      “Give me energy!” she shouted back, as two men stumbled out of the cave. One fell to his knees, head bowed.

      Vianovelle advanced. His scarf had pulled free, and gold gleamed at his neck. The scarf fell to the ground. He pointed at her.

      Her heart pounded, and her mouth was dry. She closed her eyes.

      Look well within to free what gold has called and loomin molds.

      Crackling like flames, the hounds advanced. The air grew hot around her, and the burns on her arm began to sting. What did the charm mean? Was she supposed to suck them both through the puerta?

      Her hands began to sting. She pressed her fingers onto the book, flanking the opal. She imagined the watery blue of the stone. Look well within. Call like to like.

      “Erin!” a man shouted. “Run! Run!”
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        * * *

      

      “After you, Trevian,” Oshane said, stepping aside. He wore Trevian’s iron spar on his hip. Trevian hesitated on the threshold. The air wafting out was cool and carried the scent of stone and a vinegar smell he didn’t recognize.

      “I don’t know the way. You lead,” he said.

      Oshane shrugged and stepped down seven steps into a narrow basement. Trevian followed, pulling free the coil of rope. The basement looked even narrower because it was lined with those long shallow boxes, the source of the vinegar smell. He wondered how the other man had been able to purchase so much wood, and for what? What types of things needed so many boxes? Maybe they were weapons.

      He strode forward and wrapped the ends of the rope around his hands. He hoped he could throttle Oshane into senselessness. The rope was the only thing he had.

      Oshane stepped through a ragged opening in the basement wall, and Trevian followed. The tunnel was dark, but golden light pulsed up ahead, like the glow of sprites. Trevian moved closer and raised his arms. Oshane stopped so suddenly that Trevian walked into him.

      “No!” Oshane whirled. Trevian could see the white edges around his eyes. “Who did this?” He pulled Trevian’s club from his belt and slashed upward, aiming for Trevian’s face. Trevian was so close that the other man could not complete the swing, but his force sent Trevian staggering.

      “You did this! You and the Dosmanos woman!” Oshane lashed out again, and Trevian flung up his arms, snaring the rod in the curve of rope. He pulled and the rod fell, clattering on stone. Trevian stooped to reach for it, and pain streaked up his left arm. His uncle closed in, and now he held the knife.

      Trevian picked up the rod and swung it at his uncle’s arm. He felt the jolt as the weapon connected. Oshane gave a yell of rage and stabbed down again. Trevian dodged, but the knife blade sliced through his jacket. He felt blood start to flow down his side. He had no idea what had set Oshane off.

      The other man whirled and ran. Trevian stumbled upright through a chamber with a series of open boxes, shallower than the ones in the basement, set out around a flat-topped boulder. He sprinted. He must get the collar. He ran past a small cascade and a spiral of sprites. His uncle was a dark shape against sunlight, and pain stitched Trevian’s side with each inhalation.

      He burst out the mouth of the cave. Oshane was standing, one arm raised. His scarf lay on the ground. Trevian started for him and saw Erin a short distance away, kneeling on the ground. Was she wounded? The hounds had clotted out of dirt and rock. She had the book in front of her.

      “Erin, run!” he shouted.

      “Kill her!” Oshane said.
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        * * *

      

      It was Trevian. As she stared, he staggered forward and grabbed Vianovelle from behind.

      Her jacket spouted downy plumes of smoke. The burn on her arm seared her.

      She was pretty sure she wouldn’t survive this.

      A sudden rush of warmth and strength filled her, nearly lifting her, as copper warmth bloomed in her chest. The skin of her arms stung. She looked down, mentally reciting the charm as the hounds grew closer. She closed her eyes again, sinking into the calm of the opal. The warmth she felt now wasn’t flame, or if it was, it wasn’t destructive. It was a warmth of belonging, of family. She hovered in a colony of dancing light, surrounded by adoration. She/they experienced the others around them, the safety, the closeness, the belonging. The joy.

      Cold. Alone. Safety, gone. Adoration, belonging, gone. Pain, pain everywhere. She saw her house, a whirlwind of flame, her parents. She flinched, and her eyes fluttered open. She didn’t want to see. The flames howled, frightened, abandoned, alone, severed even from each other. Alone. Like her.

      It hurt them, the armor of earth or metal. They were young, alone, and frightened. They’d been taken, pulled away from their kin, just like she had. She straightened her spine and lifted her head, looking at the fiery gaze of first one hound and then the other. They stood, unmoving.

      She put her attention into her hands, spread out on the aluminum leaves of the book as if protecting the puerta. In her mind, as strongly as she could, she spoke to the flames. I see you. I understand you. I am like you.

      Beyond them, the two men wrestled, but she couldn’t make out who was on top.

      Bits of dust and fragments of rock streaked through the air and disappeared above the puerta. Flame glimmered through the holes in the hounds.

