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      Professor Laken stepped backward, raising his hands and displaying the ink that flowed into new tattoos across his forearms. I turned on my stool, pulling my legs to the side to avoid contact. The old man paused and then drifted away, closer to the forty other teenagers who had actually enrolled for this lecture. He blocked my view of Mirrah, and I almost moved the stool to see her again but decided the risk didn’t justify the possible punishment. Plus, that would look a little creepy if she noticed.

      Dropping my legs back to the platform, I closed the book I’d been reading, using my finger as a bookmark. I did my best to stay silent. Professor Laken didn’t like distractions, especially from someone like me.

      Reaching up to my left ear, I confirmed Thelt had abandoned his hiding spot. The tiny vermin spent so much time there I couldn’t tell when he’d left. I focused on my mental link with Thelt.

      Where are you? I sent the question to him through our connection.

      Here, Thelt responded.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and bit the inside of my cheek until the urge to yell at the tiny lizard passed.

      Where is here? I tried again.

      By me.

      That did it. I concentrated and pushed more of my mind across our bond until I could see what Thelt focused on. The lizard’s eyes had a diffracted wider view, and it always gave me a headache. But when Thelt ventured out on his own, it meant only one thing, trouble.

      From a perch in the rafters, Thelt studied the tables and cooks in the Ink Academy’s kitchen three buildings away. Before I could tell him to stop, he leaped into the air, tucked his wings, and shot toward the central table. My stomach dropped like I had fallen out of a tree, and I groaned as dizziness swamped me. Quickly I retreated to my own mind.

      You’re making me sick, I said.

      Sorry, Ry.

      A loud clap startled me, and the closeness of it made my ears ring. My eyes snapped open to find Professor Laken towering above me. He wrinkled his nose and wiped his hands across his robe, like clapping this close to me made his hands dirty.

      “Groan again, and you’ll pay a price for your insolence,” Laken said.

      I waved my free hand. “It wasn’t your lecture. I just don’t feel well.”

      Anger narrowed Laken’s brown eyes, but he paused, as if realizing something, and then glanced at the woman sitting in the front row.

      I peeked at her as well. She looked old, not ancient like Professor Laken, but maybe as old as Mom. Her brown hair touched her shoulders, and she wore tan pants and a white vest. Her arms were bare, and the purple ink that covered them matched her eyes.

      The Purple Kingdom had loaned one of their spirit weavers to the school to teach the other kingdoms some basic healing tattoos. The purple-eyed weavers were rare, but their tiny kingdom produced the black ink the other four kingdoms depended on, so they were treated like royalty.

      Professor Laken leaned toward me, his cheeks red, and hissed. “Don’t embarrass me. Do your job. Silently.”

      He stared at me for a few more seconds and then turned back to the class.

      I hated my job.

      Everyone in the five kingdoms manipulated the ink in their skin. The liquid amplified their magic, and the teens in this class came from the best and strongest families in the kingdoms.

      But I couldn’t. My eyes weren’t any of the five Kingdom colors, and my skin wouldn’t absorb the magical ink that the teens in this room were covered in. My non-magical state repelled vachi, small flying lizard-like creatures attracted to the use of magic, and allowed the ink weavers to practice their power without getting swarmed.

      Grey eyes like mine only had one choice for work. My magical handicap provided my only livelihood.

      It’s probably because you stink, Thelt said.

      It’s not my smell that repels vachi.

      You should use your mom’s soap. She smells nice.

      Lowering my head, I pinched my shirt and lifted it to my nose. I smelled fine. Thelt was the only vachi that would come near me. My parents, also Greys, didn’t bother the tiny lizard either. Sometimes I wished I did repel him.

      I don’t stink! I said.

      Thelt’s laughter vibrated across our connection.

      I let go of my shirt and focused on the class. The teenagers stood clumped together by kingdom. For most of them, this would be the first class they had with another kingdom here at the Ink Academy.

      My gaze found Mirrah, an air weaver with short dark hair, eyes the color of pine needles, and dusky skin tanned even a warmer brown by the harsh southern sun. Just below her left wrist, she had formed a block of text with her green ink.

      Getting the most benefit from your ink had three variables, like the sides of a triangle. The first side, knowledge, was why the Ink Academy existed. Everyone hoped to gain admittance here and learn the most powerful tattoos the five Kingdoms had discovered.

      The remaining two triangle sides involved the quantity of ink your body held, which determined your raw power, and your ability to manipulate that ink into complex patterns to concentrate and enhance that raw power.

      I had never seen another student with better manipulation than Mirrah. And I’d seen a lot. Weaving ink into shapes proved difficult for most, into words, almost impossible. Mirrah was the only person I’d ever seen do it. Six short sentences, each on their own line, the color exactly matching her eyes.

      The small thin words couldn’t be read from here, but I knew what they said. I’d seen it before, months ago. The lines were from a poem called the Scarecrow. I snapped my head back before she caught my stare.

      Instead, I gazed up at the large window to my left and wished Professor Laken would let me sit there. I repelled the vachi no matter where in the room I sat, but Professor Laken preferred me behind him, out of sight.

      I traced the joints on the stone floor with the toe of my worn leather boot. Brown-eyed earth weavers had constructed this building, their magic shaping the granite and leaving the stone smooth and polished.

      Why the kitchen? I asked Thelt.

      There’s a pot of blueberry sauce.

      My mouth watered. Fresh fruit had become scarce since the Ghost Pirate had blocked the Capital’s harbor with his black-flagged ships.

      It’s probably a trap, I said.

      I never fall for those.

      I shook my head. Thelt never listened, and there was nothing I could do right now. Once this class ended, I would be done working for the day, and I’d go find him.

      Sunlight warmed the floor a few feet in front of me, and I wanted to move into it, but fear of Professor Laken kept me locked in place. I wished for the millionth time my eyes were any of the five colors. It didn’t matter which kingdom. But my eyes were grey, just like my future.

      Applause from the class made me look up. The spirit weaver stood at the front of the class, her back to me, and Professor Laken had moved to my left, under the window. I leaned forward, eager to hear the lecture. I’d sat through all the classes here at the Ink Academy a dozen times, but the spirit weavers rarely came to teach their tattoos. This would only be the second time I’d seen a demonstration of healing tattoos. Mom’s books didn’t count.

      “You may address me as Sister Vy. I’m here—” Sister Vy stopped suddenly and pointed to her right. “Yes?”

      My teeth clenched as I recognized Fant, standing with the other earth weavers, his left arm waving in the air. Brown ink almost covered both his white arms. Just one of those arms had more ink than the rest of the classroom combined.

      “Where’s your pet?” Fant asked.

      “Pet?” Sister Vy responded.

      “When you Purples come to our estate, you usually have a pet.”

      “Fant!” Professor Laken scolded.

      Sister Vy raised her right arm, showing her palm to Professor Laken. “No, it’s okay. I understand the curiosity.”

      “I don’t care about healing cuts,” Fant continued. “I want the tattoo to control a pharhone.”

      Of course Fant would want to control a bird the size of a wagon. They were rare, but I’d seen one in the Ranger Academy’s zoo.

      Vy kept her face neutral. “First, they aren’t pets. Second, it would require a special person indeed to control something so large.”

      Fant raised both his arms and weaved his ink into overlapping rectangles. It reminded me of a brick wall, and even though the pattern remained simple, I had to admit the control to form so many shapes impressed me. While Fant’s Manipulation didn’t compare to Mirrah’s, he more than made up for it with the sheer quantity of ink. He had the most raw power of any student at the Academy.

      “I am special,” Fant said.

      “I’m sure you are,” Vy responded. “The amount of ink a weaver Manipulates has little impact on their ability to form a bond. The amount of ink you possess, while impressive, would not help you.”

      “Then how do I do it?” Fant asked.

      “You can’t,” Sister Vy said.

      Fant crossed his arms and raised his voice. “Listen, my dad—”

      A low growl came from the wall to my right. The room instantly silenced, and the hairs on my arm stood. All the students stepped backward and away from the sound. A shape along the wall shimmered and moved.

      “Peace, Yew,” Sister Vy said toward the wall.

      A forest kag appeared, its hairless body rippling with tenseness as the camouflage faded from its skin. Its hind legs were bunched under its tail, and the large cat looked like it might pounce. It stared directly at Fant, who took another step backward. One of the water weavers yelped, and I relaxed, in case I needed to protect myself.

      Fear and fascination fought a war in my stomach.

      The purple brought a forest kag. It’s fifteen feet from me, I sent to Thelt.

      The cat jerked its head toward me and stared.

      They’re hard to see, Thelt said. Good thing they smell so bad, or they could sneak up on you.

      I don’t smell anything.

      The kag took a step toward me, and my throat clamped up.

      Your nose is probably numb from your own smell, Thelt replied.

      I ignored him.

      Sister Vy made a motion with her hand, and the forest kag turned, ran at the earth weavers, and jumped into the air, hurtling over the group and out the door. The earth weavers all ducked, and Fant made a small scream. One of the fire weavers laughed but quickly smothered it when Fant shot him a glare.

      Sister Vy turned and studied me for a few heartbeats, and my skin prickled. Had I done something wrong?
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      “Enough,” Professor Laken said. “Give Sister Vy your attention.”

      Sister Vy turned back to the class as the students shuffled to the front of the room. She raised her arms, and her skin turned purple as she Manipulated her ink. Shockingly, she had more of the precious substance than Fant, something I didn’t think possible.

      The ink drained out of sight as she pushed it somewhere else on her body demonstrating again her superb Manipulation skill. That, coupled with the previous massive display of ink, meant the purple kingdom had sent a very powerful ink weaver this time.

      In seconds only a blotch of purple ink an inch long remained on her left wrist. The Purple Kingdom gave this amount of ink to everyone, for free, on their twelfth birthday. Well, almost everyone, I thought, as I stared at my empty wrists. I had spent my twelfth birthday crying, alone in my room, while everyone else went through the Ink Ceremony. That had been over three years ago, and it still hurt to think about.

      I set my book down next to my sketch pad and leaned forward to get a better view.

      “Start with your base,” Sister Vy said, as she weaved the ink on her wrist into a star.

      After a few seconds, each group held up their wrists, their kingdom’s base tattoo visible. Fant hadn’t hidden his ink. Instead, he had weaved the brown rectangles on his arms into squares. The fire weavers all had yellow triangles, and the water weavers displayed perfect blue circles. The poem on Mirrah’s wrist had become three green lines, but they weren’t straight like the rest of the air weavers. She moved them back and forth, like a breeze blowing through grass.

      Sister Vy turned her left wrist. “Healing is about connecting and molding your weave to fit the patient. Air and water weavers will have an advantage as soft lines come naturally to them. You squares and triangles will find this harder.”

      My link with Thelt exploded with light. I grabbed my head and pushed back on the connection to deaden the pain.

      Thelt? Are you okay?

      Warmth covered my body, like I sat in a hot bath. The connection vibrated as Thelt’s side throbbed in pain. The scent of blueberries assaulted me.

      What happened? I asked and breathed again.

      Cook swatted me. But I landed soft.

      Where?

      Pleasure thrummed across the link. In the blueberry sauce. It feels wonderful.

      I shook my head and focused back on the class as the students broke into pairs.

      Professor Laken strode past me and to the back wall. He fumbled with a large key ring and unlocked a tall cabinet. He removed a twelve-inch brown box from the cabinet and carried it to a desk on the far right side of the room.

      Three loud springs released one after another as Professor Laken opened the container. Sister Vy joined him and studied the vials and bottles. After a few seconds, she removed a small bottle with a black liquid and handed it to Professor Laken.

      Sister Vy strode back to the center of the room and rotated her wrist back and forth above her head. She had changed her purple star tattoo into what looked like vines of ivy. They twisted around each other like purple snakes.

      “The key to this tattoo isn’t the vines but how close they are placed together,” Sister Vy said. “Those of you with high Manipulation will find this easier. It works best on yourself, but if you press the tattoo against someone else, you can cleanse them as well. As the poisoned blood flows past the vines, they will filter out the toxins. Practice the tattoo. When you feel ready, one of you will place a drop from the poison vial onto your wrist—”

      Grumbles and muttering filled the room.

      Professor Laken grabbed a matching vial from the poison box in front of him and marched over to me. He grabbed my left hand and tapped a drop onto my wrist. He turned to the class and lifted my arm. “See, nothing to worry about. It will only make you dizzy. Possibly upset your stomach. Nothing harmful.”

      Everyone studied me, and when I didn’t drop over dead, they quieted down.

      Sister Vy watched me for a few seconds and then turned back to the class. “If your partner needs help, press your tattoo against their skin to aid them.”

      Professor Laken leaned down and whispered in my ear. “I’ll remove that drop after class. You can spend the rest of the period with an upset stomach for your outburst earlier.”

      Fant’s arm shot into the air, but he didn’t wait to be called on. “Just a drop? I could handle a lot more.”

      Professor Laken strode toward the students. “Your ink will make the filtering easier, Fant, but without practice, your weave could cause harm, possibly even death.”

      “Some of us aren’t so close to death,” Fant whispered loudly, and his friends laughed.

      Sister Vy cocked her head. “Death is but a breath away from us all. A single drop. Understood?”

      Fant sneered but gave a short nod.

      Sister Vy and Professor Laken moved into the crowd of students.

      It sometimes felt like Professor Laken enjoyed hurting me. Not that anyone really liked Greys. We usually just made people uncomfortable. As if our inability to perform magic might brush off on others. The room spun, and my stomach cramped.

      That hurt, Thelt said. What’s going on?

      Professor Laken poisoned me.

      I’ll make him pay.

      I leaned over, started to pant, and my mouth filled with saliva. This shouldn’t be happening. It had only been a drop.

      Don’t do anything, I said to Thelt with as much force as I could muster.

      I wiped the drool off my mouth with a sleeve. My stomach cramped again, and I muffled a moan the best I could. I wasn’t sure I could wait until after class to get this fixed.

      Hey, Ry?

      Yes?

      I might be stuck in this pot. My wings are sticky.

      You should be here. We’re having a party.

      Thelt perked up. I thought they were poisoning you. Do they have pie?

      I ignored him, slid off the stool onto all fours, and placed my head against the stone floor.

      Is there any pie left? Thelt asked again.

      I gave Thelt a mental slap. There isn’t any pie!

      Ow! Thelt said. What did I do?

      Sorry. I’m not feeling right.

      Tell me about it. I ate so many blueberries I didn’t think I could fly. And all this movement makes my stomach hurt.

      So you made it out of the pot?

      Yeah, I crawled out and rolled around on the bread until my wings worked. I’m headed for Laken’s room now. I’ll teach him a lesson.

      Don’t!

      I got your tail, brother.

      I caught a glimpse of blue sky and the teacher’s quarters before Thelt dampened the connection and cut me off.

      My stomach twisted, and I nearly puked. This had to get fixed. I raised my head to look for Professor Laken, but movement caught my attention. Fant and three other earth weavers had gathered around the box Professor Laken had pulled from the back cabinet.

      Fant removed a bottle of white liquid from the poison box and took off the cap. He pretended to drink it and then stumbled around as if drunk. As he swung his arm wildly, he struck Mirrah’s back, and liquid flew from the bottle, covering her back and neck.

      Mirrah reached back and wiped at the liquid. My stomach constricted so hard tears filled my eyes and dripped to the floor, mixing with the drool already there. Mirrah turned around and stared at Fant. She opened her mouth and then collapsed. I gasped and tried to move toward her, but my body wouldn’t move.

      The students around Mirrah stepped back, confused. Fant put the lid back on the bottle, placed it in the box, and quickly walked to the other side of the room.

      Sister Vy and Professor Laken knelt by Mirrah.

      “Did you give her a drop?” Professor Laken asked Mirrah’s partner, who shook her head.

      “Did anyone see what happened?” Sister Vy asked.

      I opened my mouth and turned to look at Fant.

      Fant stared at me, his gaze so intense I felt it like a punch. He held a finger to his lips.

      “Did anyone see what happened?” Sister Vy asked again.

      Fant slowly shook his head. As bad as my life was, it would become terrible if I crossed Fant. He had power, money, and all the fear and control those things bought. Everything I didn’t have. He would punish me, and no one would care. No one worried about a useless grey eye.

      Mirrah convulsed, and I made my decision. I really only had one. Wiping the tears and drool from my face, I pointed and gasped a single word.

      “Fant.”
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      Sister Vy focused back on Mirrah, and the tattoos on Sister Vy’s arms changed rapidly as purple ink poured into her arms. She weaved different healing designs, but tears made my vision blurry, and I couldn’t see the tattoos clearly.

      “I can’t tell what’s wrong with her,” Sister Vy said.

      Sister Vy stood and rushed over to me as I collapsed onto my side. She rolled me onto my back, and Professor Laken appeared behind her.

      “What did you see?” Sister Vy asked.

      I tried to answer her, but my mouth wouldn’t work.

      Sister Vy looked up at Professor Laken. “Did you remove the toxin from your demonstration?”

      Professor Laken frowned. “Of course.”

      Liar! I hated him even more. I might die because he didn’t want to admit the truth.

      “He must be having an allergic reaction to it,” Sister Vy said.

      I blinked my eyes clear as Sister Vy pressed her lips together, and more purple ink drained into her arms. The vine tattoo on each arm bloomed into a bush, each tiny leaf detailed and alive. I tried to memorize it so I could draw it later. I’d never seen this tattoo before.

      Sister Vy slid her left hand under my shirt and placed it over my stomach. Her right hand moved to the top of my chest, just beneath my neck. She gasped, and I felt liquid spread across my chest.

      Something wet and heavy soaked my shirt, as if someone had thrown a bucket of water on me. Had my heart exploded? Was I bleeding to death? My head started to clear, and I felt better, like I had just emptied an upset stomach. Actually, I felt amazing. Sister Vy removed her hands.

      “Get some towels,” Professor Laken barked.

      It took Sister Vy four towels to clean her arms and the tattoos that had filtered the poison out of my system. She looked up at Professor Laken. “How much did you give him?”

      “Just a drop,” Professor Laken said as he crossed his arms.

      Sister Vy helped me sit up. “Can you talk?”

      My tan shirt had turned greyish brown from the poison Sister Vy had pulled from my body.

      I looked from my shirt to the pile of stained towels. “Was all that inside me?”

      Sister Vy narrowed her eyes and nodded.

      It looked like gallons not just a drop. Is that what happened in an allergic reaction? Why had so much liquid come out of my body? Maybe spirit weaving didn’t work right on Greys.

      “What happened to the girl?” Sister Vy asked.

      Mirrah’s convulsions had stopped. Was she already dead? A part of me screamed to stay silent to avoid making things worse with Fant, but I wouldn’t let my fear be the reason someone died, especially Mirrah.

      Fear made my throat tight, and my voice didn’t work well. “Bottle from the back…triangle shaped…thin liquid, like watered-down milk.”

      “You have an eye for detail,” Sister Vy said as she stood and strode to the box.

      In moments she found the vial. She put a drop on her palm and closed her eyes. The ink in her skin twisted like snakes, becoming thick vines of ivy. She replaced the lid, set it in the box, and rushed to Mirrah.

      Sister Vy knelt and placed her palms on top of Mirrah’s forehead. The ink on Sister Vy’s arms formed a single tattoo, half on each arm, an advanced weaving technique I’d never witnessed. I recognized the design from a book Mom had made me study three months ago.

      A large willow tree spanned Sister Vy’s arms, long leaves drooping down across her forearms. The trunk ended at her wrists, where thick roots continued down into Sister Vy’s fingers, completely coloring them in purple. The leaves of the willow tree seeped white droplets.

      “Towel,” Sister Vy said.

      An air weaver threw Professor Laken a towel, and he knelt next to Sister Vy, patting the spirit weaver’s arms as the liquid appeared. After a few seconds, Sister Vy leaned back, and the ink in her arms disappeared as she moved it back under her clothes and out of sight. A yellow-eyed fire weaver handed her a wet towel, and she nodded her thanks. She cleaned her arms and stood.

      Mirrah opened her eyes and blinked a few times. “What happened?”

      Sister Vy helped her stand. “You’re fine now. I’m interested in what happened as well. Who is Fant?”

      Fant licked his lips and raised his hand.

      “Of course it’s you,” Sister Vy said.

      “What happened, Fant?” Professor Laken asked.

      Fant shrugged. “How should I know?”

      “You didn’t spray this young woman with Caleb’s Tears?” Sister Vy asked.

      “I didn’t do anything,” Fant said.

      Sister Vy looked at me. “Is this the boy that did it?”

      I paused, swallowed hard, and nodded.

      “That’s a lie!” Fant said and then pointed to the other brown-eyed earth weavers. “Ask any of them.”

      Fant’s friends muttered agreement.

      “Did anyone else see anything?” Professor Laken asked.

      What he meant was, I thought bitterly, “did anyone other than a Grey see something.”

      Silence. Had no one else seen it, or were they protecting themselves from Fant’s wrath? Either way, no one confirmed my story.

      Sister Vy looked at Professor Laken, and his cheeks turned a deep shade of red.

      “What can I do? It is Fant’s word against—” Professor Laken struggled to find the right word, or he might have been throwing out all the words that immediately came to mind. “A Grey.”

      “Why would he lie?” Sister Vy asked.

      “Who knows? Who cares? I’m not going to punish Fant over a Grey’s word,” Professor Laken said.

      Fant clenched his jaw and scowled at me. I would pay for what I’d done.

      I glanced at Mirrah, and she gave me a warm smile. My chest tightened, and my skin prickled. I took a deep breath, and it didn’t cause me to cough. Had Sister Vy healed my lungs too? This really was the best I’d ever felt.

      “That will be enough for today,” Sister Vy said. “Perhaps I can return after the festival.”

      Professor Laken glared at me like I had caused Mirrah’s poisoning. He sighed and gave Sister Vy a small bow. He turned to the class. “Dismissed.”

      I’m in, Thelt said. I’m starting with the pillows.

      Get out of there!

      He needs to be taught a lesson. It’s too late, anyway. I just went.

      Thelt had invaded Professor Laken’s quarters. I’d been there a few times to repel vachi at important meetings. Professor Laken also served as the Academy’s Headmaster and had the largest rooms in the faculty building. His outer room had heavy drapes hung across the windows, gold and silver leaf pressed into dark wood furnishings, and more pillows scattered around than anyone could possibly need.

      What do you mean, went? I asked.

      Blueberries mostly, out both ends as I flew over. It turned out better than I’d planned, Thelt said proudly.

      “Oh, no,” I said out loud.

      “Who are you talking to?” Sister Vy asked.

      I jumped, surprised she still stood in front of me. Behind Sister Vy, Professor Laken had kicked the stained towels into a pile and shoved them with his foot toward the right wall.

      “What?” I asked.

      Sister Vy tilted her head for a second and then shook it. “Never mind. You saved that girl’s life. You did a great thing today.”

      I looked down, my cheeks burning. It was worth it, and I would do it again, but I had crossed Fant and there would be consequences. He hadn’t got in any trouble though, so maybe he would leave me alone.

      I looked up into Sister Vy’s purple eyes. The color reminded me of grapes.

      I love grape jam, Thelt said.

      Quit looking at my thoughts!

      Quit thinking.

      Ugh!

      “Young man?” Sister Vy asked.

      I refocused on the spirit weaver. “Sorry, Sister. You’re the one that saved her life. That weave looked fantastic.”

      I just need to pee on the fruit, and then I’ll leave, Thelt said.

      I ignored Thelt and kept eye contact with the priestess.

      Sister Vy smiled and patted my shoulder. “Twenty years of training to master that weave. I’m happy it worked.”

      Leave. Now. I sent to Thelt.

      Only one apple left, and I really soaked it.

      I rubbed my temples and tried to clear Thelt’s satisfaction from my mind.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Sister Vy asked again.

      Professor Laken appeared on my right and faced Sister Vy. “He is simple and easily confused. It’s a waste of time to talk with him.”

      Sister Vy studied me and then nodded at Professor Laken. “I’ll see you again after the festival.”

      Sister Vy turned and walked out of the classroom.

      There is a fancy box here, Thelt said.

      I felt pressure in my head and then an image of a cube appeared in my mind.

      Do you think this is where the old man keeps his sugar? Thelt asked.

      The box stood four times taller than Thelt, maybe the size of my hand. Squares, triangles, circles, and lines covered its sides. Different colored metals had been pressed into the shapes, and the box reflected the sunlight creating colored stars across the table.

      I doubt Professor Laken keeps sugar in that. Now get out of there.

      Thelt didn’t respond.

      A loud bang from behind me caused me to flinch. I turned to see Professor Laken turning from where he had slammed the box of poisons and elixirs back into the locked cabinet. I moved to my chair and reached down to grab the small bag I’d brought with me. It had the leftovers of my lunch and an empty water jar.

      Most of the staff ate in the kitchen, but Repellers were different. We couldn’t go where we wanted. As bad as Professor Laken treated me, at least he would let me leave to pee. Some instructors made me hold it until class ended.

      I shoved my sketch pad and the latest book Mom had me studying into my lunch bag. I had hours each day to read, one of the few positives about my miserable life. The books Mom forced me to read usually sucked, but I had time to read some good books as well.

      “Don’t ever speak in my class again,” Professor Laken hissed.

      I stood with my head down and nodded once.

      “You lied about your betters, and you embarrassed me in front of the priestess.”

      “I’m sorry, Professor.”

      Professor Laken loomed over me for a few heartbeats, and I hunched down. Professor Laken liked to slap things when he got angry, which I’d learned the hard way. He snorted in disgust, turned, and left.

      Sighing in relief, I looked up at the empty classroom and headed toward the door. The excitement of seeing a spirit weaver had worn off, and now I just wanted to get back to my room, change my shirt, and put this day behind me. The Color Festival started tomorrow, and there wouldn’t be any classes for a week, which made it my favorite time of the year.

      I entered the hallway, but a group of students stood in front of the building’s exit to my left, so I moved to the wall directly across from the classroom’s door. A column jutted out from the wall here, and I stood behind it, out of sight. I didn’t want to attract attention, so I decided to just wait here until everyone cleared out.

      I hated waiting. A hand-drawn flyer next to my head caught my attention. A girl held a cube over her head, black ink spilling out of it, three people behind her. Everyone had blue arms and eyes.

      It took all my self-control to not rip the Color Games flyer off the wall and shred it. The Color Games pitted student teams of four against each other as they battled to win three challenges. The victors received four vials of ink, worth a fortune.

      And someone like me could never compete in it.

      Usually, the teams consisted of a person from each kingdom, the four elements giving the team balance for whatever the contest threw at them. The purple Spirit weavers never participated, since they created the ink and didn’t have any reason to compete for it. Plus, Purples rarely left their walled city in the middle of the Capital.

      A Blue Kingdom team had made this flyer. They wanted a fourth blue to complete their team. What a waste of time. Everyone knew you needed the four elements to win. Four of the same type would result in disaster.

      Do you smell that? Thelt asked. I think I found his sugar!

      Professor Laken didn’t seem like the type to use sugar. He certainly wouldn’t keep it in his room. Which meant—

      It’s a trap! I shouted across our link.

      It’s crowded in here. Where’s the sugar? I heard Thelt say.

      I knew exactly why Thelt felt crowded. He had crawled into a vachi trap in Professor Laken’s room. A trap Professor Laken would turn over to the spirit weavers for ink vouchers. I needed to get to that trap and free Thelt before Professor Laken arrived at his room.
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      Peering around the column, I looked down the hallway to my right, but the crowd hadn’t moved, and some of them had brown ink on their arms. Probably Fant’s friends. Walking through them to get out of the building would be dangerous. I’d have to leave out the back door even though it would add precious minutes to my rescue attempt.

      I turned left and slipped down the hallway and away from the main entrance, sliding along the wall to remain out of sight. When I reached the hallway’s end, I glanced back and noticed Fant’s friends had disappeared from the front entrance.

      I considered going back, but the rear entrance would be quicker now. Turning right down a darker hallway, I strode toward the back of the building. Thirty seconds later, I opened the back door and stepped out of the building.

      The school building blocked the sun, and shadows cooled the air. A six-foot-long flowerbed of daisies lined the building to my left and gave the air a clean scent. Movement caught my eye as an earth weaver pushed away from the building and strode toward me, only fifteen feet separating us.

      I turned to the right, but one of Fant’s buddies came around the building’s corner. Turning to reenter the building, I bumped into Fant, who had stepped into the doorway behind me. He hadn’t decided to let the incident go.

      Fant raised his arms, probably to push me, and I considered pulling him forward and flipping him over my shoulder in a move Mom called Blowing Leaf. That would embarrass Fant, though, and increase the danger of this situation considerably.

      As expected, Fant pushed me in the chest, and I carefully controlled my fall backward, not wanting to end up on the ground. I dropped my bag as someone grabbed me from behind, pinning my arms. I knew six combinations to escape the grip from behind but held off for now. Fant already had an audience, which meant real trouble, and I didn’t want to make things worse.

      My parents had explained the movements helped with my asthma and allergies, but that I should never use them when others could see. Using them to fight might get me in a lot of trouble with them. Not to mention I worked for the Academy and fighting a student might get me fired. Or worse, my entire family fired.

      “I told you to keep your mouth shut,” Fant said.

      I risked a response. “But she would have died.”

      Fant shrugged. “Who cares? That old woman could have made trouble for me.”

      I couldn’t comprehend his selfishness. How could someone think like that? The idea that avoiding some small slap on the hand could equal another person’s life made my stomach turn.

      I felt another one of Fant’s friends approach from behind and the bully holding me shifted his grip. The two behind me each grabbed one of my arms, and jerked them back, locking me in place. I didn’t have much time to escape this situation, and I worried doing so would only make it worse later. It would be better to take a couple punches here and put this whole thing behind me.

      Fant raised his right arm so I could see his weave. Brown ink moved through his skin, forming bricks, one layered on top of the other, all the way up his arm. The bricks had little detail, which would weaken their power, but he had created so many that didn’t matter. For the first time I realized how badly I’d misjudged his anger.

      Fant lowered his arm and quickly punched me. He had aimed for my heart, probably trying to smash it. I used my training to twist my body, protecting the soft organs in my torso, and took the blow on my left side.

      A loud snap along with intense burning radiated from my left side. It felt like my chest had started on fire, and I struggled to take a breath. The boys holding me let go, and I fell to my knees. My mouth gasped for air, but my lungs wouldn’t work. A horrible wheezing sound came out instead.

      “Fant, something’s wrong with him,” the boy behind me said.

      “Yeah, he’s a Grey,” Fant said.

      A few voices muttered concern, but none moved to stop Fant. Only recently had I finally started to grow, puberty taking forever to find me, and the boys surrounding me were all stronger and bigger. Not to mention healthier. I couldn’t remember a time I felt good or moved quickly without wheezing and struggling for air.

      I pressed my left arm against my side, trying to ease the pain. Looking up, I offered a lie in the hope of avoiding more pain. “I should have listened to you. I’m sorry.”

      Fant nodded. “You will be.”

      Fant’s arm, strengthened by ink bricks, fell like a battering ram. The short distance, coupled with the broken rib, made avoiding the strike impossible. The blow shattered my nose, and blood exploded outward, covering my stained shirt. I opened my mouth to scream for help, but nothing worked, and I collapsed. The ground felt cold against my cheek and side.

      “You killed him,” one of them whispered.

      “Hide the body,” Fant said.

      I felt myself lifted as the bullies picked me up, and then my stomach clenched as I sailed through the air. I crashed into the building and dropped to the ground.

      “Let’s split,” Fant said.

      I felt the vibration of their retreating footfalls through the soft earth against my cheek.

      Ow! Thelt yelled. What’s happening?

      I pulled away from my connection with Thelt, protecting him from as much of the pain as I could.

      Ry?

      My right arm stretched out in front of me, and daisies filled my vision. I couldn’t smell the flowers anymore, as blood filled my nose and mouth. For the thousandth time, I cursed my grey eyes and my skin that wouldn’t hold a smudge of ink. With the free ink circle everyone else received, I could have healed myself enough to get help. Why did I have to be so different? So powerless? It wasn’t fair. The world started to go dark.

      I imagined what it would be like to have ink. I would weave an oak tattoo taken from the same book I’d seen the tattoo the spirit weaver used on Mirrah. The power from the tattoo would concentrate my power, the design amplifying and concentrating my magic until my body became whole.

      The picture of the oak weave sat in my mind, and a sharp pain exploded in my chest. My broken rib had probably just pierced my lung. It wouldn’t last long now. On my forearm, inches from my face, a small grey daisy appeared.

      I stared at it, confused. Had I already died? Another flower appeared, and then another. Daisies kept appearing until my entire forearm turned grey. The exact color of my eyes. The grey color on my arm shifted and the bumpy surface of a tree trunk appeared. Roots formed on each finger, and across the wide branches leaves materialized, each one perfectly formed.

      The daisies had merged and formed the giant oak tattoo I’d just thought about.

      Memories flooded my mind: cool earth, rich with moisture, fingers extending down deep into the soil; the sun’s caress, its warmth bringing food to hungry leaves; the sound of wings as bees and hummingbirds stole kisses. Under it all, the canvas these memories were painted on: Joy.

      Is this what death felt like? Odd memories and impossible images as my brain convulsed in its last moments.

      My breathing became easier, oxygen reached my brain, and my head cleared. I rolled onto my stomach, got to my knees, and forced myself to stand. My legs felt weak, and I reached out to the building to steady myself. The last of the grey color on my arm disappeared.

      I gently pressed on my nose. It felt fine as if nothing had happened. I touched my left side where I’d heard a rib snap. It didn’t even feel tender. Had the beating been real? I pinched my shirt and pulled it away from my body. Blood still soaked it. It had happened.

      I looked past my shirt at the flower bed where I stood. All the daisies had wilted and turned brown. I fell to my knees and ran my hands through them, but they broke off and crumbled.

      Somehow I had done this. I had killed all these flowers to make myself better. The flowers’ happiness still echoed in my thoughts—and knowing I had destroyed them made my stomach turn.
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      I rubbed my head, remembering the other catastrophe. Thelt?

      What happened to you?

      I’m not sure. How long has it been?

      A couple of days.

      I looked at the shadow cast by the building. It had hardly moved. Thelt could be useless sometimes.

      Can you bring food? Thelt continued. I’m being ignored, but I can tell they’re hungry. If I feed them maybe they’ll be nice to me.

      I wasn’t the only outcast. Thelt’s connection with me made him too different from his own kind. At least none of vachi in the trap were hurting him.

      They’re hungry because they’re TRAPPED, I said. Probably for days.

      My bag sat against the building, near the door, half-covered in dead flowers. I decided to leave it there for now. It would only get in the way of my rescue. I jogged toward the teacher housing hoping Professor Laken hadn’t gone back to his rooms yet.

      No one knows how long they’ve been here, Thelt said. They don’t have my mentalness.

      Your mentalness?

      I have mentalness that makes it easy for me to figure things out.

      You just sprayed an entire bed with poop, peed all over a bowl of fruit, and then flew into a trap. You represent the pinnacle of vachi thought?

      Oh yes, pickles. And bring any leftover pie.

      I said pinnacle, not…never mind. How did you get in? I asked. Maybe I could enter the same way.

      There was a cube, and it had a small hole, and I smelled sugar. It’s crowded in here. Did I mention food? I’m hungry.

      I clenched my jaw. I meant how did you get into his bedroom.

      Oh, why didn’t you say so? There’s a crack near the bedroom window.

      How could this day get any worse? I hated heights, and Professor Laken’s room topped the teacher’s quarters, forty feet off the ground. I sighed. I’d have to risk one of the doors. Maybe the back one would be unlocked.

      When Professor Laken walked into his room, he would be furious. Anything in that trap didn’t stand a chance. And if Laken had headed straight for his rooms after class, it might already be too late. I needed a plan before time ran out.

      As I entered the large grassy area surrounding teacher housing, I slowed to a walk. I didn’t want to attract attention to myself.

      How much longer? Thelt asked.

      I’m coming as fast as I can.

      On my left, clumps of students moved toward the outdoor stone stage. A large crowd already stood around it. I glimpsed purple moving around the stage, and I stopped as I realized what was happening.

      Ink Ceremonies usually happened at the end of the month, but, on the eve of the Color Festival, the purples performed an extra one. All the twelve-year-olds with birthdays this month were lucky. They would get their ink two weeks early.

      Painful memories of my twelfth birthday swamped my mind. I never got to go through the ceremony. People like me would only be there to keep the vachi away from the newly created ink weavers. At thirteen I’d been forced to work one, and I’d sat behind the stage trying not to cry through the whole thing. The joy and celebration that surrounded me only made it worse.

      I swallowed hard and jogged toward Thelt again, no longer caring if I drew attention. After a minute, I realized I hadn’t had to stop to rest yet. Usually, my lungs couldn’t keep up with my legs, and I’d collapse coughing after just a few seconds of running. Whatever Sister Vy had done to me had fixed my coughing as well.

      As I approached the teacher housing, I slowed. Two guards stood at the front door. Why was the building being guarded? I didn’t know the name of the left guard, but the guard on the right was named Beght, a nice man. He treated me well or at least tolerated me. He looked miserable standing in the sun, the armpits of his coat dark with blotches.

      My shoulders slumped. I sighed and walked to the building’s rear. Three guards protected this entrance and they had company. Two of the guards held boys by the neck. The boys’ heads were down, but I could see yellow triangles on their arms. At their feet sat a bucket with yellow paint dripping down the sides.

      The third guard pointed at the white door, which now looked half yellow. I smiled a little. The students spent the festival week trying to coat everything they could with their kingdom’s color. By tomorrow there wouldn’t be a building left untouched. That explained all the guards. But this distraction gave me an idea.

      I didn’t slow at all as I approached the door.

      The third guard, his left hand still pointing at the door, raised his right arm to block me, and I caught sight of the blue circle under his sleeve. That was unfortunate for the fire weaver students. Fire and water didn’t get along.

      The guard looked at me and frowned. “Where are you going?”

      I acted surprised. “They didn’t tell you?”

      The guard narrowed his eyes. “Tell me what?”

      “One of the yellows got onto the fourth floor. Laken is furious.”

      The fire weavers reached out to each other, each hand shaped like a “v”. When their hands met, they formed a triangle, and the space between their hands burned with fire.

      Water weaver’s hated triangles. These kids weren’t very smart.

      The third guard slapped the boys’ hands apart. “Knock it off.” The fire disappeared, but the boys kept their grins. He refocused on me. “I didn’t hear anything about that. And why are you covered in blood?”

      I looked down at myself and cursed my hurry. How could I talk my way out of this when my body and clothes were full of dark stains? And if I didn’t get in this building, Thelt would never last the day. That lizard caused so much trouble. Thelt. Trouble. It gave me an idea.

      “This is blueberry stains. I just came from the kitchen. Vachi all over. Huge mess.” I waited a couple of seconds and then continued. “Not as big a mess as the fourth floor, though. Maybe the Yellow got in through the front door? It’s going to go hard on whoever let him in.”

      “Well, it wasn’t us!” the third guard said, his eyes getting wide.

      “I can tell Professor Laken that. As soon as you let me through.”

      The guards stepped aside, and I walked past everyone.

      “Make sure you tell him,” the guard shouted. “We’ve been here since the delivery. No one has gotten past us.”

      I held up a thumb, entered the main hallway of the building, and immediately turned right toward the stairs. Laken’s room sat on the fourth floor, and I didn’t want to waste any time. If that guard talked to anyone in charge, he’d find out I lied, and I wanted to be far away when that happened. I started up the stairs.

      Do you hear anything? I asked.

      Just the sound of my stomach as I starve to death.

      Seriously? You just ate.

      Like a week ago.

      I stepped out onto the fourth floor and paused for a few heartbeats to listen. Six other teachers lived on this floor, but Laken’s rooms sat closest to the rear and the nearest to the stairs. I didn’t hear anything, so I slid forward until I stood in front of Laken’s door. I put my ear against the door for one final check before entering the room.

      Is Laken in there? I’m close, but I don’t want a surprise.

      I don’t hear anything.

      I tried the door, and it opened. Finally, a bit of luck. The outer room didn’t have anyone in it, and I relaxed. The room felt crowded with all the furniture and shelves. Professor Laken liked expensive things. I strode to the closed bedroom door and put my ear to it. The trap that contained Thelt lay behind this door.

      Do you hear anyone? I asked Thelt one last time.

      Trust me, I’d know if someone was here.

      The bedroom door opened inward suddenly. Hunched over with my ear to the door, I lost my balance and fell into the bedroom. Professor Laken yelped in surprise.

      “What are you doing?” Professor Laken shouted.

      I stared up at him. He held the vachi trap under his left arm and a half-eaten apple in his right hand. I grimaced in disgust at the apple, remembering what Thelt had done to it. Two guards stood behind him. The box Thelt had seen still sat on a small table. Why were there so many guards around this building? It seemed like overkill to just keep away the students and their paint.

      I focused on Thelt. There were three people in here. One of which was carrying the trap you’re in. And you didn’t hear anything?

      I think they smell you. Everyone wants out, but we seem to be trapped in here.

      Trapped? You’re trapped?

      I think so.

      Thelt didn’t get my sarcasm. Or pretended he didn’t.

      “Answer me!” Laken said.

      The smell from the room hit me, and I gagged. Professor Laken’s bedding and his precious pillows looked ruined.

      You have got to start eating better, I told Thelt.

      My eyes drifted back to the strange box.

      “You’re here to steal it!” Professor Laken said.

      I focused back on Professor Laken. “What? No, I’m not stealing anything.”

      “Then why are you here?” Professor Laken asked.

      “Someone saw a bunch of vachi around your window. They sent me to check on it. To protect your things.”

      Professor Laken narrowed his eyes. “Someone? And what are you covered in?”

      I shrugged, stood up, and stared dumbly back at him.

      It didn’t take long for him to lose patience. “I wish we didn’t need your kind. The damage is already done. So you can leave.”

      I nodded at the trap. “Do you want me to take care of that?”

      Professor Laken covered the trap with his free arm. “And take my vouchers?”

      My heart thudded in my chest. I’d assumed someone like Professor Laken wouldn’t care about vouchers or getting more ink. But he acted as bad as the rest as he headed to the Ink Ceremony to turn in the vachi captured in his trap. The spirit weavers would give him vouchers he could turn in for ink when he had enough. No one knew what the spirit weavers did with all the vachi they collected.

      Professor Laken pushed past me and spoke to the guards without turning. “Guard the door. No one passes but me for the next week.”

      Professor Laken left his room and noisily climbed down the stairs, the trap tucked under his arm.

      How was I going to free Thelt now?
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      Professor Laken made straight for the large crowd that had gathered for the Ink Ceremony, and I followed him. I liked puzzles, but I couldn’t figure out how to solve this one. If I grabbed the trap, Professor Laken would think I wanted the vachi to get his vouchers. Vouchers were valuable, and even if I couldn’t use the ink they’d purchase, I could sell them to someone who could.

      In what felt like moments, we neared the stage. Professor Laken veered left, toward a large mesh cage on top of a wagon. Two horses stood patiently, heads down in front of the wagon. Thousands of vachi filled the mesh cage, and as I neared, they started to swarm, shaking the wagon.

      A young woman pulled herself up onto the wagon, her arms covered in purple stars. In moments she spotted me. She pressed her lips together and narrowed her eyes. I stopped and took a few steps backward. She looked familiar to me for some reason.

      The young woman stared intently at me, her purple eyes like the end of a rainbow. Professor Laken snapped his fingers in her face, forcing her to look at him. He had skipped the entire line and now I had run out of time.

      Professor Laken held up the trap, and the teenager jumped off the wagon. Her hair reminded me of the tip of a flame, a mixture of red and yellow, which made her easy to follow in the crowd.

      I moved in a circle to my left until I stood alone and had a clear view of the rear of the wagon. A falcon landed on top of the cage and then glided to the young woman’s shoulder. Professor Laken held out the trap, and she yanked it from him. Professor Laken quickly stepped backward.

      The young woman took the trap and placed it on the back of the wagon. The falcon leaped into the air and circled the ink ceremony. A smaller cage connected to the large one, and she pushed Professor Laken’s trap up against this smaller cage.

      She placed both her hands on the trap, and the purple stars on her arms moved, but from this distance I couldn’t see what tattoo they made. A second later, she grabbed the edge of Professor Laken’s trap and pulled up. The entire side of the trap rose, and vachi poured out of the prison and into the small cage.

      Sunlight, Thelt said.

      I had an idea.

      Stay where you are! Don’t leave the box.

      Everyone else is leaving.

      I know, but they’re just going into a larger trap.

      Okay.

      If Thelt stayed in the trap, I could rescue him later. I took a deep breath, relieved. If the spirit weavers had captured Thelt, it would have been a disaster.

      Professor Laken leaned over the box and then pointed at the trap. The young woman slapped the trap and then looked inside. She said something to Professor Laken, who immediately stood up straight and crossed his arms.  She stared at him for a few seconds and then put both her hands back on the trap.

      The box is vibrating. It makes my wings tingle.

      You need to stay in there.

      It hurts, and a moment later, Sorry, Ry.

