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Firg of dl, theauthor isaliar.

Do not proceed deegper into thiswork without first accepting thisfact and holding it firmly in mind asyou
grasp thistrandation in hand. The author will try to confuse your mind, to cloud your reason. Beware of

his many traps.

For five centuries, this document has been outlawed. At onetime, the mere perusd of itsfirst page
warranted execution. * And even in thisenlightened time, many scholars il believe every copy of the
Kevish Scrolls ought to be destroyed. |, too, am of that circle of scholars,

So why, you must wonder, am | writing the foreword to this vile first document?

Smply, because | am practical. Banning, burning, and outlawing the texts have not eradicated their
existence.2 Handwritten copies, memorized trandations, pages written in secret code, and many other
nefarious incarnations of the Scrolls survived the purges. Over the recent decades, it was sadly redlized
that the only practical way to ded with this abomination was by regulating it and thereby limiting its
accessto only those with prior instruction and study. By doing S0, its lies, deceptions, and half-truths
could be debunked.

‘Laws of Oppression, by Prof. Sgl Rau'ron, University Press (U.D.B.), p. 42. “In Arturian times,
followers of the banned texts were often hunted down, their eyes burned out with hot cods, and their
intestines gutted for public display. Even worse punishments were sometimes employed.” *Deceit anong
the Scholars,” by Jir' rob Sordun, New Uni Times, Vol. 4, issue 5, pp. 16-17. “In one heretic sect,
pages of the Scrolls were tattooed in

iX

xForeword

For thisreason, this version of the Scrolls has been released for postgraduate studies only. Y our
ingructor has been properly trained and licensed in the safe reading of thisfirst text. Do not scrutinize
the book without this instruction. Do not read beyond your prescribed schedule as outlined in the

syllabus. Do not share thiswith a friend or family member unless they are attending the same
class.

For more than a decade, this manner of control has kept the rumors and curiosity about the Scrollsto a
minimum. Thereis nothing like dry academiato bleed the thrill from a banned document.

Thistrandation of thefirst Scroll isto our knowledge one of thefew that reflectsthe true origind. There
are scores of bagtardized trandationsin other countries and lands. But in your hand isadirect trandation,



written dmost three centuries ago, of the original text. Where the actua handwritten scroll disappeared to
and who wroteit gill remainsascholarly mystery.

So hereinyour handsis the closest approximation to the true abomination you are likely to encounter.
Only asdlect cadre of postgraduate students are allowed to attend thisinstructed reading. It isboth an
honor and aresponsbility. After you have completed the reading of thistext, you will undergo avigorous
class on how to conduct yourself when queried about the book.

And you, dear student, will face questions from the uninitiated!

So beware! Much curiosity still surrounds this document among the poor and uneducated public, and one
of your main goasisto weaken this curiogity. We will teach you methods to calm the curious and turn
interest into ayawn.

hidden places on aperson’s body. And annually the group would unite and read the text off each other.
Such wasthefervor to avoid the banning.” The Mystery of the Lost Scrolls, by Er'rillo Sanjih, Vulsanto
Press, p. 42. " Thelast recorded mention of the original handwritten copies was back some two
centuries. But even thismention by Lord Jes sup of Argonau is questioned by Scroll scholarsassmple

bragging.”’
Foreword

Proceed with caution. And remember at dl times, in your waking hours and in your dreams... The author
isaliar.

Assgnation o/Responsibility

This copy isbeing assgned to you and is your soleresponsibility. Itsloss, ateration, ordestruction will
result in severe pendties (as stated in your loca ordinances). Anytransmission, copying, or even and
reading in the presence ofa nonclassmate isstrictly forbidden. Bysigning below and placing
yourthumb-print, you accept al respongbility and release the university from any damage the Scroll may
cause you—or tfiose around you—Dbyits perusa.

Signature

Date

YOU HAVE BEEN WARNED.
WIT'CH FIRE

Thisisthe way theworld ended, and like grains of sand cast into the winds at Winter’ s Eyrie, thisisthe
way al other worlds began.

Words, written in black ink on parchment, areafool’s paradise, and |, asawriter, know this only too
well. Pronunciations change; meanings mutate; nothing survivesintact the ravages of blind time.

So why am | writing this? Why pursue thisfolly? Thisis not thefirst time | have told her damned story. |
have written of her many times, in many incarnations. Onetime, virgina in her honor. Another time, evil
without soul or conscience. | have portrayed her as abuffoon, a prophet, aclown, asavior, ahero, and a
villain. Butin redity, shewas dl these and none. She was smply awoman.

And for thefirat time, | will tell her true story. A truth that may, with luck, finaly destroy me. | till
remember her promise, asif only asingle heartbest has passed. “ Curse or blessing, little man? Do with it



what you want. But when the marching of yearsweighstoo heavy, tdl my story... Tdl my true story and
you will find your end.”

But can I'? So much time has passed.

A thousand tongues, mineincluded, have distorted the events with each telling, twisting them detail by
detail, word by word, each storyteller embellishing hisfavorite parts. Like starving curs on amest bone,
wetear at its substance, dragging it through the grime, fouling it with salivaand blood, until nothing but a
ragged remnant of the origind survives.

Asl| put ink to paper, my hand shakes. | St herein thisrented room and scrawl each word with asore
wrist. Around me are piled stacks of crumbling parchments and dusty books, bits and pieces of the
puzzle. | collect them to me, like dear old friends, keeping them close at hand and heart, something | can
rub with my fingertips and smell with my nose, some tangible evidence of my distant pad.

