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To the one we are an aroma that brings death;

to the other, an aroma that brings life.

—2 Corinthians 2:16

Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the 

last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in 

any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way. 

—Victor Frankl



Darcy for daring.

Lori, Tina, and Nancy for commenting.

Linda for cheering.

Karen and Lina for being brilliant and truthful.

Kathy Stinson and Evan Braun for professional eyes.

Ron, Sonia, Caleb, and Jordan for driving me crazy and keeping 

me sane. Love you always. 



According to legend,

if the sky is blue and clear

but you see a line of white clouds along the horizon,

those aren’t really clouds.

They are the

snowcapped mountains of

the Land of Thirsk. 



Chapter One

“Wait here.” The guards shoved Fee into the throne 

room and hurried away.

He hadn’t put up a fi ght when they’d come for him. It 

had been two against one—and the warrior clan bred for size 

and cruelty.

Flames from a brazier set shadows writhing on the sta-

lagmites that soared around him like giant pointed teeth. Th e 

darkness behind the stalagmites didn’t quite hide the cage that 

was anchored there… or the prisoner locked inside.

Fee shivered and turned away from the cage. Th ere would 

be no reprieve, no chance of escape for the prisoner. He might 

last another week. Two, if he were unlucky. Th en he would die 

in that cage and it would be Fee’s fault. Th e thought made his 



belly cramp. In more than three hundred years of service as a 

Listener, he’d never been responsible for anyone’s death.

He held his hands out to the flames and glanced at the 

cage out of the corner of his eye. The prisoner had been tall and 

strong when taken. He was still tall, but his strength was waning. 

The muscles in his arms and legs would soon shrivel to string 

and the blazing passion in his eyes would fade to a dull stare.

The passion was what Fee had noticed first—that, and the 

distinctive blue and black scarf he’d worn around one arm. The 

scarf, along with the key to the cage, hung now on a hook just 

out of the prisoner’s reach. There was no need to hide either. 

Even if the prisoner begged, no one would dare touch them.

But he did not beg. He just stared at Fee with those burn-

ing eyes.

Heavy footsteps announced his master’s arrival and Fee 

quickly knelt and pressed his forehead to the floor. No one sat 

in Javerra’s presence. Guards stood. Prisoners and messengers 

knelt.

Javerra entered the throne room along with two body-

guards, chosen because they were as tall and broad-shouldered 



as the largest brown bears of the forest. Even so, Javerra stood 

two heads taller still.

Legend said that if his skin were cut, Javerra would not 

bleed fire like a normal Rix; he would bleed scorpions and 

snakes. It was an easy legend to believe. Two serpents grew from 

the base of his thick neck, their bodies as long as Javerra was tall. 

They coiled in his horns and fed on the scorpions that swarmed 

his clothing.

Javerra was massive, but that wasn’t what kept Fee’s fore-

head glued to the floor. It was his eyes. Round, unblinking yel-

low eyes gleamed from cavernous sockets. His gaze drew you in, 

sucked you dry, and tossed you back to the floor like a dirty rag.

“Welcome, Fee the Listener.” Javerra’s voice was dark as 

well water, smooth as silk. “You have long been a faithful servant 

in my kingdom, have you not?”

“Yes, Master.”

“It is time I honored you then.”

Fee’s belly turned to lead.

“Rise. Come stand before me.”

Javerra’s snakes hissed and slithered toward him. They lift-

ed him to his feet, forced him forward.



“I have a message for you to deliver. You shall leave Thirsk 

and go to the land of men.” Javerra motioned to a guard, who 

came forward carrying a parchment. “While there, your iden-

tity must, of course, be disguised.” The guard unrolled the 

parchment to reveal a drawing. “This is how you shall appear 

to others during your stay. You may use all of your powers as 

needed. You may fly and take on whatever form is useful to you, 

including your animal form. You may also become invisible or 

dematerialize completely as needed. However, you must not, 

under any circumstances, reveal your present form—your true 

form—until I give you leave.”

Javerra lifted his hands, palms out, fingers spread. Fee felt 

his body shrink and soften. His muscled arms and chest sagged 

into a double chin and well-padded belly. His tunic became a 

vest and pants. Bright red shoes that curled up at the toes ap-

peared on his feet. His scarf wound itself loosely around his 

head in a colorful turban. The snakes hissed with glee.

Fee found himself staring at Javerra's knees. His shoulders 

slumped. He was half as tall and twice as wide as normal. A 

disguise, yes, of course. But why this?



“It is of utmost importance that the one I seek come will-

ingly.” Javerra’s voice hardened to steel. “Is that clear?”

Fee nodded and the turban slipped down over one eye. 

He shoved it back up, but it slid down again. The snakes hissed 

again and even the guards snickered.