      That’s okay. I’ll figure something out.

      Thelt flew out of the trap, and the teenager removed her hands. She pushed the wall of Professor Laken’s trap down and slid a cover over the entrance in the small cage. She handed the trap back to Professor Laken and counted the vachi. Professor Laken counted them as well, and a minute later he waved his hands, upset about something.

      The girl shrugged, reached into a pouch at her hip, and removed some silver coins, which she handed to Professor Laken. He turned and marched back toward the teachers’ building, his empty trap under his arm and his vouchers clasped tightly in his fist.

      The young woman slid open the barrier between the large cage and the small one. She returned to the small cage, grabbed a small handle, and pushed it toward the large cage. A section of the small cage wall separated and moved toward the large cage, pushing all the vachi with it.

      In a few seconds, all the vachi had entered the large cage. The girl slid the barrier back in place and pulled the sliding wall back into place. It had all happened so fast. Thelt was now trapped in a large cage with thousands of other vachi, surrounded by spirit weavers, and hundreds of students and faculty. I bit my thumbnail. This looked hopeless.

      Ry?

      Yes?

      I don’t like it here. The others think I sound funny.

      Hang in there, buddy. I got your tail.

      Hurry.

      The young woman had taken the next person in line, repeating the same process. I didn’t want to draw attention to myself by standing all alone, so I retraced my steps until people surrounded me again. Everyone around me wore blue. The kingdoms tended to clump together, and I’d stumbled into a bunch of water weavers.

      They gave me weird looks, weirder than normal, and I realized my face and clothes were still covered in dried blood. I walked over to an older girl who held a bucket. She glanced at me and started to move away.

      I held my arms straight out in front of me. She smiled and elbowed a boy next to her who also had a bucket. They removed sponges from their buckets which contained thick blue liquid. I thought they’d tag me with a few splotches across my arms, but instead, in just a few seconds, they’d covered me in blue.

      The girl and boy held up their palms toward each other and placed them together in a circle, proud of their work on me. I held my arms out from my sides as blue paint dripped from my hair and down my face. My shirt stuck to my skin, and my pants were streaked with blue lines where the two water weavers had flicked their sponges at me. As bad as I looked, it was better than before, and now I fit in with everyone around me.

      As I moved away from the water weavers and back toward the wagon, three fire weavers pounced on me, flinging yellow paint on me as I passed. They yelled in dismay as some of their yellow mixed with the fresh blue paint and streaks of green appeared.

      I fit in now with the celebration, but I worried about how much trouble I’d be in with Mom for my paint-soaked clothes. Oh well, I could only worry about one disaster at a time. Now, no one could tell what kingdom I belonged to unless they saw my eyes.

      What is the floor of the wagon made of? I asked Thelt.

      The same thing as the sides.

      I inched forward until the vachi just started to notice me and then retreated a few steps. I studied the two cages and the wagon. How did I get Thelt out of there? Everyone around me cheered, and I turned to face the stage. Over twenty kids stood facing the crowd, grouped together by their kingdom.

      Four adult spirit weavers stood together on the left side of the stage, two of them women. I recognized Sister Vy from the class earlier, and a brown-haired woman stood behind her holding a box.

      Sister Vy raised her right arm, and the crowd quieted. “Brothers and sisters, we witness today the birth of your kingdoms’ newest weavers.” Sister Vy raised her left arm as well, and the purple stars began to fall from her wrist to her elbow in a meteor waterfall. “The Purple Kingdom wishes to bless these newest additions with a gift.”

      Everyone cheered again. I looked down, my stomach turning. I wished I didn’t have to be here and experience this again. The greatest day in most peoples’ lives was the day they got their ink and could weave their kingdom’s element. Without ink, most people didn’t have the strength to affect the world around them, and everyone’s dependence on the ink the Purple Kingdom produced made the spirit weavers rich and powerful.

      I looked back at the cage. The young woman had worked through the line and stood on the back of the wagon, staring at the stage. The only thing I could think to do was open up the sliding doors that she had used when emptying the traps. But she stood directly in front of the cage door.

      Everyone grew silent, and I glanced back at the stage. They had opened the box and tilted it toward the crowd. Rows of small black vials filled the container. So much power in that tiny box.

      The space between myself and the box of ink grew thick as if an invisible rope connected us. My mind grew fuzzy, and the ink pulled at my chest, causing me to lean toward the stage. I fell forward and the movement cleared my mind with a sudden snap.

      I stumbled backward and rubbed my forehead as the tearing sensation faded. It felt like someone had flicked me in the eyes, and I fell to my knees. Rubbing at the pain, I only managed to get paint in them instead, and now they stung.

      I heard a screech as I blinked my eyes clear. Looking up, I saw the young woman’s falcon circling above. I stayed on my knees and leaned to my left to see the wagon. She still stood on the wagon’s edge, but she wasn’t looking at the stage anymore. Instead, she stared in my direction.

      Glancing at the stage, Sister Vy had stepped in front of the box, and the two male spirit weavers stood on each side of her. Two Ink Guardians, dressed in black pants and long sleeve black shirts with faces covered by black masks, appeared on the stage. They must have hidden out of sight behind the stage to have appeared so quickly. They all looked in my direction as well. Had they felt the same thing? Did I do something wrong? I needed to get Thelt and get out of here before things got worse.

      The Ink Guardians always attended the ink ceremonies. No one knew anything about them, not even what kingdom they came from. No school existed for them, and you couldn’t apply to become one. They were a mystery. Supposedly they could rip you in half with just a look from their faceless mask.

      My skin prickled, and I looked away. I did not want to get ripped in half. After a few more seconds, the spirit weavers seemed to relax. The ceremony continued and Sister Vy walked to stand in front of a mass of twelve-year-olds that covered half the stage, all dressed in blue. The two Ink Guardians retreated to the stage’s rear corners.

      Sister Vy stood sideways, her left arm over the children, her right arm pointed at the crowd, which she slowly moved in a large circle. She spoke softly but her voice carried over the silent crowd. “The circle. The shape of perfection. Masters of the sea. Our blue-eyed neighbors remind us that, like the circles they weave, our lives must be balanced.”

      The crowd to my right roared, and the Yellow Kingdom people around me clapped politely. I looked back at the cage, and while the young woman hadn’t moved, she had returned her attention to the stage. I didn’t have much time left, and it didn’t look like she planned on leaving. My heart raced as I felt my options disappearing.

      If she wouldn’t move on her own, then I’d need to move the wagon. I stood and strode away from the stage until I reached an empty area behind everyone. I continued walking for another thirty seconds veering slowly toward the horses.

      Thirty feet from the wagon, the vachi became agitated, and I sprinted toward the horses, sliding under them. The young woman looked around, trying to figure out why the vachi had become so upset. I didn’t give myself any time to think.

      The things I do for you, I sent to Thelt.

      I crawled onto the floor in front of the wagon seat, took a deep breath, and slammed my hands together. The horses reared up and galloped away, pulling the wagon with them. I leaned down, looked under the wagon, and watched the young woman fall face-first to the ground. I winced and hoped she didn’t get hurt.

      The horses slowed, so I reached up and slapped the right horse on the butt. In moments we had left the grass of the school and entered the smooth stone of the outer Capital. Earth weavers had molded the stone smooth but not perfect, and the fast-traveling wagon seemed to find every bump we passed. I bounced around on the small shelf.

      I looked under the wagon again and didn’t see anyone. Finally, I could get Thelt out of that cage. But the horses didn’t slow. In fact, it felt like they had sped up. Scared I might fall off my perch and get run over by the wheels, I pulled myself up to the seat and immediately threw myself across it as a falcon swooped down and almost struck me in the head. The bird screeched at me and circled around to attack again.

      The reins were by my head, and I grabbed them, pulling hard. The horses slid to a stop, and I flew forward off the seat. Striking the ground, my breath left me in a rush. I rolled to the side and pushed myself up. A shadow appeared in front of me, and I threw myself forward as the falcon dived at me from behind.

      That bird doesn’t like you, Thelt said.

      Yeah, I’m getting that, too.

      You’re not popular in here either.

      The entire wagon shook as the vachi flew around in a frenzy. I looked up but didn’t see the bird. Running to the back of the wagon, I grabbed the door to the cage.

      “Stop!”

      I turned to see the purple-eyed young woman four blocks away. Her falcon circled the buildings near her.

      “I’m sorry,” I shouted back. “I have no choice.”

      I ripped the door of the small cage upward and then reached in and opened the inner door as well. Jumping backward, I sprinted away from the wagon, giving the vachi enough space to reach the cage doors. The vachi exited in one large wave, and in seconds the cage had emptied and Thelt curled behind my ear.

      The young woman ran toward me, and I dashed to the front of the wagon, quickly slapping the left horse on the butt. The horses immediately galloped down the street. Now she would have to decide between me and the wagon.

      As I sprinted down a side street, I yelled one more time. “Sorry!”

      I knew this wasn’t a trap, Thelt said. It opened right up.

      I guess I was wrong. I don’t have your mentalness.

      Don’t feel bad. I’m special.

      Yes, you are. Now, let’s hope that girl chases the wagon.

      I recognized the streets and turned toward the Ink Academy, marveling at my ability to sprint for so long. I’d be home in no time.

      Hey, where’s the pie? Thelt asked.
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      It didn’t take long to reach the school. I kept an eye on the sky but didn’t see the young woman’s bird. The Ink Ceremony hadn’t ended yet, and I walked directly to the earth weavers. The purple-eyed teenager had seen me covered in blue, green, and yellow. I needed to change my look, and I couldn’t risk crossing the school grounds looking like I did.

      I found an earth weaver bucket sitting idle as its owner focused on the stage. Kneeling down, I reached for the sponge and, after a moment of thought, just grabbed the bucket and poured it over my head. Now I looked brown.

      Watch it! Thelt shouted squirming behind my ear.

      You could use some color.

      Snap your wings!

      I smiled, stood, and studied the stage. The purples had almost completed with the air weavers. Sister Vy removed a vial from the box and faced a black-haired girl I recognized, Hilth. She worked in the kitchens, and her parents worked in the laundry. Hilth had her right arm outstretched, and she tapped her leg with her other hand.

      Sister Vy held the vial of black liquid above her head. “Accept our gift, sister. May your weaves lift us all.”

      I moved forward until I stood near the stage. Sister Vy lowered the vial, removed the stopper, and placed the lip of the vial against Hilth’s arm. The liquid appeared thick but didn’t stick to the sides. Sister Vy slowly raised the bottom of the vial, and the black ink touched Hilth’s skin. Hilth gasped and her free hand clutched her chest, as the liquid sank into her skin like water into dry dirt.

      Sister Vy let the last of the ink leave the vial. Not a single drop remained. She stepped away, and everyone stared at Hilth’s arm. A heartbeat later, the black ink reappeared on her skin. Another second passed and the black ink turned green, and Hilth let out a huge sigh. Like every weaver, the ink color on her skin matched the shade of her eyes. Hilth’s ink now looked like the color of sage.

      Sister Vy pointed at Hilth. “Now, like we talked about, concentrate on your ink and force it into the shape of your base tattoo.”

      Hilth’s forehead creased, and she pressed her lips together. The green splotch on her arm slowly moved until it had formed a single line just below her wrist. She grinned and held up her arm. The Green Kingdom group shouted, causing Hilth to laugh in relief.

      In spite of how I felt about the Ink Ceremony, I couldn’t help but smile at the pure joy on Hilth’s face. People started to shuffle away from the stage, and I joined them as they slowly headed back toward the school center. I angled toward the classroom building, and I picked up my bag from where I’d left it covered in dead daisies.

      I needed to get cleaned up before I met my parents for dinner. Normally I wouldn’t feel good enough to run, but I took a deep breath and didn’t cough. I couldn’t remember a time I’d felt better, so I jogged toward the maple grove east of the classroom building. This grove wasn’t very big, but it would keep me hidden for the next few minutes as I moved toward the library and my room.

      My parents had grey eyes like me. Mom and I had rooms in the library, although on opposite ends, and Dad roomed in the stables. At least we were all near each other. Some Greys lived across campus from their families. No one cared how we felt about our living arrangements.

      The Ink Academy’s library always needed to contain a Grey because it held the combined knowledge of the four kingdoms. The vachi ripped out pages for their nests and tended to poop and pee without regard to a text’s value. Even sleeping, we repelled vachi, so the library employed two of us. The Purple Kingdom had its own library, which I’d never seen. You needed purple ink to gain entry, but the rumors said it had more books than the Ink Academy.

      Your kind causes a lot of problems, I said.

      Lucky your kind doesn’t.

      Unlike Thelt, I recognized sarcasm.

      I like being covered in all this paint. Nobody knows what I am. I need a mask for my eyes, though, I said.

      Make sure it covers your whole face. Everybody will thank you for that.

      Hey!

      The vibration of Thelt’s laughter made my ear itch, and I reached up to flick him, but he jumped into the air and disappeared.

      I left the trees and strode onto the grass that surrounded the library. Nobody sat in the courtyard, which probably meant they were all at dinner. I glanced up the library’s front stairs, which ended at two large doors. Just behind the entrance, the main shelves started, but I wasn’t here for a book.

      Instead, I walked to the right side of the building, entered a small door that led to the basement, and took the stairs down. As the door closed behind me, a rush of air passed my temple, causing my hair to fall into my eyes.

      Stop it! I yelled. You know I hate that!

      Thelt’s amusement hummed across our bond.

      Thelt’s newest game consisted of flying as close as possible to my head. And he sucked. He’d hit me three times already. I walked down the central hallway in the dark, not bothering to pull a shaker out of my backpack. I’d lived here my whole life and didn’t need light to find my way around.

      Race you, Thelt said.

      How are you going to open the door?

      Doors are for losers. I’m already here. I win.

      Don’t let Mom see you! She’ll expect me to be right behind you, and I need to clean up first. If she sees me like this, she’ll—

      Light flooded the hallway ahead of me, and Mom stepped out of her room. I froze, not wanting to risk moving. I stood in the dark, covered in brown paint, hoping she couldn’t see me.

      Mom pulled a shaker from her pocket and rattled it a couple of times. Light flooded the hallway as she pointed the shaker at me. I held my right arm across my eyes to shield them from the glare.

      “Thelt beat you again,” Mom said.

      I lowered my arm. Mom frowned and narrowed her eyes.

      She walked toward me. “What’s wrong with your clothes?”

      You are so going to get it, I told Thelt.

      What did I do?

      Mom had pulled her light brown hair into a bun, and she still wore her work clothes, dusty from hours spent around the library shelves. Her grey eyes opened wide when she got close enough to see me well. She stopped and moved the shaker up and down.

      “What happened?”

      How to answer that? I decided to skip all the way to the end.

      I raised my arms, my bag hanging from my right hand. “I got too close to some Brown third years at the Ink Ceremony.”

      “It looks like they gave you a bath.”

      “Yeah.”

      “This color tagging the students do is ridiculous. Someone needs to talk with Headmaster Laken about it. His earth weavers are the worst.”

      My heart thudded. “Don’t talk to him. It will only make it worse for me in his classes.”

      Mom put a hand on her waist. “I suppose. You better hope that paint comes out.”

      “I’ll just run and change.”

      “No way. You need to leave them with me so I can wash some of that paint out. If those clothes go to laundry like that, I’ll get an earful from Lana. Come on.”

      I followed her into her room, dropped my bag near the door, and completely relaxed for the first time that day. Books and the little toy animals Dad carved filled shelves on the wall to my left. Three chairs, each a different color, sat facing each other in the middle of the room. To the right, a table with three wooden chairs sat against the wall.

      Two doors directly across from me were closed. One led to Mom’s bedroom and the other to a water closet. The small kitchen, near the table, didn’t have a door, just an arched opening. The wall between the doors was covered in my sketches. Mom wouldn’t take them down, not even the ones from years ago when I could barely draw.

      She opened the door to the water closet and pointed. “Take them off.”

      “Now?”

      “Rykiel.”

      I recognized that tone and stepped into the small room, closing the door. A shaker gave off dim light, and I gave it a shake, brightening the room. I took off my boots and socks, opened the door and set them outside. I took off my shirt and pants and put them in a corner. I locked the door and added my underwear to the pile of clothes.

      Grabbing the bucket hanging on the wall, I reached up and turned the valve on the pipe sticking out of the ceiling. The pipe led to a water container on the library roof and the water, warmed all day by the sun, felt nice. I filled the bucket and then grabbed Mom’s soap off the sink. It smelled like lemons, and I wrinkled my nose. Now I would smell like fruit.

      I filled the bucket three times but by the end, the water that drained away looked mostly clean. I felt a lot better, too. I’d forgotten a towel, and I didn’t have any clean clothes to change into. Shaking myself as dry as I could, I put my underwear back on, unlocked the door, and peeked out.

      “Clothes?” I asked.

      A few seconds later, a pink blouse and bright green shorts appeared through the crack in the door.

      “Seriously? What about your work clothes?”

      “This is all I have that’s clean. You can eat in your underwear if you want,” Mom replied.

      The thought of being almost naked for dinner warred with wearing Mom’s clothes. After a few heartbeats, I took the clothes. No one would ever know I wore them, so it didn’t matter.

      “Fine,” I muttered.

      I put them on and walked back into the room.

      “Did you even use water?” Mom asked.

      She grabbed my head and pulled it down and to the left. She had a towel in her right hand that she used to rub the first layer of skin off my neck.

      “Ow! I’m not twelve anymore.”

      “Stop moving.”

      You look like an upside-down strawberry, Thelt said.

      This is your fault, I told him again.

      My fault? I would have dressed you like a blueberry.

      Mom finally stopped. She pushed the hair away from my face and hugged me. “Love you to the sea and back.”

      Even though I hated all the displays of affection, I wrapped my arms around her for a quick hug. “The sea and back.”

      I would never tell her, for fear the displays would come more often, but she always made me feel better, like shade on a hot day.

      The door opened, and I let Mom go.

      “Hugs? You’re going to turn him into a momma’s boy,” Dad said from the doorway.

      “Too late,” Mom said with a smile.

      Dad looked at my clothes. “I can see that.”

      Dad walked over to us, a grin on his face. Like most people, he towered over me. His short grey hair looked odd on top of his youthful face. He joked that his hair had been red before he met Mom. His cheeks and chin were sharp, and his grey eyes looked like ash. He gave me a tight hug.

      He stepped back and removed the package he had tucked under his right arm.

      “You hungry?” Dad asked.

      Starving, Thelt said.

      My stomach growled. So much had happened that I hadn’t thought about food. But seeing it there in front of me, I realized how hungry I’d become.

      “Not as hungry as Thelt,” I said.

      You’re okay once in a while, Thelt said.

      “Well, we can’t have that, Mr. Thelt,” Dad said.

      Dad handed the package to Mom, and then he disappeared into the small kitchen. Mom took the package to the table and started pulling out cheese and bread. Dad returned with a bowl and set it on the chair’s seat.

      This man is a king. Why don’t you bring me sugar water? Thelt asked.

      “You shouldn’t do that. He’s had too many sweets today,” I said.

      Snap your wings! Thelt said.

      Dad laughed. “I didn’t know that was possible. Is that true, Thelt?”

      He has mentalness like me. There are never enough sweets. Tell him, Thelt said.

      I held my tongue. A few people knew about Thelt and thought he was my pet, but no one knew I could mentally talk to him. Thelt had been with me for as long as I could remember, and I had always been able to speak to him.

      Talking to animals wasn’t normal, and people feared what they didn’t understand. At the very least, I could lose my job. How good of a Repeller could I be if a vachi actually liked me? Thelt was special, the only one of his kind able to tolerate the Greys around him. Or he was too stupid to be bothered by us.

      Thelt pulled his head out of the sugar water, arched his back, and burped. My bet was stupid.

      Your head is going to be sticky. Do you need to bury your face in everything?

      It tastes better that way, Thelt said as his head disappeared into the bowl.

      Dad sat in his comfy chair and smiled down at Thelt. I snapped my fingers and strode to my bag. In all the chaos of the day, I’d almost forgotten. I removed a small wooden sphere from the bag’s front pocket and covered it between my hands.

      Returning to Dad, I smiled, and after a couple of seconds, I opened my hands.

      Dad stared at the brown sphere in the palm of my hand, his face neutral. My smile faltered. I thought he’d be excited. I heard a crash from the kitchen and glanced over to see what had happened.

      Mom stared at the puzzle, a shattered cup at her feet.
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      “Sorry, the glass slipped,” Mom said, bending down to pick up the pieces.

      I faced Dad again. “I finished it last night.”

      Dad shifted his gaze from the sphere to me, stood, and placed a hand on my shoulder. “You’ve only had it a month.”

      Dad had given me this puzzle on my fifteenth birthday. He said the seventeen oddly shaped oak pieces could be assembled into a sphere and that it had been carved by one of our ancestors.

      “Are you upset with me?” I asked.

      He probably thought I was ungrateful or that I didn’t like the gift because I’d finished it so soon.

      “I spent all my free time on it,” I said.

      Dad squeezed my shoulder. “I’m not upset. I’m amazed. Do you know how many ways there are to put that…”

      “Three hundred fifty-five trillion, six hundred eighty-seven billion—” I started.

      Dad laughed and interrupted me. He got down on one knee, making our eyes level, and gently took the sphere.

      “You are very special, Ry,” Dad said.

      I flushed and looked down. “It took me a week to figure out the four large pieces went in first. Especially the L shaped one.” I looked up at Dad. “It’s the best present I’ve ever gotten. My brain still feels tired.”

      Dad held the puzzle up. “Do you remember how to put it together?”

      I took it, and with a twist of my wrist, the pieces fell into Dad’s hands. I heard a gasp from the kitchen, and Dad’s eyes widened. I reassembled it, quickly pulling pieces from Dad’s trembling hands.

      “Anahel, the diary, please,” Dad said.

      Mom rushed into her room and returned with a small book and a piece of charcoal. Dad opened the book and flipped through the pages. There were a lot of drawings, and they looked like pieces of the puzzle. The handwriting and drawings varied considerably, and the beginning pages looked faded.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “Part of our past,” Dad said.

      “Is it about the puzzle?” I asked.

      Mom appeared next to us. “Can you put it together again, but slowly, so your dad can draw each step?”

      I nodded. Nobody talked for the next fifteen minutes as Dad drew each piece and how it fit in the puzzle in the strange book. Dad’s drawings were great, not as good as mine, but much better than some of the pictures I’d seen as he flipped through the book.

      When he finished, he let out a long sigh. Mom kissed my forehead, and Dad used his drawings to successfully assemble the puzzle. My parents stared at each other for what seemed like hours and then stood and gave each other a fierce hug. After a moment, Dad reached over and pulled me into the embrace. Dad kissed the top of my head.

      “Did you wash your hair with paint?” Dad asked.

      We all laughed, and the tension in the room disappeared.

      “Can we eat?” I asked.

      “Yes. Food,” Mom said and walked to the kitchen.

      “Do you need any help?” Dad asked.

      “No, I’m just warming the turkey. Stay out of my way for five minutes,” Mom said.

      Dad winked at me. “Are you sure? Ry really wants to help.”

      “Zaph,” Mom said irritation plain in her voice.

      Dad raised his eyebrows and smiled. He put the diary on the small table between the chairs, next to the completed puzzle, and I resisted the urge to grab the book. He pulled a pouch out of one pocket and a knife from the other. He reached on the other side of the chair and brought out a pail, half-filled with wood shavings. He sat down with a sigh.

      “Can I keep the puzzle?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Dad replied.

      I picked up the sphere and placed it back in my pack. Sitting down in my chair, I leaned forward to see what Dad had brought to work on. I smelled the cedar before I could see the carving. It must be something new because I hadn’t smelled cedar in months. Dad held it out to me, and I took it.

      It was a pharhone. A bird so large it could pick up a horse. They lived in the vast idlewood forest that stretched between the Capital and the southern Green Kingdom. Its head and chest burst out of the cedar block while its wings and legs remained trapped. The bird’s face seemed alive, each feature carved with care. I rubbed at the rough feathers under the left eye that half hid a scar. How did Dad think to add such details? If he hadn’t been born a Grey, he would have been a rich artist.

      Thelt landed on my wrist and studied the carving. He thrust his head forward and roared, but it came out more like a hiccup.

      I think you scared it, I said.

      Sorry if I hurt your ears.

      I’ll manage.

      Thelt flew to the dinner table, pulled a piece of bread off the loaf, and hid behind a pitcher, out of sight from Mom.

      “You like it?” Dad asked.

      “It’s fantastic. There is a fierceness in the eyes.”

      Dad smiled. “I tried to capture his stubbornness.”

      My brow furrowed at the odd comment.

      Dad saw my reaction. “I spend so much time carving them, they become real.”

      I nodded. “I saw one last week at the Ranger’s zoo.”

      “They lost it.”

      “How do you lose a pharhone?”

      “The Rangers are tight-lipped, but the word is someone freed it.”

      “Why would someone do that?”

      Dad shrugged. “I don’t understand people. That’s why they put me in the stables.”

      “Let’s eat,” Mom said. “And Thelt, I know you took some bread.”

      Chip my claws, that woman sees everything! Thelt said.

      I handed the carving back to Dad, walked to the table, and sat in the middle chair. Mom sat on my left and ran her hands through my dark hair. “You’re going to need a haircut soon.”

      Dad sat on my right, glanced at Mom, and tore a small piece off the bottom of the bread. He handed this to Thelt, who jumped up and down with it.

      I touched my right ear. “Thelt needs someplace to hide.”

      Mom nodded. “Maybe just a little then.”

      I groaned. “For once, can I just keep it long and not worry about the money?”

      “Life is expensive. The way you’re starting to grow now, I should get a job with a tailor.”

      My growth spurt had begun a few months ago. I’d always been short, and still was, but I’d started to stretch. It felt like I’d grown an inch since my birthday.

      I thought about Fant and his friends. “Maybe we should do that, move to a tailor shop,” I said.

      “This place is better than most,” Mom said. “Besides, your wagon never looks as good as the one you’re following.”

      Mom pointed at a cup in front of me that I had done my best to ignore. I drank this tea every night for as long back as I could remember. Mom brewed it from a root she kept in her room and told me I’d die without it. I wrinkled my nose and leaned away from the steaming liquid.

      “Stop it. I added sugar,” Mom said.

      I swirled the cup to get the flakes on the bottom and gulped the contents, trying not to taste it. Shaking my head in disgust, I handed her back the cup. “You know a pinch of hazelnut—”

      Mom interrupted. “Medicine shouldn’t taste good.”

      I grinned. “Good job, then.”

      Mom looked in the cup, frowned, and handed it back to me. “All of it.”

      “Seriously?” I asked.

      Mom raised an eyebrow. I looked at Dad for help, but he tilted his head and shrugged.

      I took the cup and held it up, letting the last bit of liquid fall into my mouth.

      “There was some kind of disturbance at the Ink Ceremony today,” Dad said.

      I choked, and then coughed. The liquid hit the cup and sprayed all over my hand.

      “Ry! Really?” Mom asked.

      I coughed again. Drool and medicine dripped off my chin.

      “Wrong tube,” I croaked.

      I went to wipe my chin with my sleeve.

      “Stop! You’ll ruin my blouse. Just hold on,” Mom said.

      Mom got up and strode to the kitchen for a towel. Did Dad know I was involved with the disturbance this afternoon? How could he know already?
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      Mom appeared with a towel and wiped my face and hand, a little roughly, I thought. She held the towel away from herself as she carried it to her room. A moment later she returned, her eyes still narrowed in frustration.

      We started to eat again, and Dad didn’t bring up the Ink Ceremony. Maybe he’d forgotten about it during Mom’s assault on me, or he’d already said everything he knew. Regardless, I finally relaxed.

      Because we didn’t get to see each other all the time, we spent what time we could together, which meant we rarely ate in the Great Hall with the rest of the students and staff. Most nights, we ate as a family. Dad had brought turkey, bread, and cheese today. I made a sandwich and took a bite, enjoying the delicious flavors.

      Thelt stared at the cheese.

      Don’t chance it, I told him. Mom hates you on the table.

      Dad took a square piece of cheddar off his plate and slid it toward Thelt.

      Thelt grabbed it like he hadn’t eaten in days and dragged it behind the butter dish.

      “You’ll make him too fat to fly,” I said to Dad.

      Talk like that will get your pillow sprayed, Thelt said.

      Dad winked at me.

      “How far did you get in The Grey Farmer?” Mom asked.

      “Really, Mom? I haven’t had the best day. Can we skip the homework tonight? Please?”

      “A bad day doesn’t excuse you from your education. Success is built on knowledge,” Mom said.

      I raised my voice. “Success doesn’t seem to be an option. My life will be spent standing in rooms where successful people talk about successful things. I’m a tool, an irritation used to keep out another irritation. I’ll never amount to anything.”

      I looked down, my face hot. Mom leaned forward and put her index finger under my chin. She raised my head until I looked into her thundercloud-grey eyes.

      “You are special. Success is not determined by the color of your eyes. It is here,” she touched my chest, “and here,” she touched my head. “All things start with a belief in yourself. Never let others define you.”

      Mom stared at me until I nodded.

      “What did you think of the first chapter?” Mom asked.

      I groaned.

      Mom raised her hands. “Answer it, and we can be done.”

      It took me a few seconds to respond. “The farmer told a false truth and an honest lie.”

      Dad sat forward. “Which is worse?”

      I bit my thumbnail, and Mom pulled my arm down, shaking her head. Crossing my legs, I leaned back and laced my fingers behind my head. A moment later, I lowered my hands, pulled my feet under the chair, and sat up straight. I hated these questions.

      “Neither, because his intent was good both times,” I said.

      “Good intentions justify a lie?” Dad asked.

      I thought about my relationship with Thelt and how I kept the details secret even from my family. If I hadn’t lied earlier today, Thelt would be dead.

      “Sometimes,” I said.

      Dad stared at me, then at Mom. Mom’s cheeks were red. She opened her mouth and then shut it with a slight shake of her head. She wiped her eyes.

      “A secret is something you only tell a friend,” Mom whispered.

      Had I upset her? Mom’s tears made me uncomfortable, and I blurted the first thing that came into my head.

      “It happened again,” I said.

      “On what?” Dad asked.

      “Some flowers.”

      “What happened?” Mom asked.

      “For a second, I felt like a flower,” I said looking down. That sounded so stupid.

      “Did the flower pull at you?” Mom asked.

      I looked up and frowned. “What?”

      “Or did you pull at the flower?” Dad asked.

      “What?” I asked, looking back and forth between them. The questions made no sense. The truth was I had no idea, because my severe injuries had swamped any other sensations.

      Mom tapped the cup with her finger for a few seconds, stood, and disappeared into her bedroom. Was she mad at me? What did Dad mean about me pulling on the flower? It scared me that I wasn’t normal, that things like this kept happening to me.

      I trusted my parents to help me figure out these weird happenings, but their reaction to the flowers made me hesitate to tell them everything that had happened. What would they act like if I told them I’d created a tattoo on my arm and healed myself while killing a bed of daisies. Who knows what punishment that would cause me. Better to keep the other details for another time.

      Mom returned, and I looked up to see the cup, a quarter full, in front of my face.

      “More?” I asked.

      “Drink it,” Mom said.

      “I’ve never had to—”

      Dad interrupted me. “Drink it.”

      Instead of swirling it, I let the flakes settle. I sipped at the water but left all the tea flakes at the bottom of the cup.

      “We need to go home before it gets worse,” Mom said to Dad.

      What did that mean? We were already at home. I ripped off the corner of my sandwich and placed the cup and the bread in my lap.

      Dad reached across the table and grabbed Mom’s hand. “We can soon. Just one thing left to do.”

      I used the bread to wipe the tea flakes from the bottom of the cup. There was no way I would drink two cups of this horrible liquid. The bread, covered in greyish brown flakes, looked disgusting. I stuck it in my pocket and placed the cup back on the table.

      I took a drink of water, thankful that I would get a night off from lessons. The way my day had gone, I had expected a terrible evening, but it looked like the worst was behind me.
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      I walked slowly down the hallway to my room, my backpack over my right shoulder, and my boots in my left hand. The shaker at the bottom of my backpack shone through the cloth and provided a faint light.

      My parents had acted weird, weirder than normal. Dinner had finished quietly, like they were waiting for me to leave. That had been fine with me. I wanted to get back to my room and sketch the weave I’d seen Sister Vy do today. The details remained fresh in my mind, and I wanted to get it perfect. Thelt, pumped up on sugar water, had zoomed off before dinner ended. I had a peaceful evening in front of me.

      As I approached my door, faint light seeped into the hallway from the gaps in the doorframe. That was odd. Any shakers from this morning should have gone dim by now. The door opened, and light spilled into the hallway.

      The young woman from the wagon stepped out of my room.

      I froze, shocked. My shoes fell out of my hand and hit the floor with a thump. How had she found me? I wanted to run but my legs wouldn’t move.

      “We don’t have much time,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Why did you do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “Are you stupid?”

      My cheeks burned as I realized what I sounded like. “I’m not stupid.”

      “That’s what a stupid person would say.”

      “Hey, you can’t just walk out of my room, uninvited I might add, and call me stupid.”

      “Well, now that we got your brain working, I’ll ask you again. Why did you do it?”

      The look on my face must have said enough.

      The young woman put a hand on her hip. “I am wasting my time.” She looked down the hallway and then back at me. “Why did you free the vachi.”

      She studied me intently, her purple eyes glinting. Why did she care about that?

      I told her the truth. “I was helping a friend.”

      She tilted her head. “A Grey helping vachi?”

      I shrugged. “They needed help, and I was the only one who would.”

      The young woman gasped, and her cheeks reddened. She ran her hands through her hair as she shook her head.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She looked up at the ceiling for a few seconds, dropped her hands to her sides, and focused on me. “No, I’m not. And now I’m going to make it worse.”

      She stepped into the hall, and I jumped back to avoid colliding with her.

      She pointed a finger at me. “You need to run. Hide. The Ink Guardians are here collecting Greys because of what happened at the ceremony today.”

      “Because I freed Thelt?” I asked.

      “Thelt?”

      “My friend.”

      “You named a vachi?”

      I shrugged. That relationship was too complicated to explain.

      She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. It’s not about the vachi. Someone tugged on the ink during the ceremony, and the Guardians felt it. They are everywhere on campus to find out who.”

      “Tugged? What does that mean? Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because…I…it doesn’t matter. You need to hide until they’re gone.”

      “But I didn’t do anything. If they grab me, they’ll just let me go.”

      “They don’t need a reason to take you. It is better to avoid them.”

      “My parents,” I said and turned to run down the hall.

      The young woman grabbed my arm. “It’s too late for them. The Guardians entered the library on that side. Your time is about up, too.”

      Indecision warred inside me. What if she was wrong? What if I could warn them? A door slammed in the distance, and I jumped. This young woman had taken a risk by warning me, and it made me trust her. I bent down and grabbed my boots.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      She nodded at me.

      I turned to go and then stopped, dropped my boots again, and held out my hand. “I’m Ry.”

      “You smell like lemons and paint, and you’re stupid for still standing here,” the young woman said. Then she grabbed my hand and shook it. “I’m Saffryn. Now run.”

      I picked up my boots, turned, and ran.
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      I squeezed my backpack to my chest to hide the shaker in it and ran through the hallways in the dark. Thelt had found a hidden room a few years ago that only he and I seemed to know about. I turned down a hallway that dead-ended in a door. I opened the door, entered, and immediately shut it. The small closet had likely held cleaning supplies at one time, but now I knew the darkness only held empty shelves.

      With the door closed, a section of the wooden shelves on the right unlocked, leading to a large meeting room. I pushed open the concealed door and stepped into the secret room, quickly pushing the wall back into place. Not wanting to chance any kind of light, I kept the backpack against my chest and stood there in the darkness.

      I didn’t know how thorough the Ink Guardians would search, but I didn’t want to help them. Moving slowly I placed my back against the door, and slid down until I sat on the floor. The wet bread in my pocket from dinner felt gross pressed against my leg, so I pulled it out and tossed it along the wall.

      Thelt?

      Yeah.

      Where are you?

      Ummm.

      I’m not going to yell.

      Okay, well, I might be near Sheb’s sugar jar.

      What! Are you crazy!

      You said you weren’t going to yell.

      Sorry. I took a deep breath. Can you see if Mom’s in her room?

      Where else would she be?

      I’m not sure.

      I suppose.

      Thanks.

      It was hard to tell time in the dark, but it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes before Thelt replied.

      She’s not there, Thelt said.

      You made it to the library already?

      No. Your parents are with a bunch of other people near the dining hall.

      What people?

      Tall ones, short ones—

      Stop! I didn’t want to deal with a headache by looking through Thelt’s eyes, so I did the next best thing. Just send me a picture.

      Pressure formed inside my head as Thelt pushed a picture to me. I concentrated on my connection with him, and a moment later the picture appeared, and I looked down on a group near the dining hall.

      It looked like every Grey from the Ink Academy, including the children, stood together, over thirty of them. The Ink Academy had by far the most Greys of any place in the Capital. The Greys stood in a tight clump with black-clad Ink Guardians surrounding them. A few purple-eyed spirit weavers stood outside the circle and a tall man in purple robes, arms covered in purple ink, pointed at the dining hall. The Ink Guardians were herding everyone into the building.

      I need you to get into the dining hall. I want to know what they’re saying.

      And?

      I clenched my hands. I’ll get you a treat. I promise.

      Okay.

      What did they want with all the Greys? Why would the Purples care about them?

      I focused on the connection with Thelt and braced myself for the coming headache. My world spun as I suddenly saw the world out of eyes that pointed in different directions. Thelt hung upside down from the kitchen ceiling, staring at a loaf of sweet bread rising on a table below.

      Why are you in the kitchen?

      You told me to come here.

      I rubbed my face with my hands until the urge to shout passed.

      I wanted you inside the building so I could see what they are doing with Mom and Dad.

      Oh. I thought you might want to know what sweets they’re making for breakfast.

      No. Mom and Dad. Can you please go to where they are?

      Thelt continued to stare at the dough, and I thought for a moment his stomach would win. But he dropped from the ceiling, turned, and glided to a crack high on the wall. He crawled his way through the wall, and in a few seconds, I could see the main dining hall.

      The Greys all sat at a long table like they meant to eat. My parents sat together nearest the door, their faces blank. Black-clad Guardians lined the walls, and most had one or two silver tears painted under each eye of their masks. The purple-robed man talked to an Ink Guardian with five silver tears on his mask. Sister Vy stood against the far wall, Saffryn beside her. Seeing them together, it was obvious they were related.

      The robed man faced the seated Greys. “Are they all here?”

      An Ink Guardian near the door stepped forward. “One boy is missing.”

      “Where is he?”

      Saffryn stepped forward. “I chased him but lost him when he fled into the city.”

      The robed figure faced Saffryn. “You’ve lost much today.”

      Saffryn didn’t look away. She took a step forward and opened her mouth.

      Sister Vy grabbed Saffryn’s shoulder and gently pulled her back. Saffryn closed her mouth and crossed her arms.

      The robed figure turned his attention to Sister Vy. “You are responsible for your daughter. It seems she has been infected with your disrespect for authority.”

      Sister Vy inclined her head. “We have both apologized for losing the vachi, Elder Drogh. It is unfortunate she couldn’t capture the boy.”

      Juhf, a Grey whose hair matched his eyes, stood up. “What are you doing?”

      Elder Drogh turned to the old man. “Our duty.”

      “Scaring children is your duty?” Juhf asked.

      Elder Drogh smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “No. Ensuring the safety of the five kingdoms is.”

      Juhf started to speak, and Elder Drogh held up his hand. Blisters erupted on Juhf’s arms, and the old man moaned in pain. My parents sat completely still and looked straight ahead.

      Elder Drogh pointed to the Ink Guardian with five silver tears on his mask. “You can all leave now. Show Commander Vich your right palm as you leave.”

      Sister Vy strode to Juhf and placed her hands on his arms. The old man’s blisters disappeared, and he looked up at Sister Vy with a tear-streaked face.

      “Thank you, Sister,” Juhf said.

      “As usual, you are quick to interfere with our work,” Elder Drogh said.

      “Our work is healing, not harming,” Sister Vy replied, and then strode back to stand next to Saffryn.

      The Grey’s all stood and bunched at the door, except my parents, who didn’t move. Commander Vich held each offered hand. I could see the purple streaking Commander Vich’s hands as he studied each palm. I wondered if anyone else knew the Ink Guardians were Purples? Why would they hide like that? Three-quarters of the way through the line, Commander Vich stopped and stepped away from the door.

      Commander Vich pointed at my parents. “They’re waiting for the other Greys to clear.”

      Elder Drogh strode forward and grabbed two children by their necks, and Ink Guardians held the children’s parents back. Elder Drogh pushed the children forward and forced them to sit across from my parents. Commander Vich held out his hand, purple tattoos, like clouds, moved across his palm.

      My parents looked at each other, and then Mom held her hand out palm upward.

      Commander Vich grabbed her hand, and Mom’s palm immediately glowed. The Ink Guardians along the walls all moved at once, forming a circle around my parents. They blocked the door, so no one else could leave.

      Elder Drogh’s voice sounded loud in the silence of the room. “Even if you have the control to spare these children, I will have every Grey in this city killed if you start a single weave. Do you believe me?”

      Mom nodded, and after a heartbeat, so did Dad.

      “Which clan?” Elder Drogh asked.

      Commander Vich released Mom’s hand. “Crescent Moon.”

      Elder Drogh hissed.

      Two Ink Guardians behind my parents stepped forward and placed black bracelets on my parents’ wrists and ankles. Through Thelt’s eyes, I watched them herd the rest of the Greys out the door. My parents left last, six Ink Guardians surrounding them.

      “Search their rooms,” Elder Drogh said to Commander Vich.

      The thought of them going through my parent’s rooms made me mad. Who were these people to take away my parents? I remembered the old book Dad had drawn in before dinner, and my mom’s glowing hand. The purples had told my parents not to weave, something I thought impossible for a Grey until my experience earlier today. Obviously my parents had hid much from me, including whatever the Crescent Clan was? Maybe that book had answers.

      I pulled on my boots, found the latch, and opened the door. I had to beat Commander Vich to that book.
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      I raced through the dark to Mom’s room, not sure how much time I had. My head throbbed from looking through Thelt’s eyes and running made it worse. At the final turn, I slowed and then stopped. I peeked around the corner and looked down the hallway to Mom’s room. The hallway looked empty. My heart raced from running and from the fear I’d meet a black-clad priest.

      I swallowed hard, ran to Mom’s door, and placed my ear against it. Dim light seeped under the door, and I looked for shadows. Nothing. Taking a deep breath, I opened the door, tensing to run if I saw anyone. It was empty, and the air left me in a rush.

      Entering the room, I closed the door quietly behind me. My whole body shook with adrenaline. I walked to the table where I’d last seen the book, but it was empty. My stomach turned. I glanced around the room. Dishes and food still sat on the table. They had been grabbed before they had finished eating.

      I strode to the table but still didn’t see the book. Where could it have gone? They were still eating when they were taken. Did the priests already have it? Maybe Dad had it in his pocket. Or maybe he hid it.

      Crouching, I looked under the table, and saw the book. Dad must have dropped it when they’d been captured. I snatched it, stuffed it in my backpack, and ran to the door. Grabbing the door latch, I paused, fearful of what might be on the other side. I imagined Commander Vich standing there, his silver-streaked mask staring at me. My arm wouldn’t move.

      Where are you? Thelt asked.

      I jumped and yelped in surprise.

      Mom’s room. But I’m leaving. Let’s meet in the secret room.

      I grabbed the latch again, but this time I didn’t give myself time to get scared. I ripped the door open, ready to punch whoever stood there. But the entryway was empty. I exited Mom’s room, closed the door, and sprinted for safety. I’d never run so fast in the dark, the picture of the black-masked priests urging me faster.

      I’m here. Where are you? It’s dark in here. Thelt said.

      Be there in two minutes.

      Did you leave this here for me?

      What?

      Is it my treat!

      What are you talking about?

      It tastes funny.

      Silence.

      Thelt?

      I don’t feel good.

      I rounded the last corner and crashed into the wall. My shoulder throbbed in pain as I entered the closet. I pushed the door open to the secret room and jumped in, closing the door behind me. I reached into my backpack and removed a shaker, giving it one quick flick. An area about an arm’s length brightened enough to see. I looked for Thelt.

      Where are you?

      By the treat, Thelt said weakly.

      And then I saw him, curled into a ball next to the bread soaked with my medicine.

      Distress pulsed across our connection.

      Thelt!

      But Thelt remained silent.

      I carefully picked up Thelt’s cold body, a normal temperature for him. I held him to my cheek and tried to feel his heartbeat. There! Faint and irregular.

      What’s wrong? I asked.

      Fear made it hard to breathe.

      “What’s wrong?” I whispered to him.

      Silence.

      I rocked back and forth, not knowing what to do. Something was very wrong with Thelt. My parents had already been taken away tonight. I couldn’t bear the thought of something happening to Thelt. But who would help me? Who would care or even know how to fix a vachi?