As| hold apen poised, | remember her final words, each aknife that cuts jaggedly. Her sweet face, the
sunlight off her shorn red hair, the bruise under her right eye, the bloody lip that her tongue kept touching
as she fought out her final wordsto me... and | remember the sadnessin her eyesas| laughed at her
folly. Damn her eyed

But that was later, much later. To understand the end, you must first know the beginning. And to
understand even the beginning, you must understand the past, the past that had disappeared into myth
long before she was born.

Let me show you, if | can find it: a parchment that tells of the creation of the Book itsdf, the tome that
would destroy agirl and aworld.

Ah, hereitis...
PROLOGUE

[Text note: The following has been determined to be an excerpt from L’ orda Ros—The Order of the
Rose—uwritten in the high Alasean tongue dmost five centuries before the birth of she who will be known
asthe Wit ch of Winter' sEyrie]

MIDNIGHT AT THEVALLEY OF THE MOON

Drums beat back the stillness of the winter’ svaley, snow etching the landscapein silver. A hawk
screeched aprotest at the interruption of its nighttime nesting.

Er'ril leaned his knuckles on the crumbling sll and craned his neck out the inn’ sthird-story window. The
valey floor was dotted with the fires of the men who ill followed theway of the Order. So few
campfires, he thought. He watched the black shadows bustling around the firelight, arming themselves.
They, too, knew the meaning of the drums.

The night breeze carried snatches of shouted orders and the scent of oiled armor. Smoke from the fires
reached toward the heavens, carrying the prayers of the soldiers down below.

And beyond thefires, at the edge of the valley, massed a darkness that ate the stars.

The hawk screeched again. Er'ril’ slips thinned to afrown. “ Slence, smdl hunter,” he whispered into the
moonless night. “ By morning you and the scavengers will be feastingyour belliesfull. But for now, leave

mein peace.”



Greshym, the old mage, spoke behind him. “They hold the heights. What chance have we?’

Er'ril closed hiseyesand let his head hang lower, asick tightness clamping hisbdly. “We Il give him abit
longer, Sir. He may yet find awesknessin their lines.”

“But the dreadlords mass a the entrance to the valley. Listen to the drums. The Black Legions march.”

Er'ril turned from the window to face Greshym with asigh and sat on the sill, eying the old man.
Greshym' sred robes hung in tatters on his thin frame as he paced before the feeble fire. The old mage,
hisdusty hair just wisps around his ears, walked with a bent back, his eyes red from the fumes of the
hearth.

“Then pray for him,” Er'ril said. “Pray for dl of us”

Greshym stopped and warmed his backside by the fire while frowning back at him. “I know what's
working behind your gray eyes, Er'ril of Standi: hope. But both you and your Standi clansmen are
clutching empty air.”

“What would you have us do? Bow our headsto the dreadlords axes?”’
“ 1t will cometo that soon enough.” Greshym rubbed the sump of hisright wrist, dmost accusingly.

Er'ril remained silent, his eyes caught by the sight of that smooth stump. He should not have pressed the
old man some six moons ago. Er’ril remembered the Gul* -gothal dog that had trapped the two of them
and ahandful of refugeesinthe Field of Elysa

Greshym seemed to notice his stare. He raised his ssump toward the flickering flame. “Listen, Boy, we
both knew therisks.”

“| panicked.”
“Y ou were frightened for the children, what with your niece among the townspeople.”

“I shouldn’t have pushed you. Y ou told me what would happen if you tried to renew.” Er'ril bowed his
head, picturing the late afternoon sunlight danting acrossthe fidlds of tdlac. He again saw Greshym raise
hisright fist to the heavens, begging for the gift of Chi, hishand vanishing in the fading sunlight astheritua
began. But thistime, when the old mage pulled hisarm back down, instead of his hand regppearing richly
coated in red Chyric power, Greshym pulled back only astump.

“It was my choice, Er'ril. Put thisaside. It was you who saved dl our hides that day.”

Er'ril fingered the scar on hisforearm. “Perhaps...” After Greshym’smaiming, he had lunged at the

Gul’ gotha beadt, tearing the creature to bloody ribbons. Even now, he was unsureif rage or guilt had
driven hiswild stabs. Afterward, he had been covered in steaming blood and gore; the children had shied
from him in fee—even hisniece—asif he were the monger.

Greshym snorted. “1 knew it would happen. The same fate befell the other mages of the Order.” He
shoved the deeve over hisstump, hiding it away. “ Chi has abandoned us.”

Er'ril raised hiseyes. “Not everyone has suffered the same fate.”

“Only because they have held off renewing.” Greshym sighed. “But they will. They will beforced totry.
Eventualy even the hand of your brother, Shorkan, will fade. When | last saw him, the Rose had aready
waned to afeeble pink. Barely enough power for one decent spell. Oncethat is gone, he will be forced



to reach into Chi himself, to try to renew; then he, too, will lose his hand.”
“ Shorkan knowsthis. The academy in the neighboring valey—"

“Foolish hope! Evenif he should find astudent who is il bloodred, of what useis one child sfig? It
would take a dozen mages fresh to the Rose to drive off the force out there. And what of the other
hundred battles going on across our lands? We re besieged by the Gul’ gothal dreadlordsfrom al fronts.”

“Hehasavison.”

“Posh!” By now, Greshym had returned to face the fire. He held silent for severa breaths; then he spoke
to the embers. “How could three centuries of civilization vanish so quickly? Our spell-cast spiresthat
once reached to the very clouds have toppled to dust. Our people rage againgt us, blaming usfor the loss
of Chi’ssupport and protection. Citiesliein ruin. The feasting roar of the Gul’ gotha echoes across the
countryside.”