      She was afraid of them, and she wanted to hate them for what they’d done. She’d felt imprisoned all her life. But she was not forced to do things against her own nature, the way they’d been.

      I see you, and you see me. We are alike in many ways, alone and frightened.

      Stones and clods of earth fell away from the hounds, hurtled toward her. They arced down and vanished into the puerta, faster and faster, swathes of earth vanishing and flowing like fabric into the tiny portal formed by the stone. The golden spires of translucent flames twirled, free. She waited. They could kill her, but, enfolded in the enhanced copper magic from the lantern and holding the book, she didn’t feel afraid.

      “Kill her—” Vianovelle’s words ended in a grunt. Freed of the carapaces, the flames wavered, turning first toward Erin, then back toward the two struggling men. They drifted toward Vianovelle. Distracted by the struggle, he had lost control of them.

      “Erin!” Trevian lifted his head and his hand. He flung something toward her that flashed like flame itself in the dwindling light. She jumped to her feet and sprinted for it.

      Vianovelle pushed Trevian off him and crawled toward it too.

      She ran between the two pillars of flame and scooped up the gold-and-opal collar. Vianovelle raised his face to her, his eyes slitted, his mouth pulled back in a rictus that might have been a grin.

      Trevian ran around him, holding his side, staggering. “Get the book!” he said. “Get away from the elementals.”

      “I’m not finished yet, Nephew,” Vianovelle said.

      Trevian caught her around the waist and pulled her back. “Quickly!” he said. His mouth was bleeding, and there was a long stain of red on his sleeve. “Use it! Command them, before they—before…”

      The flames levitated, up into the air, as high as Trevian’s head. She held the collar in her hand. She knew they would obey her command, if she gave one. She said nothing.

      They rose higher, the ends dipping, and dove toward Vianovelle.

      He screamed as his shirt caught fire. The flames harried him. He rolled, but there was no escaping them.

      “Uncle—” Trevian started toward him, then stopped. He turned instead toward Erin.

      Vianovelle curled up into a ball.

      Blue light flashed through the defile where they stood, and a cloud of bluish-silver enveloped the man and the fire elementals. A wind snapped Erin’s clothes and yanked at her curls, and Trevian shielded his face. The fire elementals faded, dwindled. Then the blue was gone, and so was Vianovelle.

      “Are they…” Erin took a few steps forward, the collar dangling from her hand. The flames reappeared, gliding toward her. She stopped. They stood, rippling. She gripped the collar more tightly. “Be free,” she said. “Go.”

      They didn’t, and she reached up to press the collar against her neck when they spread themselves out, growing more translucent, and then like blown candle flames, both were gone.

      “What was that thing, that other thing?”

      Trevian stood behind her, panting. “An air elemental he had tethered. Another creature he enslaved.”

      “Did it eat him?”

      “No. He still controlled it. I think it carried him to safety. I think, I think…we could get the pages of the book before he returns.”

      Running footsteps grew louder behind them, and Trevian turned. Remedios and Daniel ran toward them. “Where’d he go?”

      Daniel stepped in front of Remedios, who held the lantern, and glared at Trevian.

      “Trevian is Vianovelle’s nephew,” Erin said. “He just helped us.”

      Trevian looked at the ground. “He was my kinsman, but he lied to me and tricked me. At the end he set that air elemental on me. Erin, I did not know he was the one who had murdered your parents.”

      “I know,” she said, “and you’re right.” She looked at Daniel. “We need to go back, to get the pages of the book, and take care of those pink things.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      For a moment, Trevian had forgotten that her parents were killed, and he thought the woman, Remedios, was her mother. Both she and Erin fussed over the slash on his arm and the shallow cut on his side. He thought he’d gotten off lightly. The husband, Daniel, watched him closely and did not speak. Trevian did not blame him.

      They walked back slowly. In the cavern with the shallow boxes, something flopped in the corner, and Trevian spun. A pinkish wallet stirred, inflating like a bellows. “What is that?”

      Erin pushed him aside and started to stomp it. A pink liquid squirted everywhere, and the leathery surface smeared into the rock, but she would not stop.

      “Erin, Erin!” Remedios turned to her and hugged her. Erin stood, shaking, and Trevian thought he heard her sob.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “Those things,” Trevian said to the man, Daniel. “What are they?”

      “Symbionts of some kind. Do you know what that is?”

      “I understand the concept.”

      Daniel chewed on his upper lip. “Your uncle put their stingers into us, into our flesh. They kept us alive, but in a kind of dream, and he could draw on our power to fuel the lantern and his charms. And not just the two of us. There were some of your people here as well.”