      The pet stores! The Capital had a few where the rich bought animals. The stores would carry vachi for those wanting to pay to get more ink vouchers. Maybe one of the owners would know what to do. I couldn’t think of any other options.

      Carefully, I placed Thelt in my left pocket and the dim shaker in my right. The light turned green as it shown through Mom’s shorts. I knelt and retrieved a blinder bag from my backpack and slipped the shaker into it, pulling the bag shut.

      Darkness returned, and I put the bag back into my right pocket. I left the pack against the wall, it would only slow me down. I didn’t feel as good as I did this afternoon, something at dinner must have not agreed with me, but I still felt better than any time before today.

      It worried me that my medicine had such an effect on Thelt. I couldn’t imagine how bad I would be without Mom’s medicine, but it obviously didn’t work for Thelt. I needed to go, but if I left now, I might run into those priests. The priests would probably enter through the front door of the library and take the stairs down.

      The side entrance I’d taken earlier went right past the stairs, so that left the back entrance just past my room. Would the other priests believe Saffryn, or would they go to my room too? My head continued to throb with pain as my mind kept flipping back and forth between the different options. If they caught me, I would likely end up a prisoner like my parents, and Thelt would die.

      Thelt?

      Silence.

      If I kept standing here doing nothing, he might die too. I forced myself to move and in a few moments, I stood in the hallway, straining to hear if anyone moved near me. My hands shook, and I wanted to take the shaker out to light my way, but I couldn’t risk being seen. I forced myself to take a step, and then another, focusing on the movement and not the fear of bumping into one of the black-clad priests.

      I reached the end of the hallway and turned right, away from Mom’s room, panic shooting through me. My heart thudded so loudly I couldn’t hear anything else. After what felt like an hour, I arrived at the rear door.

      Without thinking, I opened it, terrified that someone would grab me from behind. I jumped through the door and slammed it shut. Too late, I realized the sound probably let everyone know my location. Not wanting to find out, I sprinted for the maple grove behind the library.

      I slowed when I entered the trees as the roots made the footing tricky. Even though I wanted to go east, I walked south so I could stay in the safety of the trees. This grove ran all the way to the southern edge of campus.

      Five minutes later, I stood at the edge of the maple trees. I studied the gate, a fancy arch really, and didn’t see any priests. So I strode through the gate and immediately jogged east toward the city center.

      Wealthy merchants owned the homes around the Academy. Fancy coaches packed their courtyards, and loud music escaped bright open windows as they hosted Color Festival parties. The roads here used packed pebbles, and my feet, not used to all the walking and running I’d done today, started to bother me. But I didn’t want to take the time to stop. Every second might count.

      I tried to move faster when I reached the smooth stone road of Banion Street. The stores had all closed for the holiday, so the street only contained three drunks and a city guardsman. Not a bad ratio, I thought.

      Thelt? I prodded.

      No response. I took a deep breath to slow my heart and began to read the signs that hung over the road. You could get almost anything here in the Capital, one of the few places all five kingdoms interacted. A fire weaver shop next to an earth weaver, an air weaver next to a water weaver, they all worked together. Some used their magic for wealth, but most, even with their free ink, remained too weak for that.

      My neck ached as I strained to see the shop signs as I jogged by. Someone shouted in front of me, and I jumped to the side. I landed hard against a candle shop’s door, missing the window by a few inches. Moaning in pain, I used the door handle to push away from the wall. I looked at who I’d nearly run into and winced as I recognized the uniform.

      “Sink my boat, boy, watch your rudder,” the city guardsman said.

      The guard’s brown face remained in shadow, hiding his eye color, and his arms were covered by sleeves, making it impossible to tell if he came from the Blue or Green Kingdom. You wouldn’t know their kingdom for sure until you saw their eye or ink color or listened to them talk for a while. I bowed to the guard. Maybe he could help.

      “My apologies,” I said.

      The guard nodded and turned to leave.

      “Is there an animal place around here?” I asked.

      The guard turned back to me, but his eyes remained hidden. “I don’t give directions to flotsam.”

      His language gave him away. From the Blue Kingdom, born on the coast, his youth probably spent on a boat. No one born in the Capital talked like that, and I needed his help.

      “Sorry, captain, I’m just an oar puller in need of help.”

      The guard tilted his head, and light reflected off his blue eyes. “I didn’t recognize you. Your eyes and clothes…”

      I stood straighter. The guard’s friendly tone gave me hope. I stuck my right hand out, palm facing the guard, and rotated my arm in a small circle, the formal Blue Kingdom greeting.

      “No way to know,” I said. “And this city has ruined my manners. Mother would tar me.”

      The guard returned the greeting. “Mine as well. What did you need?”

      “I need to find a place that knows about animals.”

      The guard looked to the side in thought.

      “The Ranger Academy is your best wind,” the guard said.

      “I need somewhere closer.”

      “With the festival, nothing like that is open.”

      “It’s important. Can you think of anything?”

      The guard’s eyes glazed in thought.

      Hold on, Thelt.

      I waited, pushing back my impatience, and smiled.

      “There is a pet shop on Gaster,” the guard said.

      “East or West?”

      “East, near the docks.”

      Hope made my heart race faster.

      I bowed. “May your currents be strong.”

      The guard nodded. “And your wind stronger.”

      I turned and ran, ignoring the pain in my feet.

      East Gaster had never seen better days. The city’s shaker lamps had been stolen long ago, which meant walking down dark streets. I tried to avoid the holes in the road, but trash camouflaged most of them. The last thing I needed was a twisted ankle. I couldn’t use my shaker either. They were common but still worth the time to steal and this close to the docks it would attract thieves.

      The signs here were crude and hard to read in the moonlight. I reached the end of the street, the smell of fish and seaweed heavy in the air. The corner building had a simple sign, “Animals–Bait.” It had a picture of a rabbit fishing off a dock. My stomach sank. This was a bait shop, not a pet store.

      I peered through the dirty window, but I couldn’t see inside. Worse, the one-story building meant the owner didn’t live here. My shoulders slumped, I had wasted a lot of time for nothing. Time Thelt didn’t have.

      Loud voices approached from around the corner. As good as I felt, I wasn’t positive I could outrun trouble, so I eased into the alley next to the building, out of view. I leaned against the wood siding of the building and peeked down Gaster street. Four men stumbled in a pack, all eight legs needed to keep them upright. They disappeared into the darkness of the docks, and I leaned back, relieved.

      My hand felt gritty, and I stuck it into the moonlight. A white substance covered my palm. I curled my lip in disgust, bird poop. Wiping my hand on Mom’s shorts, I looked at the wall and stopped. It wasn’t poop, but a sign drawn in chalk.

      Not as good as my sketches, but I couldn’t deny the artist had talent. The rabbit from the shop’s sign laid in bed, a broken fishing pole at its side, a thermometer in its mouth. I looked to the side and saw a door off the alley. Maybe someone did live here.

      I chanced it and pounded the door in desperation.
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      The door opened, and at first, I didn’t see anyone. I glanced down and noticed the head and shoulders of a boy, his dark skin blending into the black room. His head only made it to my waist.

      “Is your father here?” I asked.

      The boy flared his nostrils and raised his chin. He looked me up and down.

      “I don’t have any drugs,” the boy said.

      As he closed the door, I stuck my right foot out. The door pinched it against the jamb, and I grunted.

      The boy jerked the door back open, and I lifted my hurt foot, balancing on my left. But my left arch cramped from overuse, and I collapsed to the street with a thud, landing on my right side to protect Thelt.

      The boy’s face appeared. “I’m sorry!”

      He climbed out of the room and knelt beside me. He had short black hair that curled in loose rings, and he looked older and taller than I’d thought. The room, half underground, had kept his height hidden.

      “Is that a cellar?” I asked.

      He looked at the street. “It’s all I can afford.”

      I sat up. My hand trembled as I reached into my left pocket and gently removed the small ball Thelt had curled into. I cupped the motionless form in my hands and held it up like an offering.

      “Can you help?” I asked.

      The young man stared at Thelt and then at me. He let out a sigh, nodded, and helped me to my feet. He stepped to the door and held it open.

      Anxiety made me hesitate at the entrance. Two steps led down into deeper darkness. I imagined the dark hid a black-clad priest, and fear made it hard to breathe. With no other options, I eased down the stairs and shuffled my feet when I reached the bottom, reluctant to take steps in the unfamiliar room. The door closed behind me and the stairs creaked. A burst of air struck me as the young man passed.

      A shaker blazed to life in the young man’s hand, and I squinted at the brightness. The young man’s eyes were a grey-blue that reminded me of a storm cloud. I didn’t see any ink on his arms, not even the free amount everyone got. Perhaps he kept it someplace else on his body. Some people kept it on their chest, not liking the look of it on their arms.

      Neat rows of jars on the single shelf, a stack of clean towels in the center of the table, and folded clothes in the corner meant his parents must be close. It took a lot of yelling to get a room this clean. A cot against the far wall had a blanket stretched across it and a single stool hid under the table. An ugly orange chair to my right was the only other piece of furniture the young man had. The order in the room relaxed me.

      “I’m Keel,” the young man said.

      I held out my cupped hands. “I’m Ry, and this is Thelt. Please help us.”

      Keel nodded, walked to the table, pulled a towel from a stack and flicked it open with practiced ease. He motioned to me, and I set Thelt on the white cloth.

      “Can you pay?” Keel asked.

      I closed my eyes. In my rush to leave, money hadn’t occurred to me. I would give up the shaker, but that wasn’t worth much. I lowered my head and clenched my hands. My hair fell into my eyes, and I pushed it away. Mom’s voice echoed in my head. You’re going to need a haircut soon. My hair!

      “I’ll give you some hair. I’m the best Repeller at the Ink Academy. It will keep this room clear of vachi.”

      Keel frowned. “If you’re such a great Repeller, how do you explain Thelt?”

      “He’s a little different,” I said, the greatest understatement of my life.

      Keel unrolled Thelt. “What happened.”

      “He got into my medicine. A tea my mom makes.”

      “Did you bring it?”

      My hands dropped to my sides, and I slumped. So stupid. Why hadn’t I thought of that? I clenched my hands until my knuckles popped.

      “No,” I said.

      “Describe it.”

      “It looks like a root. Brown, irregular shape. Flaky. Bitter. Doesn’t dissolve even in hot water.”

      Keel locked eyes with me, his blue eyes intent. “You drank tea made from it?”

      “Yes.”

      “You have a good memory, detailed,” Keel said, “but are you sure you drank it?”

      “Every night, for as long as I can remember.”

      Keel didn’t respond, and I started to get nervous.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked.

      “I’ve seen a root like you describe, but it can’t be the same. I need to see what he touched. We need to go look.”

      I leaned away. “You’d come back with me?”

      “His life depends on it.”

      “That is kind.”

      “Life is precious. We need to protect it.”

      Keel wrapped Thelt in a small piece of cloth and handed him to me. Keel turned to grab a pack and winced. He favored his left side, and I could see his torso had been wrapped, the bandages visible under his white shirt. Small red dots sprinkled the left side of his shirt, and the trash can next to the table contained bloody strips of cloth.

      Keel slipped into a tan cotton shirt, pulling it over his white one. My curiosity demanded I ask about his wounds, but I bit my cheek, it would be rude to ask, and there were more important things to worry about. Keel shrugged on a leather vest that hung from the end of his cot. He reached for the short bow that leaned against the wall and slung it across his body.

      I recognized the bow’s material, idlewood, a blue-grey tree that was difficult to work. The expensive bow seemed out of place here. Keel grabbed a cloak and swung it around himself, hiding most of the bow. He grabbed two daggers and slid them into sheaths on his chest. I had seen that attire before.

      “You’re a Ranger,” I blurted.

      He shook his head. “I am not.”

      “But your clothes—”

      “Are a sliver of a story. Should I judge you by yours?”

      I looked down and realized I still wore Mom’s clothes: pink shirt, bright green shorts, and my ripped boots.

      “Point taken,” I said.

      “We need to hurry,” Keel replied.

      I carefully put Thelt in my pocket as Keel shouldered a large pack.

      “You forget anything,” I joked, pointing to the pack.

      “No. This is everything.”

      “Seriously?”

      We moved toward the room’s door.

      “Too many things slow you down. And Mom always says a copper spent at port pays gold at sea.”

      “What?”

      “It’s her way of saying to be prepared. So, I pack everything I might need.”

      I didn’t have much, but I couldn’t fit it all in a pack. I followed him outside and waited while he locked the door.

      Walking quickly, we headed for the Academy. Hope made my fatigue and anxiety manageable. Keel had no problems matching my best pace. The silence fueled my curiosity until I couldn’t stand it.

      “You live there long?” I asked.

      “A while.”

      I waited for an entire block. “Are you an animal doctor?”

      Keel sighed. “No. I help the owner with his animals in return for some space. I’m not a doctor. I just know a lot about animals.”

      “You can bind a chest wound,” I said and immediately regretted it.

      Keel didn’t respond. I had pushed too far. Why didn’t I take a second to think before I spoke? The silence became uncomfortable, and some of my hope evaporated.

      “I’ve been trained to keep someone alive until proper help arrives, no more,” Keel said.

      “How did you get hurt?”

      “It was a thank you.”

      I tugged my ear and squished my eyebrows together. In this part of town, I’d expected his response to involve a knife fight or some sort of fishhook. I don’t know how I’d mistaken him for a boy earlier. Keel walked self-assured, confident, and his demeanor made me feel secure. Even safe. My emotions whipsawed between hope and despair, probably from all the day’s stress.

      “You’re paid with your own blood?” I asked.

      Keel turned to me, his face serious. “Sometimes.”

      I decided that was enough personal questions. But my nervousness made me talkative.

      “Do you think he’ll be okay?” I asked.

      “Depends on the problem.”

      A group of boys, yellow shirts marking them fire weavers, yelled at us from across the street, and I tensed to run. Keel grabbed my shoulder.

      “Don’t,” Keel said.

      Keel faced the boys, set his pack down, and pulled his cloak open enough to reveal the daggers on his chest.

      “Yellow blood is my favorite. It’s so warm,” Keel said without emotion.

      I stared at him, my mouth open.

      Keel removed his hand from me and took a step forward like he meant to cross the street. The boys turned and ran, and I considered doing the same.

      Keel flashed me a smile. “The tone is more important than the words. You just need to sound like a predator.”

      I nodded and wondered how many people Keel had killed. I couldn’t muster the courage to ask another question, so we walked in silence.

      As we neared the Ink Academy, I debated on what to say to Keel. If I told him spirit priests were looking for me, he might not help me. Worse, he might actually turn me in, and I couldn’t take that chance. I wanted to tell him the truth, but I couldn’t risk Thelt’s life. I decided the best thing would be to avoid the priests so it never came up.

      We entered through the South Gate and used the trees to travel to the library. Keel moved silently beside me, and I realized how much noise I made even though I tried to be quiet. He certainly moved like a Ranger. We crossed the grass and entered the library. The door closed, and the darkness renewed my fears of the priests.

      “You mind the dark? I don’t want to attract attention,” I said.

      Keel placed his hand on my left shoulder. “The dark is a friend.”

      I swallowed hard and started to move. It helped to have someone else with me. My stomach cramped as I worried what the priests had done with my parents and if the priests might have decided to wait in Mom’s room.

      I paused before turning into the hallway that led past my room and listened. The only sound I heard was the pounding of my heart. I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and started down the hall. My door remained closed, and I didn’t pause as we passed. We worked our way toward Mom’s room, and in a few minutes, we arrived.

      Mom’s door remained shut, and I couldn’t hear anything from inside. I opened the door and tensed, expecting a priest to come flying out at me. Nothing did. I stepped inside, pulled the shaker out of the bag in my pocket, and held it up.

      “Is there something you want to tell me?” Keel asked.

      My hands trembled, causing shadows to jump around the room. Keel let go of my shoulder and lifted his own shaker, bringing the room into sharp focus. It had been destroyed like someone had taken a big spoon and mixed everything up, and I realized I didn’t want to lie to Keel. He only wanted to help.

      “Something happened to my parents tonight. I’m going to figure it out once Thelt is okay.”

      “An eventful day,” Keel said.

      “You have no idea.”

      I walked into the bedroom and bent to pick up the root.

      “Stop!” Keel shouted.

      I froze. Keel had a voice you wanted to obey.

      “Sea’s mercy, don’t touch it,” Keel said.

      I stood back up and faced him.

      Keel stared at the root. “She must have used gloves. Look for them.”

      I knelt and looked around the bed, but there were no gloves visible.

      “Never mind, I have some,” Keel said.

      Keel pulled a pair of thin gloves from his bag and slid them on. He bent down, studied the root, and used his hand to wave the air to his nose.

      “Well?” I asked.

      “It’s called Sleep,” Keel said. “It comes from the Silent Forest.”

      “What is it?”

      Keel stood and faced me, his expression neutral, unreadable.

      “It’s poison.”
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      “What?” I asked.

      “The most powerful poison I know,” Keel said.

      I shook my head. “You must be wrong.”

      “Doubtful. The Rangers use it to tranquilize large animals, a dart brushed against the root is enough.”

      “I drink it. Every night! Wouldn’t that kill me if you were right?”

      “I’ve used it many times. The black spots on the root’s base confirm it.” Keel waited a few seconds before saying the obvious. “You must be mistaken.”

      I knew I wasn’t. The shattered box that held the root was the same I’d seen Mom carry when she made my tea. Sometimes there were flakes in my cup that had settled to the bottom, flakes with small black spots, which Mom made me eat. Had Mom poisoned me my whole life? The thought shocked me, and I pushed it away.

      Mentally I reached down through my connection with Thelt. I could feel his heart strain as it struggled, and I forced energy into his body, pulling it from my own. I felt tired, but his small body didn’t require much. Thelt’s heartbeat stabilized.

      “What is the cure?” I asked.

      “One of the twigs at the Academy—” Keel started.

      “Twig?”

      Keel gave a sheepish smile. “Sorry, a first-year Ranger. He touched a Sleep doped arrow and went into a coma.”

      “Did he live?” I asked, scared to know the answer.

      “He recovered.”

      My heart quickened. “How?”

      Keel swallowed. “A Purple would have been best, obviously, but there wasn’t time to fetch one. So—”

      Keel didn’t continue so I waved my hand. “So…”

      “A water weave saved him. A dangerous one.”

      “Do you remember the tattoo?”

      “Yes, do you know any Blues? I can show them.”

      I knew a lot of Blues. None of them would help me, though.

      “You’re a Blue,” I said.

      Keel’s mouth pinched, and it looked like someone had stabbed him. He closed his eyes for a few seconds and then looked at me.

      “Is there no one else?” Keel asked.

      I looked down, my cheeks hot. “No.”

      Keel touched my right shoulder, and I looked up.

      “Then I’ll help,” Keel said.

      My throat tightened, and I didn’t trust myself to speak, so I nodded instead.

      “There is a problem though,” Keel said.

      “Of course there is,” I mumbled.

      “The patient needs ink.”

      Sister Vy had healed me of poison and Juhf of blisters, and neither of us had ink.

      “Why? Purples don’t need it to heal.”

      “This isn’t a spirit weave. It’s a water one, and I need an anchor in the patient.”

      My hopes crashed. My insides felt like Mom’s room looked. Thelt wouldn’t survive the poison my parents had fed me my whole life, and there was nothing I could do.

      “Hey, let’s not give up,” Keel said.

      “I don’t want to give up. My friend is going to die. Do you think I want to give up? How are we supposed to get ink onto Thelt?” I was shouting at the end.

      “Take a breath,” Keel said.

      I stared at him.

      “Seriously, Ry, take a breath. You look like you’re going to pass out.”

      I put my hands on my knees and took a few deep breaths. After several seconds my mind cleared.

      Keel locked eyes with me. “One step at a time. We don’t need much. Just a drop would do. Do you know where we can get some ink?”

      “Do vachi even absorb ink?”

      “One step at a time, remember?”

      I nodded and rubbed my temples. Ink had too much value to just sit around somewhere, and only the Purples had access to new ink. I had seen more Purples today than I had in my entire life.

      The flyer from this afternoon entered my thoughts. I’d have plenty of ink if I won the competition. But that didn’t help me now. Professor Laken had ink vouchers somewhere in his rooms. Even if I could steal them, we didn’t have time to turn them in. Plus, the Purples would want to distribute the ink to a person, not a half-dead vachi. The vouchers didn’t matter because Professor Laken’s room had two guards.

      I tilted my head. Why did he have two guards? That wasn’t normal. A box flashed across my mind, the same fancy box Thelt had seen before he’d been captured. The competition, the box, the guards…they were all connected. The pieces all fit together like a puzzle, and I wavered on my feet.

      “What is it?” Keel asked as he steadied me.

      “I know where we can find some ink.”

      “Then let’s go get it.”

      I pushed aside my guilt for stealing. Thelt’s life had more importance than almost anything. But what I planned would not be legal, and Keel, only here to help, should know that upfront.

      I shifted my weight. “The ink isn’t exactly mine. I need to steal it from Headmaster Laken. Do you still want to help?”

      Keel smiled at me and touched his ribs. “What good are laws when the innocent suffer?”

      I smiled back. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      Thelt’s body pulled energy down our link, and I began to feel the strain from the tiny but constant drain. Keel removed a bag from his backpack, carefully placed the Sleep root in it, and nodded. We left Mom’s bedroom and weaved our way to the dinner table. All the chairs had been flipped over or broken so we stood.

      “What’s your plan?” Keel asked.

      “Get into a guarded room, open the reward for winning the Color Festival Championship, and remove a tiny amount of ink for Thelt. All while the Headmaster is sleeping.”

      “What is your backup plan?” Keel asked.

      “Luck and imagination.”

      “Those are fickle friends.”

      “They’re the only ones I have.”

      Keel nodded. “Now I know why you have so many problems.”
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      I didn’t want to stay in Mom’s room any longer, so we went to the secret room to make a quick plan, and so Keel could drop off his pack and bow. As we entered, I shook my shaker until it shone brightly.

      The rectangle-shaped room stretched longer than it was wide, and it had a table down the center. It might have been a meeting room in times past. A few chairs remained, the cushions frayed, and the stuffing gone.

      Keel sat his pack down and looked around the room. “Is there another exit?”

      “No.”

      “What’s behind that curtain?”

      A faded black cloth hung across a doorway on the far wall. “The hole.”

      “This place has a private hole?” Keel asked.

      “Yeah, whoever met in here didn’t want to leave to use the bathroom.”

      Keel frowned. “Who knows about this place?”

      “No one. It was full of dust and vachi tracks when I found it.”

      Keel took off his cloak, removed his bow, and set them on the table.

      “No arrows?” I asked.

      “They wouldn’t give me any. They said a person like me didn’t need them.”

      “The bow?”

      “It’s mine. They couldn’t take it from me.”

      I nodded. “Your property is your own.”

      Keel looked at me. “No, they tried. None of them could take it from me.”

      My eyes widened. Rangers were problem solvers and revered in the Five Kingdoms. Whether you needed to know troop movements, why your cattle disappeared, or if a storm approached, a Ranger could tell you. They were capable of almost anything. The Ranger Academy contained the best of those people. It said more about Keel than it did about the Rangers that they couldn’t take something he wanted to keep.

      “Oh,” I whispered.

      “Let’s see Thelt.”

      I pulled Thelt from my pocket and gently placed him on the table. Keel unwrapped him, touched his chest for a few seconds, and then wrapped him back up.

      “He’s getting worse,” Keel said.

      My throat tightened, and I went to pick up Thelt.

      “Leave him here. I don’t want him bouncing around in your pocket,” Keel said.

      I nodded and placed my hand lightly on the white cloth that wrapped Thelt.

      We’re going to make you better. Just hang on, I said.

      Keel opened his bag, pulled out some thin rope, and looped it over his head. He unbuttoned a pocket on the pack’s side and removed three small bottles, one of which looked empty. Each bottle went into a different pocket on his vest. “Let’s go.”

      “Don’t you want me to describe the building? Make a plan?” I asked.

      Keel put a hand on my right shoulder. “No offense, friend, but it will be quicker if I just see it for myself.”

      He was being sincere, not mean. I nodded and went to grab the shaker.

      “Leave it. It will be safer without light.”

      The walk through the library hallways made my heart thump wildly, but having someone with me made it bearable, and it didn’t take long for us to enter the maple grove and head toward Professor Laken’s room.

      “What does the box look like?” Keel whispered.

      “I’ll just grab it.”

      “The fewer people in the room, the better our chance of success.”

      “What? You can’t go in there alone. It’s not even your problem.”

      Keel touched his chest with his right palm. “There is a life at stake. It has become my problem.”

      “I can’t ask you to go in there alone.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “But—”

      “Enough. Just tell me.”

      I chewed on my left thumbnail. It didn’t feel right letting Keel face all the danger. But he wanted to help, and the truth was I couldn’t stop him. I focused on the image of the box Thelt had sent me and described it as best I could to Keel.

      “That should be easy to spot. Did you see how it was latched?” Keel asked.

      “No, but I only saw one side.”

      We paused at the edge of the grove and looked out at the grassy expanse.

      “Which building is it?” Keel asked.

      “The one straight across from us.”

      “Six minutes, twenty seconds,” Keel muttered and then louder, “Which side and floor?”

      “His room is on the top, and it’s on the left side, closest to us.”

      “You said there were guards?”

      “Two of them at the hallway door, and there might be more on the main floor guarding the ground entrances.”

      Keel grabbed the corners of his mouth and pushed his lips together and then rubbed his chin for a few seconds as he studied the building.

      “What is that building to the west?” Keel asked.

      “The Green Kingdom dorm.”

      “Two minutes north, four and a half west,” Keel closes his eyes for few seconds, “We’ll walk toward the dorm for two and a half minutes and watch Laken’s building for any guards that are circling.”

      “Good idea.”

      “If it’s clear, we’ll turn toward the oak trees next to Laken’s building. It should take us just over six minutes after the turn.”

      “We’d get there a lot faster if we ran.”

      “Speed draws attention.”

      “Okay.”

      Keel started for the Green Kingdom dorm immediately. Fear of what we were about to do had frozen my legs, and Keel’s sudden movement surprised me. I jogged to catch him.

      Keel took a casual look at Laken’s building every ten seconds. “If we see anyone, we’ll move away from them. Explaining the rope will take too long.”

      In what felt far too short a time, Keel turned toward Laken’s building.

      “How do you know it’s time?” I asked.

      “Number of heartbeats.”

      My heartbeat felt like a galloping horse. “Seems unreliable.”

      “Most things are.”

      I raised my eyebrows and decided to let it drop. Keel had spent at least a little time with the Rangers, so he probably knew what he was doing. More than I did anyway.

      I took Keel at his word that it took us six minutes to reach Laken’s building. No guards circled the building, and in what felt like moments, we stood in a small clump of oak trees next to the building. Keel walked the ten feet to the building and ran his fingers over the smooth stone of the building. He placed his cheek against the wall and then switched to the other cheek.

      A moment later, he came back. “It’s an earth weaved building. Walls are too smooth to climb. Which window is his?”

      I pointed at the window on the fourth floor, at the back of the building. The trees stood too far away to climb and jump from, the walls remained too smooth to climb, and the doors had guards. This looked hopeless.

      Keel nodded toward the front of the building. “The wall is pushed out further toward the front of the building, but that entrance is more likely to be used. So, we’ll use the south wall.”

      “Pushed out?”

      “The earth weavers made this building straight, but over time the earth moves, and these walls have buckled at the corners. Hopefully enough that I can climb.”

      “You’re going to climb the corner? But the window is too far away.”

      “I’m going to the roof. I’ll use the rope to climb down to the window. I’ll open the box, get some ink, and be out before you can say sink my ship.”

      “Sink my—”

      Keel held up a hand. “Don’t say it. It’s bad luck.”

      “But you just said it.”

      “Yeah, but I’m the one…never mind. It’s just something Mom always says before…” Keel stopped suddenly and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Enough talking.”

      Before I could ask what he wanted me to do, Keel strode to the southern corner of the building. He peered around it and then looked back at the front of the building. He seemed satisfied and in moments, began to shimmy his way up the corner. I clenched my hands as my whole body went tense. If Keel fell from that height, he would break something.

      Keel disappeared over the lip of the building. A minute passed, and I’d started to worry again when Keel’s head finally reappeared. He moved until he stood above Laken’s window and then started to lower the rope. Keel looked around for a few seconds and then slid over the edge, wrapped the rope around his waist and leg, and began to lower himself.

      It didn’t take Keel long to reach the window. He wrapped the rope around himself, quickly tied some type of knot, and then just hung there, both hands-free. I gasped at the incredible climbing display and immediately covered my mouth.

      Keel removed something from his vest, a vial, and touched it to the sides of the window. He put the vial away and lowered himself until his head looked through the center of the window. Pulling a dagger from his vest, he gently pried on the window.

      After a few seconds, Keel put the knife away and slowly opened one side of the window, which didn’t make a sound. I realized Keel had oiled the hinges with the first vial to keep them silent.

      I looked around to check if anyone had noticed us but didn’t see anyone. When I looked back up, Keel had disappeared, the window barely open.

      Seconds turned into minutes. Worry for both Keel and Thelt caused me to hunch over, hands on my knees, in an attempt to slow my breathing. Had Keel been caught? This was all my fault. Thelt would die and an innocent young man would be executed for ink theft all because of me. I forced myself to stand straight.

      A figure stood in front of me, and a hand shot out and covered my mouth as I yelped.

      “Are you crazy?” Keel asked as he lowered his hand.

      I gasped for breath. “Sorry,” I finally got out.

      “We have a problem,” Keel said and handed me the box.

      I brought the box up and gave it a closer look. Yes, this was the same one Thelt and I had seen. It had to contain the ink for the competition. What else could it be?

      “Is it empty?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. That’s the problem,” Keel looked down for a few seconds, “I can’t get it open.”

      Keel sounded embarrassed. How hard could it be to open a box? I turned it, looking for the latch. But I couldn’t find one. Maybe this wasn’t a container at all, but just some decoration.

      I shook it but didn’t hear or feel anything. “What is this thing?”

      “It’s a spirit box,” Keel said.

      “A what?”

      “Mom has a few. They’re for precious things. They only open if you know the phrase or if you’re the spirit weaver who made the box. It’s impossible for others to open.”

      I almost puked as I realized Thelt would die. After all this, I had failed. I fell to my knees, the box on the ground, my hands lightly holding it. Despair swamped my mind, and hopelessness smothered me. I felt a tiny tug and then another, and after a few moments, my head rested against the box like it had been pulled there.

      And I wasn’t alone. Someone else had joined me in my thoughts.

      Thelt? I asked.

      But it wasn’t Thelt. I could feel him, far away in the library, his sick body pulling energy from me like a burst dam.

      Who are you? I asked.

      The entity didn’t answer with words but with images and feelings. It towered above a giant forest, head covered in snow, clouds clustered about it like a beard. Streams flowed down its sides like capillaries, emptying into lakes and, further, the ocean. Its sides were granite, and deep in its bowels magma pushed upward against its roots. Time had no meaning, only the urge to endure.

      This box wasn’t some river rock, carved and etched. It had an identity as much as Thelt or I or the things I’d collected in my room. It remembered being a mountain, still thought of itself that way. Unlike the items in my room, this box’s identity sensed me.

      And the mountain-box had a secret. Like the magma from its past, something sat in its heart and burned.

      Secrets. Like my parents poisoning me. Like them being part of some clan I’d never heard of. Secrets. A secret is something you only tell a friend, Mom’s words from dinner echoed in my head.

      At the thought of a friend, I felt pleasure from the box. Did it want to tell me its secret? Did holding one eat away at it like it did to people? I thought of Thelt, how important he was to me, how I would do anything for him, and how we were best friends. I pushed this all at the box like I would if I wanted to tell Thelt.

      A slight pressure against my forehead made me sit up. The lid of the box sprung open, revealing four small vials of black ink.

      “How did you do that? You knew the phrase?” Keel asked.

      I opened my mouth but didn’t know what to say.

      “I didn’t hear you say it,” Keel said.

      Because I hadn’t spoken. In fact, I didn’t know the phrase. I had just somehow connected to the box and made friends with it. Because friends told each other secrets and it wanted to show me its.

      I stood and held the open box in my shaking hands. I didn’t understand what was happening to me.

      “Okay, let’s—” Keel started.

      “Hey!” Professor Laken yelled from his window.

      I yelped and dropped the box, the vials scattering on the grass. Keel and I both fell to our knees to grab them.

      “What are you two doing down there?” Professor Laken screamed.

      I handed my two vials to Keel, who had two as well. We just needed to transfer a tiny amount of ink and then put the vials back. I turned the box in my hands, but the opening had disappeared.

      “The box must have landed on its lid and closed,” I said.

      “Open it again,” Keel said.

      I glanced up at the window, but Professor Laken had left. Swallowing hard, I brought the box to my forehead. But only thoughts of our discovery and our future imprisonment filled my mind. Nothing happened to the box. I tried thinking about friendship but Professor Laken’s voice still echoed in my head.

      “Just repeat the words,” Keel said.

      “I—”

      “Thieves! Thieves!” Professor Laken stood at his window again. He had a shaker in his hand and shone it down at us, trying to get a clear look.

      “You’re the Grey from earlier,” Professor Laken said.

      Keel and I looked at each other. I didn’t know if Professor Laken meant from his class or from falling into his bedroom this afternoon, but it didn’t matter. He recognized me and knew his box had been taken. We were out of time. We had the ink to save Thelt, and I couldn't put it back in the box right now.

      I threw the box and it landed under Professor Laken’s window. Professor Laken shone his light on it and Keel and I sprinted toward the Green Kingdom’s dorms. We could hear Professor Laken screaming from his window.

      I felt a strong pull on my connection with Thelt. Dizziness spun me around, and I fell, landing hard on my right shoulder. My body felt like a lightning storm, pain arcing across my mind. I rolled onto my back, grabbed my shoulder, and moaned until the agony passed. Thelt would already be dead without me. If we didn’t get back soon, he would die anyway. I didn’t know how much longer I could keep this up.

      Keel knelt beside me. “Are you okay?”

      Instead of answering, I pushed myself up, and Keel helped me stand. We ran again. Once we reached the other side of the dorms, we veered into the maple grove and circled back toward the library. We could hear guards running toward the Green Kingdom dorms.

      Far faster than the trip out, we returned to the secret room. We had the ink to save Thelt, but now the box in Laken’s room was empty. We needed to figure out a way to get the ink back in that box, but that would have to wait. My friend’s life remained in danger.

      “Let’s save, Thelt,” I said.
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      Thelt lay on a towel at the end of the table closest to the door, his tiny body pulling so much energy from me I had to lean against a chair to stay upright. Bright shakers surrounded the little lizard as Keel arranged all the things he’d pulled from his backpack. There were towels and tweezers and vials, and it looked a little scary to me.

      Keel walked to the far side of the table, where we had placed the four vials of ink. He carried two saucers, one bigger than the other, and a short needle. I didn’t even want to look at the ink. It represented an unbelievable amount of wealth and power I could never have. Professor Laken had recognized me under his window tonight, and I would likely be executed once he knew what I’d done.

      “I’m going to take a drop from each vial. No one will even know it’s missing,” Keel said.

      “Good idea.”

      I forced myself to watch as Keel worked. He put the saucers next to each other and then carefully opened the first vial. He held the vial over the larger saucer, put the needle in the vial, and carefully removed it. A black droplet hung from the needle, and Keel gently touched it to the middle of the small saucer. He repeated the process from each vial, and I realized the big saucer was there to catch any ink that might accidentally get dropped. Keel knew what he was doing, and I relaxed a little.

      Keel returned with the small saucer and the needle. He straightened Thelt out and gently folded his wings. The vachi lay on his back, arms and legs laying limply to either side. Keel took the small saucer, placed the needle in the ink, and held it over Thelt’s chest.

      “Has an animal ever had ink?” I asked.

      “Not that I know. His body might not even absorb it.”

      I knew what that felt like. We didn’t have any other options. If this didn’t work, Thelt would die. I held my breath as Keel touched the ink drop to Thelt’s chest. The ink sank into Thelt’s dark green skin, leaving a tiny black splotch. I let out my breath.

      “What color are Thelt’s eyes?” Keel asked.

      I tilted my head. “I’m not sure.”

      “The ink didn’t change color like it usually does.”

      Keel quickly placed the other three drops, and Thelt now had his own small circle of ink. He had become the most valuable vachi to ever exist. I noticed Keel’s hand tremble as he placed the saucer and needle to the side. He grabbed a towel and rubbed his face.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      Keel started to breathe quickly and he hunched over, putting his hands on his knees.

      My heart raced wildly. “Keel?”

      “I just need a second.”

      I put my hand on Keel’s back. “Are you sick?”

      Keel stood up, and sweat dripped down his face, and maybe tears as well, I couldn’t tell. “I just…using the ink…it’s hard.”

      Keel hadn’t attended the Ink Academy, so I knew he wouldn’t be great at weaving. He probably thought because I saw the world’s best every day, I would judge him. I realized I’d never seen any ink on Keel’s arms, not even the free ink he’d have gotten on his twelfth birthday.

      “I know weaving is hard, Keel. It’s okay. Just do your best, and it will be fine.”

      Keel shook his head and tapped the middle of his chest. “Hard…here.”

      I didn’t know what he meant, and I felt terrible for him. His face twisted in anguish. But Thelt would die soon if Keel didn’t try.

      “Thelt needs you,” I whispered.

      Keel stared at Thelt and took three deep breaths. He closed his eyes for a few heartbeats, and I worried that he wouldn’t help Thelt. Keel’s hands stopped shaking, and he took another deep breath, letting it out slowly. He picked up Thelt from the towel and rocked back and forth. Keel started to sing, and for a moment, I forgot why we were here.

      Keel’s voice hit me like a tsunami. I felt the push and pull of it on my blood. I recognized the melody as eastern Blue Kingdom, from the islands, but I had never heard the song. Keel sang of the moon, dry and lonely, of its struggle to pull its love, the ocean, into its embrace. I felt the moon’s failure, and I wiped my eyes.

      My breath caught as I looked at Keel’s arms. They were blue, and completely covered. Not even Fant’s gold-rich family could have afforded so much. Keel might have as much ink as Elder Drogh. It didn’t seem possible. I gaped as I studied the weave, one I’d never seen, and wouldn’t have believed possible unless I’d witnessed it.

      Waves started at Keel’s elbow, moonlight streaking the water as it moved down his arm. The waves built and built until they were giant things, and when they hit Keel’s wrists, they crashed forward into his hands. The wave retreated backward, pulling at the ink in Thelt’s body.

      Most people could barely manipulate the ink in their bodies to form a simple shape. Even in the advanced classes, the ink weaving the students performed took seconds, as one basic shape moved into another. Keel’s weaving looked like standing on a beach watching the real thing. As one wave crashed, another had already started at his elbow as the ink retreated from his hands. I had never seen a weave so beautiful or well done.

      Warmth spread in my chest. Keel had come for something only I cared about, a selfless display, and the first time anyone other than my parents had helped me. A spark appeared inside Thelt, and I opened the connection wide, sacrificing all the energy I had left. The spark flared bright and ignited.

      Keel stopped singing. “Wipe the poison from his chest. It’s on the ink.”

      I grabbed a towel from the table and dabbed at Thelt’s chest. A few drops of greyish brown stained the towel. It reminded me of the classroom this afternoon, but Sister Vy had pulled far more fluid out of my body. Had Keel done this right? The drop of poison Professor Laken had given me resulted in four soaked towels. Shouldn’t there be more than this splotch on the towel? And we had done this for a couple of minutes when Sister Vy had fixed me in seconds. Even though I knew I shouldn’t compare spirit to water weaving, I worried again this might not work.

      “We have a problem,” Keel said.

      “What?” I asked as my heart raced.

      “I don’t know when to stop. When I did this before the boy told us when his fingers and toes tingled,” Keel said.

      “What happens if you don’t stop?” I asked.

      “I’ll pull the life from his body.”

      The flame inside Thelt spread and filled the void the toxin left.

      Thelt? I said.

      Treat. My treat, Thelt mumbled into my mind.

      I laughed, and Keel glanced at me. I tried to hide my smile but couldn’t.

      “His arm moved,” Keel said.

      Thelt’s heartbeat evened and his breathing steadied as his own mind took over the working of his body. I felt the pins and needles in Thelt’s wings and toes.

      “We will need to decide—” Keel said.

      “Stop. It’s started.”

      Keel looked at me, and his brow furrowed, but he stopped. “How can you know that?”

      I cursed myself for the outburst, but I couldn’t take it back. “I just do.”

      I feel funny, Thelt said.

      You should see how you look, I said and then collapsed.

      My body had finally given out.
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      Ry! Thelt shouted through our link.

      Someone shook me, and I opened my eyes. Keel’s head loomed above me, and behind him, the ceiling. My feet were propped up on something, and a blanket covered me.

      Keel held my right eye open and passed a shaker in front of it. Black motes filled my vision. Before I could say anything, Keel did the same to the other eye. The bright light made it hard to see, and I squeezed my eyes shut to let them recover.

      “You seem okay, but you hit the ground hard. How does your head feel?” Keel asked.

      “I really don’t feel anything.”

      “You’re probably still in shock.”

      You know who’s in shock? Me. Why is this giant in my room? Thelt asked.

      He just saved your life.

      My life? You're the one passed out. You’re lucky I was here to help.

      I moaned as I tried to sit up. Dizziness swamped my head, and Keel pushed me back down.

      "Eat this," Keel said and stuffed something into my hand.

      I brought it to my mouth mechanically, too tired to even look at it. It tasted bland, like unsalted flatbread. A little dry, but not so bad that I needed water to eat it.

      “You’re a terrible cook,” I said.

      Keel chuckled. “That is a Ranger wafer. You'll feel better soon.”

      A minute later, I sat up.

      You’re a lot of work, Thelt said. Do we need to fetch anyone else to help take care of you?

      “Is Thelt okay?” I asked.

      “Yes, I have him wrapped tightly on the table. It might take him a while to recover.”

      Thelt laughed across our link, and I frowned. “You better check. Thelt is a little smarter than normal.”

      A little smarter? Tell him about my mentalness. Thelt said.

      I’m glad to see you’ve recovered.

      What happened? I ate the treat you promised me, and then I woke up here.

      That wasn’t a treat. That was my medicine from dinner.

      So, you still owe me a treat.

      I didn’t bother telling him all the things we’d done tonight to save him. He wouldn’t believe me. I barely believed it.

      “Shred my sails, how did that vachi escape from that knot,” Keel asked as he stared at the table.

      More laughter from Thelt vibrated on our connection.

      Keel looked around the room. When I started to push myself up the wall, he came over to help. We sat at the table, the towel that had recently held Thelt between us. Keel leaned over and dragged his pack next to him, wincing in pain as he twisted his wounded side. He started to put his tools away.

      “Thanks, Keel. I know that was hard for you.”

      Keel gripped my shoulder. “Life is precious. I’m glad I could help.”

      I studied Keel’s arms, now empty of any ink. “Where did you learn to water weave like that?”

      Keel didn’t answer right away. “I get it from my mom. She is…unusual.”

      “I’ve never seen so much ink on a person. Even the Purples I’ve seen didn’t have that much.”

      Keel kept silent for half a minute and then spoke. “Do you have any ideas on how to get that ink back in the box?”

      Keel didn’t want to talk about his ink. He kept it hidden from the world and didn’t want to use it. What had happened to this young man to create such a hate for his ink? Who was he that he could afford a thousand times the ink of a normal person?

      But Keel didn’t want to talk about it, and I needed to respect that. “It’s going to be difficult now. Usually, the box is on display in the dining hall until the championship final. But Professor Laken will either increase the guards on it or keep it hidden.”

      “We need—” Keel started.

      I FEEL FUNNY! Thelt’s voice boomed in my head.

      I grabbed my head and lowered it to the table.

      Stop shouting!

      I’M NOT SHOUTING.

      Thelt’s voice had never been so loud before. Where are you? And try whispering.

      It smelled so good. I just wanted to take a bath in it. But it’s stuck on me.

      My heart thumped against my chest.

      What smelled good?

      The black stuff.

      I leaped to my feet, panicked. Keel, seeing the look on my face, jumped to his feet as well. I stared at the other end of the table. At the four ink vials and the large saucer.

      “Oh, no,” I whispered.

      Thelt stood in the middle of the large saucer, scrubbing at his arms and chest. Four empty vials lay scattered around the dish, their lids removed. Thelt’s skin, normally dark green, now appeared mostly black.

      Keel stared at Thelt for a few seconds, sat down, and rubbed his forehead.

      Thelt had emptied all the ink into the saucer and dived into it. The ink had absorbed into him and was now unrecoverable. When the winners of the competition opened that box, they’d find it empty. Professor Laken knew I’d stolen the box. He would know it was me for sure.

      “I’m dead,” I said.
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      Keel watched Thelt, who frantically tried to rub the ink off his skin. Thelt jumped into the air, circled the table, and shot away from us toward the back wall. Instead of flying into the crack near the ceiling, Thelt struck the wall below it and bounced off the stone. He hovered in the air for a couple of seconds and then slowly flew to the crack and disappeared from sight.