Er'ril remained silent. He had squeezed his eyes closed when a horn suddenly trumpeted acrossthe
vdley—a Standi horn! Could it be?

Er'ril swung to the window and amost fell through as he leaned out into the night, one ear cocked to
listen. The horn blared again, and even the distant drums of the Black Legion seemed to fater abest.
Er'ril spotted acommotion by the northern campfires. He squinted, trying to pierce the night’ s blanket. A
roiling of activity disturbed thefire pits; then for just a heartbest, outlined by the camp’ s cooking fire, he
saw the rearing of a chestnut stallion. It was Shorkan’ s steed!

The dark swallowed away the sight before Er’ril could tell if the horse was mounted by one or two
riders. Er'ril sruck the sill with hisgloved fidt.

Greshym was dready at Er'ril’ s shoulder. “Isit Shorkan?’
“I believe s0!” Er'ril pushed away from the window. “Hurry below! He may need assistance.”

Er'ril did not wait to seeif Greshym followed as he rushed from the room and pounded down the
wooden steps of theinn, legping from the last landing to the main floor. Once hisfeet hit the planks, he
charged across the common room. Makeshift beds lined the wal, with bandaged men occupying nearly
all of them. Normally, he would stop beside abed and place ahand on aknee or exchange jokes with
one of theinjured, but not now. Hedlers stepped aside as he burst across the room, and a posted
guardsman swung the door wide to dlow him outside.

Thefrigid night air burned hislungs as he flew through the portal and acrosstheinn’s porch. Ashe
reached the icy mud at the foot of the porch, he heard the thundering of heavy-shod hooves approaching
fast. Fickering torches around the entrance did little to illuminate the horse' s approach; no sooner had he
sghted theflaring nogtrils and wild eyes of the stalion than it was upon him. The rider yanked back the
reins. The steed buried itsforelimbsto the pasternsin mud asit heaved to a hdt. Foamy spittle flew from
itslipsasit shook its mane, and huge plumes of white blew into the black night from itsfeverish nose.

But Er'ril gave no more than passing notice to the savagely exhausted horse. Where he might ordinarily
blast the foul rider who would so poorly treat such abeautiful beast, tonight he knew the rider’ s urgency.
Heraised ahand to his brother.

Shorkan shook hishead and did off the horse, landing with agroan but keeping hisfeet under him. He
clapped his brother on the shoulder. “Well met, Brother. Give me ahand with my friend.”

For thefirst time Er'ril noticed the small second rider who had been mounted behind his brother. The



small figure shivered in aborrowed coat over aset of nightclothes. Blue lipped and pale faced, the
towheaded boy could be no older than ten. Er’ril helped the boy off the swesting horse and haf carried
the trembling child up the stepsto the porch.

“We ve awarm room and hot ko’ koaon the third floor,”

‘ Er'ril said over his shoulder to his brother. Shorkan was passing the reins of hisstallion over to a
groomsman. Er'ril saw the pain in his brother’ s eyes as the horse limped away.

Both brothers bore the gray eyes and thick black hair of their Standi heritage, but Shorkan’ sface, even
though he was the younger of the two, wore deep-etched lines of | worry at the corners of his mouth and
eyes. Er'ril wished he could shoulder more of his brother’ s burden, but he was not the one chosen by Chi
to bear the gift of the Rose. Er'ril could only offer the strength of his arm and the edge of hisbladeto aid
their cause.

“Quick then. Up to theroom.” Shorkan tipped his head, listening to the drumsfrom the heights. “We' ve
along night ahead of usill.” Er'ril led the way insde and to the gairs, the boy sumbling beside him. At
least some color was returning to the child’ sface as the heat from the fireplaces warmed him. Hispale
thin lips reddened, and his cheeks bloomed with arosy warmth. From under straw-colored hair, hisblue
eyes, rarefor these parts, stared back at Er'ril.

Shorkan studied the number of beds as they passed through the common room. “More injured?’
“Skirmishes a thevalley ridges,” Er'ril explained.

Shorkan merely nodded, but a deeper frown buried hislips. He gently nudged Er'ril up the stairsfagter.
Onceintheroom, Er’ril found Greshym where he had left him—still warming his backside by thefire,
Shorkan stalked into the room. “I’m surprised to find you gtill here, Greshym.”

The older man stepped aside to alow room for Shorkan by thefire. “Where esewould | be?’ Greshym
sad. “You' ve boxed usinto thisvalley, trapped us.”

“Y ou' vefollowed methisfar, Greshym, on blind faith of my word. Trust mealittle farther.”
“So you keep saying.” The old man pointed with his chin. “Let’s see your hand, Shorkan.”

“If you must.” He shoved hisright hand toward the old man. It had adightly ruddy hueto it, likeafresh
sunburn,

The old man shook hishead. “Y our Rose fades, Shorkan.” Greshym eyed the boy who was snesking
closer to the warmth of the fire. He grabbed the boy by the shoulder once he was within reach. “ So you
found one of the students?’ He reached down and lifted the deeve of the man-sized overcoat to expose
the child' sright hand. It was as pae and white asthe boy’ s frightened face. “What' sthis? Y ou failed?’