      He didn’t want to believe it. He wanted to challenge this out-of-world stranger, call him a liar, but he thought of his uncle’s actions and his sense that there were people in the flow of the copper charm. And he thought of his uncle saying, “You have your uses.” He shivered. “How you must hate us,” he said.

      “Well. I hate him. The jury’s still out on you.”

      After a moment, Trevian worked out what that meant. “My uncle has many boxes in the basement. I think he might have been gathering weapons, crossbows and so on.” He looked across the chamber. “Erin, are you well?”

      She stepped away from Remedios. “It’s been a long couple of days.” Seeing his look, she said, “I’m all right.”

      “Let’s see these boxes.” Daniel took the lead. “I’m inclined to think that they’re more of those things.”

      Trevian looked at the five boxes. “My uncle spoke of a world where people had aligned themselves with an elemental force and there was no sickness or pain. Was it, are those…?”

      The woman lifted her shoulders up towards her ears, which he recognized as a shrug. “We had warnings about a world with parasitic creatures. Certainly we felt no pain or weakness, but we were in a stupor, while Vianovelle fueled his charms.”

      He followed her into the basement where Daniel and Erin stood in front of the boxes. The lids were fitted tightly but not fastened with pegs or nails, and with Daniel’s help, Trevian pried off the first one. Daniel stumbled back with a word that Trevian did not recognize but was clearly an oath. The smell of vinegar stung Trevian’s eyes and nostrils.

      “Dear God,” Erin said.

      The box was filled with flat pink bladders like the one in the outer chamber.

      “Are these all…?”

      “He was going to turn people into power plants.” Remedios glared at Trevian so fiercely he took a step back. “Where do these things come from?”

      “I don’t know. Not my world.” The edges of his vision turned gray. Had his uncle imagined scores, even hundreds of copper hunters, trapped in a dream-world, fueling the lantern as he leaped from world to world?

      “It’s disgusting,” Erin said.

      Daniel looked at the boxes, clearly counting. “We need to destroy them.”

      “Call those fire elementals,” Remedios said, gesturing to the bag where Erin had put the collar.

      Erin shook her head. “No. They’ve been enslaved long enough. We can burn these things ourselves.”

      “Let’s get the pages from the book and see what other weapons my uncle had in this place.” Trevian headed for the three steps. “And then Daniel and I will burn those things.”

      Remedios grasped her husband’s arm. “We will all burn them.”
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        * * *

      

      Six pages from the book lay spread out on a rough work table in the room adjoining the basement. Trevian gathered them up and handed them to Erin. She squeezed them into her bag. “You should let me treat those knife cuts,” she said.

      “Later, when we are done here,” he said. He had not asked about the collar since he had flung it toward her during the fight. She wasn’t one hundred percent sure that she could trust him, but she was at ninety percent, maybe. Almost there.

      They found more copper, knives, and a handful of powerful crossbows, and in a box, Remedios and Erin found forty-eight copper, silver, and aluminum charms of various kinds. She called Trevian over to explain them. Most of them, it turned out, were described in the book. She and Trevian could probably make their own now.

      “What should we do with them?” Trevian turned one over, looking at the design on the back.

      “The people who are still here could probably use some protection charms,” Remedios said.

      “Protection…” Trevian’s face became expressionless. He dropped the charm back into the box, fetched his hat and pulled off the copper hatband. “My uncle gave me this,” he said.

      “To protect you,” Erin said.

      He looked up at her. His gaze was flat. “And to track us. Remember the way the flames kept following? And my uncle knew we were coming. My uncle knew every place I’d been for the past three years. We burn this with those bladders we found.”

      “You are his family,” Remedios said.

      “He tricked me. We Langtrees are all the same. Every living thing is a tool to our hand or a rock to be kicked from our path.” He stood up and walked out of the room.

      “Well, that was awkward,” Remedios said.

      Daniel, his arms folded, looked at Erin. “Do you trust him?”

      She thought. “I do,” she said. “I do see how this could be a long con, but as I look back, I think he was pretty honest with me. And his uncle did try to stab him.”

      “I trust him,” Remedios said.

      “I do too,” said Daniel, “but I want you to be sure. Are you coming home with us?”

      “We’re not getting home,” Remedios said. “Our frontera doesn’t open here, and we have no idea where he brought us through.”

      “My frontera is open, and it will get you back to our world. California, not Florida, but still.”

      “Come with us,” Daniel said.

      She shook her head. “I can’t leave this world with Vianovelle still on the loose. Our world isn’t safe either. And there’s nothing for me to go back to, really.”

      “I know we’re not your family,” Remedios said, “but we could be like family, Erin.”

      She reached out and squeezed the woman’s hand. “I know,” she said. She needed to think. It was tempting to return with them, the book safeguarded, and pretend to lead a normal life, maybe even really study geology. “Vianovelle has an enslaved elemental and a lot of information about fronteras, including how to cross them. I think he has some kind of deal with the people who gave him those things. I have to stay. This is what… I need to do this.”