      Are you okay? I asked.

      I feel funny.

      Keel laughed, softly at first, and then uncontrollably. His eyes watered and he bent over gasping for air. In spite of my certain death, I smiled and laughed as well. Keel tried to speak but only laughter came out. Another wave of laughter overtook him, and soon I couldn’t breathe either as the humor consumed me as well.

      All the tension from the robbery and Thelt’s near-death seemed to leave with the laughter. We spent the next three minutes trying to stop, but someone would snicker and then both of us would sink into uncontrollable laughter again. Finally, it ended.

      “I’m sorry,” Keel said.

      “It’s okay. I needed to relax. With my parents and now this…I was about to burst.”

      “You mentioned your parents earlier. What happened?”

      It only took me a second to decide to tell the truth. Keel had earned my trust. “The spirit weavers took them. They rounded up all the Greys here at the Academy, but only arrested my parents. The priests put black bracelets on Mom and Dad, and they’re looking for me.”

      “The spirit weavers are strange people. Mom deals with them a lot because they control the ink, and ink is power. But she doesn’t trust them.”

      “Your mom?”

      Keel looked down and frowned.

      After several seconds, I realized Keel wasn’t going to talk about her, so I continued. “I don’t know what’s happening with my parents. I might never know. I’ll be dead as soon as they open that empty box.”

      Keel looked up at me. “They?”

      “Whoever wins the Color Festival Championship. That’s the prize. It’s a big lie really. It’s supposed to show that anyone can get more ink, even the poorest in a kingdom. But it’s always an Ink Academy team that wins. It’s impossible to overcome trained weavers.”

      “So our choices are simple,” Keel said.

      “Choices?”

      “Two of them. We either find enough ink to replace what your little friend took—”

      “Which is impossible.”

      “Or we win the championship.”

      I leaned back. “What?”

      “You said the winners open the box. We fill those vials over there with colored water and carry them with us. When we open the box together, we pull out the colored water instead. Then we can dump them on the ground and say something dumb like ‘free your skin,’ or ‘the ink controls you,’ or something else. I’m not good at dramatic phrases.”

      “Win the championship?” I asked.

      “Yeah, how hard can it be?”

      My throat constricted. “I’m not even sure I’m allowed to compete.”

      “Why?”

      I just held up my arms.

      Keel held up his arms too, the black skin free of any ink. “I’m not using my ink either.”

      “But you just did.”

      “I’ve vowed to never weave in anger, for gain, or to harm,” Keel said. “Helping the injured I’ll do. Weaving to win a game, I won’t.”

      “Then we’re doomed from the start. Assuming I can find two other people stupid enough to help us, we will need all the ink weaving we can get. The whole competition is centered around it.”

      “Then they won’t expect us to not use it.”

      I shook my head at Keel’s optimism. But I couldn’t see any other way to get out of this. A terrible thought struck me. What if the spirit weavers punished my parents for my ink theft? Hopefully, they would release my parents soon and we could figure all this out together. The spirit weavers wanted me, too, though. And now I really had done something wrong. I needed to take care of this ink problem before they found me, and I ruined my parent’s life along with my own. Like Keel said, one problem at a time.

      “We’re going to have to cover our faces,” I said. “I don’t want the spirit weavers or Professor Laken to grab me yet.”

      “Good idea.”

      “And we should cover our arms, so they don’t know our weakness.”

      “What weakness?”

      “I don’t have any ink. I can’t weave.”

      “That isn’t a weakness. If anything, you’ve spent your whole life doing things the hard way. That’s great training for a competition.”

      I didn’t know if I agreed with that. When half the team wouldn’t or couldn’t ink weave, we carried a huge disadvantage. If people couldn’t win with four weavers, how would we ever win with two? Assuming I could even find two other people to join such a broken team.

      I sighed. “I’m going to get some things from my room and stay in here with you. At least until the spirit weavers stop looking for me.”

      “I’ll come along,” Keel said.

      I hesitated and then nodded. No one went into my room except my parents, but how could I tell Keel no? He had just saved Thelt. Plus, it would be nice to have someone with me when walking through the dark hallways. We left the secret room, and in a few minutes arrived at my door. I took a deep breath, opened the door, and activated the shaker just inside.

      “Sink my boat,” Keel said.

      I wasn’t a hoarder, but I knew it looked that way. The wall on Keel’s left had three rows of shelves, but instead of books, they were filled with the things I collected. I walked to the middle of the room and stood next to the only table, surrounded by three mismatched chairs. Pushed against the right wall sat my bed and clothes cabinet. A thin brown rug covered the stone floor next to my bed.

      Hundreds of items filled my room. Things that remembered their identity and had not completely changed with time or circumstance. Usually I had to hold them to hear their voices, but tonight they pushed against my mind while standing ten feet away. They were louder than I’d ever experienced, and it made me dizzy. I placed my hands against the table to steady myself. What was happening to me? My mind felt bombarded, and I pulled my mind inward, away from the shelves, and the noise subsided.

      “Why would you have this?” Keel asked.

      I looked up. Keel stood next to my shelves and held up a piece of pumice.

      Without thinking, I reached out with my mind and touched the stone, and this time I also felt a pressure in my chest. The rock consumed me.

      Molten, the rock moved with freedom, its heat filled the darkness with a red glow. The miles of earth above pushed on it and fueled the rock’s energy. It remembered racing upward, flying into the sky, and then a short slide down a frozen mountain. I felt its pain as it cooled, its mobility dying until it sat as trapped as the mountain it had mocked. But the stone still remembered what it felt like to burn. To burn so hot, you could fly.

      How could I explain that?

      “It floats in water,” I said.

      Keel stared at me. “You have a problem.”

      I laughed. “You have no idea.”

      Keel picked up two twisted pieces of oak.

      “That’s a—” I started.

      Keel twisted his wrists and pulled the two pieces apart. “A puzzle. I love these.”

      That had taken me an hour to figure out, but I had been five, so it wasn’t exactly the same. But I felt jealous anyway.

      Keel slowly set the puzzle down as he stared past me at the door. My chest tightened, and it took all my strength to turn around.

      Saffryn stood in the doorway, her right hand on her hip.

      She nodded at Keel. “Who’s sour face?”

      “He’s helping me,” I said.

      “Do what?” she asked.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I replied.

      “You must be a special kind of stupid to come back to your room when every Purple in the city has your description,” Saffryn said.

      “I’m just grabbing some things, and then I’ll be lying low,” I said.

      Saffryn stepped into the room, and Keel backed away like she was a dangerous animal.

      “Why are you here?” I asked.

      “You’re welcome,” Saffryn said.

      I closed my eyes for a second and then met Saffryn’s gaze. “Thank you. I’d be a prisoner without your warning. I owe you.”

      “Why did you help him?” Keel asked.

      “He speaks!” Saffryn said, taking another step toward Keel.

      Keel blushed and took a step backward, hitting the wall. It was strange to see the self-assured Ranger so flustered.

      “Why did you come back?” I asked.

      Saffryn studied me. Her purple eyes seemed to see right through me. Purples were so rare, no one really knew the extent of their powers. Now I understood why Keel had tried to keep as much distance as he could from her. My cheeks burned, but I forced myself to remain still.

      “Why did you lie to me?” Saffryn replied.

      “It’s rude to answer a question with a question,” Keel said.

      Saffryn shifted her gaze to Keel, and he pressed his lips together. She returned her attention to me and took another step into the room. I stepped backward and to the side.

      I just saw that bird from before, Thelt said.

      Really?

      Watch out for that girl. She’s a monster.

      Thanks for the warning.

      “I didn’t lie,” I said.

      Saffryn narrowed her eyes. “What you said before doesn’t make sense. Are you one of the Ghost’s supporters? Is that why you did it?”

      At the mention of the Ghost, Keel gasped, and Saffryn and I both looked at him.

      “Ghost?” Keel asked.

      “Yeah, he isn’t happy with us,” Saffryn said. “Blocking the harbor is just the start. I think Lemons here,” she pointed at me and then continued, “is the beginning of the next phase, and he tricked me earlier into helping him stay free.”

      “Lemons?” I asked.

      Saffryn shrugged. “You smell like lemons.”

      My cheeks burned even hotter. I had never hated Mom’s soap more than I did at that moment.

      I held up my hands. “I told the truth. My friend was trapped in there.”

      “What are you talking about?” Keel asked.

      Saffryn turned back to Keel. “This Grey set an entire day’s worth of vachi free. A little odd, don’t you think?”

      “Keeping animals in cages is wrong. He was right to free them,” Keel said, his back straightening.

      “Why did you help me then?” I asked Saffryn.

      Saffryn looked down, but not before I saw her cheeks redden. “I’m not sure.”

      “What do you do with all the vachi?” Keel asked.

      Saffryn shook her head and didn’t look up.

      “Do you know what they did with my parents?” I asked.

      Saffryn’s head snapped up. “You know about that?”

      “Were you going to keep it a secret from me?” I asked.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing,” Saffryn said, placing her hands over her face.

      “Saffryn, are they okay?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure. The Ink Guardians have them.”

      An idea struck me. Saffryn was a Purple and might have access to ink. She had helped me earlier, so maybe she would help me again. If I was wrong though, it could ruin the only chance I had of saving myself. My stomach twisted with uncertainty.

      “I need your help again,” I said.

      Keel groaned, and I turned to look at him. He shook his head and slashed the air with his hand. I faced Saffryn again.

      “Can you get ink?” I asked.

      “How much?”

      “Four vials.”

      Saffryn laughed.

      My hopes crashed.

      Saffryn must have seen it on my face because she grew serious. She shook her head. “I just learned the whole process myself and saw how heavily the ink is guarded. I could never get that amount.”

      “Well, it was worth a try,” I said.

      “Why do you need all that ink?” Saffryn asked.

      I glanced at Keel, who looked ready to explode. He vigorously shook his head. Saffryn looked at him, and he stopped.

      Saffryn turned back to me. “What are you guys hiding?”

      I bit my right thumb-nail, wondering how much to trust her. Maybe if she knew the whole story she might think of a better solution or be more willing to help.

      “You shouldn’t bite your nails,” Saffryn said.

      That reminded me of Mom. I lowered my hand and thought about all my problems. Even if Saffryn couldn’t help with the ink, maybe she could help with my parents. And if I wanted her to help, she deserved the truth from me.

      “There was an accident,” I said.

      Keel groaned again, but I didn’t look at him.

      “It’s a long story, but it ends with a vachi absorbing four vials of ink, and my parents got taken by your friends—”

      “They’re not my friends! My family is fighting—” Saffryn stopped herself and took a deep breath. “Believe me, they are not my friends.”

      “Okay, well, some Purples took my parents, and when the winners of the Color Game open their reward box, it will be empty, and I’ll get blamed. So Keel and I are going to win the games and hide the fact that the ink is missing. Unless you have a better idea,” I said hopefully.

      “Wait,” Keel said. “Does the missing ink even matter? Aren’t they looking for you anyway?”

      “Ink theft is an automatic death sentence,” I said. “The thing with my parents has to be some kind of misunderstanding. If I can fix the ink problem, then I haven’t done anything wrong. When they find me, they’ll let me go, along with my parents.”

      “Walking the plank on a burning ship,” Keel muttered.

      “What?” I asked.

      “One of Mom’s sayings,” Keel replied. “You’re picking the best of two terrible options. I’m agreeing with you.”

      Saffryn twisted her mouth in thought. “I want to help.”

      “No,” Keel said.

      I looked at Keel and then focused back on Saffryn. “There’s no reason to risk trouble over something that doesn’t concern you.”

      “I’ll decide what concerns me,” she said and then nodded at Keel. “And if this is all you have, you’ll probably need my help.”

      Keel narrowed his eyes. I smiled, glad I wasn’t the center of her ire.

      Saffryn turned back to me. “And I have a hat that is perfect for that outfit. You’ll look fabulous.”

      My smile vanished as Keel laughed.
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      “When do we sign up for the contest?” Saffryn asked.

      “Tomorrow morning at the amphitheater,” I said.

      “Who is our fourth?” Saffryn asked.

      I bit my pinky nail, and Saffryn pulled my arm down. My cheeks warmed again. “I might know someone who will help.”

      “We need something to cover our face and arms,” Keel said.

      “I’ll handle that,” Saffryn said. “Where are you hiding? I’ll meet you there tomorrow morning at seven.”

      Keel narrowed his eyes. “How about I meet you at the rear entrance to the library tomorrow? If everything seems okay, we’ll show you where we’re staying.”

      “You don’t trust me?” Saffryn asked.

      An uncomfortable few seconds passed.

      “You saved me,” I said. “But your kingdom took my parents, and you haven’t really told us why you’re helping.”

      Saffryn tilted her head. “That’s fair. I’ll meet blue eyes just inside the rear door tomorrow morning. Don’t be late. I hate waiting.”

      Before we could object, she turned and left the room. Keel and I looked at each other, and Keel’s forehead glistened with sweat. I grabbed clothes and threw them in the center of my bed. I picked up my pillow and checked it for stains. Thelt had a terrible way of expressing his unhappiness. It looked clean, so I threw it on top of the clothes. I studied all my things, collected over the years, everything precious to me. I couldn’t take it all, so I retrieved a cheap-looking hourglass and carefully placed it on the pillow.

      “Can I take this?” Keel asked.

      Keel held a puzzle Dad had made me a couple years ago. Nine notched rectangles fit together to make a square. My stomach turned a little, but I pushed it aside. “Sure.”

      I placed my other pair of boots in the pile and then pulled each corner of my blanket to the top of the pile. I twisted the corners together and threw it over my back.

      “Let’s go before anyone else comes,” I said.

      Darkness returned as we bagged all the shakers, and walked quickly back to the secret room. I set my things down against the wall across from the door and changed into my own clothes.

      “I’m going to try and get our fourth,” I said.

      Keel had walked to the opposite corner from the door and had started to remove things from his pack.

      “Okay. Can you bring something to eat back with you? I never had dinner, and I want to save my wafers.”

      “I’ll get something.”

      It would be dangerous to go to the dining hall. The staff might have instructions to capture me if I showed up. But we would need supplies if we planned to hide out in this room.

      “Ry?”

      I stopped at the door and met Keel’s gaze. “Yeah?”

      “I don’t eat meat.”

      Keel came from the islands. He had probably spent most of his life on a ship. “Not even fish?”

      Keel shook his head.

      “Okay,” I said. “Be back in a bit.”

      Closing the door to the secret room, I stood in the closet.

      Where are you? I asked Thelt.

      I’m coming back to the library.

      Are there any Purples around the school? And especially check the library?

      Let me ask.

      A minute later, Thelt responded. Just the Purple from the cage. Everyone’s wings are crossed about it.

      I knew Thelt communicated with his own kind, but I realized I’d never asked him how.

      You talk to them like we talk? I asked.

      Of course not. They don’t have my mentalness. No one does the things I do.

      That’s true. How do you talk then?

      Feelings mostly, simple ideas, sometimes pictures.

      How far away?

      Anywhere. Except for the silent place.

      Silent place?

      The tall building where all the Purples live.

      Thelt must mean the Black Spire inside the Purple’s walled city.

      Why do you call it the silent place?

      Because anyone that enters never comes out, and once inside, nobody can talk to them anymore.

      I didn’t realize how connected you all are.

      It’s okay. Your brain is small. You’re lucky you have me.

      I opened the closet door, entered the dark hallway, and made my way out of the rear entrance of the library. Thelt landed on my shoulder and quickly pulled himself up behind my ear. He felt much warmer than normal.

      Are you okay? You feel hot.

      Thelt didn’t speak for a few heartbeats. The black stuff feels funny in my skin.

      I started to worry the ink might be poisoning Thelt.

      Let me know if it gets worse or changes or anything weird happens.

      Okay. I’m taking a nap.

      I kept to the maple grove all the way to the Greens’ dormitory. It would take two-minutes to quickly walk to the entrance from where I stood in the trees. Remembering what Keel had done, I stayed in the trees for a minute and watched.

      Professor Laken’s bedroom light still shone, which made me nervous. There were no extra guards that I could see, but they might be hiding. Fear of getting caught, and maybe of talking to Mirrah, made me want to go back to the library. We needed a fourth though, if we had any hope of winning.

      I took a few deep breaths to slow my heartrate, which had doubled as I prepared to walk into the open. This is why I told Keel using heartbeats to measure time seemed dumb. After a final glance around, I strode toward the dormitory. It took what felt like an hour to reach the entrance.

      I pushed open the door, and it slammed against the wall. The sound made me jump, and I almost fled. A green vested guard sat behind a desk. He put his book down, faced me, and raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes?” the guard asked.

      The green-eyed guard didn’t work for the school. He worked for the Green Kingdom, protecting their air weavers, or at least their dormitory entrance, and it appeared he took his job seriously. I needed to speak with Mirrah now, and I needed this guard’s help to do that. His vest bore the Green Kingdom royal crest, likely one of their house guards. I hoped I could use his pride to help me.

      “Everyone here has their head in the dirt,” I said.

      The guard nodded but kept silent.

      “Professor Laken has really kicked the nest this time,” I continued.

      The guard looked more interested than hostile now.

      “Only one air weaver! Can you believe that?” I asked.

      “One for what?”

      I stepped forward and extended my arms in a Green Kingdom greeting, hands extended and palms upward. I ignored his question to let the curiosity build, “Where are my manners? My family calls me Ry.”

      The guard stood and passed his hands over mine, palm down, our hands almost touching. “Well met, Ry. Mine calls me Grell.”

      “One for what?” Grell asked again.

      “The Headmaster sent us out to collect the best students to talk about tomorrow’s teams. He chose a single air weaver. Just one!” I said and held up my index finger.

      Before Grell could respond, I continued. “And I’m in those classes every day. The Green Kingdom is by far the strongest. It’s an outrage.”

      Grell nodded and crossed his arms. “They look down on us as they chew the food from our fields. Burn my crops, I would like to teach them a lesson.”

      I crossed my arms to mirror Grell. “I agree. They treat me like that too. I just want the respect I deserve. You know?”

      “Don’t I know,” Grell responded.

      I waited patiently and hoped I’d done enough to get Grell’s cooperation.

      “What do you need?” Grell asked in a friendlier tone.

      “I need to fetch one of your weavers,” I said.

      “Who?”

      “Mirrah La’Thrat,” I said.

      “You can give me your message, and I’ll make sure she gets it,” Grell said.

      I sighed loudly. “I’ll get another whipping if I don’t bring her back with me.”

      “She needs to go now?”

      I nodded. “I want to get her there quickly. The Green Kingdom should always be first.”

      “I’ll get her. Is there special attire?” Grell asked.

      I thought about the cold night and the dark maple grove. “I heard it might be outside. Maybe pants and a cloak, nothing fancy though.”

      Grell nodded and disappeared down a hallway to the left.

      I wanted to pace at the entrance, but I didn’t have the energy, and I didn’t want to draw attention to myself. Instead, I found a corner, put my back to it, and closed my eyes.

      It had been a long day, and I couldn’t fight the exhaustion much longer. I thought about my parents and wondered if the Ink Guardians had released them yet. Maybe Thelt could go check once he woke up. Right now, I had to focus on fixing my immediate problem.

      My thoughts scattered as exhaustion took me.
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      “Would you like a blanket, Ry?” Mirrah asked.

      I opened my eyes, cursing myself for falling asleep. Mirrah stood in front of me, her hand on her left hip, the corner of her mouth turned in a smile.

      “You know my name?”

      I realized too late Grell had probably told her.

      Her cheeks reddened. “I asked around, after, you know…”

      I smiled, and my cheeks warmed. She had asked around about me. I stood and made myself as tall as I could, which put me at least an inch taller than her.

      Mirrah looked fresh like she had never gone to bed. She had pulled her short hair into a small ponytail, and a purple and white wisteria vine curled on the top of her head. She wore dark green pants and knee-high leather boots. Her tan shirt covered her arms and it buttoned all the way to the collar.  Her green cloak matched her eyes. The sweet smell of the wisteria reached me, and I took a deep breath. She looked lovely.

      The guard stared at us, and I needed to keep to my story. “Professor Laken is expecting us. I still have to go to the Yellow dorm after I take care of you.”

      “I need taking care of?” Mirrah asked and raised an eyebrow.

      “No, I meant deliver you,” I stammered.

      “So I’m a package? Are you going to stuff me in a backpack?”

      “No, I mean, I—”

      Mirrah laughed. “Lead the way, my brave Grey.”

      I shut my mouth and nodded. Sometimes the best thing you can say is nothing.

      We exited the Green dorm and walked away from Laken’s building toward the large clearing where a lot of the air-weaving classes were taught.

      “I thought Professor Laken needed me?” Mirrah asked.

      My stomach twisted. “Well, not exactly.”

      Mirrah remained silent, and I swallowed hard. I wasn’t sure how much to tell her or if she even had the slightest interest in competing.

      “Have you ever done the games?” I asked.

      Mirrah covered her left wrist and held it. “I only have the free circle.”

      I had wondered about that. She usually wore long sleeves, and the rare times I’d seen her arms bare the ink had formed words. I had drifted close enough to read the words a few times, and it had always shown poetry. Mirrah must have gotten perfect scores to make it into the Ink Academy with only her birthday ink. She was probably the only student here with so little of the substance. Even with her amazing manipulation skills, no one would want her on a team with so little ink to power her weaves.

      “Well, you’ll fit right in,” I said.

      Mirrah stopped and looked at me. “Isn’t it a little late to form a team?”

      I studied the ground. “Does being on a team interest you?”

      We walked again, and Mirrah rubbed her arms.

      “My village is in the deep south, almost to the great desert. Farming is hard. Any extra money goes toward necessities. Ink is a luxury.”

      “I would like to see the great desert someday. I have some sand from it.”

      “It reminds me of the ocean, endless and deadly. It’s beautiful.”

      She blushed, and my chest warmed. I had learned more about her in a minute than I had in a year of watching.

      “Does someone need an air weaver for their team?” Mirrah asked.

      I swallowed hard. My time for stalling had ended. “I do.”

      She stopped again and faced me. “But you’re—”

      I put my hands in my pockets and hunched my shoulders. “Just a Grey.”

      Mirrah touched my left shoulder. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like it sounded. It’s just, why do you care about the ink?”

      I didn’t want to explain everything that had happened tonight. “It’s valuable. I can sell it.”

      Mirrah frowned and then nodded. “That’s true.”

      We walked again, and I angled us toward the dining hall.

      “Why so late? Teams have been practicing for months,” Mirrah said.

      “It was kind of a last-minute decision.”

      “What element are you missing?”

      Since I took up a slot on the team, it meant we already lacked one element for sure. Every team that had won the games had consisted of a balanced team: air, water, earth, and fire.

      “That is a little complicated,” I said.

      “What could be complicated?”

      I didn’t want to scare her, but the team contained me, unable to weave at all. Keel, who had more ink than I thought possible, but refused to use it. And Saffryn, a spirit weaver who I wasn’t even convinced could participate. I had never heard or read of a purple ever competing.

      “Come to the library tomorrow morning to meet them. What could it hurt?” I asked.

      Mirrah rubbed her arms again, and we walked in silence for a minute.

      “I almost feel like I have to try. What would my village think of me if I passed on an opportunity to double my ink? I could do so much good there. They sacrificed so much to send me here.”

      Guilt exploded inside me. Mirrah had grown up in poverty, and she was talking herself into helping me so that she could get more ink, not to lord it over other people or to show off, but to help her people. Ink that didn’t exist. If by some miracle we won, the box would contain nothing. The vachi sleeping behind my ear had trapped the ink she so desperately wanted.

      How could I explain that to her? And if I did, she certainly wouldn’t help me. Our team already faced long odds, but with only three people, we were doomed. I needed Mirrah and her air weaving skills. Without her, I would die for ink theft.

      So instead of telling her the truth, that the ink didn’t exist, I remained silent.

      “What time?” Mirrah asked.

      “Seven, at the rear entrance of the library.”

      Guilt filled my stomach with acid, and my appetite disappeared, but Keel hadn’t eaten, and we needed food for the next few days. As we neared the food hall, I slowed so I could remain in the dark.

      “I need another favor,” I said.

      Mirrah stared at me.

      “I’m in a little trouble, and until it’s straightened out, I have to stay out of the kitchens and dining hall. Could you grab some food from the kitchen that Keel and I could eat for a few days?”

      “Keel?”

      “The water weaver on our team.”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      I bit my lip. “A misunderstanding with Professor Laken. I just need a few days to set things right.”

      Mirrah studied me for a few seconds and nodded. “Be right back.”

      I stepped deeper into the shadows and waited. Not telling Mirrah the truth made my throat burn. But I just couldn’t risk the consequences if she didn’t help. Still, not telling her the truth felt wrong, and I knew it, which only made me feel worse.

      Mirrah returned with a sack over her shoulder. I took it from her as she approached.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “No problem, I just told them we were studying late and needed the food for the dorm.”

      “Smart.”

      We walked back to the Green dorm, and Mirrah told me about her village. I could tell she really missed them, and I realized how hard it must be for these students to stay separated from their families for so long, and how having my family near made me lucky. It had never occurred to me that my life had some advantages.

      I didn’t want to see the guard again, so we said our goodbyes outside the building. Fifteen minutes later, I entered the secret room and sat down. Keel walked over as Thelt woke up and jumped down to the table.

      “Is the air weaver helping?” Keel asked.

      “Yes, let’s eat,” I said, trying to keep my feelings inside.

      Mirrah had done well with the food choices. I left the ham in the bag, not knowing how Keel would react to it, and placed the bread, cheese, and carrots on the table. I found two cups and three jars of water at the bottom of the bag.

      Keel held up the cheese. “Did this come from happy cows?”

      “What?”

      “Did the milk that made this cheese come from cows that freely provided it?”

      “Are you joking?”

      Keel pressed his lips together. “Trapped animals forced to provide from their bodies is slavery.”

      “And you think I have problems?”

      “You can taste it. Their depression seeps into the milk.”

      This guy is crazy, Thelt said.

      Who in this room isn’t?

      Keel took a small bite, tilted his head, and chewed.

      “Were they happy? Did they spend their day in song?”

      “Don’t mock me. Just because something doesn’t speak doesn’t mean it has nothing to say.”

      This two-legs gets me, Thelt said.

      Ignoring them both, I broke off a chunk of cheese and grabbed a loaf of bread. I never imagined I’d feel like the normal one. I leaned back in the hard chair and wished I sat in my favorite chair in my room. The chair’s springs had broken years ago, allowing you to sink deeply into the red cushions. Keel slowly chewed, and I watched him eat, wondering if he would spit it out. The cheese tasted normal to me.

      It must have come from happy cows because a few seconds later, Keel sat on the chair across from me. He had cheese in one hand and carrots and bread in the other. Thelt chirped at me, and I leaned forward, broke off some cheese, and handed it to him.

      This is unhappy cheese. You should let me eat yours, Thelt said.

      I continued to ignore him.

      “Who is this air weaver you found?” Keel asked.

      “She is coming to meet us tomorrow.”

      “I hope she gets here before that purple. She is enough to put anyone off.”

      Keel’s cheeks seemed a little red to me.

      Lying to Mirrah had ruined my appetite. I grabbed my pack that still sat by the door, and I walked over to my pile of things. I separated the big pile into smaller piles: clothes, blankets, backpack, and extras.

      “What’s that?” Keel asked.

      I followed his finger and saw him pointing at my extras pile. I held up the book my parents had updated before they were taken. “This?”

      Keel shook his head. “No, is that a puzzle?”

      Setting the book down, I scooped up the pieces to Dad’s puzzle, which I’d removed from my pack earlier. I wanted to hold the pieces to my chest and not let anyone else touch them. Instead, I handed all seventeen pieces to Keel.

      “What shape do they make?” Keel asked.

      “I can tell you, but I didn’t know when I started.”

      “Then I don’t want to know either. Thanks for letting me play with it.”

      “Thanks for helping me. I owe you everything.”

      “Nonsense. You’d do the same for me.”

      I stripped to my underwear and started another pile for dirty clothes. I spread out my blanket and punched my pillow a few times.

      I’m glad today is over, I said. What a bunch of bad luck.

      Do you have another kind?

      Usually, I’d agree with Thelt. But today had been different. In addition to all the bad things, a few great moments had happened too: Keel saving Thelt, the smell of wisteria as I walked next to Mirrah, and the knowledge that I wasn’t facing my problems alone.

      I’m glad you’re okay, I said.

      I know.
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      I hadn’t slept the best. Keel seemed unaffected by the hard floor and was quietly working on the puzzle my dad gave me when I woke up. Thelt had disappeared and didn’t respond to my calls. After a quick breakfast of cheese and bread, we left to meet the women. Keel and I stood in the hallway near the backdoor of the library and waited in silence.

      The door opened, and Mirrah stepped into the hallway. I held my shaker up and waved. Mirrah smiled and walked toward us.

      “Keel, this is Mirrah,” I said.

      Keel bowed and held his arms out, palms upward. Mirrah blushed and passed her hands over Keel’s arms and hands, finishing the Green Kingdom formal greeting. My stomach turned a little at the exchange. Why did Keel have to be so good at everything?

      Mirrah turned to me and gave me a quick hug. “Thanks for including me.”

      My face got so hot, it felt like it might burst into flames, and I looked down to hide it. “Of course.”

      I glanced up, and Keel raised his eyebrows at me. Before I could respond, the door opened again and Saffryn entered. She carried a large sack over her shoulder, and she wore a hooded jacket that hid her arms and shaded her face. Keel stepped forward and grabbed the sack, and after a moment, Saffryn let him take it.

      “Thanks,” Saffryn said.

      “Mirrah, this is Saffryn,” I said, holding up the shaker so we could all see.

      Saffryn pulled her hood back, and Mirrah gasped.

      “A Purple?” Mirrah shook off her shock. “The closest I’ve ever been to a Purple before this week was on my Ink Day. I don’t even know how to greet you.”

      “I’m pretty sure they use glares,” Keel said.

      Saffryn stepped forward and punched Keel in the right shoulder.

      “Ow!” Keel said. “What was that for?”

      “I’m showing you how we greet dumb boys,” Saffryn replied.

      I took a step away from Saffryn, just in case she wanted to greet me as well. She turned to Mirrah and held out her hand, palm sideways. Mirrah did the same, and Saffryn grasped Mirrah’s forearm. Mirrah did the same to Saffryn.

      “This is a proper greeting,” Saffryn said.

      Rubbing his shoulder, Keel muttered. “I like that one better.”

      “How did we get a Purple on our team?” Mirrah asked.

      “It’s complicated. Let’s get out of sight,” I said.

      I led the way back to the secret room, which was quickly becoming not very secret. Thelt had returned, and he wouldn’t answer my calls. Keel and the large sack disappeared into the broom closet. I gave Keel enough time to open up the other door inside and enter the secret room. I reopened the closet door and stood to the side, but Mirrah and Saffryn hesitated.

      Saffryn put a hand on her hip. “What are you up to?”

      I looked at Mirrah, who had narrowed her eyes. I held up both hands. “Nothing! The entrance to our hideout is inside this closet.”

      “If you or blue-eyes tries anything funny, you’ll regret it,” Saffryn said.

      I stepped back. Where was Keel? He should be talking to the women. “Funny? I’m not trying anything funny! I just want to get out of sight.”

      “Mm-hmm,” Saffryn said.

      I gave the shaker an extra shake, and the hallway brightened. I didn’t want to attract attention, but I really didn’t want the girls to think I lead them into some kind of trap.

      Mirrah gave the closet a look. “Keel’s gone.”

      After a moment, Mirrah entered. Saffryn stared at me for a few heartbeats and then entered as well. I took a deep breath and then did the same, closing the closet door. Mirrah’s hair still smelled like wisteria, and I took another deep breath.

      With all three of us inside the closet it felt packed, and my skin burned wherever it touched Mirrah. I pushed the hidden door open, and light from the secret room flooded the closet. The girls entered, and I followed, closing the closet door behind me.

      Keel had set the sack down near the table. The girls looked around, and I walked over to stand next to Keel.

      “I didn’t know the library had these,” Mirrah said.

      “It’s the only one I’ve found,” I said.

      I found, Thelt corrected.

      Where have you been?

      Out.

      We were all bunched at the end of the table nearest the door. Keel had neatly organized our food at the other end of the table, even the ham. One of the loaves of bread moved.

      Get out of our food!

      A second later, Thelt appeared at the end of the table, jumped off, and glided to my pillow. He crawled under it and disappeared.

      Saffryn opened the sack, pulled a cloth bundle out, and handed it to Mirrah. She repeated the process for Keel and me. The bundle looked like a black shirt wrapped into a ball and tied together using the sleeves.

      “Our team uniform,” Saffryn said, undoing the knot and letting the package unravel over the table.

      A mask fell out of the shirt and hit the table, but without the loud clank I’d expected. The black mask stared back at me, and I took two quick steps backward. I had just seen masks like that last night. They had taken my parents away.

      “Ink Guardian masks,” I whispered.

      “No,” Saffryn said, holding the mask up. “There are no silver tears. Totally different.”

      My throat tightened.

      “Besides, how would we get masks like that?” Saffryn said and winked.

      “How indeed,” Keel said.

      Mirrah had undone her bundle and held out the black long-sleeved shirt in front of her, her black mask held between her knees. “Is it even legal to wear masks? And cover your ink?”

      “Mom is handing out the game bracelets at the registration this morning, and she said there aren’t any rules against it,” Saffryn said.

      “Your mom is going to be there?” I asked.

      Saffryn held up her mask. “Elder Drogh is punishing her with all this first-year priest stuff. But don’t worry, she won’t know it’s me.”

      “This is going to be a disaster,” Keel said.

      “What do you know of disasters?” Saffryn asked.

      Keel winced and touched his side. “I’ve had my share of them.”

      Saffryn shrugged. “Well, it’s too late to do something else, and if the other teams know about me, they might try and sabotage us. Plus, Ry needs to hide his face from the school staff, and Blue Eyes should hide his so he scares fewer children.”

      “Hey!” Keel said.

      Mirrah smiled. “I kind of like the masks. We’ll be a mystery. It might even give us an advantage. Thank you, Saffryn.”

      I sighed. What choice did we have? “Thanks, Saffryn.”

      Saffryn nodded and then stared at Keel.

      He held up his hands and winced again. “Okay, thanks.”

      “What’s wrong with your side?” Saffryn asked.

      “Nothing,” Keel said.

      Saffryn took two quick steps and pulled the side of Keel’s shirt up.

      “Ouch!” Keel said.

      A red line snaked across Keel’s tan undershirt. Saffryn, more carefully this time, pulled up the undershirt and removed the bandages on Keel’s side. Saffryn and Mirrah gasped, but I’d already seen what Keel had tried to hide.

      An angry red gash ran across Keel’s side but that wasn’t what had shocked the girls. Blue ink covered Keel’s entire torso. More ink than I thought one person could hold. Keel concealed a kingdom’s worth of ink under his clothes and out of sight.

      “How? I’ve never—” Saffryn started.

      Keel stepped away and tried to pull his shirt down. “It’s personal.”

      Saffryn pulled him back with her right hand and placed her left at the top of the cut. Purple vines twisted around her hand, and she pushed her hand into Keel’s side. I felt a tingle across my skin like a cold breeze had passed me, and my chest grew tight.

      “Ouch!” Keel said.

      “This may hurt,” Saffryn replied.

      Keel squeezed his eyes shut. “A little late.”

      “Healing’s really not my thing,” Saffryn said.

      “It’s a good thing your personality makes up for it,” Keel said through clenched teeth.

      I laughed, and Saffryn shot me a glare.

      “This looks like a talon made this. A big one. Pharhone, maybe?” Saffryn asked.

      “Maybe,” Keel said.

      In less than a minute, Saffryn had mostly healed the wound. Now it looked like a red puckered scar that stood out against the blue of Keel’s ink.

      Keel rotated his arm and smiled. “Much better.” He gave Saffryn a small bow. “May your sails be full.”

      Saffryn smiled, returned to her pile, and pulled the thin black shirt over her head.

      “How do the masks stay on?” Mirrah asked.

      Now that Mirrah mentioned it, I noticed the masks had no strings.

      Saffryn grabbed the mask from Keel’s pile and held it up to his face. “I’ll show you.”

      Keel took a step backward. “Is that animal skin?”

      “It’s a special type of cotton, you baby, come here,” Saffryn said.

      Saffryn held it up to Keel’s face, and I felt a tingle across my skin again, but fainter this time. Saffryn stepped away and released the mask. It didn’t fall off Keel. He reached up and tried to pull it off, gently at first, and then more forcefully.

      “What did you do?” Keel asked.

      Saffryn smiled. “I weaved it to your skin. Keep pulling like that, and you’ll pull your face off.”
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      Keel gasped and stopped immediately. I didn’t know if I should laugh or run.

      “How do I get it off?” Keel asked.

      “Ask me nicely,” Saffryn said. “But honestly, you look much better this way.”

      “Can you see and breathe?” I asked.

      “Yes, it barely feels there,” Keel replied. “But I don’t like having something stuck to my face.”

      Do I get one? Thelt asked.

      Thelt peeked out from under my pillow.

      Maybe later.

      Saffryn undid my bundle and pulled out the mask. She held it up, and I leaned away.

      “You scared?” Saffryn asked.

      I was, and I didn’t want something stuck to my face. “No.”

      Saffryn pulled her right sleeve up until her forearm became visible. A purple star rested just above her wrist. She held her wrist out to Mirrah. “Here is the weave.”

      Keel walked over as Saffryn’s purple star changed into sixteen lines, overlapping each other like a net, not that different than what she had just used to heal Keel.

      “That’s a skin weave,” I said.

      Saffryn stared at me. But I knew I was right. I’d seen it before in one of the books Mom forced on me. You use it to mend small cuts.

      “Yeah, the weave bonds the natural fibers in the mask to your skin,” Saffryn said.

      Mirrah concentrated on her right wrist. The three lines of her base tattoo split into six, then twelve. Half of the lines started to tilt. “The lines don’t like to cross.”

      “It takes practice,” Saffryn said.

      “Instead of pushing one line into another, slide them over and under, like weaving a basket,” I said.

      That had been the directions detailed under the sketch in Mom’s book anyway. A moment later, Mirrah’s wrist had a grid of green lines, mirroring Saffryn’s purple ones. Keel just watched, no blue ink visible anywhere. Everyone looked up at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “How would you know that?” Saffryn asked.

      “I sit in all their classes, some of it sticks,” I said, which was the truth, but not an honest answer to Saffryn’s question. I didn’t want to explain Mom’s stupid attempt at educating me about things that would never matter. I didn’t understand it, so how could I explain it to them.

      Mirrah held the mask to her face, and Saffryn stopped her.

      “Let me do it,” Saffryn said. “It takes some practice. I spent a week looking like I’d been sunburned because I kept ripping off my skin.”

      My mouth dried out. I didn’t want my face ripped off. Mirrah nodded, and Saffryn placed the mask on her, and once again, I felt an itchy sensation across my skin and in my chest. Saffryn faced me, my mask still in her left hand. “See, nothing to be scared of.”

      I forced myself to stay still as Saffryn covered my face. My face tingled, and I felt the same pull I’d felt earlier at the Ink Ceremony. My chest warmed and like two magnets that had gotten too close, Saffryn and I crashed into each other.

      Saffryn pushed me away, and the connection disappeared.

      “What was that?” Saffryn asked.

      “I’m sorry, I stumbled,” I said, thankful that the mask hid my face.

      Saffryn studied me for a few seconds and then placed her mask on.

      My cheeks itched, and I rubbed my face, the mask hardly noticeable. I could see fine. The four of us stood there like corners of a square. The black masks and shirts hid us perfectly. The black shirts fit alright on Keel, but on the rest of us, they reached our thighs.

      “Good job, Saffryn,” I said. “This will work great.”

      A familiar pressure landed on my shoulder, and Mirrah jumped backward. Saffryn stared at my shoulder and then at me.

      “I can’t believe it,” Saffryn said. “Is that the friend you saved?”

      I looked down at Thelt and back at Saffryn. “I told you.”

      “How is that possible?” Mirrah asked.

      “Because I’m Grey?” I asked.

      “It is kind of your job to keep them away,” Mirrah said.

      “His name is Thelt,” I said. “And he isn’t like most vachi.”

      I’m not like most anything, Thelt said as he climbed behind my ear.

      You decided to help? I asked.

      I’m coming in case there’s pie.

      “Let’s go register,” I said.

      We left the secret room, walked upstairs, and then out the front of the library. Groups of students walked toward the amphitheater. Clumps of color as each kingdom grouped together. As we neared the gathering, we started to get looks and even a few yells of encouragement. Saffryn pushed through the crowd, and in a few moments, we stood in front of the stage.

      The line stretched both directions. My hopes crashed as I counted how many teams had arrived, and I stopped at seventy-five. I pulled my mind away from the surroundings, scared that what happened with the ink yesterday might happen again. Plus, magic seemed to attract me somehow, and I wanted to avoid any more embarrassing moments like falling into Saffryn.

      Professor Laken stood on the stage, the box from his room held in his hands. The empty box. My stomach turned. I’d involved three other people, and if things went wrong, would they be blamed as well?

      Sister Vy appeared next to Professor Laken. Behind them, two male priests stood next to a waist-high box and a priestess sat at a table, a book open in front of her.

      Professor Laken held up the box, and everyone cheered. “Contestants, family, and friends, thank you for joining us as we celebrate the two-hundredth anniversary of the Color Games. We look forward to watching these teams as they work together to overcome obstacles and win their fortune.” The cheering started again, and Professor Laken waited for a few seconds, clearly enjoying the attention. “None of this would be possible if not for our Purple Kingdom friends. They have once again provided the reward for the championship.”

      Sister Vy nodded to the crowd and smiled. “The games are to remind us all that ink is not for just the rich or the well connected, but for anyone who works hard and competes to be the best. Tomorrow, an hour after sunrise, your first test begins in the Capital’s harbor. Let the Color Games begin!”

      Cheering erupted from behind me, and I turned to look. The area had filled with more than just students. The crowd had filled with outsiders who had come to share in the excitement of the official start to the Color Festival.

      Sister Vy lied. It sounded nice and gave everyone with just their free ink hope that they could get more, but it just didn’t work that way. Those with the most ink had the most power, and they used it to get more ink, which made them more powerful. People with just their free ink could never break that cycle, they could never really compete. And people like me, who didn’t even have ink, had no power.

      Teams of four walked up the right side of the stage. The first team, dressed in all yellow, their ink and eyes matching their clothes. Probably a group of friends who had talked themselves into forming a team while sitting in their dorm. Single kingdom teams never went far. Balance was the key to winning the games. Another reason we faced doom. But what other choice did I have?

      As we shuffled forward, Fant and his team caught my attention. The four of them weren’t the best weavers at the academy, but they all had the most ink. Each from a different kingdom, they all shared a similar background: specifically, wealthy and powerful families. The four of them strutted onto the stage like everyone had come to just see them.

      Ten minutes later, our turn arrived. The crowd quieted as we walked onto the stage. I followed Saffryn, and Mirrah followed me. Keel brought up the rear. A low murmur from the crowd began as our attire sparked confusion.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Professor Laken asked.

      Saffryn ignored him and held out her wrist to the priests standing next to the box. The priest closest to us reached down and retrieved four bracelets. He wrapped one around Saffryn’s left wrist and cupped his hands around it. When he removed them, the bracelet had shrunk, and it no longer looked like it could be removed.

      “You must show yourselves,” Professor Laken said. “What kingdom do you represent?”

      Sister Vy studied Saffryn for a few seconds. “The games do not require it. The bands are the only thing that must be visible.”

      “But it is unheard of, not showing yourself,” Professor Laken said.

      “While I share your curiosity Professor, we can’t force them to reveal themselves…or why they are here,” Sister Vy said as she looked at Saffryn again.

      Saffryn stared back at her mom, and I wondered if Sister Vy recognized her daughter behind the mask. We would lose before we even got our team bracelets.

      Saffryn stepped to the priestess with the open book, while I stood paralyzed, waiting for Sister Vy to reveal us. The priest closest to me cleared his throat, and I looked at him. He held a bracelet out, and I mechanically stuck my left wrist through it. He cupped it, and I caught movement on his forearms as he performed a spirit weave, but the angle hid the details.

      I didn’t experience the odd pulling sensation as I had with Saffryn. Maybe because the bracelet didn’t touch my skin as my shirt hung past my wrists or maybe because I’d kept my focus away from my surroundings. I joined Saffryn, and a moment later so did Mirrah and Keel.

      “Number?” the priestess asked.

      Saffryn looked at her bracelet. “Forty-two.”

      The priestess wrote something in her book.

      I looked at my bracelet and saw the same number etched in the cord. I ran my right index finger over the bracelet, but I couldn’t tell what it was made of.

      “Name?” the priestess asked.

      Saffryn faced us. “Do we have a team name?”

      “We need a name?” Mirrah asked.

      Pie eaters, Thelt said.