Shorkan gently freed the boy from Greshym and placed an arm around the child’ s shoulders. He
positioned the boy closer to the fire and patted him on the head. “He sleft-handed.” Shorkan scooted
the left deeve of the coat up to expose the child’ s other hand. It glowed bright red, asif the boy had
dipped his hand, wrist-deep, into a pool of blood. Whorls and eddies of various red hues swam across
histiny palm and the back of hishand. “Being |eft-handed saved hislife. One of the dog soldiers made
the same mistake and let him dip through theinitia daughter. Hehid in an apple barrdl. Therest of the
academy isadaughterhouse.”



“So there are no others?” Greshym asked. “Of what use is one child’ s power against an army of the
Gul’ gotha? | was hoping you would have found ateacher till bloodied and fresh to the Rose, someone
with knowledge.”

“None. Even the headmaster fled.”
“That sounds like Master Re' dto,” Er'ril said sourly. “1 never trusted the weasdl.”

Shorkan turned away from the fire. He nodded toward the window, where the drums could still be
heard. “It isof no matter. Wewill dl be daughtered by the morning.”

“What?’ Er'ril stepped up to hisbrother. “What of your vison?’
Greshym snorted. “Wheat did | tell you?’ he mumbled.
“Trust me, Brother. Tonight doesn’t concern our mere surviva here. It concernsthe fate of our future.”

“What future?” Greshym said. “ Thischild is probably the |ast full-bloodied magein dl the lands of
Alasea”

“Y ou gpeak the truth, Greshym. With this child ends the reign of Chi. Theworld is heading into ablack
age, agrim time where men will beforged in blood and tears. It wasforetold by the sect of Hi’fai, those
of the Order who trace the paths of the future.”

“Doomsayers!” Er'ril said. “Heretics. They were cast out.”

“Bad newswas never well received, least of dl by thosein power. But they spoke the truth.” Shorkan
pointed out the window. “The drums announce the clarity of their visons.”

“But we are still astrong people,” Er'ril said. “We can survive.”

Shorkan smiled thinly a hisolder brother. “Y ou aso spesk thetruth, Er'ril. But Alaseawill ill fal, and
her people will be subjugated by the Gul’ gotha. It isthe time of darknessfor the land. Like the cycles of
the sun and moon, night must follow day. But with our actions here, we may create afuture sunrise. We
will not seeit, nor will our great-grandchildren, but someday, anew sun will have achance of rising. To
ignite that future dawn, a piece of this sunlight must be passed down to our descendants, from us.*

“But how?’ Er'ril said, eying thesmdl child. “How?’
“The Hi'fai sect foretold abook.”

Greshym retreated to the lone bed in the room. “ The Book? Shorkan, you are afool. Isthiswhy you
brought meaong?’

“They were your words, Greshym—when you once belonged to the Hi’fa.”

Er'ril paled and took astep away from the old man.

“It wasalong time ago,” Greshym said. “When | was still new to the gifts. | dismissed the sect agesago.”
“Yet | am sureyou till remember the prophecy. Othersin later years confirmed your visions.”
“Itismadness”

“It isthe truth. What were your words?’



“I don’'t remember. They were foolish words.”

“What were they?’

Greshym covered his eyes with his one good hand. His voice seemed to come from far away.
“ ‘“Threewill come.

Oneinjured,

Onewhole,

One new to the blood.

There,

Forged in the blood of an innocent

At midnight in the Valey of the Moon,

The Book will be made.

Three will become one

And the Book will be bound.“

Shorkan sat on the bed next to Greshym. “We have studied your words. Now isthe time.”

Greshym groaned. “ There’ s much you don't know. Y ou're young to the blood. | have studied other
scrolls, texts since burned when the Hi’ fai were cast out. Not al was committed to parchment.”

Shorkan gripped the old mage' s shoulder. * Speak, Greshym. Free your tongue. Time runs short.”
Greshym lowered his head and mumbled quietly, “ “Blood will cal her, Book will bind her. Bound in
blood, Shewill rise. Heart of stone.” Heart of spirit. Shewill riseagain.” ”

Silence blanketed the room. Only the crackling of the fire intruded.
Er'ril’ s hand drifted to the pomme of hissword. “1 thought her myth.”

“Sisa kofa,” Shorkan said, releasing his grip on Greshym'’ s shoulder, his eyes narrow with worry. “The
wit' ch of spirit and stone.”

Er'ril began pacing the threadbare rug. “Legend has her destroyed by Chi for daring to wield the blood
magick. All women are cursed to bleed with each moon as punishment for her atrocities. How could this
abomination riseagan?

Greshym shrugged. “ That’ swhy we held our tongue. Not dl visons surrounding the Book are bright.”

‘A grimvisionindeed,“ Shorkan said. "Maybe with time, we could discern other prophetic visonsto
shed some light on your words. But midnight closesin on us. It must be now, or we will lose the chance
forever.”

Greshym sighed. “Yet darewerisk it?’

“Evenwith visons, thefutureisblind to us.” Shorkan stood up from the bed, the wood of the frame
creaking in protest. “We must work with the tools at hand. Our order is at its end. By creating this book,



asmall piece of our magick can be preserved. | say we still proceed.”
“I'll follow your lead, Shorkan. What else can | do?’ the old man said, exposing his stump.
“Comethen.” Shorkan helped Greshym to hisfeet. “By thefire”

Er'ril watched as his brother gathered the boy to him, and the three mages set up awarding circle of
candle drippings before thefire: strong warding for strong magick. Er'ril stepped back.

Shorkan twisted his neck to acknowledge Er’ril. “ Y ou, too, will play arolein thisventure, Brother, avita
role. When we arefinished, abright flash of white light will burst forth, and wild magick will till beloose
inthe room. Y ou must quickly close the Book to end the spell.”