      Remedios started to smile and looked down at the floor.

      Erin said, “Words my grandmother never thought she’d hear me say, right? I was always the baby, the rebel.”

      “Do you think you were the only one who ever felt that way? I can tell you she’d be proud of you.”

      Erin blushed. She felt like crying again, but this time the impulse to tears came without pain. “Thanks. Well, whatever, I don’t believe that man doesn’t have a Plan B, and I don’t believe he won’t go after Mei.”

      “We don’t even know how he finds us,” Daniel said. “He probably tortured the Carews to get our location, but we didn’t tell him about you.”

      “He has a charm,” Trevian said from the doorway. He came into the room, his arms folded over his chest too. He shifted from one foot to the other. “A string of beads he wears on his wrist. I think he uses those to find the tools.”

      “Then Mei is at risk,” Erin said.

      “Not only her. My uncle told me that I can sense fronteras. I think that was what he hoped he could use me for. If I can, I’m probably not the only one, and he will find and beguile another copper-hunter with the promise of riches, or his wonder-tale of saving our world and making it better. Erin, before…all of this, we spoke of the capital and the university. Would you go there, with the book? And perhaps one of those, those things? People need to know, and we need help to stop him.”

      “Before he finds Mei.” Erin turned to Remedios. “Can I give you the collar? It needs a guardian family.”

      “It has one. You’re the best suited to protect it.”

      “But we don’t concentrate the artifacts into one set of hands. That’s what we just saw, isn’t it? And I nearly handed the book the Vianovelle.”

      “You did not,” Trevian said. “Even after I led you right to him like an addled fool, you did not let the book fall into his hands.”

      “We believe you two can protect the collar and the book,” Daniel said. “The odds are good that he will make another run at the lantern. We can’t protect it and the collar. It is safest with you.”

      Erin looked at them. All three were nodding. “All right,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      The pink bladders burned with a sour smell that caused their eyes to stream tears. The people in Merrylake Landing, a double handful, came and stood at a cautious distance. Only three were copper-hunters, and they acted as if they knew the out-of-world visitors while they looked sideways at Trevian. He could not blame them either.

      He kept out one of the freakish things, sealing it in a thick glass jar. His hatband charm went into the fire. He would charm other pieces of scrap copper for the journey back. Daniel and Remedios would use Erin’s frontera to return home. She had agreed to go to Duloc. After that, he did not know her plans.

      Erin handed around the box of charms so that the remaining townspeople had some protection while the three captured copper-hunters regained their strength. Earlier, he and Erin had sorted out a packet of charms for Daniel and Remedios to take, to protect them if Oshane came to them again in their world. Trevian led the group of prospectors into his uncle’s copper room and left them to divide it as they saw fit.

      He raked the ash back and forth to make sure that not a single sac remained, then went to see if Remedios and Erin needed help with provisions. Oshane had little in the way of fresh food, but there were dried goods in the pantry that were still good. They did not need his help. He took a pair of crossbows and as many quarrels as he could fit into his knapsack.

      He stood in the road, waiting, staring east across the lake. Erin came up behind him.

      “What are you thinking?”

      He sighed. “That White Bluffs is a half-day’s journey down-mountain. A braver man would go, make peace with his father…perhaps even ask his quiet, brilliant sister for help. And that I’m not that man.”

      “You’re plenty brave.” She touched his hand. “And besides, we already decided, we’re going to the capital. First to the frontera, and then to Duloc.” She nibbled her lower lip. “Do you think he was under the control of those things? Maybe one was on him too and you just never saw it?”

      “He was not. Everything he did was of his own will. I think he would have betrayed them eventually, just as he did everyone. If I found the frontera to that world, could I close it? You said there was a charm for such a thing.”

      “It’s incomplete.” She blinked. “Except now I have some of the missing pages. Do you want us to try?”

      “Us? I thought once I’d guided you to the capital you would have no more to do with me.”

      She blinked. “Well. I mean, you don’t owe me anything. You don’t have to help—”

      “I thought you would not want my help, that you would not trust me.”

      She shook her head. “Trevian, you helped me, you fought your uncle to get me the collar. I trust you, and I need you. I need your guidance. This isn’t my world.”

      He felt as if he were floating. His chest felt open, as if a weight had been lifted from it. It took him a moment to identify the feeling.

      “What did you think?” Erin shook her head again. “Men. You guys are so weird.”

      He laughed. It seemed a strange thing to laugh, but he let the joy spill out. “Then I will be at your side,” he said.

      She tilted her head. “That’s good,” she said. “Because we’ll need all the help we can get. C’mon. Daniel and Remedios are waiting.”

      They headed back toward the out-of-worlders, side by side.
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