      I ignored Thelt. “We don’t need one.”

      Keel waved his right hand. “A ship without a name is bad luck. We need one.”

      I turned to Keel. “You’re superstitious?”

      “No, I’m not. But why risk it?” Keel asked.

      “How about Raspberry Sunset,” Mirrah said.

      I choked, and Mirrah patted my back. “Are you okay?”

      Oh, I love raspberries. Especially in tarts, Thelt said.

      “Names are important,” Saffryn said, looking at Keel.

      “Vachi? It’s why most of us are here,” Keel said.

      “I’m not going to be on a team called vachi,” Mirrah said.

      “Our name should be bigger than one thing,” Saffryn said.

      “A name for everything that doesn’t have a voice,” Keel added.

      “Like another kingdom,” I said, and after a moment, “The Sixth Kingdom.”

      Three heads focused on me. I didn’t know if anyone liked it because I couldn’t see their faces.

      “I love it,” Keel said.

      “A bit dramatic, but I do too,” Saffryn said.

      “A place for everyone,” Mirrah agreed.

      I faced the priestess with the book. “We are the Sixth Kingdom.”
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      Keel sat at the end of the table closest to the door in our secret room. Mirrah sat on his right, and Saffryn on his left. I paced up and down the length of the table. We had removed our masks and black shirts, the bracelets leaving just enough room to pull the cloth through. I rubbed at my face, which still felt like the mask covered it.

      Mirrah had asked about Thelt on the walk back from registering, and I’d lied to her again. I’d told her he was just a pet. Every lie felt easier to tell, and it worried me. These people had come to help me, and I’d lied to them. I rubbed at my face again.

      The ugly won’t rub off, Thelt said.

      I looked around the room, but I couldn’t see him.

      Thanks.

      “The first contest is almost always a race,” Mirrah said.

      “And they said the harbor, which means water. And luckily, we have a Blue,” Saffryn said.

      I glanced at Keel. He had pressed his lips together, and he held his head between his hands. “I won’t weave for a game.”

      “Won’t or can’t?,” Mirrah asked. “I can teach you some water weaves. We use them on our crops.”

      “You’re carrying all that ink, and you won’t use it?” Saffryn asked.

      “He doesn’t have to weave if he doesn’t want to,” I said.

      Keel looked up at me. “Thank you.”

      “Let’s talk about what we can do,” I said. “The girls are right. It will probably be some sort of water race. What are everyone’s rankings.”

      No one spoke which didn’t surprise me. Weavers were ranked in three categories: power, manipulation, and knowledge. The rankings ranged from a level zero, Mica, to level ten, Diamond.

      I tried again. “I know people don’t like discussing their rank, but we need to know each others capabilities. Let’s start with power. I’m obviously a Mica.”

      Mirrah held up her wrist and the small free splotch of free ink. “Amber.”

      That made Mirrah level one, barely better than me.

      “Opal,” Saffryn said.

      After a moment, Keel whispered sadly. “Ruby.”

      Saffryn whistled and I tried not to look shocked. I’d obviously seen all of Keel’s ink, but hearing it quantified in a rank still shocked me. Saffryn had reached rank four, probably a couple below Fant. But Keel had reached level eight in power.

      “Okay,” I continued. “What about manipulation?”

      Mirrah smiled. “I just tested into Ruby.”

      “Quartz,” Saffryn said.

      “Emerald,” Keel said.

      I shook my head at Keel. “You are rank eight in power, and six in manipulation. Why are you not at the Ink Academy?”

      Keel looked miserable. “I have my reasons.”

      I swallowed my jealousy and spoke. “I’m Mica again, obviously. How about knowledge?”

      Mirrah tapped her chin. “I haven’t taken this year’s exams yet, but I’d guess with all the other Kingdom tattoos I’ve learned this semester I’ll test into Opal.”

      Rank four for knowledge wasn’t bad since Mirrah had only recently started in the advanced classes.

      “Coral,” Saffryn said.

      Rank three was higher than I expected from Saffryn, and meant the Purple Kingdom must have some sort of school for weaving.

      “I’ve never tested, but I’d guess Coral as well,” Keel said. “Almost all the weaves I know are water.”

      “You are all impressive,” I said. “If the harbor means water, then—”

      “Wait,” Mirrah said. “You never told us your knowledge rank.”

      I frowned, suddenly understanding Keel’s reluctance to speak. Bringing up my knowledge rank brought memories of my parents, along with the complete uselessness of it since I couldn’t weave. Well, something had happened in the flowerbed, but I still didn’t understand what.

      “I don’t know, exactly,” I said.

      Saffryn narrowed her eyes. “Why is that? Because they don’t test Greys?”

      “They don’t test us actually,” I said. “But my mom does.”

      “And?” Keel asked.

      “Let’s just say I passed what she had,” I told them.

      “What rank did you reach?” Mirrah asked.

      “Sapphire,” I whispered.

      “Rank nine?” Saffryn asked, her voice rising. “Are you kidding me? How many tattoos do you know?”

      I shrugged. “Almost all of them. It doesn’t matter though. I can’t use any of that knowledge.”

      “But you could help the women with a weave if needed,” Keel said. “That is valuable.”

      Mirrah looked thoughtful. “We are a really balanced group actually. We just lack the earth, fire, and water elements.”

      Keel frowned when Mirrah mentioned the lack of a water element. “I know ships, though.”

      I know pies, Thelt added.

      That is really helpful.

      Pie is powerful. Blueberries are—

      How about you tell me when the time is right.

      The time is always right for pie.

      Okay, how about you tell me later.

      Your loss.

      “I can drift,” Mirrah said.

      “All of us? How fast?” Saffryn asked.

      Mirrah’s cheeks reddened. “With a stable platform, across level ground, I could move the four of us over a hundred knots.”

      Keel leaned toward her. “A hundred? I only thought that speed possible in the water. Even Mom would be pressed to reach that speed.”

      “Your mom must be quite the sailor,” I said. “Does she have her own ship?”

      Keel looked down and grabbed his head again. I waited for him to answer, but after a few seconds of awkward silence, I turned back to Mirrah.

      “That is amazing, Mirrah,” I said. “Could you do that on water?”

      Mirrah twisted her lip. “Definitely not that fast, but I might manage something if the waves are small.”

      “Great, that will be plan A,” I said.

      “I can use Alir to—” Saffryn started.

      “Alir?” I asked.

      “She’s my falcon,” Saffryn said.

      “Where is she?” Mirrah asked.

      “I’ve kept her at a distance, so she doesn’t draw attention to us,” Saffryn said.

      “You talk to her?” I asked.

      Saffryn shook her head. “Feelings. Sometimes pictures with a lot of effort.”

      That reminded me of Thelt and how the vachi communicated.

      “Do you force her to stay with you?” Keel asked.

      I froze. This fragile team could come apart right now, depending on Saffryn’s answer. Keel would never associate with anyone who had kept something against its will.

      “No, we chose each other. We’re partners,” Saffryn said.

      Keel relaxed and leaned back. “I would love to see your falcon. They are my favorite bird.”

      “Pharhones aren’t?” I asked.

      Keel touched his side and smiled.

      “Why do only some of the Purples have animals?” Mirrah asked.

      “It’s hard to hold connections outside yourself,” Saffryn said and then added after a second. “The better you can do it, the larger the animal you can bond with. Now, those with the ability usually do other things with it. Bonding an animal is pretty traditional.”

      I looked at my pillow. Thelt rolled around on top of it. Even for a vachi, he was tiny. If I were a Purple, they would laugh at me, and Saffryn’s falcon would eat you for a snack.

      Thelt stopped and looked at me. None of them could handle my mentalness. Even you don’t get it all.

      He raised his arms and flexed them, and something fell onto my pillow.

      Did you just poop on my pillow?

      Thelt looked down. No, but it looks like someone did.

      I walked over to my bed, and Thelt flew away. I removed the covering before anything soaked through to the pillow. I threw the pillowcase into my dirty clothes pile and turned to the others.

      Will you please go check Mom’s and Dad’s rooms? Maybe they’re back.

      Sure.

      “We have a sailor, a drifter, and a view from above,” I said.

      “How are you going to help?” Saffryn asked.

      My cheeks burned, and I looked down. I couldn’t help because I provided no value.

      “Shark bait,” Keel said.

      I looked up. “What?”

      “We have a recipe on the islands for a scent sharks can’t resist,” Keel said, his face serious. “We rub it over your clothes, tie a rope around your middle, and attach the rope to the boat. Then we throw you overboard.”

      “What?” I asked, a little louder this time.

      “The shark—” Keel slammed his hands together, and we all jumped at the loud sound, “Chomps down on you and pulls us out to sea. Foolproof. We even have a spirit weaver to fix all the teeth holes. You might even live.”

      I stared at Keel, my mouth open, horrified by the visual of the shark pulling me out to sea. Keel watched me for another few seconds and then laughed, and the women quickly followed. Relief flooded my body as I realized he’d been joking.

      They’re not here, Thelt said.

      Thanks.

      Why hadn’t the spirit weavers released my parents yet?

      We agreed to meet back here tomorrow morning at dawn. The girls left, and Keel brought out my birthday puzzle. I grabbed my parent’s journal from my pack and started reading it. Fifteen minutes later, I realized what Keel had done. He had deflected Saffryn’s uncomfortable question.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “For what?” Keel responded.

      “For not making me say I’m useless in front of the girls.”

      “You’re not useless.”

      “Thanks.”

      Keel paused for a few seconds. “Mostly because sharks aren’t that picky.”

      I snapped my head up, and Keel winked at me. Grinning, I returned to deciphering my parent’s journal.

      “Plus, sharks love the color grey,” Keel said.

      “Do you float?” Keel asked.

      A few seconds later. “How long would you say you can hold your breath?”

      “Okay, I get it, I’m not useless.”

      “Good. And don’t thank me,” Keel said, his voice getting serious.

      I looked up as Keel held up his left arm. A small circle, grey-blue like his eyes, stood out on his dark skin.

      “Life is like a circle. What we cast into the world always floats back to us. Friends understand this,” Keel said.

      “So, you helped me because you’re selfish, and you want the shark to bring your good works back to you, along with my bloody body.”

      “You are very wise,” Keel said. “You would make a fine sailor.”

      We laughed, and my chest warmed. I’d never had a friend before. Who would have guessed the thought of being eaten by a shark would make me so happy.
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      The next morning, the four of us stood on the beach of the harbor, a small boat in front of us. Teams stretched down the beach in both directions. The air still held a crispness, which made me thankful for the mask and long sleeves. Earth weavers had spent the night turning sand on the beaches into huge bleachers that spanned the entire length of the beach from the docks to the cliffs. All the seats near the center had already filled.

      The harbor’s surface looked calm, protected by the cliffs that stretched out into the sea on both sides. Earth weavers had also pulled eight stone pillars up from the seafloor and flattened their tops a few feet above the waterline. They looked like tiny islands.

      About a dozen people stood on each pillar, and they appeared all in a line, parallel to the beach and a couple of miles out. Small boats, their sails purple, floated just behind the pillars and contained spirit weaver healers. The ships would also have a water weaver to move the boat. The contests were dangerous, and people had died, but with so many spirit weavers available, your odds of surviving vastly improved.

      Ships dotted the horizon. Big ones. Those would be the Ghost Pirate and his ships. They had blocked the harbor a couple of months ago. The pirate had some disagreement with the Purple Kingdom.

      “I wonder if the Pirate will attack us?” I asked.

      “The Festival and these games are for the people,” Keel said as he stared at the horizon. “She won’t interfere. Her cause is for them.”

      “Her?” Mirrah asked.

      Keel snapped his head back and looked at Mirrah. “Or him. Who knows, right?”

      Saffryn had a hand on her hip again. “It sounds like you do.”

      “Well, I don’t,” Keel said a little forcefully.

      I feel funny, Thelt said.

      I reached up, but he had left my ear. Where are you?

      High. I thought maybe the air would make me feel better, but it didn’t.

      Is it your stomach?

      It’s everything. I feel itchy, and it’s getting worse.

      When this is over, we’ll have Keel look at you again.

      There is something else.

      What?

      The stuff on me is moving.

      What stuff? The ink?

      Saffryn punched me in the shoulder.

      I rubbed at the pain. “Ow, what was that for?”

      “Quit daydreaming, Lemons, and focus. We’re trying to win here.”

      Mirrah looked at me. “Lemons?”

      I shook my head. “Just ignore her.”

      “Go ahead, Mirrah, tell us again,” Keel said.

      “Well, this reminds me a little of last year,” Mirrah said.

      “But that was in the plains,” I said.

      “Yeah, just swap out the grass for water,” Mirrah said.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Everyone thought the air and earth weavers had the advantage, but the game designers took away those elements by making tornados and earthquakes. All we see is water, but we probably won’t win with it,” Saffryn said.

      “Can you drift this boat?” Keel asked.

      We walked to the wooden boat. It would barely hold the four of us. A mast the thickness of my arm held a tan sail.

      “Get in,” Mirrah said.

      We did as instructed, and Mirrah got in last. I sat in the back with Saffryn in front of me. Keel stood with his back to the mast, and Mirrah stood in the front. Mirrah grabbed the sides and faced forward. The mask hid her face and the black shirt made her weave impossible to see. The boat rose and moved forward a few feet before thumping back to the ground.

      “I can move us, but if there are waves, this won’t work,” Mirrah said.

      “Alir has flown over all the platforms. They’re all the same. One grey, one spirit, one fire, two air, two earth, and ten water. I think we can assume the water will be choppy,” Saffryn said.

      “There are Greens about every fifty feet at the top of the bleachers,” Mirrah said.

      “Protecting the audience?” I asked.

      Mirrah nodded.

      “Look up,” Keel said.

      I looked up as a fire sled passed a hundred feet above us. A large sail, its corners pulled down and attached to ropes that held a large wooden sled. Four fire weavers heated the air under the sail controlling the height of the vessel, and air weavers pushed and steered it. Elder Drogh stood at the front of the sled, an air weaver next to him to amplify his voice. Professor Laken stood behind him, the box raised above his head.

      “Welcome brave contestants,” Elder Drogh’s voice boomed up and down the beach. “Today’s game is simple. The first eight teams to get their four members to a platform will advance. When successful, you will see this—” Elder Drogh stepped backward.

      One of the fire weavers placed his hand in a bucket and then pointed toward the beach away from the sail. Purple fire erupted from his arm and arced toward the crowd. My breath caught as it looked like the audience would get burned, but the fire hit an invisible barrier and ran over it like a flaming purple waterfall. Cheers erupted from the crowd, many turning and looking at the air weavers who stood above them, arms glowing green as they weaved a protective bubble.

      I leaned toward the display, the side of the boat stopping me. The display of magic pulled on my chest, drawing me to it like I had fallen down a well. Keel grabbed my shoulder and the fire disappeared. Keel asked me a question but the crowd’s cheering drowned it out.

      What was happening to me?

      It’s getting worse, Thelt said.

      Maybe you should go home. Maybe it’s something here.

      Elder Drogh reappeared. “Every time a team makes a platform, you will see that flare.”

      The fire sled rose and move out into the harbor. Half-way between the beach and the platforms Elder Drogh’s voice echoed to everyone.

      “Are you ready?” Elder Drogh asked.

      The crowd behind me went crazy with excitement.

      “The game begins when the first wave strikes the beach,” Elder Drogh said.

      “Alir is above the platforms. The water weavers have started,” Saffryn said.

      The water near the platforms bubbled and churned. After a moment, the platforms disappeared. Had they accidentally sunk themselves?

      “Sky have mercy,” Mirrah whispered.

      The platforms hadn’t sunk, a wave had hidden them. A gigantic wave. It climbed and grew larger as it approached the beach. By the time it reached us it had stretched to over fifty feet. The ink powered wave shaped itself into massive water dragons as it crested and fell forward. The crowd behind us screamed, and I gripped the boat. We wouldn’t survive this.

      The wave struck the barrier of air, and the crash deafened me. I felt mist on my hands, but the wave, contained by the air weavers behind us, sank back into the harbor. The crowd remained silent as everyone absorbed the enormity of the contest. No one on the beach moved, the contestants frozen by the magnitude of what they’d just witnessed. After a few rapid heartbeats, the crowd cheered again, and a few teams turned and ran off the beach toward the bleachers. A handful of teams ran into the water.

      I faced my teammates.

      “Drifting is out,” Mirrah said.

      “If you don’t weave us through that, Keel, we’ll never make it,” Saffryn said.

      Keel turned and studied the water. I flinched as another wave crashed against the air barrier. Teams that had ventured into the harbor were tossed through the air barrier and landed hard on the beach. Spirt weavers emerged from the bleachers and dragged the injured teams toward safety.

      “I have an idea,” Keel said. “Mirrah, drift us into the water after the next wave.”

      The team beside us lined up behind their earth weaver, and in a moment, they all disappeared as they dropped into a tunnel. A boat ten down from us rose up, four fire weavers using their sail to make a fire sled like Elder Drogh rode in. As soon as it cleared the height of the next wave, a fire-ball struck their sail, vaporizing it. The four fire weavers fell, their fall slowed by the air weavers on the beach.

      “The air isn’t safe,” Mirrah said.

      Screams emerged from the tunnel beside us, and four bodies shot into the air, followed by a geyser of water. An earth weaver stepped forward and sand collapsed into the hole, sealing it.

      Another wave crashed against the barrier.

      “Hold on,” Mirrah said.

      Mirrah leaned forward. The boat rose and started to rock.

      “Stay still,” Mirrah shouted.

      I held the sides of the boat and tried not to move. Saffryn pushed herself into the back of the boat, Keel wrapped an arm around the mast and then grabbed the back of my shirt. A moment later, we hurtled forward and Keel’s grip kept me from crashing into Saffryn. In seconds we had traveled hundreds of feet into the harbor. The water became choppy and the boat splashed into the harbor.

      “That’s all I can do. I’m sorry,” Mirrah said.

      “Barnacles, Mirrah! I’ve never moved that fast,” Keel said.

      Mirrah had shot us like an arrow into the harbor and we had traveled ten times as far as anyone else. We all stared at the small young woman.

      “Drifting is kind of my thing,” Mirrah said.

      “Mirrah, can you use an air-blade to cut this mast?” Keel asked.

      We all stared at Keel.

      “What kind of sailor are you?” Saffryn asked.

      “Don’t we need that to go?” I asked.

      “Riptide,” Keel said.

      I waited for him to explain, but evidently, he thought it was obvious.

      “What?” Mirrah asked.

      Keel waved his right arm. “All this water they push at the shore has to go back out into the harbor. It’s like a big circle. I realized a powerful riptide must take all this water back out into the harbor. Instead of using our sail to catch air, we stick it under the boat and catch the water moving out into the harbor.”

      Keel pointed at where he wanted the cut made. Mirrah glanced at us and then shrugged.

      “Step back, I don’t want to slice your legs,” Mirrah said.

      Saffryn grabbed Keel and pulled him back into us.

      Mirrah flattened her right hand, palm up, and raised and lowered it a couple of times before making a sharp movement across the mast. Light reflected off the dense packet of air Mirrah had created, and it easily sliced through the wooden mast. Keel and I leaped forward and grabbed the mast as it tumbled to the side.

      “Saffryn, can you bind the mast to the wood on the outside of the boat, like you did with our faces and the masks?” Keel asked.

      “Have you lost your mind?” Saffryn asked.

      “Can you?” Keel asked.

      “Maybe, I guess, I’ve never done it with wood before,” Saffryn said.

      “Try,” Keel said.

      Keel and I let the sail fall into the water, and we held the bottom of the mast tight against the boat as the sail sank.

      “Okay, Saffryn,” Keel said.

      Saffryn knelt between us and placed one hand on the mast and the other on the boat. A second later, she leaned back. “That’s the best I can do.”

      I let go, and then Keel slowly did the same. It stuck. Keel gave the girls each a nod. “Great job, ladies.”

      “Now what?” I asked

      Keel pointed to the shore. I turned and saw we had quickly moved away from it. Water sprayed from the front of the boat as we accelerated into the harbor.

      We moved so fast we hit the next wave before it had crested. We climbed the wave like a ramp and flew out into the air. Mirrah slowed us as we fell and made our landing survivable. We had made it halfway to the platforms.

      “Alir can see us,” Saffryn said. “We are way out front. Nobody even close.”

      I grinned. I had done this because I didn’t have any other options, but I hadn’t thought we would actually finish. Not only finish, but destroy all the competitors. Even with my mind pulled away from everything, the magic around me made my body tingle and my chest ache. I had never been so surrounded by magic, and the water seemed alive with it. Fog rose from the water, making it hard to see the platforms.

      It looks like the water is pooping, Thelt said.

      I stood and looked toward the platform. Brown chunks bobbed to the surface.

      Keel stood as well. “Pull out the—”

      A chunk of earth the size of my bed surfaced right in front of us, and our boat struck it, disintegrating as it collided with the dirt.
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      We were thrown violently forward.

      I struck the water, and the cold took my breath away. I had learned to swim in the pond at the academy, and I assumed Keel could, but I didn’t know about the women.

      Treading water, I shouted. “Mirrah! Saffryn! Keel!”

      Something struck the back of my head and pushed me underwater. In panic and desperation, I clawed my way along the bottom of the dirt until I surfaced. Gasping for air, I held on to the lip of the dirt slab until my breathing evened. I pulled myself onto the top of the chair sized dirt chunk and knelt.

      Thick fog surrounded me, and I could barely see my legs.

      “Mirrah! Saffryn! Keel!”

      Can you see them? I asked Thelt.

      It looks like a giant cloud down there.

      If I had just killed them, I would never recover. These three had just wanted to help me, and it might have cost them their lives. I pounded the dirt island I floated on, which barely held me.

      “Ry!” Mirrah yelled.

      “Mirrah!”

      “Keep talking, I’ll come to you.”

      I shouted the first thing that always came to mind when I thought of Mirrah. A poem I’d looked up and memorized after seeing part of it on Mirrah’s wrist two months ago. The poem was called the Scarecrow.

      
        
        Defending life, alone and masked.

        What purpose do you serve I ask,

        if fields you protect and cherish

        will most undoubtedly perish.

      

        

      
        Distant whispers through leafless trees

        his answer comes with fall’s first freeze.

      

        

      
        Knowing their fate is not reason,

        to deprive them of their season.

        God and man face the same downfall

        as the harvest comes for us all.

      

      

      I yelled it over and over until something struck my island, and Mirrah, on her own chunk of dirt, appeared. I hopped onto her room-sized piece of dirt, and we hugged each other. She shivered, and I held her tight, happy she had survived.

      I see purple fire, Thelt said.

      Is that the first time?

      I think so.

      Tell me when you see it again.

      The fog swirled, and I noticed Keel and Saffryn laying side by side behind Mirrah causing me to gasp.

      Mirrah turned to see why.

      “They’re breathing. Just unconscious,” Mirrah said.

      “Thank the moon.”

      Two, Thelt said.

      “What are we going to do?” Mirrah asked.

      “Can you drift us?”

      “Slowly, the water is choppy and swirling. But which way?”

      I pushed my mind toward Thelt until I could see out of his eyes. He circled behind the platforms, high above the reach of fire weavers, who shot down anything that rose above the dense fog. It looked like a white blanket rested between the platform and the beach. As I watched a purple streak climbed from a platform directly below me. Fant and his teammates were already on the platform. They had probably been first.

      This deep into Thelt’s consciousness, I sensed the odd feeling he had talked about. His body burned with energy.

      Almost at the same time, two more purple streaks climbed into the air. That made five. We had almost run out of time. I withdrew a little back to my own mind.

      “If you knew which way to go, what would you need to drift us?” I asked.

      “A flat stable surface. Stable is more important.”

      How were we going to do that? Should we just move in a direction and hope for the best? But we might move toward the beach.

      Another one, Thelt said.

      That made six.

      I felt desperate, desperate like when I lay broken in the flowerbed surrounded by daisies. And, well, there was something I had wondered about since Thelt had absorbed all the ink.

      I’m thinking of doing something stupid, I said.

      Big surprise.

      “Let’s move everyone to the middle,” I said to Mirrah.

      “What’s happening?” Mirrah asked.

      “When you see the light, move us toward it, I don’t know how long it will last. I’m going to try and smooth our path.”

      We dragged Saffryn and then Keel to the center of our dirt raft. Keel held his head and moaned.

      Saffryn sat up. “What happened?”

      “Our boat broke, and we’re trying to make the platforms,” Mirrah said.

      Saffryn got to her knees and nodded.

      “What are you going to do?” Mirrah asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I said truthfully.

      Seven, Thelt said.

      Only one spot left. I withdrew entirely from Thelt’s mind, not wanting my Greyness to mess anything up.

      I’m going to show you a shape. All that ink that is making you itch…

      Yeah

      I want you to force it into that shape with your mind.

      Okay.

      I pushed the fire weaver base tattoo to Thelt, a triangle.

      Do you see it? I asked.

      Yes.

      I took a deep breath. I want you to imagine you’re holding a small flame.

      The sky ignited with light, and I shielded my eyes at the brightness. The fog around us vaporized, blown away by the heat from above. A gigantic flaming vachi hovered in the air. The largest structure in the Capital was the Black Spire, and Thelt’s fire form dwarfed it.

      I heard distant shouting from the beach as people screamed in disbelief. The platforms stood a thousand feet in front of us, and Mirrah had already started moving us toward them. I turned to each side and saw we had lost. A team to the left was twice as close. Mirrah could still win it for us, but the water needed to be smoother.

      I turned around and locked gazes with Keel. He shook his slightly. He wouldn’t weave to smooth the water. And it wouldn’t be fair for me to ask him when he’d already made his feelings clear. I clenched my hands in frustration.

      Laying on my stomach, I placed my palms on the water, wishing it would smooth out. So many people depended on it: Thelt, myself, my parents, and my new friends.

      My mind sank into the water, and I sensed a handful of fish just below our dirt island. There were other things, too, bigger and much deeper. I felt them all. Underneath it all something else thrived, and it felt like the water itself hummed. I reached for the noise and something in my chest connected to it, and the hundreds, thousands, millions of its brethren that made the sound.

      The energy passed from my chest to my arms, and I shaped it into a tattoo. Thousands of tiny triangles spiraled downward around my arms like a grey whirlpool. The fire weave came from a book Mom had made me read about a fire weaver who could make it snow.

      With my fire weave, I focused on the water, taking its fire, the fire that allowed it to move. I pushed myself to my feet and raised my arms, collecting the heat in the water, pulling, until I had taken it all, and locked the water in place. The water in front of us became still as it froze, and my sleeves burst into flames.

      The energy to power my weave came from the tiny creatures below me. I experienced the happiness of floating with family, the giant friend above showering them with warmth and energy. The joy of life.

      And I killed them, millions of them, as the water froze, and Mirrah pushed us forward so fast I had to kneel to keep from being thrown from our dirt sled. My arms, bare now, both had the spiraling tattoo, grey as my eyes. The center of the weaves glowed with the energy I had taken from the sea. The water around the stone platform had frozen as well, and it sat stationary, a prisoner to the ice. We collided with the platform, and our dirt raft exploded. People and dirt sprawled across the ice sheet I had created.

      I stood and then collapsed. My friends crawled over and picked me up. We all stood. Thelt still blazed above us, his shadow covering half the city.

      “Forty-two,” Saffryn yelled.

      “The Sixth Kingdom has arrived,” I whispered.

      The fire weaver nodded, stuck his hand in a bucket, and shot purple flames into the sky.

      Tears soaked my mask as I felt a million sparks of joy fading as their lives were sacrificed to give us this victory. It didn’t seem worth it. The mental pain and guilt overwhelmed me, and I collapsed. My brain shutting down. Thelt’s voice was the last thing I heard.

      Eight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 24

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      A finger pushed against my neck, and I opened my eyes. Keel’s head hovered above me and the ceiling of our secret room was visible behind him. Memories crashed into me. Joy and happiness, floating weightless in sun-drenched water, and me sucking it all dry. I moaned and turned toward the wall.

      “What’s wrong?” Keel asked.

      How could I explain what I did? How much it had cost me. The flowers had made me sad, but there had been less than fifty of them. It felt now like I’d wiped out an entire nation. Guilt swamped me, and I couldn’t even open my mouth to explain.

      I cleared my mind enough to send a message to Thelt. Are you okay?

      Hey! You’re back. You should have seen me!

      Thelt’s joy felt like a cup of water thrown on a forest fire.

      I did. No one will ever forget you.

      There was this— Thelt started.

      Can we talk later, buddy? I don’t feel good.

      Sure.

      I pushed my face into my pillow and tried to forget what I’d done. After a while, I heard voices. The women had arrived. Someone shook me, and when I didn’t respond they shook me harder.

      “Hey!” Saffryn yelled at me.

      My sadness flared into anger, and I turned to shout back, but I remembered what these friends had done for me, and I closed my mouth.

      “You need to come back,” Saffryn said.

      “I’m right here,” I said.

      “No, you’re not,” Saffryn said. “And you need to be. Things just got serious.”

      She stood, and I pushed myself up. The mask and the ruined shirt lay near my pillow, and my boots sat near the door. I looked at my arms. They were bare and to my shock, undamaged. I remembered them blazing with fire.

      Saffryn led me to the table, and I sat. Mirrah put some carrots, bread, and water in front of me. I drank all the water and looked up at them. Mirrah sat across from me, her eyes worried. Keel stood behind her, and Saffryn sat at the end of the table to my left.

      Is Mom or Dad back yet? I asked Thelt.

      No, I just checked. Sorry, Ry.

      Thanks.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “That’s what we want to know,” Saffryn said.

      “A day later, and people are still talking about it,” Mirrah said.

      “A day later?” I asked.

      “You were unresponsive all yesterday and last night,” Keel said.

      “Did we make it?” I asked.

      Keel nodded.

      “Thank the moon,” I said.

      Saffryn put her head in her hands. “It’s not just the city who are talking. They are still discussing it at the Black Spire.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Probably because the entire Capital saw a vachi the size of fifty ships, on fire,” Saffryn said.

      “That wasn’t my fault,” I lied.

      I looked so good, Thelt said. I could show you.

      I jumped up and looked around the room. No! You’ll kill us all.

      Thelt laughed. I know. I have mentalness, remember. You can’t take a joke.

      My cheeks burned as I sat back down.

      “Are you okay?” Mirrah asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “Then there was the little thing of freezing a thousand feet of seawater,” Keel said.

      “Is that a big deal?” I asked.

      “Chaos is natural. That is why making a flame is something, with some practice, even a Blue can do,” Keel said.

      “What you did is harder,” Mirrah said.

      Keel leaned on the table between the women. “Order is unnatural. It takes a lot of energy to put structure on things. Water, of all things, resists this structure. Fire weavers able to chill a drink are rare. I’ve never heard of one who could freeze an entire cup of water. So imagine everyone’s surprise when you froze two million cups of water in the harbor.”

      “Oh,” I said.

      Mirrah tapped the table. “In the stories there are triple Diamonds who have done fantastic things, but those are stories. No one can actually do those things.”

      “Unfortunately, I have heard of those that can,” Saffryn said.

      Everyone stared at her.

      “He’s a Grey Warden,” Saffryn said.

      “What?” all of us said at the same time.

      “We’re supposed to keep an eye open for them. But they’re usually hidden in the Gy’lephe clans,” Saffryn said.

      “The wagon people?” Mirrah asked.

      “Yep, they still follow the old ways. My kind wiped out his kind a couple of centuries ago. Mostly because of, well, the ice thing,” Saffryn said.

      “Because I made ice?” I asked.

      Saffryn locked eyes with me. “No, because ice is just the beginning. A Warden could destroy a city, flatten a mountain range, or evaporate an ocean. They controlled all five elements and were like Gods.”

      “Why haven’t we heard of them?” Mirrah asked.

      Saffryn leaned back. “Greys follow the old ways, which means they use their Focus to shape and amplify their weaves, not ink. A Focus takes longer to form naturally without the help of ink.”

      “It’s more than that,” Keel said. “In my family, we are forced to form our Focus before we are ever exposed to ink. Using ink to form your Focus causes it to distort and lose effectiveness.”

      “I’ve never heard any of this,” I said.

      “That is why Purples give the free ink at twelve,” Keel said. “It ensures the Focus is diminished. It makes a person even more dependent on the ink.”

      Mirrah turned to Saffryn. “Is that true?”

      “I’m not sure,” Saffryn said. “But just like Keel I wasn’t given any ink until I formed my Focus.”

      “I’ve never heard of a Focus,” I said. “And I read a lot.”

      “It is old knowledge,” Keel said. “From before the ink. Starting around twelve we begin purifying our bodies from toxins. Once the body is pure enough, you can reach your Focus.”

      “What does it do?” Mirrah asked.

      “It is a vastly inferior version of your ink,” Keel said. “Few can use just their Focus to weave. As much as I hate the Purples’ control and distortion of peoples’ Foci, without the ink the truth is most would never weave in their lifetime.”

      “How do you know so much about this?” Saffryn asked.

      Keel shrugged. “Mom follows the old ways.”

      “Your mom is an interesting person,” Saffryn said.

      “That is a profound understatement,” Keel said.

      I shook my head. “What did you say about purification?”

      “You rid your body of toxins so your Focus can form,” Keel said. “There are potions and elixirs you can take. Purples have excellent purification weaves, but good luck convincing one to cleanse your body. Having a natural Focus goes against the power structure they have built with the ink.”

      I touched my chest, as pieces from the last few days fell into place. My parents poisoning me my whole life to keep my Focus suppressed, Sister Vy pulling all that poison from my body, and my Focus immediately forming as I killed a bed of flowers within minutes of the process.

      In the Dining Hall, the Ink Guardians had told my parents not to weave, or they would kill every Grey in the city. I had thought the Ink Guardians had misspoken, but now I knew the truth. In addition to poisoning me, my parents had lied about who they were. One or both of them had the ability to weave.”

      I turned to Saffryn. “What are Grey Wardens?”

      “In the Gy’lephe clans, the best weavers were given special training, and they became Grey Wardens.”

      “They acted as judges,” Keel said. “They settled disputes and provided justice. They used their power for good.”

      “And, well, like I said before, we killed them all,” Saffryn said.

      “Why haven’t I ever heard any of this?” Mirrah asked.

      Saffryn looked sad. “My Kingdom works hard to suppress the past.”

      “And control the present,” Keel added.

      Saffryn nodded. “And Elder Drogh had to recognize what Ry did. If it wasn’t for the giant flaming vachi diving at everyone, we’d never have gotten away.”

      Is that what you wanted to tell me? I asked.

      Yeah, it was so much fun.

      “Then we’re doomed already,” I said.

      Saffryn pointed her thumb at Keel. “Blue is clever.”

      Mirrah grinned. “Keel told the platform judge he’d seen the Ghost Pirate and a hundred of his men behind the platform doing the weave. That they must have wanted to disrupt the games. Then he paid ten street kids to spread the same story. The city is buzzing with it. Flaming vachi, pirates rising from the sea, and an ice sheet floating in the harbor. Truly there has never been a game like this.”

      “You are clever,” I said.

      “But we know the truth,” Keel said.

      “Yeah,” I mumbled.

      “Have you ever wondered why the vachi fear Greys?” Saffryn asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Vachi are clonal, like aspen trees,” Saffryn said. “They are one giant organism. They react to predators the same way all animals do, they avoid them.”

      “Are you saying they fear me?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Saffryn replied.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “You know why, and you should tell them,” Saffryn said.

      “Tell us what?” Mirrah asked.

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. I looked at Mirrah and then at Keel. “I kill things.”
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      Keel looked confused. “What?”

      I held up my hands. “I don’t mean to. Something happens, and it’s like I suck the energy from them.”

      “That’s not how it works,” Keel said. “Natural weaving consumes the caster’s element.”

      “What does that mean?” Mirrah asked.

      Keel faced Mirrah. “Before I had ink, I needed to use water to power my weaves. I would consume the water in the process. It was not very powerful.”

      Mirrah turned to Saffryn. “If we all use air, water, earth, and fire, what do Purples use?”

      Saffryn sighed. “This is a secret you can’t tell anyone. We can use any of the elements to power a spirit weave.”

      Keel whistled. “That is powerful.”

      Saffryn looked uncomfortable. “There’s more, but I don’t want to talk about it. We were focused on Lemons anyway, remember.”

      Everyone concentrated back on me.

      “What did you kill in the harbor?” Mirrah asked.

      I couldn’t look at them. Shame made my throat burn, and I wanted to vomit.

      “Tiny, translucent things, thousands and thousands and thousands of them,” I said.

      “They’re sea seeds,” Keel said. “It’s whale food.”

      “I didn’t mean to,” I said, still looking down.

      “Ry, look at me,” Keel said.

      Slowly I looked up.

      “Eventually, if you’re lucky, you’ll forgive yourself. Regardless, you have to move past it and commit to not doing it again,” Keel said.

      I nodded.

      Keel came around, pulled me to my feet, and hugged me.

      “I’m sorry, Ry,” Keel whispered.

      Keel released me and strode over to lean against the wall. His eyes glistened. I stood there for a few seconds, confused, and then sat down. I had expected Keel to yell at me, shame me for what I had done. He of all people should hate me because of his love of animals. I deserved to be hated. I had killed those things and should be punished. The power I had disgusted me, and I didn’t want to think about it.

      Mirrah reached over and grabbed my hand. She gave it a squeeze, but I couldn’t look at her.

      “Can I use elements to power my weaves?” I asked in a whisper.

      Saffryn sighed. “Sorry Ry, but no. Greys can only consume organic things.”

      “Are my parents like me?” I asked.

      “That’s probably why they were taken to the Black Spire,” Saffryn said.

      “What do the priests do in that tower?” Keel asked.

      “We make the ink that was created to balance the strength of the Wardens,” Saffryn said.

      “Did the Wardens abuse their power?” Mirrah asked.

      “I don’t know,” Saffryn said.

      Mirrah frowned. “It seems extreme to kill them all.”

      “Well, not all of them, obviously,” Saffryn said.

      “And power is a mighty motivator,” Keel added.

      “Everyone’s eyes will be on us during the next challenge,” Saffryn said. “With only eight teams, hiding will be difficult.”

      “And that challenge is tomorrow,” Mirrah said. She looked down and continued in a quiet voice. “I can’t believe we made it. We have a one in eight chance of winning.” She looked up at Saffryn and then at me. “I know I shouldn’t think about it but winning would double my ink. It would mean so much to my village. I could make a real difference.” She reached out and grabbed my hand. “Thanks again for asking me.”

      Guilt tightened my throat, and I just nodded. I could feel Keel’s eyes boring into me. Mirrah didn’t know the box now contained nothing. There wouldn’t be any ink, even if we won. I needed to tell her that, to be honest with her, but I felt emotionally drained. And if we didn’t make it through the next challenge, I would have told her for nothing. It would be better to wait.

      I needed some space from Mirrah and my lie. “You and Keel should get more food, we’re almost out. Then we can spend the rest of the day discussing the previous second challenges.”

      “Good idea,” Mirrah said as she stood. “Come on, Keel.”

      My guilt wouldn’t let me look up as they left. The lies I told Mirrah mixed with the memory of killing all those sea creatures. I felt like such a terrible person.

      I’m going, too, Thelt said. They might have pie.

      Stay out of trouble.

      I never get in trouble.

      As soon as they left, I turned to Saffryn. “Can you please find out if my parents are okay, and when they’ll be released?”

      “I’ll do my best, but they’re in cells and hard to get to.”

      “You’re a Purple. Can’t you just walk in there?”

      “My family isn’t in the good graces of Elder Drogh.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “He and Mom fight over how stuff is done. She’s too powerful to get rid of, so he just punishes us by making us do menial jobs.”

      “Like loading the vachi cage?”

      “Yes, exactly. And sending my dad down south.”

      “Your mom healed me, and her kag scared me to death.”

      “Furry? He’s a baby. He hasn’t killed anyone in weeks.”

      I gasped, and Saffryn laughed.

      “You’re really dumb for someone who knows so much about weaving,” Saffryn said.

      “I don’t know anything. Just the stupid stuff my parents make me learn.”

      “Like what?”

      “Books. Boring ones. The one I’m reading now is about this farmer who keeps getting himself in trouble. Then we have to talk about what the farmer did and if it was right or wrong. And it’s never clear what the answer should be. It’s horrible.”

      “Anything else strange?”

      Other than poisoning me? But I couldn’t say that out loud, it hurt too much to admit. I could talk about the journal, but that felt so personal I didn’t want to share it. Really, most of my time spent with them had been studying and doing puzzles.

      “We played games?”

      “Like what?”

      I stood and walked over to Keel’s area. He had finished the square puzzle. The other puzzle I’d loaned him, my dad’s puzzle, was neatly arranged next to his pillow. I scooped them up, took them back to the table, and dropped them in front of Saffryn.

      “Puzzles mostly.”

      Saffryn’s brow wrinkled, and she picked up a piece shaped like an L. Then she picked up another and stared at it. “I’ve seen these before.”

      “What? Where?”

      Saffryn ignored my questions and grew serious. “You need to stay away from the Ink Guardians. They’re trained to handle people like you.”

      “Why are you helping me?”

      Saffryn looked down.

      “Seriously, can’t you get in a lot of trouble? Isn’t your family already in a lot of trouble? Elder Drogh could use the fact you’re hanging around me to hurt your parents.”

      Saffryn didn’t speak for a few seconds, and I thought she might ignore me. Then she looked up.

      “My parents taught me to do what’s right. They would be proud of me.”

      “But why are you helping?”

      Saffryn leaned back. “You can’t tell Keel. Can’t tell anyone. But especially Keel.”

      “Why does Keel matter?”

      Saffryn’s eyes brimmed with tears. “Because he loves animals so much. And we both saw how much ink is in his skin.”

      “Why are those things related?”

      “I learned the entire process of how the ink is made last month.”

      I sat quietly as tears fell down Saffryn’s cheeks.

      Saffryn wiped her cheeks and held out her arm. Purple stars covered her forearm. “The ink comes from the vachi.”

      “That is why you collect them?”

      “Yes, but the process to extract the ink, it…it kills them.”

      I leaned back. “What?”

      “I’ve been sick about it ever since I saw what happens.”

      “That’s terrible!”

      “I know. That’s why when you freed all those vachi at the Ink Ceremony, something inside me cheered. It’s why I’m helping you.”

      “We have to stop it.”

      Saffryn laughed. “Stop it? The Kingdoms depend on it. It’s more valuable than gold. Elder Drogh is the most powerful man in the Five Kingdoms because of it.”

      “Is this what your mom is fighting him about?”

      “Partly. She doesn’t like how the poor suffer without it. Only the rich truly benefit.”

      “That’s not what she said at the Ink Ceremony.”

      “That is the ceremony, and she has to say it. But she is trying to change things.”

      We sat in silence for a while, neither of us wanting to talk.

      “The last step in the ink making process is where they charge the ink with energy. Glass jars, seventeen of them.”

      “Seventeen?”

      Saffryn held up a piece of my puzzle. “Each cylinder has one of your puzzle pieces in it.”

      “What? How can that be? This is just a puzzle.”

      “Evidently not.”

      Saffryn scooped up the pieces and handed them to me. “Don’t let anyone see those. And please don’t tell Keel about the vachi. He already hates his ink for something. This might drive him over the edge.”

      I hunched my shoulders. Secrets and lies had piled up around me. Some secrets felt like bits of sunlight, full of joy and happiness, others like acid that ate away at your heart and mind. I remembered the brownish-grey sludge Saffryn’s mom had pulled from my body just days ago. That was how I felt. Like my entire body brimmed with poisonous lies.

      “Okay,” I whispered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 26

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Keel and Mirrah returned with food and water, and we spent the rest of the day talking about previous second challenges. They varied the most since sometimes they were a race like the first challenge, and sometimes they consisted of a contest between teams.

      Professor Laken had told the eight winning teams to meet at the freeball field outside the city. I hated freeball since I wasn’t fast or big and no one wanted a Grey on their team, but everyone else loved it. The field sat in a natural depression, and the hills around it had been shaped into bleachers by generations of earth weavers.

      The next morning, we met at the South Gate of the Ink Academy before sunrise. Saffryn had brought me a new shirt, and we all put on our shirts and masks in the predawn darkness.

      There had been a lot of talk about who the black team might be. Our disguise had caused a flood of interest in what kingdoms we represented. Our team name, The Sixth Kingdom, only made it worse. We had decided to meet early to keep people from knowing where we came from. The last thing we needed was a bunch of people swarming the library looking for us.

      Thelt had checked my parent’s rooms again that morning, and they still hadn’t returned.

      It took us half an hour to get to the contest, which Thelt spent snoring into my ear. The sun had risen by the time we arrived. As we neared the contest site, a line of men and women in purple vests, kept people off the field. The bottom seats of the stadium had already filled up.

      We followed Saffryn, who strode toward a man standing at the corner of the field. Two black-masked priests hovered behind him, and my stomach knotted in anxiety.

      At the first challenge, so many contestants had participated that the planners couldn’t see how we dressed. Now with only eight teams, would the Ink Guardians notice our masks looked a lot like theirs? Saffryn had removed the silver tears, and I hoped that would be enough.