“I will not fail you,” Er'ril said, frowning, asick emptinessworming into his chest. “But magick isyour
heart, Brother. Why not close the Book yourself?’

“Y ou know why, or at least suspect it. | can seeitinyour eyes,” Shorkan said quietly. “ The forging of
thistext will destroy the three of us. We must become the Book.”

Er'ril tensed, hissuspicionsredized. “But—"
“Midnight fast approaches, Brother.”

“I know the hour islate! But... but what of thischild?’ Er'ril nodded toward the boy. “Y ou will sacrifice
him. Does he not have asay?’

“I wasbornto this, amsman,” the boy said, speaking for thefirst time, hiswords cam and sure. Er'ril
redized he ill did not know the boy’ s name, though his accent suggested he was raised in one of the
coagtal townships. “ Chi guided me to the apple barrel to hide when the dread-lords attacked. Thisis
meant to be.”

“The boy and | have aready spoken of such matters,” Shorkan said, stepping from the circle and putting
hisarmsaround Er’ril. He squeezed him tight. “ Fear not, big brother. It must be done.”

Er'ril tightened his own arms around his brother and remained silent, afraid his voice would betray the
depth of hisdespair.

After too short atime, Greshym cleared histhroat, placing his spent candle on the mantel. Er'ril released
hisbrother after afind firm hug.

“What will act asthetotem for the Book?” Greshym asked, wiping wax from hisfingers on hisrobe.
Er'ril noticed the old man stood taller, less stooped—a most hisold sdif. It had been many months since
the el der mage had wielded magick. “ The totem, too, must be warded by the heart of aforger.”

Shorkan pulled out a battered book from apocket of hisriding vest. Er'ril recognized the rose etched in
gold-lined burgundy on its cover, the edges of the paint flecking away in placesfrom age and tired use. It
was Shorkan'sdiary. “1 have carried thisat my breast for three years.”

He rested the book in the center of the circle and reached to hiswaist and removed a gilt-edged dagger,
ascul pted rose prominent on the butt of the hilt. Greshym dipped amatching dagger from afold in his
robe. Then the older mages|ooked to the boy.

“I don’'t have mine,” he answered their stares, eyeswide. “It’ s back at the school.”

“It'sof no matter,” Shorkan consoled. “Any knifewill do. These fancy blades are just ceremonia.”



“Still, it would be prudent to maintain proper form,” Greshym said. “Thisis a powerful spell we weave.”

“We have no choice. The night wearsthin.” Shorkan turned to his brother and held out hishand. “I'll
need your dagger—the one Father gave you.”

With an emptiness till aching in his chest, Er'ril snapped the buckling and freed his dagger. Helaid the
ironwood hilt in hisbrother’ s pam.

Shorkan gripped the knife, seeming to weigh its balance, then spoke firmly. “Er'ril, step three paces back
from us. Do not gpproach, no matter what you see, until the burst of whitelight.”

Er'ril did asingtructed, stumbling back as the three kndlt within the protective circle of wax. Shorkan
passed his rose-handled knife to the boy, keeping hisfather’ s dagger for himself.

“Let usprepare,” Shorkan said.

Er'ril watched his brother dice athin bloody line across hisright palm. Greshym did the sameto his|eft
pam, holding the hilt in histeeth. Only the boy held his dagger till poised, unbloodied.

Shorkan noticed his hesitation. “The knifeis honed fine. Cut fast, and only the smalest sting will befdt.”
Theboy il held the dagger frozen.

Greshym spat his own knife from between histeeth into his bleeding pam. “This must be done by your
ownwill, Boy. We can not take this burden from you.”

“I know. Thisismy firg time.”
“Quick and clean,” Shorkan said.

The boy squeezed his eyestight, face tensed in awince, and drew the blade across his pam. Blood
welled into his cupped pam. Eyes bright with moisture, the boy turned to Shorkan.

Shorkan nodded. “ Good. Now let it begin.”

All three reached and placed bloodied palms upon the book, fingers touching each other, entwined like
tentative lovers. Shorkan intoned, “As our blood mingles, so do our powers. Let the three become one.”

Er'ril watched asthe intense redness of the boy’ s hand spread to the other two mages, until al hands
glowed adeep rose. A dight breeze began swirling through the room, tirring afew strandsof Er'ril’s
black hair. At firgt, Er'ril thought it smply awind from the open window. But this breeze waswarm, like

awhisper of spring.

All three mages had headslowered in prayer, lips moving silently. Asthey prayed, the breeze began
whirling faster and fagter, hotter and hotter. And asthe wind swept through the room, it drained color
from the circle, drawing substance from the wax ring. Er’ril could now see the sweeping wind buffeting
him, swirls of hues mixing and gyrating. Asthewind gained arichness of texture, the contents of the wax
circle became duller, bled of their substance.

In the fading ring, only the book itself remained substantial, till crigp with color asit rested in the center
of the circle. Even the mages, crouching by the book, had become crystaline statues, trand ucent and
vague.

Thewind grew fiercer. Hiseyes stinging, Er'ril had trouble standing before the gale asits hot breath
attacked him in swirls of color. He leaned into the storm.



Suddenly Er'ril saw hisbrother, still only atranducent figure, burst to hisfeet withinthe circle,

“No!” Shorkan screamed at the celling. With hisyell, the diary flew open, and ablinding light fountained
upward from the pages, bright as asun for a heartbeat, then collapsing back to nothing, swallowed into
the pages of the book.