“Good.” Javerra’s voice was velvet again. “I am sure you 

know what happens to those who fail me.”

Oh yes, he knew.

“The one—” Fee forced the words out. He had to ask. The 

last time he’d studied humans, they had been trying to invent a 

horseless carriage. He’d never bothered to remember what he’d 

studied. He was a Listener. Listeners never went to the land of 

men. “The one you seek,” he began again, “what is his name?”

“The one you must bring me is called Daniel.”



Spooner, Ontario, Canada

Located in the Arctic watershed between Wawa and Timmins

Population: 357



Chapter Two

“Daniel, is your room clean yet?”

His mother’s voice came from the other end of their base-

ment apartment. Th at meant he had a litt le more time to fi n-

ish his games. With luck, he’d control Asia in a few more turns. 

From there he would seize Europe and sweep through Africa. 

He rolled the dice and pushed his armies forward, then scoot-

ed over to the chessboard. Four more moves and it would be 

checkmate. He pushed his knight onto a new space, then rolled 

the dice on the Monopoly board. Not Boardwalk again! And 

with a hotel! He should have been winning; he owned most of 

the best properties. But they were all mortgaged and he didn’t 

have enough cash for the rent he owed. What a stupid game! 

You could plan and plan in Monopoly, but then chance slipped 



in and wiped you out anyway. Chess was the hardest to play 

alone, but at least it was logical.

“Daniel. Malachi. Williams.” Uh-oh. The voice came 

from his doorway now. “Look at your room! They’ll be here 

any minute.”

He looked around. His three board games and a 

1,500-piece 3D puzzle of New York City littered the floor, 

along with mounds of clothing, both dirty and clean. Dust 

was starting to collect on the Empire State Building.

“Sorry.” He grabbed a pile of jeans and sweatpants and 

tried to look contrite. His mother rolled her eyes and went 

back to the kitchen. He tossed the clothes back on the floor 

and sighed as he began to scoop up the Monopoly pieces.

His birthday parties were always the same. No grandpas, 

no uncles, no brothers, no dad. Just three elderly great aunts 

and a family friend named Philippa.

The Greats would hug and kiss him, pinch his cheeks, 

and leave an old-lady smell of soap and dusty perfume cling-

ing to him.

“How you’ve grown!” one would coo. The others would 

nod in agreement.



Daniel knew he hadn’t. To his own disgust, he still barely 

reached his mother’s shoulder.

“And so handsome,” another would chime in. “Look at 

those curls and big brown eyes.” Heads would bob in unison.

“The girls must love you!”

“You have a girlfriend yet?”

He snatched a pair of underwear from under his bed 

and flung it savagely in the direction of the closet. The Greats 

couldn’t even seem to remember from year to year that he was 

being homeschooled. You can’t have a girlfriend when you 

don’t know any girls.

The doorbell rang. He slapped the lid on the Monopoly 

box and shoved it under his bed. He’d finish playing the other 

games later.

In the entryway, Philippa had just taken off her coat. 

Daniel’s mother took it and disappeared toward her bedroom. 

Philippa had on the same outfit she wore every year: a baggy 

pullover sweater and a blue scarf that she tied around her neck.

“Hey, Daniel, happy twelfth birthday.” Her bear hug 

squashed the air out of him.



Philippa was a carpenter and had the muscles to prove it. 

How she and his mother had ever become friends was beyond 

him. Philippa loved nature and being outside. His mother, on 

the other hand, was a translator and worked from home. Her 

idea of being close to nature was holding a potato long enough 

to wash it and throw it in the microwave.

Philippa handed him a package wrapped in bright red pa-

per. It was heavy and the unexpected weight threw him off-bal-

ance. He caught himself against the wall.

“I hope you like my present. I checked it out with your 

mom first this year.”

That was playing it safe. Boring, but safe.

She glanced toward the bedroom where his mother was 

already coming out, then whispered, “I wanted to get you a pet. 

A rat, maybe.”

Daniel’s eyes widened at the thought. That would have 

been the best present ever.

The doorbell rang again and there was no time to talk. The 

Greats swept in and flooded him with hugs, kisses, and com-

ments about his height, looks, and lack of girlfriends.



They had lasagna and triple chocolate cake for supper—

his favorites.

The pile of gifts wasn’t large. His mother and the Greats 

always pooled their money and bought him a puzzle or board 

game, sometimes both.

Philippa always gave him books. In the beginning, before 

he could read, she’d given him picture books. Then, as he grew 

older, it had been books about animals or mythology. They 

were almost always fun and interesting.

He opened her present last, sure it would be something 

good.

It wasn’t. It was a dictionary. An unabridged dictionary.