      I concentrated on keeping my mind focused inward, scared that I might trigger some Ink Guardian alarm.

      “The Sixth Kingdom,” Saffryn said.

      “Bracelets,” the priest said.

      We held out our wrists, and the man looked at all of them and then at a sheaf of paper in his hand.

      He pointed to the corner of the field. “Wait there with the others.”

      We walked toward the group of sixteen people who had already arrived. I had thought we came too early, and we turned out to be fifth. The teams all stood separate from each other, and we did the same.

      “There are people in masks,” Mirrah said.

      “I know, I thought they were going to arrest us,” I said.

      “No, masks,” Mirrah said, pointing at the stands closest to us.

      And there were. Many of the fans had tied masks over their faces.

      “Is that for us?” I asked.

      “Well, we did leave an impression,” Keel said.

      They have cloud-candy here, Thelt said. And you still owe me a treat.

      Thelt’s snoring had disappeared, and so had the little lizard. I searched the crowd and found a fire weaver and an air weaver standing behind a table with a line in front of them. A blonde girl at the front of the line pointed to a small jar on the table, and the air weaver picked it up.

      The fire weaver cupped his hands and they started to glow with heat. The air weaver tapped some of the colored sugar into the fire weaver’s hands. She set the jar down, picked up a stick, and quickly rotated it over the cupped hands. She placed her other hand under the fire weavers and forced air through the melting sugar.

      Fine blue streams flew up out of the fire weaver’s hands as the air weaver turned her stick. In seconds, a blue cloud surrounded the stick, which the air weaver handed to the blonde girl. The fire weaver rubbed his hands in a bucket of water at his feet and faced the next person in line.

      Stay out of trouble. We aren’t here for the candy, I said.

      Speak for yourself. And after a few seconds. Oh, they have purple cloud-candy. It’s my favorite.

      There’s no difference. It’s just coloring.

      You don’t have my food mentalness.

      I’ve seen you eat cat food.

      Have you ever tried it?

      No.

      Then you—

      Stop. I’m not having the cat food talk again.

      Thelt didn’t say anything for a few heartbeats. The marks on his wrists look like the one you showed me.

      My breath caught. If Thelt fire weaved like he did over the harbor, he would kill everyone here.

      But I need an air girl to make it into clouds, Thelt continued.

      Maybe Mirrah will help you after we’re done here. But you have to promise me you won’t make any marks on your skin with the ink.

      I won’t.

      I waited for more clarification but didn’t get it. With Thelt, I could never be sure. You won’t promise me, or you won’t make marks?

      Make the marks. You’re as slow as a wingless fly.

      I know. Come back before it starts, I might need help.

      Cold seeped through my connection, and I shivered. Pleasure quickly followed.

      What are you doing? I asked.

      The fire guy keeps wasting sugar by putting his hands in this tub.

      That water is filthy, don’t drink it!

      “Alir sees four holes on the field,” Saffryn whispered. “One on each side of the field.”

      “Only four teams move on, so it must be some sort of battle,” Mirrah said.

      “Can she see what’s in the holes?” Keel asked.

      “I’ll see,” Saffryn said and closed her eyes.

      Staring into the sky, I found Saffryn’s falcon. It flew in a slow circle and then dived out of sight.

      Saffryn opened her eyes. “One looks empty, one is glowing, one had dirt, the other water.”

      “It looks like each holds an element,” I said.

      Another two teams showed up and our area began to get crowded. Fant’s team was the only team not here. Five of the six other teams looked standard, having an ink weaver from each kingdom. The sixth one just had water weavers. They had taken advantage of the water-heavy first challenge to win and move forward, but they didn’t stand much of a chance in this contest and their faces showed it. Not that we did either, crippled as we were with our disadvantages, but at least we had masks to hide it.

      Music and shouting made everyone turn. Fant’s team approached on horseback. Their clothes, while finely made, appeared plain. But their cloaks had designs made from gold and silver thread, and they reflected the morning light.

      “Ugh,” Mirrah said. “One of those robes would feed my village for a month.”

      “I prefer shirts myself,” I said, rubbing my stomach. “Tastier.”

      Mirrah laughed and then frowned. “I hate how they flaunt it.”

      “I know,” I replied.

      Fant and his teammates filed into our area, and Fant headed straight for our team.

      “Team Cowards, or is it Team Ugly, I’ve spent the morning trying to understand why you’d cover yourselves,” Fant said.

      I remained quiet, and I hoped the others would too. Fant wanted an audience—talking with him would only make our situation worse.

      No one spoke, and after an uncomfortable silence, Fant stepped up to Saffryn and tried to pull her sleeve up. “What kingdom are you?”

      In a blink, Keel appeared between Fant and Saffryn. Keel peeled Fant’s hand off Saffryn and raised it while pushing backward. Fant yelped and leaned back to relieve the pressure on his wrist and then fell to his knees.

      Keel spoke in the same voice he used with the ruffians on the night I went and found him. “Have you ever weaved with a broken wrist?”

      Fant shook his head, and Keel immediately let Fant go, helping the shocked bully to his feet and brushing off his arms. The whole thing had happened in a few heartbeats. None of the other teams had even noticed.

      Keel grabbed Fant’s shoulders and leaned close. “Don’t ever touch any of us again.”

      Keel stepped backward and stood quietly between Saffryn and I. Mirrah stood to my left.

      Fant looked at all of us, confusion, fear, and hatred, battling for control. “You’ll pay for that, whoever you are. You can’t treat me like that!”

      Keel didn’t respond, and after a moment, Fant returned to his teammates, and they moved to stand closest to the field. Keel had at least some of the same Martial training as I had. Although I’d never used mine on anyone but my parents.

      “I can take care of myself,” Saffryn said to Keel.

      Keel gave her a small bow. “Of course, I’m sorry.”

      After a couple of seconds, Saffryn spoke again, her voice softer. “Thanks though, that was nice.”

      Keel nodded but remained silent.

      “Where did you learn that?” I asked. “Do you know what it’s called?”

      “My little sister is the fighter, so I picked up enough to protect myself from her,” Keel said. “She studies all sorts of styles so I really don’t know.”

      “Teams!”

      Elder Drogh walked through the entrance, a purple vest over his white robe, and two black-masked priests behind him. Professor Laken followed the priest, the contest’s prize box held under his arm.

      Elder Drogh raised his right hand. “Congratulations to all of you for reaching the second round. Unfortunately, for half of you, your journey will end today. I wish to remind everyone to play within the spirit of the games and avoid any unnecessary injuries to your opponents. Healers are present, but I’m hoping they won’t be needed.”

      Fant stepped toward the priests. “We’re all here. Let’s get started.”

      Elder Drogh smiled. “Anxious are we. We will wait another hour to give the crowd time to find seats.”

      “No one cares about game two,” Fant said. “Everyone just wants to see the best competing in the final. This is a waste of time.”

      “I’ll be back in forty minutes to discuss the specifics of your challenge today,” Elder Drogh said, and then walked away.

      “Unacceptable,” Fant said to the priests’ backs, but he didn’t pursue them.

      Professor Laken gave the groups a look, spending an extra few seconds studying us, and then followed the priests.

      “If this is some sort of capture and defend, we are in trouble,” Mirrah said. “None of us can earth weave, and we are sitting in a giant dirt bowl.”

      Mirrah was right, it didn’t look like a race event. At the harbor, we could get lost in the mix, but here, we would be vulnerable. So much earth would make Fant even stronger. We didn’t stand a chance if we got caught in a weaving battle with another team. But what could we do?

      As much as it pained me, I started looking through all the things Mom had forced me to memorize, trying to find anything that might help us. An image from an old air weaving text flashed across my memory. A tattoo used by an old man for bird watching.

      I motioned everyone to follow me, and I took us as far from everyone as I could. “I have an idea.”
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      Kneeling, I sketched the tattoo in the dirt with my finger. The rest of the team knelt as well.

      “Is that a water tattoo?” Keel asked.

      The tension in his voice made it crack, and I realized he probably thought I meant to try and force him to weave.

      “No, the circle in the middle would make you think that, but,” I looked at Mirrah, “It’s an air tattoo.”

      Mirrah leaned closer. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Why are there curved lines attached to the circle?”

      I sighed. “I wish I had my sketch pad. Imagine the circle is spinning really fast, the lines, attached to the circle, spiral behind as they are pulled by the spinning circle.”

      “What does it do?” Saffryn asked.

      I’m glad they couldn’t see my face as I forced myself to say the ridiculous words under the drawing in the book. “It’s a hiding weave.”

      “Are you saying this can make us invisible?” Mirrah asked.

      “Kind of,” I replied. “The trick is to make the air denser around us. Light bends when it strikes dense air, which will stop it from reflecting off of us.”

      “Like an angled mirror,” Keel said.

      “Have you ever rotated a tattoo?” I asked.

      Mirrah tilted her head, and I could imagine her frown. “I’ve weaved air into a breeze to cooldown on a hot day.”

      I held up my hands. “Okay, but this is different. The spinning is to pull air into the weave and keep it there. You keep adding air until it’s as dense as you can make it.”

      “Sounds a lot like an air shield,” Mirrah said.

      “That’s a good comparison,” I said. “Except you have to rotate it around what you want to hide, not just directly in front of you.”

      “How do you know all this stuff?” Keel asked.

      I sighed. “My parents. They make me study at night.”

      Mirrah pulled up her sleeve. A bumpy circle appeared at her left wrist. Instead of a perfect circle like a water weaver could make, Mirrah had taken hundreds of tiny lines and formed them into a circle. It would have to do. Ten lines appeared around the circle.

      “Can you make it bigger?” Saffryn asked.

      Mirrah pulled her sleeve over the tattoo and lowered her head. “It’s all I have. Just the free circle.”

      Saffryn put her hand on Mirrah’s back. “I’m sorry, Mirrah, I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. That looked great.”

      “We need you if my plan has any chance,” I said.

      Mirrah looked up and slowly pulled up her sleeve. “That’s why we need to win. Imagine the weaves I could do if I doubled my ink.”

      I leaned back and ran my hands through my hair. Saffryn and Keel stared at me, and I could feel the disappointment radiating from them. They wanted me to tell Mirrah the truth that the winner’s box contained no ink. But my plan relied on her. If I told her the truth now, she might not help. If we failed, they all faced imprisonment for aiding me. Then Mirrah could never help her village. Keeping it a secret was the best thing for all of us, so I kept quiet, and my stomach cramped.

      After twenty minutes, Mirrah had gotten the tattoo to spin and had made her hand disappear.

      “What’s your plan?” Keel asked.

      I had hoped Mirrah could hide all of us, and we could use that advantage to sneak into a win. But with the difficulty of the weave and Mirrah only having an Amber rank in power, that plan would no longer work. She needed more time to practice. With her Ruby rank in manipulation she likely only needed a few more hours. Hours we didn’t have unfortunately.

      “Contestants!” Elder Drogh said.

      We all faced the entrance as Elder Drogh, and Professor Laken approached.

      You better come back, it’s starting soon, I sent to Thelt.

      Elder Drogh pointed at the field with his right arm. “There are four stones like this.” He held up a purple stone in his left hand. The stone took up his entire palm. “The four teams that have one at the end of ten minutes will advance to the finals.”

      Fant and his team huddled together and started whispering. I returned my attention back to Elder Drogh.

      “We’ll move out onto the field in fifteen minutes,” Professor Laken said.

      Professor Laken and the priests strode away.

      “So, it’s capture and defend,” Mirrah said.

      “And we still haven’t heard your plan,” Keel said.

      I let out a deep breath. “We get a stone. Mirrah makes it invisible, and we attack another team to make them think we still need one.”

      “You make it sound so easy,” Saffryn said.

      “Any details on the get a stone part?” Keel asked.

      Thelt landed on my shoulder and jumped up behind my ear. My hair stuck to his sugar-coated skin, and it pulled the hair tight.

      “Ow,” I said.

      Everyone looked at me. “Ow-tside. Let’s stay to the outside and look for an opening.”

      “Even if we see an opening, what will we do?” Saffryn asked.

      My skin really itches, Thelt said.

      Probably because you’re covered in sugar water, and you’re sticking to everything. Including my hair.

      I doubt it. I licked myself clean.

      Gross. And you did a terrible job. I can feel your skin sticking to mine right now.

      “Ry?” Mirrah asked.

      I focused back on my friends.

      “Are you okay?” Keel asked.

      “I’m fine.” I turned to Saffryn. “Do you think Alir could carry one of those stones?”

      I could. Easy, Thelt said.

      It’s ten times your size.

      I’m a bunch of greatness squished together. I’m dense.

      I agree. You are dense.

      Thelt missed my play on words, and our connection hummed with Thelt’s satisfaction at his own brilliance.

      “I doubt it,” Saffryn said. “She might be able to drag it a bit.”

      I faced Mirrah. “Can you drift something you’re not on?”

      “Probably not, but I’d have to be close to have a chance,” Mirrah said.

      A priest approached us. “Team?”

      “Forty-two,” Saffryn said.

      “We are lining up and entering the grounds in the order you qualified.” The priest looked at the sheet of paper in his hands. “That makes you last,” the priest said and walked away.

      “Well, there goes getting a good starting location,” Mirrah said.

      “You make the worst plans,” Keel said.

      “I know,” I agreed. “Let’s start near the air container since Mirrah is our best hope.”

      The priests lined us up. Fant and his team entered the arena first. Weak clapping reached me. They went straight for the earth container, which sat closest to the entrance.

      The four water weavers went next, and their fans clapped much louder than Fant’s. The four veered left to the water container as they waved to the crowd.

      The next team headed right and grabbed the fire container. The fourth team strode straight across the field and stood next to the air container four hundred feet away.

      “We will probably have a minute to figure things out once it starts,” I said.

      And then it was our turn to enter. Saffryn pushed me forward, and Mirrah stepped in behind me. Saffryn went next and Keel brought up the rear. When I stepped onto the field, a roar struck me as the crowd all stood and shouted. I froze, the sound surprising me, but Mirrah gently pushed me forward.

      The stands had filled with people in masks. Black flags with the words, Sixth Kingdom, were scattered among them.

      “Mom would approve of the flags,” Keel said.

      Fant glared at us as we walked past, but somehow it didn’t bother me. These people loved us. They supported us. I never came to the games because the pain of watching something I could never do hurt too much. So I didn’t know if this happened a lot.

      They’re cheering for me, Thelt said.

      I believe it.

      Thelt crawled to the top of my head and jumped into the air.

      It feels wonderful, Thelt said.

      And it did. I had lived my life in the shadows, and now I stood in front of tens of thousands of people, all cheering for us. My chest warmed, and I stood taller. I veered us toward a location between the water and air containers.

      Elder Drogh and Professor Laken strode to the center of the field. Two purple-clad priests and an air weaver walked with them. The fifth team had grabbed the center location and they moved out of the way for the group. The air weaver held her cupped hands in front of Elder Drogh and when the priest spoke, the air weaver amplified and pushed the sound out to both sides of the stadium.

      “I am so pleased to see everyone here this morning.” Elder Drogh paused until the cheering died down. “Headmaster Laken would like to say a few words.”

      The air weaver moved to stand near Professor Laken. “The Ink Academy is proud to sponsor this event. Our students and graduates represent the best of the five kingdoms.”

      There were scattered shouts of “Six kingdoms,” but Professor Laken either didn’t hear them or just ignored them. He held up the box that he thought contained four vials of ink.

      Professor Laken continued. “In partnership with the Purple Kingdom, the Ink Academy will happily award this fortune in ink to the winners of the final game, tomorrow, at the Capital arena in the city center. See you all there!”

      The air weaver stepped back to stand next to Elder Drogh, who held up his hands to stop all the screaming.

      “But first, those teams must win today.” Elder Drogh held up a purple stone. “There are four of these stones in the play area. Every team with a stone after ten minutes will advance to the final. The game will begin and end when you hear this sound.” Elder Drogh held a pipe to his lips, and a screeching noise emerged. “Good luck, contestants!”

      Elder Drogh and his party strode back toward the area we’d left. Movement from Fant’s team caught my attention. Fant had dropped to his knees, hands on the ground. Was he sick? I could see brown ink swirling on his arms, and I felt a tremor under my feet.

      “Did anyone else feel that?” I asked.

      “Yes,” everyone said at once.

      “Fant might be—” I started, but the screeching sound that signaled the start of the games interrupted me.

      A column of earth erupted from the ground and struck me hard in the stomach. Mirrah moaned in pain from behind me. My eyes watered as I doubled over. Screams from the other teams meant Fant hadn’t struck just our team, he had struck everyone at the same time: twenty-eight weaves. So much for the game starting slow, I thought, as I collapsed to the ground.
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      Keel lifted me to my feet. Fant had encased the four water weavers, still stunned on the ground, in a dome of earth. The water weaver on Fant’s team had sprinted toward the water container and dived into it. Mirrah moaned again, and I turned around. Saffryn’s left hand, completely purple, grasped Mirrah’s ankle. Saffryn stretched and placed her right hand on Mirrah’s forehead. Mirrah went limp and her head fell to the side.

      “What did you do?” I asked.

      “I blacked her out,” Saffryn said. “I can heal the break, but I’m not great at it, and it’s going to hurt. Better that she doesn’t feel that.”

      “Her leg is broken?” Keel asked.

      “Yes, and I need a minute with no interruptions,” Saffryn said.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Keel said.

      Keel and I both turned toward the field. Fant and his team had gathered around the water container, and Fant held a purple stone. Instead of heading back to their starting place, they ran toward the air container, which brought them right by us.

      Keel sang softly, his voice making my skin prickle, and his hands turned grey-blue as he used his ink. Water rose like a geyser out of the water container to our right and hurtled toward us. As the water approached, it separated into long spears, and I flinched as they descended on us.

      The spears struck the ground all around us and disappeared into the dirt like they had been hammered into the earth by a giant. The ground around us turned into mud as all the water from the container mixed with the dirt. Fant’s team paused, and he pointed at us, barking a command to the fire weaver next to him. The fire weaver thrust his hands outward and a wall of fire shot in our direction.

      The mud in front of us rose, and the sides turned like a bowl toward Fant’s team. Where the fire and mud met steam exploded. The cupped sides of the mud shield funneled all the steam back at Fant’s team and they stumbled backward.

      Fant shouted a command, and the four of them sprinted toward the air container. Whatever they had planned, they didn’t want to waste any more time on us.

      I looked at Keel. “Why didn’t you take them out?”

      Keel’s gaze shifted from side to side and occasionally behind us, looking for threats. “I told you. I’ll weave to protect, not to win a game.”

      “Okay,” I said, wondering again what could have made Keel like this.

      “And the mud?” I asked.

      “It levels the playing field. I can control his earth weaves with the water that surrounds the dirt.”

      The air container team still hadn’t recovered, and Fant and his team made short work of them. In moments they had retrieved another purple stone. They sprinted toward the fire container.

      “They’re going to take all the stones,” I said.

      “What?” Keel asked.

      It took me a moment to put it together. “He plans on winning right now. Only teams with a stone advance. If they’re the only ones with a stone—”

      “They’re the only ones in the final,” Keel said.

      “We need to get one of those stones,” I said.

      Keel solidified a path, and I ran toward the earth container. Other teams had recovered and had come to the same conclusion I had. Fant and his team now battled two other teams at the fire container.

      Do you see anything purple in that earth container? I asked Thelt.

      Purple is my favorite cloud-candy.

      I know. They might be hiding it down there, I lied.

      The water weavers had broken through the earth dome Fant had trapped them in, and I stopped as they ran in front of me toward the fire container and the battle that raged there.

      It’s not cloud-candy, Thelt said.

      Where are you?

      I burrowed through the sand. I’m at the bottom of this big jar.

      Why would Fant not grab his own stone first? Time, I realized. He probably wanted to take advantage of his surprise attack and collect the other stones as quickly as possible. With the stone surrounded by his element, he could probably tell if anyone tried to take it. Fant, the best earth weaver at the academy, had nothing to fear from anyone here. He could recover the earth stone last.

      I stopped running toward the earth container. There was someone Fant should fear, Thelt. All the competitors either still had injuries or fought with Fant and his team at the fire container. No one stood near the earth pit. I spent a second thinking about how reckless this might be, before taking a step toward the battle. So much magic filled the air, I felt drawn to it, like a vachi to sugar. Tearing my focus away from the battle, I turned it on Thelt.

      Remember at the harbor how you made that symbol on your skin?

      You want me to do it again?

      No! I want you to try something else.

      Okay.

      I needed to keep the design simple. The last thing I wanted was an unpredictable weave if Thelt drew the tattoo wrong. Simple, simple, simple. Thelt already liked and knew how to burrow through things, so the safest route would probably be underground. He only needed to push a little of the dirt away to bring the purple-stone with him. The weave should give him the strength to move it.

      I’m going to give you a new tattoo to try. This one will work with the ground, I said.

      Oh, that sounds fun.

      I took a few deep breaths and pushed all the warnings to the back of my mind.

      The tattoo will make you stronger, but I’m not sure you can pull the stone. You should try making a tunnel and then pushing the stone down it.

      Sounds easy. But what’s in it for me?

      I ran my hands through my hair.

      How about helping me out?

      How about pie.

      Fine. A pie.

      Two pies.

      Thelt!

      Okay. No reason to shout.

      Here is the tattoo I want you to make with the itchy stuff in your skin.

      I pushed a square toward Thelt. The earth weaver base tattoo would be a good all-purpose design for working with the earth.

      Now what? Thelt asked.

      I’m by the water container. Do you remember where that is?

      Oh, yeah, my sense of direction is amazing. Be there in a second.

      Push at the ground gently with the square. We don’t want—

      The ground from the earth container toward the entrance and out into the empty road rose and then collapsed. A depression in the ground stretched for two hundred feet.

      Two things, I said. That was not gentle, and you need to turn around.

      A moment later, the ground between the earth container and the air container exploded upward. The battle at the flame container paused as everyone stared in shock. When the attackers realized whatever had happened wasn’t aimed at them, they renewed their attack on Fant’s team.

      It’s too hard to move down here, Thelt said. I’m coming up.

      I sprinted toward the earth container. As I approached, the ground moved, and then a purple stone appeared like a flower sprouting. Thelt pulled himself out of the ground and climbed on top of the stone. He raised his arms and flexed his muscles.

      I told you— Thelt started.

      A chunk of earth the size of my body crashed into the stone, smashing Thelt. The ground gave way, sucking the stone and Thelt into the earth. I snatched them both and fell backward away from the sinkhole Fant had created.

      Thelt!

      Thelt!

      Thelt!

      Only silence answered me, and I couldn’t bear to look at the small, smashed form next to the stone. I pushed myself up to my knees as three shadows fell on me. I groaned in despair as the hope of saving Thelt disappeared. A purple hand reached for Thelt, and I looked up to see my team.

      Saffryn gently laid her purple hand on Thelt, and after a moment, she lowered her head. “I’m sorry. This is far beyond my ability to fix.”
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      Keel dropped a granite stone he had cradled under his arm. “This should feel the same to the earth weaver from a distance.” He snatched the purple stone and handed it to Mirrah. “Hide it and follow me.” He turned to Saffryn. “Do what you can for Thelt, I’m going to distract them.”

      Without waiting for an answer, Keel stood and ran toward the battle shouting the entire way. “He’s pulling it through the ground. The stone is underneath us. Don’t let him get it.”

      Keel kept shouting it over and over as he ran. The earth weavers from the other teams ripped up the ground, and I turned back to Thelt.

      Thelt?

      Silence.

      I pushed more of myself through our connection. I felt the distant pain of Thelt’s shattered body, his faltering heartbeat, and the square that still pulsed on his chest. The power drew me like a magnet, and I pulled back.

      I pictured a weave I’d seen that required such a high degree of manipulation that the tattoo had been listed as theoretical. Instead of pulling away from Thelt’s ink, I let the tightness in my chest, what I knew now was my Focus, loose, and it immediately embraced the ink.

      Power flooded into me. My hands, cradling Thelt, turned grey. I formed the tattoo across my entire body, an oak tree, with a thick trunk, strong limbs, and delicate tunnels carrying life-giving sap. I poured the energy I took from Thelt’s ink back into his body, but this time concentrated through the oak weave, and I put him back together.

      I rebuilt every bone, stitched every muscle, fixed every vein. I pulled at the ink until it had disappeared. My work complete I tried to disconnect from Thelt, but the connection wanted the energy I’d left behind. It wanted Thelt. In a panic, I tried to sever the connection but it didn’t work. In seconds I would undo everything I’d just accomplished. I would kill my best friend.

      Someone slapped me and then slapped me again. My cheek burned, and the connection to Thelt faltered but didn’t break. Something struck my temple and my head rang. I wobbled on my knees and fell over as dizziness swamped me. The connection with Thelt snapped. I opened my eyes to find Saffryn about to hit me again with the rock Keel had left.

      I held up my hand. “Stop!”

      “Did you break the connection?” Saffryn asked.

      “Yes, thank you,” I said as I rubbed my head.

      Thelt?

      Ugh.

      Relief and happiness rushed through me. My chest felt like a volcano of joy had erupted.

      Saffryn dropped the rock, knelt, and reached for Thelt. She gasped. “How did you do that? It’s impossible. He was seconds from death.” She leaned back and looked around. “What did you kill to do it?”

      “Nothing, I used the ink in Thelt.”

      “You used the ink in someone else’s body?”

      “I consumed it. It’s gone.”

      Saffryn hissed. “What!”

      The rock next to Saffryn shot into the air, and Fant caught it. Saffryn and I fell backward in surprise.

      “This isn’t it. Where is my stone!” Fant screamed.

      Alir swooped in and struck Fant in the face, and blood trickled from a cut across his cheek. The falcon landed in front of the kneeling Saffryn and screeched at Fant.

      Fant raised his arm, the ink in his skin moving as he prepared to throw the stone at Alir. Saffryn’s hands shot forward, palms up, her hands both purple. Fant gasped, his eyes growing huge. Saffryn moved her hands down, and Fant’s arms snapped to his sides.

      “What are you doing to me?” Fant asked.

      Keel and Mirrah moved around Fant and stood behind Saffryn and me.

      “I can’t move,” Fant whimpered.

      Fant jerked backward and landed on his back. Like a stick in a river, he floated toward the battle that still raged near the fire container. The air weaver on Fant’s team, his arms glowing green, pulled his leader to safety.

      Mirrah stepped forward to stop Fant, but I raised my hand. “Let him go.”

      We all stared at Saffryn.

      “That’s my other secret,” Saffryn said. “You guys can’t tell anyone.”

      “How did you do that?” Keel asked.

      Saffryn stood. “I’ll explain later.”

      The horrible screeching noise signaled the end of the contest. The battle still raged, however, and multiple adult weavers from each kingdom had to step in to stop it.

      Earth weavers appeared and fixed enough of the field that Elder Drogh and Professor Laken could move toward the huge group around the fire container.

      “Present your stones,” Elder Drogh’s voice boomed across the now silent arena.

      Fant’s teammates each held up a purple stone as Fant glared at our group.

      Elder Drogh and Professor Laken talked for a few seconds, and the priest leaned into the air weaver’s cupped hands. “While unusual, there are no rules against one team taking more than a single stone.”

      The crowd booed, unhappy with the unsportsmanlike play.

      “Where is the fourth?” Elder Drogh asked.

      The two dozen contestants surrounding the fire container hung their heads. The crowd quietly watched and I nodded to Mirrah.

      Mirrah let her weave unravel. The purple stone sat in her left hand, and she held it up.

      The crowd erupted in cheers and shouts. Elder Drogh and Professor Laken turned around. They looked at each other and the priest spoke into the air weaver’s hands, but his voice couldn’t overcome the shouting of the crowd. He tried again and then gave up. He motioned us to join him.

      I picked up Thelt, and all of us strode toward Elder Drogh and Professor Laken. Fant’s team beat us there and Fant glared at us with a mixture of fear and hate.

      Elder Drogh spoke into the air weaver’s hands. “I present to you the two teams competing for the championship.” The priest pointed at Fant’s team. “Fant’s Four.”

      Boos again echoed throughout the arena.

      Elder Drogh leaned toward us. “What are you called?”

      “The Sixth Kingdom,” I said.

      Elder Drogh spoke into his amplifier and pointed at us. “And the Sixth Kingdom.”

      The boos turned to cheers as the crowd jumped and yelled. Thelt wiggled in my hand and crawled up my arm, over my ear, and stood on my head. He slowly turned in a circle, absorbing all the cheering.

      Finally, I get some appreciation, Thelt said.

      You deserve it, buddy.

      “We all deserve it,” I whispered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 30

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      We moved away from Elder Drogh and Professor Laken as Fant started talking to them while waving his hands. He pointed at us, but I couldn’t hear what he said because the crowd noise still echoed over the arena.

      As the four of us moved off the field, fans surrounded us, all wearing black masks. Many wore shirts with a huge flaming vachi on top of a circle. No, not a circle, it had six sides, a hexagon. Written under the hexagon, the words: Sixth Kingdom.

      “We shouldn’t go directly to the library,” Keel said.

      “Do you think we’re being followed?” Saffryn asked.

      “Too many people to know for sure,” Keel replied. “Better to be safe.”

      The scent of roasted almonds made my stomach growl. I had been too nervous to eat much this morning, and healing Thelt had taken more out of me than I realized. Too late, I realized a candy vendor stood right next to the nut vendor.

      What about my cloud-candy? Thelt asked.

      Really?

      You owe me a treat.

      “Does anyone have a few bits?” I asked.

      “I do,” Keel said.

      “I’ll pay you back,” I said as I stepped up to the candy makers.

      “Really? Candy?” Saffryn asked.

      “It’s not for me,” I said.

      Saffryn nodded understanding and looked up into the sky for Alir.

      The air weaver, a red-headed girl with a few freckles on her nose, put a hand over her mouth. The fire weaver’s eyes grew big, and she pulled her black ponytail over her chest. Both looked a couple of years older than me.

      “You’re the Sixth Kingdom,” the black-haired girl said.

      I hadn’t prepared to be recognized, and I stood there in stunned silence.

      Thelt chanted in my head, and I felt his head peek out from behind my ear.

      Purple!

      Purple!

      Purple!

      “Can I please have a purple cloud?” I asked.

      The girls looked at each other and giggled.

      The air weaver had recovered, and she placed a hand on my arm. “We would love to.”

      The fire weaver cupped her hands, and the air weaver scooped purple sugar out of one of the six jars. Six jars? There should only be five. I leaned over and peered into them. The sixth one had black sugar in it.

      “Black?” I asked.

      The air weaver dumped the sugar into the fire weaver’s hands and set the scoop down.

      “It’s your color. The Sixth Kingdom. It’s our most popular one,” the fire weaver said.

      The four of us glanced at each other.

      It’s growing! Thelt said.

      I turned back to the girls, and in seconds they had finished. The air weaver held the puffy purple cloud out to me. When I took it, she grabbed my hand and held it.

      “We’re all cheering for you,” the air weaver said.

      “Why?” I asked and immediately regretted it. I didn’t talk to pretty girls, or any girls actually. Talking to me had to be some sort of trick. Her hand felt warm on mine.

      The black-haired girl spoke. “No one knows who you are. You’re like us, invisible to the world. You hide your identities and colors because you stand for something.”

      “What is that?” Mirrah asked.

      “That everyone is important,” the air weaver said as she squeezed my hand.

      After a few seconds of silence, Keel spoke. “How much do we owe you?”

      The black-haired girl held up her hands. “We aren’t taking your money.”

      “Our thanks to you,” Mirrah said.

      Mirrah’s voice sounded funny, and she slid her hand into mine, pushing the red-haired girl’s hand away. She drew me forward and the four of us blended in with the crowd. Mirrah’s hand felt like fire in my left hand and the heat traveled all the way up my arm. I thought she would let it go once we moved away from the candy girls, but she didn’t.

      Thelt dropped to my shoulder and then leaped into the cloud-candy, disappearing from sight. The whole thing wobbled, and I tightened my grip on the stick to keep from dropping it.

      Take it easy, I said.

      It tastes soooo good.

      Thelt finished the candy in fifteen minutes and then crawled up my arm and behind my ear. My hair stuck to his sugar-coated body and my neck itched where he had touched it. I wanted to rub the sugar off, but I didn’t want to let go of Mirrah’s hand, and my right hand still held the cloud-candy stick, so I did my best to ignore it.

      The crowd moved slowly toward the Capital, and it took us an hour to reach the city. We stopped in an alley, and Saffryn took our masks off. Keel put them in his pocket and then led us around for another half hour between the docks and the market.

      “I’m going to circle around one last time and make sure no one followed us,” Keel said.

      Saffryn nodded and continued to walk, Mirrah and I a few steps behind her.

      “Why did you pick that poem?” Mirrah asked.

      I glanced at her. “What poem?”

      “In the harbor, in the fog, when I needed to find you. You recited a poem.”

      Oh. That poem. How could I tell her I’d spent two weeks looking for it after seeing just a couple of lines on her wrist during class. Mom had been thrilled at my sudden interest in poetry. I found it in an old book of Green Kingdom poetry. Most of the poems, like the air weavers’ lives, revolved around farming.

      “The Scarecrow,” I said.

      “Yes?”

      It was a question. I could hear it in her voice. “People with manipulation rank high enough to weave words are rare. I wanted to know what was so important that you’d taken the time to master weaving it.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “It’s sad. I feel bad for the Scarecrow. Every year he watches the crops he protects be killed.”

      Mirrah squeezed my hand. “Yes. It is sad. But also inspiring.”

      “Inspiring?”

      “He does it anyway. Knowing the result. He still does everything he can to protect them.”

      We stopped, and our gazes locked. Her eyes sparkled. She lifted her left hand and showed me the first part of the poem.

      “No matter how small or thin I make the letters, I only have enough ink for the first part.”

      Then she lifted her right hand, bringing mine up as well. She touched her right wrist.

      “If we win tomorrow, I’ll finally be able to complete it,” Mirrah whispered.

      My knees buckled, and Mirrah caught me. It felt like someone had scooped out my insides and filled me with snow. My mouth watered, and I thought I might vomit. Winning this ink meant so much to her, and it was based on a lie. My lie.

      “Are you okay?” Mirrah asked.

      “I need—”

      Keel and Saffryn appeared beside us.

      “Let’s go in here,” Keel said, pointing at a large red door.

      Mirrah let go of my hand as we entered the building. Loss mixed with the guilt in my chest. I wished we could have spent the rest of our lives walking around hand in hand. My hand felt cold without Mirrah’s in it.

      Half the tables in the inn had filled already, many by fans wearing black masks, most of which had been pulled up onto the tops of their heads. The wall to the left had a bar, but few people sat there, not surprising since it had barely reached mid-morning. Two large windows, one on each side of the door, had their drapes pulled back, and sunlight filled the room. A small fire burned in a large hearth on the right wall. Keel led us toward a table against the far wall, next to the entrance to the kitchen.

      Saffryn pointed to a table in the corner. “That’s more private.”

      “True, but we’d be trapped if someone came through the front door,” Keel said.

      “Are you always this paranoid?” Saffryn asked.

      “Mom taught me preparation fills a sail,” Keel said.

      “I know what you’re full of,” Saffryn mumbled.

      Keel sat with his back to the wall, and Saffryn sat in the chair beside him. I sat across from Keel, and Mirrah sat to my right. The waitress brought us water, and Keel ordered hard-boiled eggs, cheese, fruit, and two types of bread. The waitress looked at the four of us and raised an eyebrow. Dried mud covered our clothes, and we looked like we’d just fought a war. Which wasn’t a bad description of what had happened.

      “You have any money?” the waitress asked.

      Keel reached into a pocket and pulled out some coins. He handed them to her. “Will this cover it?”

      The waitress nodded, and Keel raised four fingers. “And four apple ciders.”

      The waitress nodded again and disappeared into the kitchen.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      The girls echoed it, and Keel shook his head. “Friends don’t thank.”

      Saffryn touched Keel’s arm, and he looked at her.

      “That was nice of you to buy lunch,” Saffryn said.

      Keel’s cheeks darkened and he looked down. “You’re welcome.”

      “Is anyone else bothered by all our fans?” I asked.

      “You didn’t seem to mind the red-haired one,” Mirrah said.

      I smiled but immediately smothered it when I looked at Mirrah’s face. She hadn’t been joking.

      “And they’ve made up reasons for the way we dress,” I said.

      “People see what they need,” Keel replied.

      “That’s pretty deep for a sailor,” Saffryn said.

      Keel gave her half a smile. “I’m as deep as the ocean.” Then after a couple of heartbeats, “It’s something my mom taught me. She’s good with people.”

      “Is your family close?” Mirrah asked.

      Keel frowned. “Yes, right now, anyway. I told her to leave—”

      I tilted my head. “Why would you do that?”

      “It’s complicated,” Keel said.

      Our food and cider came, and no one spoke for a while. Thelt wouldn’t wake up so I let him sleep. Since the Ghost Pirate had blockaded the harbor, fruit had become scarce. I took another bite of watermelon and let the flavor soak into my tongue.

      “Why is he called the Ghost Pirate?” I asked.

      Keel looked down and stared into his cider.

      Mirrah spoke up. “We send our crops north by sea. But since the Ghost Pirate started this war with the Purples, the water isn’t safe. Everything has to be drifted by us north. Dad told me he is called the Ghost Pirate because you never see him coming.”

      “Isn’t it really easy to see on the ocean?” Saffryn asked. “It’s not like there are buildings in the way.”

      Mirrah leaned over the table and whispered. “Dad says the Ghost is completely blue. Full of ink from head to toe. That he can mess with the water in your,” Mirrah tapped on her head, “And make you blackout. You never even know they were there.”

      Saffryn turned to Keel. “Is that true?”

      Keel wiped the sweat from his forehead and shrugged. He stuck a piece of bread in his mouth.

      Mirrah wasn’t done. “If you try and find them, they’ll pull the water right out of your body and kill you.”

      Keel moaned and stood up. He stood frozen like that for a few seconds, and I thought he might leave. Instead, he sat down, and we all stared at him, but he kept his head down.

      “Can we please talk about something else?” Keel asked softly.

      Mirrah leaned back. “Of course, I’m sorry. They’re just stories.”

      Keel looked up, and tears streaked his cheeks. “They’re not.”
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      Everyone looked away, and the silence became unbearable. After what felt like days, Saffryn looked at Mirrah.

      “How does your leg feel?” Saffryn asked.

      Mirrah rubbed it. “It aches a little. But you did an amazing job.”

      Saffryn gently poked Keel with her elbow, and then touched his side where she’d fixed him earlier. “See, some people appreciate good healing.”

      Keel gave a small smile that quickly disappeared. Saffryn frowned and rubbed Keel’s back.

      “Can we talk about what you did to Fant?” I asked.

      Saffryn faced me. “It’s a secret, so you can never tell anyone.”

      Everyone nodded.

      Saffryn let out a deep breath. “Some of us are better at connecting to things than others.”

      “Like Alir?” I asked.

      Saffryn nodded. “It’s considered a waste to use your connection on an animal like Mom and I do.”

      “What else would they use it on?” Mirrah asked, and then her eyes widened. “People. But how?”

      Saffryn leaned forward and whispered. “What I did to Fant was pretty basic. Most Purples could have managed it briefly. It’s our last resort when protecting ourselves. You connect to the ink in their bodies, and, well, you saw the rest.”

      This got Keel’s attention. “Your ink can be used to control you?”

      “Like a puppet,” Saffryn said.

      “And some of you train just to do that?” I asked.

      “The Ink Guardians,” Saffryn said.

      They were the black-masked guards that always accompanied the ink, and also the ones with silver tears on their masks, that took my parents.

      “What do the silver tears mean?” I asked.

      Saffryn gasped, and her whole body tensed. “You’ve seen them?”

      I held my hand out. “Not here.”

      Saffryn relaxed. “They’re Elder Drogh’s personal army. He has given them a lot of power. Mom thinks they’re planning something terrible. She wants to change things, but everyone fears Elder Drogh. Elder Drogh is punishing my family for our resistance. He sent my dad away, and Mom and I are doing menial jobs now.”

      Elder Drogh and his Ink Guardians terrified me. Knowing they could control people made it even worse. They must be able to sense the ink in people. I wondered if I could do that too. Not use the ink, just detect it, something maybe I could do without killing things.

      I pushed a tiny portion of myself outward like I would if I wanted to talk with Thelt. Sensations spilled down the path I’d made to my mind: the wood table under my hands remembered steep hillsides and freezing snow, the sand that made the glass holding my cider still felt the pain of heat so intense its body had melted, only to finally cool and be trapped forever.

      The massive energy pool in Keel’s body pulled at me, grasping at the connection I’d extended, and my mind arced to him. Keel’s emotions hit me like a punch to the nose, sorrow and guilt so deep the pain felt unbearable. How could anyone live with that inside them? I jerked my mind back, but it resisted, and for a second I worried it wouldn’t come back.

      After a few moments, my mind cleared. Whatever Keel had done, it had profoundly affected him. Why had my mind been sucked into Keel? Maybe it had to do with all the ink in his body? Would that always happen? Curiosity overcame my fear and after a moment, I tried again, but this time I pushed my connection behind me, away from Keel.

      Immediately I felt tiny energy packets inside larger bundles of energy: ink and people. I sensed the rats in the walls and the bugs in the ground. The insects weren’t as dense in energy but still held plenty of power. Memories of the flowers and ocean seeds flooded my thoughts, and I pulled my mind back, sealing it away from everything around me.

      Someone flicked my forehead, and I looked up.

      “Hey, Lemons, are you deaf?” Saffryn asked.

      “What?” I asked.

      Saffryn rolled her eyes. “What happened with Thelt? We all thought he was dead.”

      Thelt’s crushed body appeared in my head along with the pain of thinking I’d lost him. It echoed the pain Keel carried.

      “Seriously, are you getting dumber the longer we sit here?” Saffryn asked.

      “Sorry, I just…I have a lot going on in here,” I said as I tapped my temple.

      “I doubt that,” Saffryn said with a half-smile.

      “Did you really use the ink in Thelt’s body to heal him?” Keel asked.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      Saffryn snapped her fingers. “I bet that’s why we wiped you guys out. Imagine how upset all my people would be if the ink they’d used to make themselves more powerful, turned out to be just another source of energy for your kind.”

      “Clean power too,” Keel said. “You never passed out this time.”

      I leaned back. That hadn’t occurred to me. He was right, I didn’t have any of the emotional after-effects that the first two times had caused. I hadn’t killed anything this time.

      “Wait, Thelt had ink in him?” Mirrah asked.

      Keel leaned toward me. “Can you do it again?”

      Mirrah turned toward me and spoke louder. “How did Thelt get ink?”

      Keel and Saffryn looked at me, and I lowered my head.

      Mirrah used her finger to turn my head until our eyes met. “Ry?”

      Guilt closed my throat, and I couldn’t swallow. I tried to look down again, but Mirrah wouldn’t let me.

      “Thelt was sick,” I said.

      “And,” Mirrah said.

      “We needed ink to heal him,” I said.

      “Where did you get it?” Mirrah asked.

      “There was an accident,” I said.

      “Where?” Mirrah asked again.

      I closed my eyes, not wanting to see the harvest I’d planted, but after a couple of seconds, I forced them back open. At the very least, she deserved that.

      “The Color Game’s prize. All of it,” I whispered.

      Mirrah leaned backward, her face losing all emotion.

      “Mirrah, I’m sorry,” I said.

      Mirrah stood. “Sorry for what? For lying to me? For listening to my dreams when you knew they were hopeless? I bet you loved that. Poor, dumb, Mirrah. Just a simple farmer. She’ll be easy to take advantage of.”

      I raised my hand. “Mirrah, no, it wasn’t like that!”

      Mirrah turned to Keel and Saffryn. “And you both knew?”

      Saffryn looked down, her cheeks red.

      “I’m sorry, Mirrah, it was a mistake,” Keel said.

      “Yes, I agree. This was all a mistake.” Mirrah faced me. “It would have been quicker if you’d let me die in that classroom.”

      Mirrah turned and walked out of the inn.

      My insides twisted, and I held my stomach. Why hadn’t I just trusted her with the truth?

      “These secrets are killing me,” I whispered.

      “Secrets?” Keel asked.

      I glanced at Keel and then quickly at Saffryn, who kept her head down.

      “I just meant this,” I said.

      “You said secrets. Plural. And you’re a terrible liar. It’s one of the reasons I like you,” Keel said.

      How could this get any worse?

      “It’s not important,” I said.

      Keel looked at Saffryn, who still studied the table and then back at me.

      “Tell me,” Keel said.

      “We wanted to protect you,” Saffryn whispered.

      Keel shook his head. “You can’t protect people. All you can do is show them the truth.”

      “Always?” I asked.

      “No, not always,” Keel said.

      “Then how do you know when to lie, to protect someone, or when to tell them the truth?” I asked.

      “How do you feel, right now, keeping this secret from me,” Keel asked.

      “Terrible,” I said.

      “That’s how you know,” Keel replied.