Er'ril rubbed away the afterimages of the burning light from hiseyes.

The boy, who like the others was just atrand ucent outline, scrabbled away from the book, backing
toward Er'ril.

Shorkan spotted him. “Halt!” heyelled.

The boy ignored him and continued, pushing to the edge of the wax ring. There, he met resstance, having
to lean and shove againgt an invisible barrier. But he was stronger than the barrier, and as he pushed past
the wax ring boundary, parts of his body became substantia again.

But what was coming through wasn't human!

Asthe boy crossed the warding, his body changed from atranducent figure of aboy to ahulking,
shaggy-limbed beest.

Shorkan cdled to his brother, “ Stop him, Er'ril, or dl is, lost! We are deceived.”

Before Er'ril could react, afiery gale exploded from the circle, flipping him across the room and onto the
bed. The room plunged into darkness as the candles and fire were snuffed out by the force of the wind.

After the burgt, the wind instantly died away, asif someone had dammed adoor shut on awinter’s
storm. Er’ril searched the darkened room. Hewas aone.

Suddenly the fireplace flamed back to life, agtill-glowing ember reigniting the blaze. Blinking in the
sudden light, Er'ril spotted his brother’ sdiary, open on the rug. No light emanated from its pages.

Where was the beast? Where was his brother? Er’ril scrambled up from the bed and cautiously surveyed
the wind-ravaged room, clothes and traveling bags flung to al corners, chairs overturned.

As he stepped from the edge of the bed toward the open book, something grabbed his ankle from
behind and yanked, toppling him to the rug. Rolling onto his back, he blindly kicked at his assailant, a
hed dtriking flesh with asatisfying thud. The grip weskened on hisankle, and Er'ril ripped hisleg free.
Leaping away from the hidden lant, Er'ril rolled on his shoulder to face his opponent, pulling to a
crouch as he swept out his sword.

From under the bed, it crawled free, pursuing him—the beast that had once been aboy. Amber eyes,
ditted black, spat hate toward him as the were-creature hissed. Straightening from alumbering crouch to
itsfull shaggy height, it stood easily astal as Er’ril, but massed at least twice what he did. Mats of black
fur hung from it like drapes of hoary moss. But its daggered claws and razor teeth drew most of Er'ril’s
attention. It lumbered toward him, itsfoul stench preceding it.

Er'ril backed, raigng thetip of hissword. Asif hismotion wereasigna, the cresture legped a him. Er’ril
dodged to theright, under one of its sweeping arms, and dragged the edge of hislong blade acrossthe
beast’ s flank as he passed.

Ignoring its howl, Er'ril legped atop the bed, seeking a better position to attack. Whirling to face the
monster, his sword readied to parry a second attack, Er'ril froze. No attack came. The beast lumbered



away fromhim.
It was going toward the book!

No! Er'ril legped toward the beast, sword aoft in both hands. He used the force of his plummeting
weight to plunge the sword deep through the center of itswide back, driving the sword through to the
wooden planks benegath the creature. The beast spasmed, its neck snapped back, and its mouth opened
inasglent scream. The creature collapsed forward, Er'ril landing on top of it.

Er'ril rolled clear and grabbed for his dagger. His hand froze on the empty scabbard. He had given
Shorkan hisknife! But the beast remained limp on the floor, dead.

Breathing heavily, one eye on the mongter, Er'ril crept around its limp bulk and stepped to the open
diary. Shorkan had told him he needed to close the book to complete the spell. But after al that had
occurred, had something gone wrong? Had the transformation failed?

Er'ril knelt by the diary. He saw that his brother’ s scrab-bly handwriting filled the exposed pages. The
book had not changed.

Er'ril felt fresh tearswel up in hisreddened eyes. Had hisbrother ot hislifefor nothing? Gently he
reached down and touched the cover’ s edge—the only token of hislost brother, hislost family, hislost
land. Closing his eyes, heflipped the book closed, completing his dead brother’ swish.

Asthe book clapped shut, acold shock jerked through Er’ril’ s body and sprawled him across the floor.
Lights danced across hisvision for severd heartbesats, and the room spun and tilted cockeyed. Findly, his
vison focused again. Thefirst Sght was of the beast now transformed back into aboy. Er'ril’s sword
thrust up from the child’ s back ashelay in awidening pool of blood that reached to the diary itsdlf.

My gods, what have | done? Er’ril felt anicy claw around hisheart. What trickery isthis? Did | day an
innocent child?

He scanned the room for some insight, panicked that some foul magick had deceived him into murdering
the boy.

His eyes settled on the book. Maybe...

He reached, ever so dowly, toward the diary. Hisfinger hovered above the cover, then quickly tapped at
it, asif teasing a snake. Nothing happened. There was no shock thistime.

Biting hislip, he placed his entire pam down on the book. Still nothing happened.

With asingle finger, heflipped the cover open. A blank white page stared back a him. He knew his
brother had crammed the diary from cover to cover with his scrib-blings. Again with asinglefinger, Er'ril
fanned through the rest of the book. It was blank—all empty pages.

Er'ril picked up the book, the boy’ s blood dripping from itsleather binding, and flipped to the first page.

Ashe gtared at the white page, words coalesced on the paper, asif aghost were scribbling acrossit in
red ink. He recognized the handwriting. It was Shorkan’ sl

“Brother, do you hear me?” Er'ril spoke to the empty air.
Thewriting continued asif he had never spoken.

“Shorkan?’



Still no response.
Er'ril read thewords, and hisfists clenched at the book’ s pages.