A groan slipped out before he could stop it. He froze and 

then looked up. Three pairs of accusing eyes bore into his and 

then swung toward his mother.

“If one of my children had ever dared be so rude,” said one 

of the Greats, “I’d have paddled his fanny.”

“And such a nice gift, too. I think you should return it, 

Philippa.”



His mother took a deep breath, looked at the Greats and 

then at Daniel. He slid down in his chair, keeping his eyes fixed 

on the dictionary. “Sorry, Philippa. Thank you for the gift.”

“You are welcome,” she said. “I’m sure you’ll learn many 

things when you open it.”

He eyed her suspiciously. He’d have sworn there’d been 

laughter in her voice, but her face was solemn.

He moved to lift the book from the box, but before he 

could manage it Philippa was beside him, lifting the book from 

the table.

“Why don’t you get a deck of cards while I put this in 

your room? You’ll enjoy it more on your own after we’ve all 

gone home.”

He was quite sure he wouldn’t enjoy it even then, but he 

nodded and got the cards. They played Rummy and Bug Your 

Neighbor. The Greats kept his mother and Philippa laughing 

with gossip and old family stories.



Y

Later that night, he lay in bed thinking back over the day. It had 

been an okay birthday. The Greats were strange, but they’d giv-

en him a puzzle that claimed to be the hardest puzzle ever. He 

looked forward to starting it.

It was strike two for Philippa, though. Last year, she’d giv-

en him two books. The title of the first one—The Adventures 

of Taljic-Arad—had sounded promising, but it had so many 

pages of introduction that he’d given up before he even got to 

the story. The second—Zovuta: Epic of Kings—was just plain 

weird. On the first page, someone’s thoughts “waxed brooding 

dark” and they “sought to usurp the sovereign crown of desti-

ny.” Who wrote like that? Who thought like that?

Now she’d given him a dictionary. It was sitting on the top 

shelf in his closet and as far as he was concerned it could stay 

there. Why couldn’t she have given him a rat?

He hunted along his shelf for his book on rodents and 

then curled up under the quilts to look at the pictures. No need 

to read the text; he had the essential facts memorized. Rats can 

tread water for three days and hold their breath up to fifteen 



minutes. They can survive fourteen days without any food at 

all. They will eat almost anything, but love chocolate. They can 

climb pretty much anything and squeeze through a hole the 

size of a quarter. Their teeth are harder than iron. They chew 

through plastic, wood, and even bricks.

It was like having superpowers. Who wouldn’t want a rat? 

Heck, who wouldn’t want to be a rat?



Chapter Three

The next morning, Daniel slid open the bedroom 

curtains and peered outside. It had snowed during the night, 

but the snow was already melting. Th e needles on the pine trees 

glistened in the sunlight.

A movement near the corner of the house caught his eye. 

Somebody was walking toward the garage.

A girl.

A girl his age.

Who—?

He slapped himself upside the head. Of course! Old Mrs. 

Robitaille from upstairs had fallen off  a ladder and was in the 

hospital in a coma. Her son was driving up from Florida. Th is 

had to be her granddaughter.



The girl disappeared into the garage, which was crammed 

full of furniture, firewood, and Mrs. Robitaille’s car and adult-

sized tricycle. Whatever it was the girl wanted in there, she 

would need help finding it.

He pulled off his PJs, keeping one eye on the window. 

The girl reappeared pushing the tricycle. She glanced in his di-

rection, and he dove out of sight to pull his shirt on. When he 

looked out the window again, she was already speeding down 

the driveway, one back tire hugging the ditch.

“You’re too close to the edge!” he yelled, even though he 

knew she couldn’t hear him.

The wheel inched closer to the edge, then slipped over. 

The girl leaned away from the ditch and pedaled faster.

“Don’t lean! Turn the handlebars!” He’d ridden the tricy-

cle once and it wasn’t at all like a regular bicycle.

She leaned even farther and pedaled even faster, the ped-

als a blur of speed.

“The handlebars! Turn the handlebars!”

The trike shot forward, teetered for two long seconds, 

then bounced over the shoulder and toppled into the ditch.

Uh-oh.



For a couple seconds, nothing happened. Then the girl 

stood up. She heaved the three-wheeler onto the driveway, 

dragged it to the garage, shoved it in, and stalked back toward 

the house.

She glanced his way, then stopped and peered in at him. 

Her jacket was soaked with slush. Her short brown hair stuck 

out every which way. A smudge of dirt all but covered the freck-

les on her nose.

He smiled tentatively and lifted a hand to wave, but then 

let it drop. She wasn’t smiling at him. Anything but. Her lips 

curled into a sneer. Then she made a face and stuck out her 

tongue. A second later, she was gone, her feet pounding up the 

porch steps and into the house. 
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