      Saffryn looked up enough to see me through her bangs. She gave me a small nod.

      I ran my hands through my hair but stopped when Thelt moved. I didn’t want to wake him up. He didn’t need to hear this.

      “The ink—” I said but didn’t know how to finish the sentence.

      “Yes,” Keel said.

      I tried it from a different angle. “You asked what the Purples did with all the vachi. They use them to make the ink.”

      “Use them?” Keel asked.

      “We kill them,” Saffryn whispered.

      Keel leaned away from us. “Is this their blood?”

      “No!” Saffryn said. “It comes from their skin. Killing them is the easiest way to get it. Mom is trying to change it, but—”

      Keel interrupted Saffryn. “You both know how I feel about life. Why would you keep this from me?”

      “Because there was nothing we could do,” I said. “It wouldn’t change anything but only make you feel worse than you already do.”

      Keel put his arms, completely blue, on the table. “But now we can do something. You need to use it up like you did with Thelt.”

      “I can’t do that, Keel. I almost killed Thelt. Saffryn barely stopped me.”

      “I’m pleading with you, Ry, please, I have to get it out of my body,” Keel said.

      Minutes ago, Keel’s ink had almost ripped me away from my own mind. Saffryn had saved me from killing Thelt who had a fraction of a fraction of Keel’s ink. I would never break the connection and make it back, and we both might die.

      “I can’t,” I said. “I might kill you.”

      “You don’t understand,” Keel hissed. “I deserve to die.”

      “What a terrible thing to say,” Saffryn said.

      Keel ignored her and stared at me. “I’m begging you.”

      “I can’t,” I said.

      Keel moved back, away from the table. “I thought you were my friend.”

      Keel stood and strode away.

      “I am,” I whispered.

      I couldn’t turn around to watch him leave. Guilt and sorrow had frozen my body. Saffryn didn’t try and stop him either. Her eyes were filled with tears, but her cheeks remained dry.

      “I have never met a person who was more alone,” Saffryn said.

      I nodded. “And I just pushed him away.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 32

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      After a minute of silence, Saffryn looked up from studying her hands. “What are we going to do about tomorrow?”

      “I don’t know. This whole thing spun out of control. Now there are thousands of people expecting us to show up to represent them. If they only knew what I was or why I really wore a mask.”

      “You are what you believe you are. Nobody can define you.”

      That sounded like something Mom would say. “What’s going on with my parents?”

      “I meant to tell you this morning, but we were never alone. There is some big meeting about them today.”

      “So maybe they’ll be freed today?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll try and find out more when I get home.”

      “Thanks.”

      “What about tomorrow?”

      I slumped. “I’m not sure tomorrow matters anymore. Mirrah for sure won’t be there, and I doubt Keel will show up either. That leaves you and me, and the two of us don’t stand a chance.”

      “You shouldn’t—” Saffryn stopped suddenly, and her eyes glazed over. “Mom?”

      Saffryn shook her head and then grabbed me. “Mom’s near. Which means they’re forcing her to find me.”

      “What?”

      Saffryn stood. “We have to leave right now!”

      I stood, and Saffryn’s eyes widened as she looked past me. I turned around as two black-masked priests entered the inn, silver tears painted under their eyes. Elder Drogh entered next, followed by Sister Vy and two more black-masked priests. My skin prickled like someone had sprayed me with water on a windy day. Saffryn went stiff beside me. Unnaturally stiff. The Ink Guardians were holding her like she had held Fant.

      “Run,” Saffryn said through clenched teeth.

      I bolted through the kitchen door. Our waitress yelped as I flew by her. A bald man standing next to a long table filled with pots yelled something at me, but the sound of my heartbeat drowned him out. I slammed open a door on the far wall, praying it led outside and burst into the daylight. Turning right, I sprinted down the narrow street until it ended at a wider road. I collided with two men in yellow shirts and the taller one shoved me away with a curse.

      “Sorry!” I said as I regained my balance.

      Keel had told me running attracted attention, so I strode away from them, matching the pace of the crowd. I glanced behind me, but the alley entrance had already disappeared, hidden by the throngs of people still celebrating this morning’s game.

      A smaller entrance appeared on my right, and I took it. A makeshift market stood on the left side of the alley making the space crowded. I moved through the throng as fast as I could without attracting attention. Exiting the alley into a broader street, I walked across the road and paused. After a few minutes, no priests emerged, and I relaxed a little. Either I had lost them, or they didn’t really want me.

      Eventually, I needed to reach the room in the library, but I didn’t want to risk that in the daylight. So I just walked, always staying in the thickest part of the crowd. After an hour, I realized I’d wandered near the Ranger Academy’s zoo. It was open and free because of the holiday, which made it much busier than normal.

      I wandered into the zoo and tried to wake up Thelt again, but he immediately went back to sleep every time. Sugar always made him crash, and I regretted letting him eat all the cloud candy. I really wanted to talk to someone about what had happened.

      As much as possible, I pushed my guilt for lying to Mirrah, not helping Keel, and abandoning Saffryn, as far back into my mind as I could. For an hour, I walked around numb, afraid to look at my feelings. Eventually, I stopped and sat against an aspen tree in front of the empty pharhone cage.

      I suspected Keel had set the large bird free. The central pad still had its chain but it ended with an empty bracelet. How had he done it? My brain and body felt exhausted. The stress of the game, Thelt almost dying, and the betrayal of my friends weighed on me. I closed my eyes to shut out the world.
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      “You have to leave.”

      A heavy boot pushed at my shoulder, which connected to tan pants and a vest with two daggers. Hope exploded in my chest. Keel had returned!

      “Keel?” I asked.

      But it wasn’t Keel, just a Ranger student, clearing everyone out of the zoo. She wore the same clothes as Keel, but her skin wasn’t as dark, and her eyes were brown, not blue. The sun had disappeared but the sky still held some light. Everything looked grey, and Thelt wasn’t behind my ear.

      Thelt?

      All you do is sleep.

      I didn’t bother pointing out who’d actually slept all day. Where are you?

      Eating.

      Are you feeling okay?

      I can’t see very well.

      I knew it. Something had gone wrong when I’d healed him, and now he was blind.

      I’m sorry, buddy. Maybe Saffryn can fix your eyes.

      What are you talking about? I can’t see because the inside of this trash can is dark.

      I groaned.

      “You can’t stay here,” the Ranger said again.

      “I’m sorry,” I said as I stood.

      Brushing the dirt from my pants, I headed for the exit, and the student followed me. Probably making sure I left.

      “Why did you say that name?” she asked.

      I glanced at her. She stood taller than me, maybe almost as tall as Keel, and she looked old. Maybe not even a teenager anymore.

      “I thought for a second you might be him.”

      She gave me a half-smile and raised her hand two inches above her head. “This tall, Blue, has an idlewood bow, and as social as an angry wasp?”

      I laughed, and then the morning came spilling back and I strangled it. “Yeah, good description.”

      “It’s kind of my job,” she said and then looked around, her nostrils flaring. “You smell that?”

      The young woman studied the area behind us, and I quickly smelled my armpit. I didn’t smell the best, but I didn’t smell that bad.

      “Never mind, too many smells in this place.” She put out her hand. “Lilly.”

      “Ry,” I said, shaking it.

      “How do you know Keel?” Lilly asked.

      “He’s a friend,” I said although I knew Keel didn’t feel that way anymore.

      “We must be talking about different people then. The one I know didn’t have friends.”

      “He went here, although he won’t talk about it.”

      She stopped and grabbed my shoulder. “Is he okay?”

      How could I answer that after what I’d done to him?

      “He’s alive.”

      She started walking again, and I followed. “Of that, I have no doubt. He is impossible to beat.”

      “Did you go to school with him?”

      “Yes. I graduate next week. No more walking around the zoo looking for the homeless.” She gave me a half-smile. “He took the final in the Silent Forest with the rest of us a month ago.”

      “He seems too young for that.”

      “Yeah, sixteen. Completed the whole program two years early.”

      “He told me he wasn’t a Ranger.”

      “He is in everything but name. Beat us all. Even helped me in the Silent Forest. Good kid.”

      “What happened?”

      She shrugged. “He wouldn’t complete one of the requirements. It didn’t matter how much pressure they applied. I admired him for that.”

      We arrived at the exit, and we both stopped.

      “What wouldn’t he do?”

      She grabbed the two daggers and rested her arms against her chest. “He wouldn’t kill anything.”

      “That seems like a good thing.”

      She tilted her head. “Maybe. What if you’re starving? What if your team is starving? What if you’re being attacked? People with rigid beliefs can sometimes do more harm than good.”

      I didn’t know how to reply to that. What she said made sense. Shouldn’t you always do whatever helped the most people?

      “Anyway, if you see that twig, tell him I hope his tent catches fire and that he still makes the worst wafers I’ve ever tasted.”

      I smiled. “I will. And you’re right about the wafers. They were terrible.”

      Lilly patted me on the arm. “Clear skies, Ry.”

      She turned and strode back into the zoo, and I walked into the street. There were still people about, but not nearly as many as before. Street shakers, their timers triggering, began to glow brightly and push the darkness off the street.

      I’m heading back to the library, I said.

      Okay. You want me to bring you back anything?

      The thought of eating garbage made me want to throw up. Depression had robbed me of my appetite anyway.

      I’ll pass.

      Your loss.

      I came to the zoo once a month, so I knew the path home by memory. It wasn’t until it got completely dark that I focused on my surroundings. I had walked into a long alley that snaked between two main streets. This route saved ten minutes, but I’d never left the zoo this late before, and barely any light made it into the alley. I lengthened my stride so I could get out of the alley as soon as possible.

      Three dim lights appeared about waist-level thirty feet in front of me. I stopped and turned around only to see four lights behind me. Adrenaline shocked me alert as fear coursed through my body. The alley was twenty feet wide, and I searched the walls for a way to climb, but they were smooth. A perfect place for an ambush and this gang knew it.

      One of the shakers in front of me grew brighter, and a young man became visible. I realized after a moment, it wasn’t a shaker, but a flame held in his hand. The yellow-eyed young man had long hair and it looked matted. His shirt had a rip in it and his feet were bare.

      “Empty your pockets,” he said.
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      I held up my hands. “I don’t have anything.”

      “Do it!” the gang leader hissed.

      I pulled my pockets inside out. “See.”

      “Your boots and clothes will have to do.”

      I slowed my breathing as I prepared to fight. I hadn’t practiced my forms since all this craziness had started, but years of training took over. With seven of them though, I had no chance in a fight. Especially since they could weave. The best course of action would be to give them what they wanted. Mom would kill me for losing my boots.

      The young man took another two steps toward me.

      “You’re a Grey.”

      I held up my hands. “There is no need for violence.”

      The rest of the gang came into view, lit by the flame weaver’s fire. They looked even worse.

      “We can sell his hair,” one of the boys said.

      “I heard their blood is like acid. We could use it against Slug’s crew. Get our docks back.”

      The gang all nodded at each other. They didn’t plan to just rob me, they meant to kill me and drain my blood. Fear fought its way into my thoughts, and I pushed my mind outward. I could feel the four behind me and the three in front. They all had the dense bundle of energy I recognized now as their ink.

      My whole life I had been powerless against people like this gang and their better-dressed friends like Fant. They didn’t care about hurting people. They might even enjoy it. But things had changed, and I wasn’t powerless anymore.

      “Please leave, I don’t want to hurt any of you,” I said, my voice breaking.

      They all laughed.

      The fire weaver pointed at me. “If you’re lucky, we’ll kill you first before we drain you.”

      I clenched my jaw. The flame weaver’s ink, powering the fire in his hand, pulled at me, and I pushed myself toward it. This gang had chosen the wrong person to attack, and I took a step forward.

      The air moved behind me as something fell from above. As I turned, someone pushed me to the left, and I hit the alley wall. My concentration broken, I lost the connection to everyone around me.

      A growl echoed off the walls, and I pushed myself along the stone away from it. The gang members screamed, and in moments I sat alone. Four shakers scattered on the ground where some of the gang had dropped them as they fled.

      A shaker moved and rolled toward me like someone had kicked it, but nothing appeared there. The shaker hit my right foot. The smell of pine needles mixed with rotten leaves made my entire body lock up. Warm air struck my face as something breathed on me. Slowly, the creature appeared, its hairless face inches from mine. A forest kag.

      I closed my eyes, too scared to look at it. It might have been better for the gang to take me than have this giant cat rip me to shreds. My mind wouldn’t focus as terror drenched my thoughts like a thunderstorm.

      After several seconds I opened my right eye. The cat sat a few feet in front of me, its golden eyes locked onto mine. I opened my other eye, grabbed the shaker, and pushed myself upward. The cat didn’t move.

      “Are you going to hurt me?”

      The cat just stared. But why hadn’t it eaten me? It hadn’t even hurt any of the gang members. The beast had just scared them away. And this was the second forest kag I had seen this week. What were the odds of that? In fact, this one looked just like Sister Vy’s—

      “Furry?”

      The cat purred, and I dropped the shaker in shock. I picked it up again and held it toward the huge cat.

      “Did Saffryn send you? Is she okay?”

      But Saffryn didn’t control the cat, I realized, her Mom did.

      “Are you protecting me?”

      The cat continued to look at me.

      “Thank you.”

      I shuffled down the wall until the cat disappeared into the shadows cast by my shaker. Then I turned and ran.

      I stayed on the main streets for the remainder of the trip back to the library. Now that I knew what to smell for, I kept smelling rotten leaves, and I wondered if it was my imagination. I left the shaker in the trees behind the library as I didn’t have a shaker bag to hide its light.

      It would be hard to spot me in the dark, but I ran to the library’s rear entrance anyway. Once inside, I slowed to a walk. Following me in here without a light would be impossible, and in minutes, I slipped into the darkness of the secret room, confident I’d gotten here undetected.

      Part of me had hoped Keel would be here, the room filled with light. Instead, darkness greeted me, and I ran my hands across the table until I found a shaker. Maybe he had fallen asleep. I gave it three quick shakes and the room filled with light.

      The far wall, where Keel had made his bed and kept his things, was empty. Keel had come here, but only to get his things and leave. I dropped the shaker on the table. Keel had wrapped the food that had been left out this morning and organized it along the table’s edge.

      He had left.

      I walked to my bed. Keel had placed the puzzles on my pillow. The completed square one rested next to the seventeen wooden pieces of Dad’s puzzle, like grave markers for our friendship. I kicked the pillow and screamed.

      Puzzle pieces scattered across the floor, and my pillow landed a few feet away. Dad’s journal lay exposed, the pillow no longer there to hide it.

      My own problems had so consumed me, I hadn’t even thought of my parents this evening. When had I become such a terrible person? I sat on my bed and leaned against the wall. My thoughts continued to circle the awful things that had happened today.

      To distract myself, I grabbed the journal and opened it. The inside cover had a small passage, the ink faded. I lifted the book and tilted it so the light from the table would hit it directly.

      
        
        Above all else, cherish life.

      

      

      The first page had a drawing of an irregular sphere. The next few pages were filled with dense paragraphs, but instead of words, they held numbers and symbols. I had seen things like this before. Whoever had written this had wanted to hide the text. My parents had played games with me like this, but the messages had been far simpler than this. I didn’t want to bother trying to figure it out. I really didn’t care.

      I flipped through the pages and stopped when the pictures started. They were detailed drawings of the puzzle pieces from every angle. Some pages had drawings of how two, or sometimes three of them fitted together, but they were usually wrong.

      The last entries in the journal were Dad’s. He had drawn a rough sketch of each piece, numbered them in order, and then drawn how they fit together in a step by step manner. I hadn’t realized what a big deal this puzzle was. Maybe we would win some sort of prize for assembling it.

      Closing the journal, I set it on the floor and stretched to get the pillow. I stripped down to my underwear and crawled under the covers. My parents were in prison and tomorrow I’d lose the contest and be exposed for stealing the ink. The Purples handled cases of ink theft, and if they trusted Professor Laken, they might execute me right there at the games. My parents would certainly be released soon as Saffryn had said the priests had met about them today.

      Can you check Mom’s and Dad’s rooms? They might be back.

      Sure.

      I could use my new power to win the game tomorrow and save myself, and if the case against my parents became serious, I could free them with it as well.

      Use my power, like I had almost done in the alley. I would have killed everyone there, all seven people. And now that I thought about it, the energy released would have probably killed everyone for blocks around me. Hundreds of people? Thousands? Was my life worth all of theirs? I hadn’t even considered the cost. It made me just as bad as those gang members. I would do whatever I wanted to those weaker than me.

      After the harbor, Keel had told me I should never use life to power weaving again. If Sister Vy hadn’t sent her familiar to protect me, I would likely be dead as well. Consuming the power in a human life would certainly kill me. Keel had said he didn’t deserve to live at the inn, and now I understood a little about what he meant. I had too much power, and I wanted to use it too quickly. I couldn’t be trusted.

      Keel had only wanted to help. From the beginning, he had been a true friend. Not telling him about where the ink came from—when I knew it spoke to the core of his character—was a betrayal of that friendship. Not helping him remove the ink just confirmed the type of person I’d become. It didn’t surprise me that he needed to get as far from me as he could.

      The warning signs about me had always been there. I had lied to Mirrah and continued to lie even when she had shared her most private hopes and dreams with me. She could be trusted. That I didn’t see that right away showed how twisted I’d become.

      And a coward. Saffryn probably suffered in a jail cell right now, cursing my name. I had left her there at the inn. Her body locked by the priests’ spirit weaves, powerless to defend herself. I had run as soon as she spoke.

      Their rooms are empty, Thelt said.

      Thanks.

      You feel funny. Are you okay?

      Yeah.

      Are you sure?

      I didn’t answer him. Thelt deserved a better friend than I could be. He shouldn’t be wasting his life with me. The shaker dimmed as it lost its energy.

      Sleep would never find me tonight. I sat up and grabbed the hourglass from one of the piles by my feet. In the dim light, it looked like a patch of darkness. Cheap wood held the thin and pitted glass. The merchant had smirked when I’d paid full price, thinking he had taken advantage of me. But I didn’t care about the wood or the glass. I wanted the sand it contained. Sand that came from the great desert to the south. Sand that burned with life.

      I set the hourglass next to my head and debated if I should try reaching out to it with my mind. Before this week, connecting to the sand had relaxed me, but now my connections had become so strong I wasn’t sure I could sever them. I moved a sliver of my mind toward the sand, ready to pull back if it latched on to me, and after a second I touched it.

      The sand’s memories drowned me. Warmth spread through my body, and my skin tingled with lightning as I slid across the dunes. The only sound came from the wind and the hiss of my family as they cascaded from peak to valley. An endless rise and fall, like a ship at sea, the white noise that surrounded me hypnotic.

      I closed my eyes. The sand possessed what I never would. Here, like this, would be the only way I’d experience this feeling again. My last thoughts were not of my betrayal and lying and cowardice, but of the desert, and the power a grain of sand possessed when it traveled with its friends.
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      I awoke to Thelt pounding my forehead with a small shaker, which had become very bright in the process.

      Hey! I said.

      Thelt stood on my nose, and he leaned down and looked into my left eye. It’s about time. You sleep like you’re dead.

      Well, I’m not.

      I tried to flick him, but Thelt jumped away and flew to the table. The shaker rolled across the floor.

      I’m hungry, Thelt said.

      Shocking.

      You should take better care of me.

      You literally eat trash. You’re beyond help.

      Thelt unwrapped the cheese and pulled a chunk from it. I’m sick of cheese. I miss your mom’s cooking.

      Me too, buddy. Can you please go—

      I already did. They’re not home yet.

      Why hadn’t the Purples freed them? What could take so long? I stood and pulled on my clothes from yesterday. The black shirt still had streaks of mud, but I didn’t care. My appetite still hadn’t returned, and I could feel the crushing guilt just outside my thoughts. Today it would be over, one way or the other, and a part of me felt relieved.

      Do you know what the last bell was? I asked.

      No, I’ll ask.

      Thanks.

      A minute later, Thelt responded. Only two will answer me. Chancy thinks eight and Bult says seven. But Bult is in the bell tower, and I think the bells have scrambled his brain.

      I needed to get moving. Either way, with all the crowds, it might take a while to get to the city center. As I walked out of the closet and into the hallway, I realized I didn’t have a mask. Keel had put them in his pocket at the inn. I stood in the dark hallway trying to figure out what to do. Even if I had a mask, I couldn’t put it on myself. People were looking for me, too, so I couldn’t just walk around with my face showing.

      An idea struck me. I returned to the secret room and strode to the black curtain hiding the hole. Sliding the curtain off its rod, I wrapped it around my head and face, leaving just my eyes visible. The extra cloth draped around my shoulders and down my back. It would have to do. At least it hid my face.

      Hey! Where will I fit? Thelt asked.

      It’s only for a while, and you can probably fit in one of the folds.

      I guess.

      Are you coming now?

      No, I’ll catch up. I want to stop in the kitchen and see if the pies are done.

      Stay out of the kitchen.

      Sure.

      That meant no. I exited the secret room and walked to my mom’s room. I wanted to check one last time before I left. If they had been released, I could have explained everything, and we could have left the city right then. But the dark room remained empty, so I wound my way to the rear entrance. Slowly opening the rear door of the library, I tensed to run if someone stood there.

      But the area looked clear and after a few seconds, I strode to the maple grove. A few minutes later, I entered the flow of people headed to the city center. I felt like a leaf in a slow-moving river.

      The city looked like a rainbow had exploded. Paint and banners and ribbons covered the buildings along the road, every kingdom trying to cover the others with their color. A new color mixed in with the other five, black. None of the expensive things like banners or ribbons were black, but many buildings had splotches of black paint, usually in the shape of a hexagon.

      The supporters of the Sixth Kingdom didn’t have much money, but they made up for it with enthusiasm. In fact, there were more people dressed in black, either masks or clothes, than any other kingdom. If they only knew what the Sixth Kingdom represented.

      The crowd split as we neared the stadium. A smaller entrance, surrounded by purple priests, lay directly in front of me. What was I doing here? If I walked into that stadium, I would just be humiliated. It made no sense to even try. I was only delaying my sentence.

      Professor Laken knew I had stolen the winner’s box and the ink’s disappearance would land on my shoulders. If I ran, or disappeared, my team would be blamed, and possibly executed. Even if Saffryn tried to keep quiet, the Ink Guardians probably had ways to make people talk. She would eventually tell them about Mirrah and Keel. I couldn’t bear the thought of causing them more problems.

      The best thing to do would be to turn myself in right here. If they took me directly to the Black Tower, I could explain how I had tricked my teammates into helping me. That they bore no responsibility for the missing ink. I might even see my parents before Elder Drogh and Professor Laken executed me.

      As I approached the entrance, a priest wearing white pants, a short-sleeved shirt, and a purple vest held out his hand.

      “Please use the north, east, or west gates, brother,” the priest said.

      I raised my hands. “I need to—”

      “He has a bracelet,” another priest said.

      Raising my arms had pulled my sleeve back, revealing the bracelet.

      The first priest grabbed my wrist and brought my arm down. “Forty-two.” He stepped aside and gave me a small bow. “Apologies warrior, we didn’t recognize you. Good luck today.”

      Nodding, I shuffled toward the stadium gate. These priests seemed more intent on guarding the entrance than listening to my confession. I’d find a more senior priest inside and do it there.

      I entered the tunnel, and the temperature cooled. It was quiet here, the crowd noise distant. I wondered what would happen to me once the priests knew I was the Grey they looked for. What if my parents were somehow in real trouble? I slowed, what if I should be trying to save them right now? Maybe turning myself in wasn’t such a good idea.

      But that also felt like not facing the consequences of my actions. Something a coward would do. Exactly what I had done when the Ink Guardians had attacked Saffryn. I had spent the last few days not taking responsibility for anything and it had hurt good people.

      The painful truth struck me. I didn’t know which action was the best thing for myself or my parents.

      A familiar weight landed on my shoulder.

      Glad you could make it.

      The kitchen’s pies are still in the oven, and I thought there might be some here. Can we go look?

      Maybe later.

      You owe me two from yesterday.

      I haven’t forgotten.

      My head-scarf moved as Thelt burrowed into it.

      I can’t see in here, Thelt said.

      Thelt crawled out through the gap I’d left for my eyes and jumped into the air.

      Hey, watch it! I said.

      Thelt landed on my head.

      I’ll try up here, Thelt said.

      Just quit moving around.

      Thelt jumped up and down on my head a few times.

      Knock it off! I raised my left arm. I’ll squish you!

      Thelt laughed. Remember yesterday? I’m unsquishable!

      The tunnel ended, and I stopped. No priests stood here. I had attended some freeball matches here with my parents and the dirt field had always seemed so small from our seats. From down here, though, it looked gigantic.

      A small group of people stood in the center of the field near a large spire. Priests and weavers from the other kingdoms ran chaotically across the field. The west side of the field’s trench contained water, the east side trench, fire. The upper seats of the stadium had already filled and looked mostly like fans of the Sixth Kingdom.

      My heartbeat quickened. The previous games had attracted large audiences but they’d been out of sight. Even yesterday the crowd had sat up and further away. Now they all seemed on top of me.

      What are you waiting for? Thelt asked.

      A good question. The longer I waited, the more I didn’t want to walk out there. Fear seeped into my muscles and my stomach clenched. What was I waiting for? I felt like my whole life had been spent waiting. What purpose did walking out of this tunnel serve? Fant had already won. And hiding myself would only hurt my friends.

      Fant. He didn’t deserve to win. He took whatever he wanted, and people let him because they couldn’t stop him. They were powerless, just like me. I represented those people. Even if I already knew the outcome, it meant something for me to stand up and fight against him. What did it matter if my confession waited a few more minutes.

      I forced myself to take a step, and then another.

      Sunlight struck me, and a step later, the roaring began. The sound struck me like a punch to the head, and I flinched. The upper levels shook as people jumped and shouted. Even some of the lower seats waved black flags. Was all this shouting for me? It must be. Everyone seemed to be looking at me. Elder Drogh, from the center of the field, waved at me to join them, and I walked forward.

      As I strode toward them, the cheering quieted but never totally went away. I could feel Thelt jumping up and down on my head in excitement, and I didn’t bother to scold him. He wouldn’t listen anyway.

      They love me! Thelt repeated over and over.

      Halfway to the center of the field, I realized my eyes remained visible. The priests at the entrance hadn’t cared that they were grey. But if Elder Drogh or Professor Laken noticed, they might figure out I was the Grey they searched for and stop me from competing. I wanted to face Fant before they took me.

      I need your help, I said.

      Now what?

      I have to cover my eyes, but I don’t have Saffryn’s fancy mask that I can see through. I’m going to look out yours instead.

      I suppose.

      Folding down the curtain, I covered my eyes, and I pushed more of myself across my link with Thelt. In a heartbeat, my brain twisted trying to process the images from Thelt’s eyes.

      Ugh, point both eyes in the same direction. I’m going to puke.

      You’re so needy.

      My view through Thelt’s eyes stabilized, and I walked faster. In the center of the field, Earth weavers had raised a square stone column twenty-feet-tall and three feet to a side. Professor Laken and Elder Drogh stood next to it. Smooth stone stretched six-feet outward from the column’s base, forming a large circle around it.

      I stopped when I neared the adults, and I tried not to stare at the fancy box under Professor Laken’s arm. The air weaver from yesterday who’d amplified everyone’s voice stood ten feet to the left, and six black-clad priests stood to the right.

      “Why wasn’t your team at the meeting this morning?” Professor Laken asked.

      “We didn’t know there was one,” I said.

      “That’s because you left in such a hurry yesterday,” Professor Laken replied.

      “Where is the rest of your team?” Elder Drogh asked like he didn’t already know about Saffryn.

      I shrugged, not sure how to answer that.

      Professor Laken pointed at me. “Listen up. Since there are only two teams this year, the challenge is straight forward. At the end of ten minutes, the team with the most players in this stone circle wins.”

      “Okay,” I said, knowing I didn’t have a chance.

      “Wait over there with the Fant’s Four team,” Professor Laken said, pointing to the far side of the field, opposite of where I’d entered.

      I started that way immediately, anxious to get away from Elder Drogh’s stare. I remembered what Elder Drogh had done to poor Juhf, and didn’t want to experience that for myself. I hadn’t taken ten steps when Thelt’s head snapped to the right, his eyes spinning wildly. In a heartbeat, he’d leaped off my head and flown toward the stands.

      Pie! Thelt said.

      My balance faltered, and I stopped.

      What are you doing? I need you!

      But Thelt’s brain had been taken over. All his thoughts focused on tracing the smell of pie to its source. I withdrew my mind from Thelt and pushed the curtain off my eyes. I’d just need to keep my head down until all this was over.

      Thirty seconds later, I neared the tunnel on this side of the stadium. I angled to the side opposite of Fant and his team. The last thing I wanted was a confrontation. I sat down and stared at the ground.

      I was a team of one. One who couldn’t even ink weave without killing everyone here. It would be stupid to even attempt to fight four weavers. Even if by a miracle I beat one of them, there would still be three others standing on the stone around the spire. Team Sixth Kingdom had a sliver of a chance, but by myself, it was hopeless.

      But I had to try.

      “New scarf?” Fant asked.

      I looked up and immediately realized my mistake. My eyes were still exposed.

      Fant gasped. “What! You’re a Grey!”

      Fant took a step backward. “Why would they even have you on the team? The vachi rarely make a difference in a contest.” Fant laughed. “What a waste.”

      I looked down as shame washed over me. He was right.

      Fant knelt in front of me and rubbed his hands together. “I heard one of your team got arrested by the priests. Did the rest of them desert you when you lost your spirit weaver?”

      I didn’t answer.

      Fant pulled at the curtain around my head, and it fell to my shoulders. I quickly pulled it back up, but damage had already occurred. Fant recognized me.

      “I should have known,” Fant said. “Behind the classroom building was just a start. You’re going to pay for getting in my way. This is going to be fun. All these black-clad idiots will see what happens when you boo a real champion.”

      Fant returned to his team, and they stared at me as Fant told them what he’d learned. They started to jump around congratulating each other.

      They finally understood what I’d already known.

      Fant’s Four would win.
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      Elder Drogh spoke to the crowd, and then Professor Laken explained the rules. I only half-listened. I’d failed my friends and now I would fail all the black-clad fans that screamed for the Sixth Kingdom. The stadium shook with boos, and I looked up to see Fant and his team walking toward the center column. When Fant reached the center, the crowd quieted, and the entire stadium became silent. Professor Laken looked at me.

      “The Sixth Kingdom,” Professor Laken’s voice echoed into the silence.

      The cheering sounded so loud my body shook from it. Two of Fant’s team covered their ears, and it made me smile. Fant would soon humiliate me in front of all these people. But for this minute, this short walk, I had won.

      I didn’t shuffle toward the center, but I didn’t hurry either, and the sound grew louder the closer I got to the others. It took the crowd a full minute to quiet down once I’d reached the column. Professor Laken grew red with frustration at having to wait, and this made me even happier.

      “At one minute from the finish, we will fire a golden flare, at ten seconds a red, and at the end a purple one,” Professor Laken said.

      Professor Laken faced Fant and I. “You may start as soon as we leave the field.”

      The entire group of priests, teachers, and weavers, quickly marched to the water trench side. I faced Fant and his three teammates.

      “Good luck,” I said.

      “Luck will have nothing to do with it,” Fant said.

      Fant took three quick steps, and grabbed my arm. I wrapped my arm around his and lifted up on his elbow, his hand trapped in my armpit, in a move Mom called Scorpion’s Mercy. Fant’s arm, strengthened from all the ink, felt like granite, and didn’t snap.

      Instead, a powerful earth weave struck my armpit from Fant’s trapped hand, throwing me backward twenty feet. When I hit the ground, the air left me in a rush. I got to my knees gasping for breath.

      Ow! Thelt said. Do you need help?

      No! There isn’t anything you can do. Fant will kill anything near him. Promise me you’ll stay away.

      I—

      Promise me!

      Okay.

      I knew I’d hurt Thelt’s feelings, but I couldn’t take the chance of him getting hurt.

      I pushed myself to my feet. Fant’s teammates stood in a line, bunched together, along the edge of the stone circle surrounding the column. Fant walked casually toward me. I wanted to attack, but dirt covered most of the field, and I knew it made me powerless against the Earth Weaver.

      When Fant reached me, he swung his arm in a slap. I knocked the hand away, and throwing caution to the wind, I aimed a spear strike at the side of Fant’s neck. Striking there should cause him to black out. I had promised my parents never to use this training in public, and now I had in front of half the city, but it was the only power I could use to fight back.

      My fingers struck Fant’s neck and the brown rectangles there. Pain shot through my hand and into my arm and I wondered if I’d snapped my fingers. Fant brought a fist down like an ink filled hammer, striking my shoulder and forcing me to my knees. My left arm went numb.

      The crowd booed and Fant raised his ink filled arms, displaying the simple earth kingdom pattern.

      Fant reached down and ripped the curtain off my face. Grabbing the back of my shirt, he pulled me to my feet.

      My right hand throbbed in pain and my left arm still had no feeling, making my only option a kick. But the fight seemed pointless now and I stood still.

      The crowd hushed as everyone stared at me, my identity finally revealed.

      “Look at what you’re cheering for,” Fant shouted as he turned us in a slow circle. “A disgusting Grey.”

      My back straightened, and I held my head up. The people on the lowest levels were close enough for me to see their expressions: surprise, disappointment, and anger. I hadn’t meant to lie to anyone or be something I wasn’t, but I knew some of the fans wearing black wouldn’t see it that way. Maybe even most of them.

      Fant threw me to the ground, and my right wrist exploded in pain as I tried to break my fall. He turned around and shouted at the crowd again.

      I jumped up and dashed for the center column, the granite pillar only twenty feet away.

      Suddenly I veered to the left, and in moments, I ran back the way I’d come, directly at a laughing Fant. He continued to move the ground under me, moving me like a toy around the stadium as I tried to reach the stone floor around the central column. Finally, drenched in sweat, I stopped.

      Fant’s teammates stood together, their arms around each other’s shoulders, enjoying the show. They had shouted encouragement to Fant, telling him where he should lead me next. A game within a game.

      “There is no reason to do this,” I said.

      “You’re wrong,” Fant screamed. “You need to be an example to your kind.”

      Your kind.

      The powerless and forgotten.

      People like Fant had been winning at life, and this game, forever. Nothing would change.

      A golden shower of sparks flew into the air. One-minute left.

      If I couldn’t win, I wanted to at least finish on the stone floor around the central column. It sat only fifteen feet away.

      Stepping toward it, my foot disappeared into a hole that immediately filled and solidified. I fell forward and Fant created two holes where my arms touched the ground. They sunk out of sight and my face slammed into the dirt. Fant and his team’s laughter echoed into the arena which had grown deathly quiet.

      Pulling myself out of the armholes, I yanked my leg free, and crawled toward the stone. Red light filled the air. Ten seconds. I wasn’t going to make it.

      Fant grabbed the top of my head and pulled it backward, forcing me to look at his team. He wasn’t even going to bother getting on the stone. He only wanted to torture me.

      “I want you to see this so you can remember it for the rest of your short life,” Fant said.

      The air bulged and exploded outward behind Fant’s teammates. My ears popped as the air pressure suddenly changed. The three members of Fant’s Four standing on the stone around the column flew outward. Fant and I watched as they flew over our heads.

      Fant let go of me and stood. “What’s happening?”

      On top of the column two people slowly appeared as the air weave that had hidden them stopped. They wore black.

      Keel jumped off the pillar, rolled, and stood alone on the stone floor surrounding it.

      Purple light filled the stadium as the contest ended.

      Mirrah spread her arms and amplified her voice. “As the harvest comes for us all!”

      Fant stumbled backward in disbelief as Keel sprinted toward me. In a blink, he helped me to my feet.

      “What happened?” Fant asked again. “Where did you come from?”

      If Fant asked any other questions, I didn’t hear them as the crowd, stunned by the turn of events, recovered. The sound deafened me as tens of thousands of people screamed. The sound of joy and relief and shock.

      Keel and I left the ground as Mirrah lifted us to the column top. As we entered Mirrah’s protective bubble, the crowd noise faded, and after a few seconds, the ringing in my ears faded.

      I hugged Mirrah and then grabbed Keel, pulling them both tight.

      After a few moments, I released them and took a small step backward. “How?”

      Mirrah looked at Keel. “It was his plan.”

      Keel’s cheeks darkened. “I walked past here last night, as I tried to sort through everything that had happened to me this week. I saw the column, and it gave me an idea. Mirrah did the hard work. She’s been weaving that invisibility bubble since before dawn.”

      My chest tightened, and I swallowed hard a few times before I could get the next word out.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “That’s a harder question,” Mirrah said.

      “I gave you my word I’d help,” Keel said. “My nets are full enough. I don’t want to add betrayal.”

      I hugged Keel again.

      “Do you ever just shake hands?” Keel asked with a smile.

      I turned to Mirrah. She gave a tiny shake of her head, and I thought she might cry. She took a deep breath and let it all out at once. “You hurt me. But I kept thinking about the scarecrow in the poem. How he did what was right even though he knew how it would end. So when Keel showed up and told me his plan, I said yes.”

      “The priest and old man are coming,” Keel said.

      Thelt landed on my shoulder and crawled behind my ear.

      Sorry for yelling earlier, I said.

      It’s okay.

      Professor Laken and Elder Drogh neared the column, and neither one looked happy. We had done it. An impossible task. And now I wouldn’t be executed and most of my friends remained safe.

      The stone sank and in seconds, we stood on the ground. Elder Drogh grabbed the wrist of Keel and then Mirrah. The priest nodded at Professor Laken, and the teacher’s shoulders slumped.

      “Congratulations,” Professor Laken mumbled. “We’ll start setting up for the winner’s ceremony. Stay out of the way while we work.” Professor Laken looked at me. “You have some explaining to do when this is all over.”

      I nodded at Professor Laken. My theft didn’t matter anymore. Soon my mistake with the box would be covered up. The danger to my life over.

      I grinned, and Mirrah and Keel mirrored it.

      Keel jumped as Alir landed on his shoulder. It was the first time I’d ever seen the Ranger surprised. Alir immediately took off again, and Keel followed it with his gaze. A moment later, Keel’s eyes widened.

      I turned, following his gaze. Saffryn ran across the field toward us, and we all sprinted to meet her.

      Saffryn collapsed into Keel’s arms, gasping.

      “Trial…death…no time,” Saffryn said.

      “Breathe, Saffryn, just breathe,” Keel said.

      Saffryn took three deep breaths and then looked directly at me.

      “They’re going to kill your parents.”
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      I grabbed Saffryn’s shoulders. “When?”

      “Anytime. Mom freed us, and she’s trying to stop the Ink Guardians, but we need to hurry,” Saffryn said.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      Keel grabbed my arm. “The box. If they open it without us, they’ll know it’s empty.”

      “They might kill you for what you did,” Mirrah said.

      For a split second, I wondered if we could wait to leave. The ceremony would happen in the next ten minutes and probably wouldn’t take that long. Twenty minutes and my mistake could be covered up, and I wouldn’t be executed. My parents were in danger, though, and I could never live with myself if staying here had cost them their lives. Plus, I only faced danger if they opened the box without us.

      “I know,” I said.

      I looked at the crowd. They had quieted down, and everywhere I looked, they stared at us. I needed to leave, but many of these people had believed in us. I wanted them to know how much that mattered.

      “Do you have my mask?” I asked Keel.

      Keel pulled two of them from his right pocket and held them out. Saffryn grabbed one and held it to my face, and a moment later did the same for herself.

      “Can you do the voice thing?” I asked Mirrah.

      “The voice thing? Yeah,” Mirrah said and stepped up beside me.

      Mirrah put her wrists together and held them in front of my face like a sideways “V.”

      I cleared my throat, and the sound of it boomed outward. My cheeks burned, and I was thankful for the mask. I didn’t know what to say, so I kept it simple.

      “Our victory is your victory. The Sixth Kingdom thanks you,” I said.

      I stepped backward, and Mirrah lowered her arms.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      We turned toward the exit, fifty feet away, and ran. Elder Drogh was the first to realize we didn’t plan on sticking around.

      “Stop those—” Elder Drogh started.

      But the crowd roared, drowning out the rest of his sentence. The sound of their cheering hurt my ears, and then we entered the tunnel and the sound muted. We sprinted by the priests around the entrance and onto the wide street that circled the arena. Thousands of people who hadn’t gotten tickets milled about, most of them in black and homemade masks. They shouted questions at us as soon as we emerged.

      “Who won?”

      “What happened?”

      “Is it over?”

      Mirrah cupped her hands around her mouth, tilted her head back, and amplified her voice. “The Sixth Kingdom won!”

      The crowd jumped and shouted. We wormed our way through it and into a side street where the crowds had thinned. Saffryn held out her arm, and Alir landed on it.

      “Scout the way,” Saffryn said to the falcon.

      Alir leaped into the air and disappeared. Which gave me an idea.

      I know where Mom and Dad are, I said to Thelt across our link.

      Where?

      The Black Spire. We’re headed there now.

      Thelt dropped to my shoulder and leaped off. Be careful, that place is bad.

      Yeah, I know. I’m going anyway.

      That’s dumb, even for you.

      When was the last time you did something dumb?

      Have you lost your tail? I’m not going near that place.

      I just want you to look around. So I know what I’m getting into.

      That’s easy, trouble.

      There was no arguing with that. I couldn’t force Thelt. He had to volunteer, and the fear might be too much for him to overcome. The only thing stronger than Thelt’s fear was his appetite, and that gave me something to bargain with.

      Three pies and I’ll let you sleep in a pile of sugar, I said.

      Ten pies, and you throw away the lid to the sugar jar.

      I smiled and waited a few seconds like I needed to think about it. You fly a tight curve, but it’s a deal.

      Saffryn led us toward the Black Spire. Twice we left the main streets for side ones as we waited for large groups of priests to pass. My anxiety started to bubble out.

      “Do you think my parents are okay?” I asked.

      Saffryn kept her eyes on the street. “Mom freed all of us.”

      “You were locked up?” I asked.

      Saffryn glanced at me. “Elder Drogh wouldn’t pass up a chance to punish my family. And I gave him plenty of reasons.”

      She had spent the night in jail for helping me.

      “Sorry,” I said.

      “Don’t be. We all make our own weaves. Your dad wouldn’t leave the Spire. He kept talking about a Sun Stone. Mom made me leave, and I hid outside, waiting for them to come out. But then Ink Guardians surround the Spire before they did. So I went to find you.”

      Purples are running everywhere, Thelt said.

      Thelt had made it.

      Saffryn says they’re in the Spire.

      This is bad. I need to go.

      Just a quick look inside. How about another three pies?

      Are you joking? This is serious.

      Serious as a jam bath?

      Thelt didn’t say anything for a few seconds

      What kind of jam?

      Maybe blueberry and pear.

      And grape and apple.

      Okay, those too.

      Fine. But keep an eye up.

      Thelt never remembered my eyes had to work together.

      I could see the Black Spire rising near the entrance of the walled city the Purples lived in. Behind the tower sprawled the small city the Purples called home, right in the middle of the Capital. A city within a city.

      This place makes me want to shed my skin, Thelt said.

      I could barely hear him, and I remembered what Thelt said about vachi going silent once they entered the Spire.

      Did you find Mom and Dad? I asked.

      No. It looks empty.

      That can’t be good.

      Tell me about it. I should have asked for more jam.

      Be careful.

      I’m always careful.

      I ignored that blatant lie.

      Saffryn didn’t take us to the main entrance, but to a smaller door in the twenty-foot wall. As we approached, Keel put his arm out.

      “Wait, what’s our plan?” Keel asked.

      “The guards at this door support Mom. They’ll let us in,” Saffryn said.

      Keel waited a few seconds, but Saffryn didn’t speak.

      “And?” Keel finally asked.

      Saffryn pointed at me. “He’ll do his Grey Warden stuff and free my mom and his parents.”

      I raised my hands. “Wait. Grey Warden stuff? I can’t just…do it. Plus, it always goes wrong.”

      “Any idea how many we have to fight?” Mirrah asked.

      Did you find them? I asked Thelt.

      No.

      Do you remember how many people were around outside?

      A bunch.

      Thelt could be so useless sometimes.

      Saffryn closed her eyes and a moment later opened them. “There are eight Guardians at the front entrance to the tower and the same at the rear.”

      “What about where you load the vachi?” I asked.

      “That door is too small.” Saffryn looked at Mirrah. “Can you weave us invisible?”

      “Probably not all of us and definitely not if we move,” Mirrah said.

      “We need to split up,” I said.

      “We are weak already,” Keel said. “Dividing us further is a bad strategy.”

      “I need to get to my parents, and Saffryn knows the way. That leaves you two for a distraction. Surprise is our only chance. We’ll never win against eight Guardians.”

      “What’s your plan?” Saffryn asked.

      “You and I walk from the left side,” I said and then pointed at Keel and Saffryn. “They do something on the right side. Then we run.”

      “You make the worst plans,” Keel said.

      “Do you have a better one?” Mirrah asked, hopefully.