And s0 the Book was forged, soaked in the blood of an innocent at midnight in the VValley of the Moon.
Hewho would carry it read the first words and choked in tearsfor hislost brother... and hislost
innocence. Neither would ever return.

Dropping the Book to the floor, Er'ril stared at the boy’ s blood coating his palms and crashed to his
kneesin bitter tears.

And so the Book was forged, by foolish men play-ing with powersthey did not fully comprehend. Then
again, | would do the same, so who am | to complain? Just astorytdler, spinning tales of times past.

Now you know how and why the Book was forged, out of prophecies, visions, and wild magick.
Answers grow other questions.
What isthe Book? What isits purpose? And what became of its blood-soaked pages?

As| cantedtify, time marches forward, the past forgotten, the future dreamed. And questions are
answered.

Theworld spins, like achild’ stop, marking time. Centuriesfly by like the fluttering of afrantic sparrow’s
wing— until she gppears. Then | place afinger on the world and dow its spinto astop. There sheisin
the orchard. Do you see her? Now’ sthe time for her story to be told: she who was prophesied by a
one-handed mage, she who would devour the soul of the world.

Book One
FIRST FLAMES

The apple struck Elenaon the head. In surprise, she bit her tongue, and her foot dipped off the next rung
of the ladder. She fell the two yardsto the hard ground and crushed a decayed apple, smearing sticky
foulness over the seat of her new work clothes.

“Careful there, Elena,” Joach cdled from another ladder, the strap from his apple basket digging into his
forehead. The basket on his back was amost full.

She glanced to her own basket, its contents spilled across the orchard ground. With her face asred as
the apple that had dropped on her, she stood, trying to reclaim as much dignity as possible.

Wiping her brow, she looked to the sun, which was low on the horizon. Late afternoon shadows
gretched toward her. Sighing, she gathered her stray fruit. The dinner bell would be ringing soon. And
her basket, even reloaded, was only abit over haf full. Father would be angry. “Head in the clouds,” he
would accuse her. “ Always dacking from real work.” She had heard his words often enough.

She placed ahand on the ladder leaning againgt the trunk of thetree. It wasn't asif she was purposefully
avoiding work. Shedidn’t mind working long hoursin thefields or orchards. But the monotony of the
chores did little to keep her attention from wandering to the numerous curiosities around her. Today she
had found akak’ orabird’ stiny nest tucked in the crook of an orchard tree. The nest, long abandoned
for the season, fascinated her with itsintricate weaving of twigs, dried mud, and leaves. Then there had
been the lacy spiderweb she had found, heavy with dew, like ajewe ed drape. And the molted husk of a
fiddler beetle glued to aleaf. So much to study and admire.



She stretched the ache buried between her shoulders, Staring at row after row of appletrees. For just a
heartbeet, Elenafelt atwinge of suffocation—the “willies’ her mother cdled it. In the past, many workers
had whispered of the orchard’ s smothering touch. The trees consumed the entire high country, blanketing
hundreds of thousands of acres, spreading from the distant peaks of the towering Teeth down to the
lowlands of the plains. While the orchard wore many different seasonal faces—a spread of pink and
white blossomsin the spring, an impenetrable green seain summer, askeletd tangle in winter—itsvery
bulk had a congtancy that ate the spirit, drainingit.

Elenashivered. The branches blocked dl the horizons around her. The entwining limbs overhead kept
even the sun’ stouch from Elena s face. When she was younger, she had played among the rows of trees.
Then the world had seemed huge, full of adventure and new discoveries. Now, nearing womanhood,
Elenafinaly understood the whispered words of the other workers.

The orchard slowly choked you.

Sheraised her face. Here was her world. A trap of trees, leaves, and apples. She could find no bresk in
the view. The cloying smell of decaying appleslay thick onthe air. The odor crept into one' s pores,
marking each person like adog with its scent, claming you asits own. Elena spun around, drowningin
the beauty of the orchard.

If only she had the wings of abird, shewould fly from here. Sail acrossthe plains of Standi, wing over
the I’ nova swamps, fly among the humped idands of the Archipelago to the Great Ocean itsdf. She
turned in circles under the boughs of the trees, imagining faraway places.

“When you' re done dancing, Sis,” Joach called down to her, “you’ d better get back to work.”

His stern words clipped her wings and rumbled her from the clouds. She stared up at her older brother.
Hisvoice rang with echoes of her father. For amoment, Elena could even see her father in her brother’s
broadening shoulders and strong, sunburned face. When had that happened? Where was the boy who
had run screaming with her inimaginary hunts through the orchards?

She stepped back toward her ladder. “ Joach, don’t you ever want to leave this place?’

“Sure” he said, continuing to pick. “1 want my own farm. Maybe I’ |l stake out some land by the wild
orchards near the Eyrie.”

“No, | mean leave the valley—Ileave the orchards.”
“Beatowniein Winterfdl, like Aunt Fila?’

Elena sighed and mounted her ladder. The orchard had aready swalowed her brother whole, his mind
and spirit trapped in the tangle of branches. “No,” she said, trying again, “1 mean leaving the foothills,
going to see other lands.”

He stopped, aripe applein his hand, and turned to her, hiseyes serious. “Why?’

Elenadipped the carrying strap across her forehead. “Never mind.” Her basket now felt twice as heavy.
Nobody understood her.

Suddenly laughter burst from her brother, drawing Elena s attention back.
“What?" she said, expecting ridicule.

“Elena, you're so easy to fool!” Joach’ sface split with amischievous grin. “Of course | want to leave this



boring valey! Who do you think | am, some doddering farmer? Sheesh, I’ d leave here in abloody
second.”