      Keel shook his head, and Mirrah slumped her shoulders.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      “Wait, let me think of a distraction,” Keel said.

      Keel knelt and placed both hands on the flat stone of the road. Hundreds of small blue circles appeared on his hands. A couple of seconds later, he stood. “There’s water fifty feet below us.” He turned to Mirrah. “I’ve met Greens that could break water into tiny droplets.”

      Mirrah nodded. “It’s called misting. We water crops that way.”

      “Can you do it?” Keel asked.

      Mirrah put a hand on her hip and tilted her head. “Of course.”

      “You two have to run as soon as Saffryn and I break through,” I said. “Promise me.”

      Mirrah and Keel both nodded.

      “Follow me and don’t talk,” Saffryn said.
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      The entrance looked more like an arched tunnel through the wall than an actual door. The tunnel, wide enough to fit a single cart, stood half the height of the wall. Two priests stood just inside the entrance. One had grey hair, the other black. As we approached, they moved to the center of the tunnel. The grey-haired priest held up his hand.

      “Hi, Bive.” Saffryn said as she took off her mask.

      “What’s going on with your mother?” Bive asked. “Brother Vich’s men told us not to let anyone into the city.”

      “She’s in trouble. We’re going to help her.”

      Bive nodded at the rest of us. “And them?”

      Saffryn glanced at us and then back to Bive. “Friends.”

      Bive bit his lip and looked at the black-haired priest who, after a couple of heartbeats, nodded. The priests stepped aside, Saffryn put her mask back on, and we entered the tunnel.

      “Thanks, Bive,” Saffryn said.

      “I wish we could do more,” Bive replied.

      “I know,” Saffryn said.

      A few seconds later, I entered the Purple Kingdom for the first time in my life. Grass stretched as far as I could see. Groups of trees clumped like pastry sprinkles in every direction. It looked like one large park. Saffryn turned to the right and stayed near the wall.

      I found them, Thelt said.

      My stomach knotted. Are they okay?

      I guess.

      Are they alone?

      No, I’m here.

      I bit my tongue to keep from snapping at him. Is there anyone else there?

      There’s a Purple lady with them.

      Just one?

      Yep. She’s standing by the door while your dad washes his hands.

      Washing his hands?

      He’s sticking his hand in a water jar.

      What is Mom doing?

      Watching your dad. I think…Mother’s eggs!

      What’s wrong?

      There is a cage above me. A big one. Really big. So big—

      I get it.

      It’s full of me. Lots of me. I can hear them now. They’re scared. I have to leave!

      Just wait! Please, we’re almost there.

      Okay, but hurry. There are so many, they’re hurting my brain.

      “We’ll start from here,” Saffryn said.

      I’d been following Saffryn and not paying attention. We stood against the wall in an oak grove, and I could see the Black Spire looming through the trees.

      “Give us a couple of minutes to set up,” Keel said.

      “How will we know when to go?” I asked.

      “Oh, you’ll know,” Keel replied.

      Mirrah and Keel strode away, and I turned to Saffryn. “What’s in that spire?”

      Saffryn shivered and looked at me. “That’s where they do the…where they…it’s where I take the vachi.”

      That must be the cage Thelt saw. “What else?”

      “The charging jars are in there. When they first get the ink, it doesn’t have much energy. They place the ink in jars that have stones shaped like your puzzle. When the ink turns black, it's ready to use.”

      Why was my puzzle part of the ink process? “What happens to the ink if it doesn’t get charged?”

      “It runs out of energy pretty quick. You have to let it charge back up with sunlight or hot water or things like that. It’s better than no ink at all, but nothing like the charged stuff. Once the ink turns black, it will last a normal weaver their whole life.”

      “Are the stones what make it black?”

      “No idea. Look, something is happening.”

      The area on the far side of the tower had become hard to see as fog collected on the ground. It quickly grew, billowing outward toward the Black Spire and the Ink Guardians around the door. The Guardians watched it, leaving them all facing away from us.

      “Ready?” Saffryn asked.

      My mouth went dry. We were about to run toward people who wanted to hurt my parents, and probably us. “Yes.”

      We dashed toward the tower which stood a hundred fifty feet away. The top part of the fog swirled and, a second later, something appeared. Saffryn stopped to stare, and I pulled at her to continue. We sprinted toward the tower, but just like Saffryn, I found it hard to take my eyes off Keel’s distraction.

      A huge pirate ship, made of water, rocked up and down on an ocean of fog. The ship looked actual size. The Ghost Pirate’s “X” flag whipped from the mast. Thirty oars reached out from each side, moving in perfect unison. The ship would crest a wave of fog and then crash down into a valley, only to rise again. I couldn’t tell if it moved toward the Guardians or not because the fog had spread outward and covered half of them and the bottom of the tower.

      “Stop!” a voice called from the edge of the fog.

      A priest in a black mask and shirt just like ours faced us. He raised a hand and pointed at me.

      “Look out!” I cried.

      The priest turned to see the ship rise into the air and come plunging down on all of them. Saffryn and I both got sprayed with water, but the Guardians all got drenched.

      The water slammed the priests to the ground. They slowly stood, hands held away from their bodies as water dripped off their clothes. A second later, the priest that had seen us recovered from his shock and faced us again. Saffryn and I had neared the tower and would arrive there in moments. Saffryn stumbled and fell, her legs stiff.

      “He has me. Run!” Saffryn yelled.

      But I would not abandon her twice. The priest had his left hand pointed at Saffryn and jammed his right hand out at me. My legs itched as the priest attempted to spirit weave the ink in my body. But I didn’t have any ink.

      Energy poured from the priest and wrapped around me like a rope, connecting us. The priest didn’t stop but kept pouring more power at me. Fant had hit me with weaves, but they were always brief, sudden, and painful. This felt familiar, like the echo of a friend’s voice. It reminded me of the ink in Thelt’s body. Almost like something I could hold.

      I grabbed the invisible stream of energy with my mind and yanked it. The priest trying to control me flew forward ten feet, and the flow of energy stopped. But like a fast-moving boat, the path it had taken remained, and I followed it to the priest until I could feel his ink. Ten times the amount Thelt had contained. More than enough power to save us all. I took a step toward the priest.

      “Ry!” Saffryn said.

      With a vicious snap, I severed my connection to the priest and jerked my mind back. Saffryn tried to stand and collapsed. I stepped behind her, grabbed her under the armpits, and dragged her toward the entrance.

      The other priests had noticed Saffryn and me, and they moved toward us. As one, the priests stopped, like they had walked into a wall. Their shirts stretched out behind them and suddenly, all the priests flew backward onto their backs.

      In the distance Keel and Mirrah, a four-foot geyser of water between them, worked to keep the Guardians away from us. Keel had used the water in their clothes to pin the priests to the ground and Mirrah kept a steady stream of fog rolling toward the priests from the geyser, creating a tool for Keel. My back struck the door to the Spire, and I fell back into darkness, Saffryn on top of me.

      “Saff?” a woman asked.

      Saffryn rolled off me, her legs working again, and stood. “Mom?”

      Thelt landed on my shoulder and quickly crawled behind my ear.

      You took long enough, Thelt said.

      I can’t fly, remember?

      Saffryn ran down the hallway, and I followed. Sister Vy came out to meet Saffryn, and they hugged.

      “What are you doing here?” Sister Vy asked.

      “Helping my friends,” Saffryn replied.

      “Oh, Sweetheart,” Sister Vy said and hugged Saffryn again. Furry appeared next to them, and Saffryn scratched the giant cat between its hairless ears.

      I pressed myself against the wall, keeping as much distance as I could between the cat and my body. I slid past them and continued down the dark hallway. Light from the chamber ahead made me squint. I entered the central chamber of the Black Tower.

      The room, at least a hundred feet across, had shakers spaced every ten feet around the walls, but the space remained dim. Attached to the far wall hung a giant cage, made of the same netting I’d seen on Saffryn’s wagon, and it stretched up into the darkness of the ceiling. The bottom of the cage ended in some sort of mechanical box. In the middle of the room, seventeen waist-high columns sat all in a row.

      Dad sat with his back against the middle column, his eyes closed in pain. Mom knelt next to him, holding his hand in hers. Joy mixed with anger inside me. They had kept so many secrets from me.

      “Rykiel?” Mom asked.

      She stood, and Dad opened his eyes. I realized my mask hid my face.

      “It’s me,” I said.

      Mom ran to me and fiercely hugged me. After a second, I hugged her back. My parents had lied to me, poisoned me, and kept secrets from me. But I knew they loved me.

      Mom let me go and stepped back. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m saving you,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 38

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Dad waved me over, and I knelt down and hugged him. He had his hand pressed against his chest, and I could see blisters on his fingertips. Thelt stuck his head out and chirped. Dad gave him a small smile and scratched him under the chin.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “The Sun Stone shards are unstable. They burn when touched. We didn’t expect that,” Dad said as he winced in pain.

      An avalanche of questions buried my thoughts. I wanted answers to them all, but I didn’t know where to begin.

      “We’ve failed,” Mom said.

      “Failed at what?” I asked.

      Mom pointed to my right, and I stood to look. Twenty feet away, seventeen jars lay scattered across the floor, liquid pooled around them, and a mound of small stones sat to the side. As soon as I focused on the stones, my whole body itched.

      The pile pulled at me, and I leaned forward. Not knowing the danger, I jerked my mind from the stones and looked away. Just glancing at them had caused a connection to form, but I had seen enough to recognize the shapes in the pile. Thelt dropped to my shoulder and jumped into the air.

      “Why do those look like my puzzle?” I asked.

      Dad spoke. “Because our ancestors broke an artifact to create those shards. The puzzle was to remember how to put it back together.”

      “It?” I asked.

      “The Sun Stone,” Mom replied.

      “I thought you gave me that puzzle as a gift. Not because of some ancient accident.”

      Mom nodded. “It was a gift. Nothing is as important as family. That’s why we’re here.” Mom waved at the stones. “We’re here to fix our family’s mistake.”

      “What mistake?” I asked.

      “The Sun Stone had too much power for the Purples to use. So they convinced someone to break it,” Dad said.

      “But they didn’t use it for good like they promised, but instead killed us, and made themselves powerful,” Mom said.

      “With a rock?” I asked.

      “It is far more than a rock,” Dad said. “Our family has spent centuries trying to fix the damage these shards have caused.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me any of this? I thought it was just a puzzle!”

      Mom stepped toward me, but I stepped away. “I don’t even know who you are. Or what I am. My whole life has been a lie.”

      Mom nodded. “We did lie to you. And worse. But it was necessary.”

      “Putting a rock back together is necessary? Have you both gone mad?”

      Dad pushed himself to his feet. “The priests used the shards to supercharge their ink. The easy access to power has caused all the kingdoms to expand and harvest and destroy without regard for the consequences. They have destroyed the balance.”

      “How does solving the puzzle fix that?” I asked.

      “Once reassembled, it will become too powerful to use,” Mom said.

      “Then what?” I asked.

      “Then we work to destroy the ink itself,” Dad said. “It was a terrible discovery.”

      “We?” I asked.

      Mom held up her palm and a crescent moon glowed there. “Those that will come after us. Your family. The Gy’lephe.”

      “Come after us?” I asked.

      My parents locked eyes.

      “No more lies,” Mom said.

      Dad nodded at her and looked at me. “We aren’t going to survive this. They will never let us live.”

      “Can’t you Warden us out?” I asked.

      Mom hissed. “Where did you hear that name?”

      “How does that matter now?” I asked.

      “They’ve poisoned us, and we’re suppressed,” Dad said. “They’ll be here before it wears off.”

      “Poisoned like you poisoned me?” I asked.

      Mom stared at the floor for a moment and then looked at me. “Yes. To protect you from yourself.”

      The confirmation, from her own mouth, felt like someone had punched me in the gut. My throat tightened and my brain went blank. A part of me had already known why they had poisoned me. I couldn’t deny I was different. But it still felt horrible that someone I loved and trusted had willingly harmed me.

      The reason, while probably valid, didn’t matter much to me. But I couldn’t explain all that to them, and I didn’t have the time anyway. I swallowed and then swallowed again.

      When I thought my voice would work, I spoke. “Why can’t Sister Vy weave the poison out like she did with me?”

      “It’s not the same poison,” Mom said. “The Purple poison lodges deep in the brain and can’t be weaved out.”

      “Then I’ll get us out,” I said.

      “No,” my parents said at the same time.

      “Why not?” I asked.

      Mom shook her head. “Because you’ll kill yourself and a lot of people around you. You haven’t been trained.”

      I raised my chin. “I’ve done it three times already.”

      “And the cost?” Dad asked. “How hard was it to stop?”

      I thought about the flowers and the tiny sea creatures and then looked at the floor. The last time it had taken Saffryn hitting me with a rock to stop.

      “We can’t just stay here,” I said.

      Mom held up her wrists. The black bracelets were still there. “They’re full of ink. If somehow we made it out, they would just pin us to the ground.”

      Saffryn came running into the room. “Mom says she can’t hold them off much longer. They’ll swarm us soon.”

      Dad faced the pile of pieces, his hands still full of blisters. “We need to assemble the stone. It might be generations before we get this chance again.”

      I glanced at the pile of shards to my right. Immediately I felt a tug on my brain, and I squeezed my eyes closed. If we did die here, we had nothing to show for it. It would be a useless death. I didn’t want my short life to be useless, and maybe if the Sun Stone was whole again, I could bargain our way out in exchange for breaking it again.

      Where are you? I asked.

      Taking a bath.

      You should get out of here.

      Finally, you’re making sense. Let’s go.

      I’ll be right behind you, I lied.

      Forcing my eyes open, I strode to the pile and knelt by the shards. Ink soaked my pants, and power struck me from the stones like a thousand needles. I bit my tongue to keep from screaming and looked down at the two pieces Dad had separated from the others. It felt like my brain was being pulled through my eyeballs.

      From Dad’s burns, I knew I couldn’t touch them. I grabbed a jar in each hand and used them to push the pieces together, but they repelled each other. I needed to do something else. But what?

      “Rykiel, don’t,” Mom said. “It’s too dangerous.”

      But I had to. As lightly as I could, I reached out with my mind to the two pieces, and immediately dropped the jars to clutch my head. The two shards sounded like out of tune violins screeching as they played different songs. Their music felt like broken glass bouncing around my head. I knew these two pieces fit together physically, but it appeared damage had happened to their identity as well.

      Concentrating on the first shard, I tried to understand where its pain came from. And like pulling back a bandage, I found its wound, torn and raw. I repeated the process with the second piece. Picking up the two jars, I pushed the shard pieces together, but this time I aligned the ripped sections of the shard’s identity using my mind, letting them reconnect and heal.

      And like two magnets, the shard pieces clicked together, the music in my head harmonized, and the pain lessened. Sweat dripped from my forehead onto the floor. I kept my mind at each shard’s edge, near their wounds, and away from their core. I didn’t want to know what this thing truly was or what it could do.

      It scared me.
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      “You’re doing it,” Dad whispered from just behind me.

      The third and fourth pieces snapped into place. I could feel the Sun Stone coming back to life. Like memories returning to someone who had been struck dumb, the stone began to help me, and the process picked up speed.

      I pushed the second to last piece into place, and I grabbed my head again as the music swelled, the pieces almost in tune. I jerked my mind back from the sound. It came away slowly like honey filled the distance between us.

      “What are you doing?” Elder Drogh shouted.

      I gasped as multiple spirit weaves struck me. What had felt earlier like itching now felt like my skin burned while someone pinched it. The pain forced my mind outward, and I snatched the weaves with my thoughts. I pointed at the ceiling, screamed, and flung the power up and away from me.

      The ceiling, along with the top of the vachi cage, shattered and blew outward. Light filled the dark room, and for a few seconds, we all stood in the sunshine as fresh air swirled around us. Then, like a total eclipse, the room darkened as thousands and thousands of vachi blocked out the sun as they flew to freedom. Their chirping echoed off the walls of the Spire, and I covered my ears to mute the sound. Dad had spoken the truth. Everything was getting easier, the connections forming faster, and the desire to weave greater.

      I struggled to move as the power from the stone smothered me. I picked up the now mostly stable Sun Stone in my left hand and the final shard piece in my right. Standing, I turned and faced the priests. Mom stood on my right, and Dad on my left. Saffryn, her mom, and Furry stood on the other side of Dad.

      Three black-masked priests lay moaning on the ground. A part of me felt bad for them. They probably hadn’t meant to hurt me, but something had ripped open in my brain, and I wanted to connect to everything now. If something touched me, my mind snatched it. My brain felt a hundred times too big for my skull.

      Twenty black-clad priests had filled the room. They formed a half-circle in front of us. Elder Drogh stepped over the injured priests like he had stepped over a pile of garbage.

      Once I inserted the last piece into the Sun Stone, it would stabilize. The source of the priests’ power would disappear. Elder Drogh had arrived too late. I smiled, even though my mask hid it, and quickly shoved the final piece into place.

      But it only went halfway.

      I looked down at the Sun Stone and pushed harder, but the shard would not slide into place. I pounded on it with my right hand.

      Elder Drogh laughed. “So useless.”

      Thelt, get out of here. Now!

      I don’t want to leave you.

      There is nothing you can do for me.

      There was nothing left to do. I had tried to save us all but had failed. The only chance to bargain for the lives of my family and of my friends required the Sun Stone to be whole.

      “Help us,” Sister Vy said.

      Elder Drogh laughed. “I can’t wait to be rid of you.”

      “The ink is the source of so many problems,” Mom said.

      “My only problems are in this room,” Elder Drogh said.

      “You make the worst among us stronger with this ink,” Dad said. “The world and good people suffer.”

      Elder Drogh scoffed. “Suffer? We give them ink and make their lives easier.”

      “Only enough to taste what is possible,” Sister Vy said. “They spend their lives like drug addicts, always wanting more.”

      Elder Drogh shrugged. “The truth is they don’t matter. Two hundred years ago, fifty weavers couldn’t do what a single person can do today with their ink.”

      “And you still don’t see the problem?” Sister Vy asked.

      “Oh, I see it. We have fifty extra people,” Elder Drogh said.

      “That is why even the Ghost Pirate fights you,” Sister Vy replied.

      “The price of power is enemies,” Elder Drogh said.

      “And the cost of your ink?” I asked.

      Elder Drogh faced me. “The cost? How ironic that you, of all people, would ask that?”

      The mask hid my guilt.

      Elder Drogh continued. “How many people did you kill to cheat your way into winning?”

      I had made mistakes, but Elder Drogh and I weren’t the same. I cared about the world around me and hadn’t killed anyone.

      Are you still here? I asked Thelt.

      Yes, this water feels wonderful. Thelt’s voice boomed in my head. I winced in pain at the volume of it. Why was he shouting?

      Can you come here?

      A moment later, Thelt landed on my right shoulder, and I held my left hand out, palm upward. Thelt jumped to it. As soon as he touched my skin power jolted through me. I clenched my teeth and pulled as deeply as I could into myself. Thelt glistened, still covered in liquid, his skin no longer dark green, but black.

      What were you in? I asked.

      The water by all the jars.

      Not water, but the charging ink. This ink had less energy than the ink Thelt had absorbed before, but it still overwhelmed my mind, and I gently tossed him into the air.

      Thelt hovered in front of me, and after a moment I turned to Elder Drogh. “The cost of your ink is too high.”

      Elder Drogh looked confused. “You think killing these pests is a cost? It’s a benefit.”

      “Power should not come at the expense of life,” I said.

      Elder Drogh pointed at me. “That’s exactly what your type of power costs. Which is why your kind must die. I’ll make sure this time we kill you all.”

      “You can’t mean that!” Sister Vy said.

      “You all die here, and as soon as I take care of the pirate, I’ll destroy the Gy’lephe clans,” Elder Drogh said.

      I want to renegotiate my deal, Thelt said.

      I’m not surprised.

      You need to leave a note.

      For what?

      You aren’t going to make it out, and someone needs to give me the pies I earned.

      Thanks for the confidence.

      It’s not my fault you make terrible choices. I shouldn’t be punished for it.

      I couldn’t argue with Thelt about that.

      Elder Drogh would never let us go. He didn’t need to listen because he held all the power. This moment felt like every other moment in my life. Standing quietly while someone more powerful told me what to do. Not every moment. The last few days had shown me what I might be capable of.

      I didn’t want power, only a way to stop its abuse.

      I looked up hoping to see Thelt, but it was impossible to find something so small in the darkness.

      I have another idea, I said.

      Great, your last one worked out really well.

      Pushing on the shard piece hadn’t been enough. That left me one option, pulling. I reached out with my mind and touched the Sun Stone, but this time I didn’t stay around the edges, I plunged deep into the Stone’s identity.
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      “Stop!” Elder Drogh screamed.

      My parents flew backward, ripped away by the bracelets on their wrists, and crashed into the wall behind me. A second later, Saffryn and her mom struck the wall and Furry whimpered in pain. They might all be dead, but if I did nothing, they would be for certain.

      Elder Drogh pointed at me, and I felt his weave wrap around my heart as he tried to crush it in my chest. The Sun Stone latched onto the connection and yanked Elder Drogh from his body.

      The Sun Stone, born from an exploding star, roiled with energy. Its memory so long, it had seen the birth of planets, including ones like the blue speck it had crashed into. I felt the stubbornness it used to resist the pull of the distant darkness that held the stars together. But sadness huddled in its center. It longed for the past when it had a purpose. Eons it had traveled the cold blackness alone, only memories to keep it alive.

      As I fell deeper into the Sun Stone, I funneled its power through my Focus, manipulating the energy and wrapping it around the last shard piece, using its own power against it. I could feel Elder Drogh above me, hammering at my connection, trying to sever it.

      The final piece slid into place, and the Sun Stone awakened. The power of an exploding star pulsed around me.

      What are you doing? Thelt asked his voice distant.

      Something stupid.

      Are you capable of anything else?

      I had done it! The Sun Stone, now whole, would break the priests’ power. They would have to let us leave if they wanted me to break it again. But the stone’s loneliness, its eons of uselessness, resonated with my own. We were similar, our pasts shaping us into reflections of each other. The Stone rejoiced at a companion and absorbed me. I tried to pull back, to return to my own body, but I lacked the strength.

      Elder Drogh struggled as well, but the Sun Stone held our minds tightly, and I sensed my body collapse. If I couldn’t get back to my body soon, I knew it would die. What would happen to me? Would I die too?

      Fear and terror gave me strength, but the Sun Stone held my mind in place.

      Thelt, I screamed, Help!

      Thelt pulled, and I felt the utter uselessness of it. His heart was large, but his mental mass had no chance against the Sun Stone’s hold.

      Use that thing to power your way out! Thelt screamed.

      The amount of energy in the Sun Stone staggered me. Too much power. I would never control it, and might destroy the city, or this entire area, maybe even the world. Could I do that? Sacrifice all the people around me to save my life? Like I had almost done in the alley.

      When the daisies died, it had made my heart sick. What would it be like to experience the death of an entire city?

      I won’t, I said. I’m sorry.

      I sensed Thelt’s panic, the reality of losing me, and our bond vibrated with his scream of despair.

      And something answered him. My link with Thelt swelled as vachi just outside the Spire heard his distress and reached out to help. In moments hundreds had answered, and then thousands as the call fanned out from Thelt.

      My connection with Thelt grew massive. The connection wrapped around me like a blanket. I remembered the vachi were clonal, like the great aspen groves of the Silent Forest. They were all connected, millions of separate identities that all shared a common thread. I recalled the times Thelt had talked to his kind, of how they always knew each other, how they traveled in huge swarms.

      I teetered on an invisible line, balanced between life and death by the Sun Stone’s power.

      I felt Thelt’s appreciation for those who had answered. Until now, he had never asked for help, had always considered himself an outsider. His connection with me made him too different. But the vachi were a family, and they helped their own. My connection grew to the size of a continent as millions of vachi joined together to help their brother hold me, to bring me back.

      My mind moved, slowly at first, and then quickly as the Sun Stone lost its hold. I threw a connection outward to Elder Drogh, a lifeline to pull him out with me. But instead of accepting my help, the priest tried to break my connection with Thelt, and kill us both. In an instant, he was left behind as Thelt yanked me to safety.

      I found some help, Thelt said.

      Millions of personalities jumbled along the connection, all intent on pulling me to safety. Well, not exactly me. A different reoccurring image appeared.

      Thelt, what did you do? I asked.

      I told you I have mentalness.

      The realization of what had happened struck me dumb. I couldn’t believe the enormity of what Thelt had accomplished or how he’d done it.

      What do they think they’re saving? I asked, already knowing the answer, seeing it replicated a million times.

      Thelt paused, and then in a delighted voice, he answered.

      Pie is powerful!

      I crashed into my body like a rock into a window. I gasped, opened my eyes, and rolled onto my back. Sunlight filtered down on me from the hole in the ceiling. I had lived. The sky appeared dark as millions and millions of vachi circled the Black Spire.

      They think I’m a blueberry pie? I asked.

      I tried to tell you before the first game, but you wanted me to wait. Blueberry pie is the most powerful, and then apple, unless they used green ones, then it would be cherry instead.

      I should have listened to you earlier.

      I know. You’re lucky I’m so patient.

      My skin burned like I had rolled through crushed glass. I pushed myself to my feet and stepped over to Elder Drogh’s lifeless body. I picked up the Sun Stone from the floor. It no longer radiated power like a hot oven.

      One of the priests took a few steps toward me. Five silver tears painted under the eyes of his mask. I remembered him from the night my parents were taken.

      “What did you do to Elder Drogh?” Brother Vich asked.

      “Nothing. He chose to hurt instead of help. Just like he did when alive.”

      “He’s dead?” Brother Vich asked.

      I glanced at the wall my parents had struck. Sister Vy knelt between Saffryn and my parents, and Furry crouched, ready to pounce on anyone who came near. They had all lived, and I sighed in relief. Brother Vich strode to Elder Drogh and placed a hand on his forehead.

      Brother Vich stood. “How did you defeat him?”

      “Because true power isn’t here,” I said, and held up the Sun Stone in my left hand.

      “It’s here,” I held out my right hand, and Thelt landed on it.

      Thelt reared up, spread his wings, and roared. I pushed an air weaver tattoo into the ink on his skin, and the small roar, amplified by the air weave, shook the tower with the noise.

      I sound really good in here, Thelt said.

      Yes, you are very frightening.

      Brother Vich turned and strode away. In seconds he had left the room along with the rest of the priests. I ran over to my parents and knelt down in front of them.

      “Rykiel,” Mom said and held out her arms.

      I handed the Sun Stone to Sister Vy and hugged my mom.

      “I love you to the sea,” Mom whispered.

      “To the sea, and back,” I answered.

      A second later, Dad leaned forward, and Mom pulled away enough for him to fit between us.

      “I’m proud of you,” Dad said.

      We stayed that way for a while, and I soaked in their love like a dry sponge.

      Sister Vy had removed her purple vest and made a bag with it to carry the Sun Stone. Saffryn removed her mask and then reached over and touched the mask on my face. I felt a small tingle and the mask came off. I rubbed my face.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “You look better with it on,” Keel said.

      I stood and turned. Mirrah had an arm around Keel, helping him walk, and they had almost reached us.

      Saffryn jumped up, strode to them, and removed their masks. Then she punched Keel in the shoulder.

      “Ow, what was that for?” Keel asked. “Can’t you see I’m hurt?”

      “That’s for abandoning me,” Saffryn said.

      Keel opened and closed his mouth several times. “Abandoning you? I was basically dead out there.”

      “You look fine to me,” Saffryn said.

      “Well, I’m not,” Keel said.

      Saffryn squeezed in between Keel and Mirrah and transferred Keel’s left arm to her shoulder. Mirrah walked over and stood next to me.

      “Oh, you’re not? Then I’ll heal you properly,” Saffryn said.

      Keel groaned.

      I laughed. “Why don’t you just say no?”

      Keel smiled. “You assume I could stop her. I can’t. When caught in a storm, the wise open their mouth for a drink, not to curse.”

      “What?” I asked.

      Keel glanced at Saffryn. “It means to make the best of the things you can’t control.”

      Saffryn raised her eyebrows. “Is that some kind of sailor insult?”

      “No, It’s just a—” Keel started.

      Saffryn interrupted. “There’s a heal I’ve never tried. They call it the Lava Peel. I’ve been told it only burns for a few hours.”

      Keel’s eyes grew wide, and the rest of us laughed. Mirrah grabbed my hand and my chest warmed.

      “When the priests all ran out…I thought…I’m glad you’re okay,” Mirrah said.

      “I’m glad we’re all okay,” I agreed.

      Sister Vy helped my parents stand and then she pointed at Elder Drogh.

      “He’s dead,” I said. “The Sun Stone took him.”

      Four Purple robed priests burst into the room and ran toward us.

      “Sister, are you well?” one of the priests shouted.

      “Yes, the danger is past,” Sister Vy said.

      The oldest priest stopped near us. “Brother Vich and the Ink Guardians have fled. They’ve taken four casks of ink with them.”

      Sister Vy faced me and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Thank you, Ry. You have forced a needed change on us. I will make sure it endures.”

      I nodded. “Thank you for helping my parents.”

      Furry appeared next to me and rubbed against my right leg. I jerked in surprise and then cautiously reached down and scratched him between the ears.

      “And for helping me,” I said.

      Sister Vy left with the priests.

      “How did you accomplish all this?” Dad asked.

      How had I done it? The truth was, I hadn’t done anything. We had. I squeezed Mirrah’s hand, and looked at Keel, held upright by Saffryn.

      “By making friends,” I said.

      Mirrah pulled me toward Keel and Saffryn, and we hugged them.

      “Too much hugging,” Keel said, but he didn’t pull away.

      In the stillness, I heard a faint chanting, but I couldn’t make out the words. It almost sounded like humming.

      Are you making that noise? I asked Thelt.

      No, they are.

      Who?

      The others like me.

      All those vachi I freed?

      Yeah.

      Why are they doing that?

      They’re chanting for their king.

      My cheeks burned. I had freed them, and maybe they knew the priests wouldn’t kill them anymore. When I’d connected with millions of them they’d glimpsed the power I’d held. But I couldn’t let them worship me.

      Tell them thanks, but I don’t need their praise. I’m not the vachi king.

      Thelt laughed. I know you’re not. They aren’t chanting for you. They’re chanting for me. I’m the vachi king.
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      I smoothed the blanket on my bed.

      Two down. Ten to go. Thelt said.

      I turned and studied the pies stacked on my table. Thelt hadn’t let me forget our bargain from yesterday at the Black Spire or from the second game. He had spent the entire trip back to the Ink Academy deciding which flavors he wanted. I had picked up the pies on my way home, and Keel had paid for them without asking what they were for. It made me want to hug him, but I didn’t. I was pretty sure he only liked getting hugs from Saffryn.

      Steam rose from an apple pie on the bottom of the stack.

      Are you fire weaving your pie warm again?

      The steam stopped.

      No.

      I shook my head. You don’t have to eat them all at once.

      Eating? I haven’t started that. I’m crawling through each one first.

      That is disgusting. You better not get any pie on my stuff.

      Don’t worry. I’m licking myself clean between pies.

      Again, disgusting.

      “Lemons!” Saffryn said.

      I flinched at the sudden sound.

      “You’re jumpy,” Keel said.

      Saffryn and Keel stood in the doorway to my bedroom.

      I looked at Saffryn. “Have you ever heard of knocking?”

      “Looks cleaner than the last time I saw it,” Saffryn said.

      I looked around. “It took all day.”

      “Hmmm. It seems like it should be cleaner then,” Keel said.

      I frowned at them. “What’s going on?”

      “Mom wants to talk to us,” Saffryn said.

      “Now?” I asked.

      “No, next week,” Saffryn said. “That’s why we’re here now.”

      “Fine, I’m coming,” I said

      I pulled on my boots.

      I concentrated on Thelt. I’ll be right back. Don’t make a mess.

      Have I ever?

      I couldn’t answer that or I’d be here the rest of the day.

      As I closed my bedroom door, I looked at Keel. “When do you move to the stables?”

      “Your dad thinks tomorrow,” Keel said.

      “Another night alone in the secret room,” I said. “Do you need me to sleep over?”

      “No, there’s less snoring when you’re gone,” Keel replied.

      “I don’t snore!” I said.

      Keel and Saffryn laughed.

      We left the library and headed northwest. The afternoon air felt warm, and I patted my right pocket. I still had time today to take care of something important. I glanced to my left at Saffryn and Keel who were holding hands.

      That reminded me of the Ranger Academy. “Oh, I forgot to tell you. I met one of your girl friends.”

      Saffryn stopped, and Keel’s mouth hung open. Saffryn let go of Keel’s hand, faced him, and put her hands on her hips.

      “You already have a girlfriend?” Saffryn asked.

      I held up my hands. “No, I didn’t mean it like that. I met a girl named Lilly, who knew Keel at the Ranger Academy.”

      Keel faced me. “Are you trying to get me killed?”

      Saffryn frowned, but grabbed Keel’s hand again, and we continued our walk.

      “Anyway, she said she hopes your tent catches fire, and that you make the worst wafers she’s ever tasted,” I said.

      “Oh, I think I like this girl,” Saffryn said.

      Keel laughed. “You would like Lilly. And I got my wafer recipe from her. It is terrible.”

      “She wanted to know if you were okay,” I said.

      Keel looked at Saffryn for a few moments and then turned to me. “For the first time, in a really long time…I am.”

      We walked a minute in silence, and I realized where we were headed. My palms started to sweat.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Your Headmaster’s place,” Saffryn said.

      So it had caught up with me. I thought maybe with everything that had happened, the missing ink would be forgotten. But if Sister Vy had wanted me to come to Professor Laken’s room, it could only mean one thing. So he could accuse me and hand me over to the priests.

      In what felt like seconds, Saffryn opened Professor Laken’s door, and the three of us entered. I smiled at Mirrah and then frowned as I realized she might be here for punishment. I looked to my left and found my parents standing with Sister Vy causing my heart to race. Professor Laken stood to my right, alone, the championship box under his left arm.

      Professor Laken pointed at me. “That’s him. He’s the one that took the box.”

      “But you have it under your arm,” Sister Vy said.

      “I got it back. But he broke into my bedroom window and tried to steal it,” Professor Laken said.

      Sister Vy turned to me. “Did you break into his bedroom window?”

      Technically, Keel had done all the breaking into. I had stood useless on the ground below.

      “No,” I said.

      Sister Vy turned back to Professor Laken. “Do you have any witnesses?”

      Professor Laken leaned back, his eyes wide. “Are you taking his word over mine?”

      “What can I do? It is your word against a Grey,” Sister Vy said.

      My chest warmed. Sister Vy had thrown Professor Laken’s words back at him. He had said almost the exact same thing to her in the classroom when Mirrah had been poisoned.

      “I’ll speak to Elder Drogh about this,” Professor Laken said.

      “Let me know what he says,” Sister Vy replied with a smile.

      Saffryn, Keel, and I walked over and stood next to Mirrah, and she grabbed my hand. Sister Vy stepped away from my parents. She wore the same type of purple robe Elder Drogh had worn.

      I turned to my left and whispered to Saffryn. “Why is your mom dressed differently?”

      “They voted for a new leader last night. She’s in charge now.”

      Sister Vy looked at all of us. “I came to collect your game bracelets and to deliver your prize. Saffryn told me all about you three, and I’m so thrilled you won.”

      She removed the bracelets from our wrists and placed them in her pocket.

      “The Sixth Kingdom has really inspired the Capital.” Sister Vy locked gazes with Keel. “I even heard a rumor that the Ghost Pirate has replaced her flag with the flaming vachi and hexagon. Curious that she would take such an interest in your team.”

      “Who can understand the mind of a pirate,” Keel said.

      “Oh, I think I understand perfectly,” Sister Vy said and looked at Saffryn. “After all, parents want to support their children.”

      I looked from Sister Vy to Keel. What were they talking about? Why would the Ghost Pirate be flying our flag?

      Sister Vy looked back at Keel. “If only the Ghost knew what kind of person I was. Maybe she would meet with me, and we could find common ground.”

      Keel nodded at her, and Sister Vy smiled.

      “Thank you, Keel,” Sister Vy said with a small bow. “Enough of this. Headmaster, the prize.”
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      Professor Laken shuffled to Sister Vy, a frown on his face. “They cheated. They don’t deserve this.”

      Sister Vy tilted her head. “Cheated? How?”

      “He’s a Grey. He can’t even use it!” Professor Laken said.

      “Well, I don’t consider that cheating,” Sister Vy replied.

      Sister Vy took the box from Professor Laken and walked back to a small table near my parents. She had her back to us, and I couldn’t see what she did with the box. The moment I had dreaded had arrived. Once Sister Vy opened the box, everything would unravel for me. She would know Professor Laken had told the truth. I hoped my friends didn’t get in trouble. There was no one to blame for all this but myself. I deserved whatever came next. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “Here we go,” Sister Vy said and turned around.

      In her right hand sat four black vials.

      “What are those?” I asked.

      “Your prize,” Sister Vy said.

      “But—” I started.

      Saffryn stomped on my left foot, and I winced in pain.

      My parents clapped, and Sister Vy approached us.

      Power radiated from the four vials, and I withdrew deep into my mind. I didn’t want to chance any kind of connection with them.

      Sister Vy stood up straight. “The Purple Kingdom regrets we couldn’t hold the ceremony at the arena yesterday. We beg your forgiveness for the delay. From what I’ve heard, I missed the game of the century.”

      Mirrah released my hand and started to tremble. She held out her cupped hands, and Sister Vy gave her the first vial. Tears fell silently down her cheeks, and my heart felt like it might burst with happiness for her.

      Sister Vy skipped me and went to her daughter. She kissed Saffryn on the forehead. “I’m so proud of you,” she said and handed her daughter a vial.

      Keel held out his hand, and Sister Vy handed him a vial as well.

      Sister Vy came back to me and held out the last vial. “The kingdoms owe you a great debt.”

      “They don’t,” I said, looking at the floor. “I only wanted to save myself.”

      “Rykiel,” Sister Vy said, and I looked up, surprised she had used my full name. “The lies we tell ourselves do the most damage. Look in your heart.”

      I had made mistakes and done things I wished I hadn’t. I’d hurt people I cared about and kept secrets I shouldn’t have. Like the Grey Farmer, I’d told honest lies and false truths, but my intention had always been good. I hadn’t done anything out of greed or hate or cruelty. The world was complicated, and the truth sometimes hard to see. My heart felt light.

      I smiled at Sister Vy.

      She smiled back and handed me a vial. It felt like a hot coal in my hand as I studied it. A fortune in my palms. It would sell for enough money that no one could ever tell me what to do, and I would never have to sit in Professor Laken’s classroom again. I finally held power.

      But I’d learned power belonged in the hands of those that wanted to do the most good.

      I looked up, turned to Mirrah, and placed my vial next to hers.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “What? No! You can’t! It’s too much.”

      I placed my hand over hers and gave it a small squeeze. “That’s for doing what’s right. The scarecrow would be proud of you.”

      Mirrah gave me a tight hug. Her tears soaked my shoulder, but I didn’t mind. Keel cleared his throat, and Mirrah let me go.

      Keel placed his vial next to mine in Mirrah’s hand. “I hate the stuff. You’d be doing me a favor.”

      Mirrah stood there in shock, and then Saffryn added her vial to the other three.

      Saffryn held up a finger. “But you need to promise you’ll teach me that invisible weave. I want to sneak up on Furry.”

      A growl emerged from the wall to the right, and Furry appeared, standing next to Professor Laken. The Headmaster screamed, jumped away from Furry, and ran into the hallway. We all laughed.

      Mirrah wrapped her arms around Keel and Saffryn. “Thank you.”

      “If you don’t stop hugging me, I’m taking my vial back,” Keel said.

      We laughed again. Sister Vy stepped up to Mirrah and held out her hand. Mirrah’s face grew serious, and she handed Sister Vy the four vials.

      “Saffryn,” Sister Vy said.

      Saffryn stood next to her mom, and Sister Vy handed over three of the vials.

      Sister Vy removed the lid on the fourth and faced Mirrah. Holding the vial of black liquid above her head she spoke. “Accept our gift, sister. May your weaves lift us all.”

      Sister Vy grasped Mirrah’s left hand and slowly poured the ink onto her wrist. Sister Vy repeated the process on the left wrist with another vial and then added the last two vials to Mirrah’s right wrist. Mirrah stared at her wrists for a few seconds and then looked up with a huge smile. She lifted her arms into the air, wrists facing outward.

      Six lines of poetry on each wrist. The Scarecrow written in green ink. Finally, complete.

      “All this ink will push my rank past Pearl,” Mirrah said. “I bet I’m Coral. I can’t believe it.”

      Mirrah sobbed in joy and we all clapped. She wiped her cheeks and started to tell Keel and Saffryn what she planned to do for her village. I touched Sister Vy on the shoulder and she followed me as I walked to my parents.

      Dad winked at me, and Mom gave me a smile.

      “We’re proud of you,” Mom said. “You’ll make a fine Grey Warden once your training is finished.”

      My parents had insisted now that my Focus had formed that I needed to begin Grey Warden training in the Gy’lephe clans. I had told them I didn’t want to leave the city, but it appeared my mom still thought differently. That was a fight for another day though.

      “I’ve been thinking about all the stuff you made me study,” I said. “The difference between right and wrong and necessary. And I think you’re mistaken about the ink.”

      “The ink is bad,” Mom said.

      I thought of the Ranger Lilly and her description of Keel. How she admired him for his ideals, but that it didn’t make him right, and those rigid beliefs could be just as harmful.

      I shook my head. “The way it was collected for sure. And I agree that the ink supercharged by the Sun Stone upset the balance. But the ink helps the people, too. Farmers, sailors, craftsman, they all rely on it to make their lives easier. We shouldn’t take that from them.”

      “It doesn’t matter now,” Sister Vy said. “We stopped killing the vachi, and there isn’t another way to collect the ink.”

      Are you sure you can convince everyone to let the priests wash them? I asked Thelt.

      If there’s pie afterward.

      Stop it. We already argued about this. A bowl of sugar water.

      Fine.

      I smiled. “I have an idea. Maybe I could come by and show you tomorrow.”

      “I would love to hear it,” Sister Vy said.

      Mom smiled at me. “You’re already so wise.”

      “He gets it from me,” Dad replied.

      We laughed and my parents turned to Sister Vy. They started discussing ways the priests and the Gy’lephe clans could cooperate. I glanced over at my friends. Mirrah waved her hands as she told a story to Keel and Saffryn.

      I touched my right pocket again. One thing left to do. I slipped out the open door and took the stairs down two at a time.
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      The dirt chilled my knees as I stuck a finger in the soil and then dropped the last seed into the hole. It had taken me an hour to remove the dead flowers from behind the classroom building and plant new seeds, but I’d finally finished. I smoothed the dirt level one last time and stood, placing the empty seed packet into my right pocket.

      “You think you’re clever?” Fant asked.

      I turned. Fant stood alone, about ten feet from me. His hair stood out in crazy angles, and he still wore yesterday’s clothes.

      “Do you!” Fant shouted.

      I raised my hands. “I don’t want any trouble.”

      Fant clenched his fists. “Well, you’re getting it.”

      The brown ink on Fant’s arms took the form of a mountain, stones flowing down the sides like an avalanche. As the rockslide reached his hands, Fant thrust them outward. I felt the pulse of energy leave him and enter the ground, headed for me.

      Unlike the spirit weavers, who stayed connected to their weaves, Fant had shot this energy at me in a burst. It wasn’t attached to him, and it made it safe for me to use. Like I’d done in the Spire, I connected to the energy and pulled it inward, absorbing it.

      I circled the energy in my Focus and then manipulated it to my arms. A grey avalanche appeared on my left arm, mirroring the weave Fant had used. I altered the tattoo into a blazing sun.

      “Thank you, Fant.”

      Without turning, I spread my fingers wide and directed the power through my Focus, into the tattoo, and finally into the soil behind me. The seeds I’d just planted soaked it in.

      Fant hissed and stepped backward. His eyes widened, and then he turned and ran. I watched him flee. Things would be different now.

      I turned and studied the flower bed. Full-grown daisies filled it, and I smiled as the grey sun faded from my skin.

      Uh, Ry.

      Yes?

      You know your favorite reading chair?

      The red chair you’re not allowed on.

      Yeah, that one. There was an accident.

      What kind of accident?

      It looks like someone made a mess on it.

      Someone better have it cleaned up before I get back. Mom hates that chair and doesn’t need another excuse to get rid of it. And I won’t appreciate any more odd smells.

      Thelt was quiet for half a minute.

      Ry?

      Yes.

      Are you by the kitchen?

      Why?

      We’re going to need a bucket of water. And a lot of soap.

      Thelt!

      

      
        
        The End
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      I modified the book to highlight and make explicit the progression elements and tried to age it up a little from its original state. Hopefully, I succeeded.

      This book deserved to be read.

      Ry and Thelt were the beginning of so much. You will see their shadows in many of my other characters.

      I love them, and I hope you did too.

      AFK
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