Elena grinned. So the orchard hadn’t snatched her brother yet!

“Givemeasword and ahorse, and I’ d be long gone,” he continued, his eyes wide with his own dreams.
They shared asmile across the row of trees.

Suddenly aringing clang echoed acrossthefield: the dinner bell.

“About time!” Joach said, legping from hisladder to land gracefully on the ground. “I’'m starving.”

She grinned. “You're dways starving.”

“I’'mgrowing.”

Her brother’ swords were certainly true. Joach had spurted in size over thislast season; his fourteenth
birthday would come next week. Just ayear older than she, he already stood agood head taller. She

res sted the impulse to glance down at her chest. The other girls on neighboring farms were aready
gprouting in al directions, while she, if shetook her shirt off, looked not unlike her brother. People had
often mistaken them for brothers, even. They had the samered hair, tied in aponytail in back, the same
green eyes above high cheekbones, and the same sunburned complexion. While it was true she had more
freckles, longer eyeashes, and asmadler nose, shewas still dmost as muscular as he. Working in the
fields and orchards together since they were children had conditioned them smilarly.

But the farm work they did amounted to no more than children’ s chores. Soon Joach would join the men
in the harder labors and grow the chest and arms of atrue man, even as he grew in height already.
Eventualy no one would mistake them for brothers—at least she hoped not. Unwittingly, shefound
hersdf saring a her chest and thinking fervently, the sooner the better .

“If you are done admiring those baby apples of yours,” he teased, “let’ s get going.”

She plucked afruit and threw it a him. “Get out of here!” She meant to sound abrasive, but her laughter
at theend ruined it. “ At least | don't keep flexing in front of the mirror when no one' slooking.”

It was histurn to go red faced. “1 wasn't... | mean, | didn’'t—"
“Go home, Joach.”

“What about you?’

“My basket isfar from full. | think I’d better work alittle longer.”

“I could pour some of my gpplesinto your basket. Mine s overflowing anyway. That way it'll ook like
we did the same amount of work.”

Knowing her brother was trying to help her, she till felt atwinge of annoyance. “I can pick my own
apples.” Her words came out more acerbic than she had intended.

“Okay, | wasonly trying to help.”
“Tell Mother I'll be back before sundown.”

“You'd better be. Y ou know she doesn't like us out after dark. The Cooligafamily lost three sheep last



week.”
“I know. | heard. Now get going before they run out of mutton. I'll befine.”

She saw her brother hesitate for a heartbest, but his hunger won out. With awave, he headed away,
marching between the rows of trees, back toward the house. Quickly swallowed up by the trees, even
his scrunching footfalls faded to silence.

Elena climbed to the top of the ladder and pushed her way up to the more heavily laden branches. Inthe
distance, she spied the multipletrails of chimney smoke risng from the town of Winterfell, hidden deeper
inthe valley. Her eyestracked the black, smudged columns until they faded to faint haze high above the
vdley, where winds blew the smoke toward the distant ocean. If only she could follow...

As she gared, her father’ swords returned to her, hisvoice gruff: Your head' s always in the clouds,
Elena.

Sighing, shetore her gaze from the sky and leaned her belly against the ladder for balance. Thiswas her
life. Using both hands, she grabbed apples and dropped them over her shoulder into her basket.
Experienced fingersjudged if the gpples were ripe enough to pluck, pausing here, picking there, until al
the mature apples from the local branchesrested in her basket.

As sheworked, her shoulders began to ache again, shooting complaints down her back. But she did not
stop. Swatting at the fliesthat circled about her, she climbed up another rung to reach fresh branches,
determined to fill her basket before sundown.

Soon the ache in her shoulders spread like aweed to her belly. She shifted her position on the ladder,
thinking the rungs were bruising her midriff as sheleaned. Suddenly a sharp cramp gripped her gut. She
amost lost her balance, but aquick hand on the ladder stopped her plummet.

Eyes narrowed, she held on to the ladder, waiting for the pain to subside. It aways did. For the past few
days, she had been suffering from bouts of cramping. She had kept silent, attributing it to the number of
blisterberries she had been consuming. The season was short, and the purplish berries had always been
her favorite. Cramping or not, she couldn’t resist their Sweet nectar.

Breathing sharply between her clenched teeth, she rode out the pain. Within afew heartbests, it faded
back to adull ache. Resting her forehead against her arm, she allowed hersdlf afew deep breaths before
continuing.

Glancing up, she spotted a sight that made her forget about her belly. The late evening sunlight pierced
the canopy of leaves and blazed on a beauty of an apple, exceptiondly large, amost the size of asmall
melon. Ah, how her mother prized these large, succulent applesfor her pies. Even her father would be
doubly pleased if she returned with her basket full and thistrophy of an apple.

But could shereach it?

Stepping up another rung, one more than her father normally alowed them to climb, she strained an arm
upward. Her fingertips brushed the bottom of the gpple, setting it to swinging onits salk.

Blagt! If Joach were here, he could have reached it. But thiswas her prize. Pressing her lipstogether, she
carefully eased hersdf up another rung. The ladder teetered beneath her. Hugging the trunk with one arm,
she stretched the other toward the prize. Her hand inched toward the large fruit as her shoulder
throbbed.

With atriumphant grin, she watched her hand dide into the sunlight outlining the gpple. Or at least she



intended to. As her hand dipped higher, it vanished asit struck the edge of the sunbeam. Thinking the
sun-dazzle had momentarily blinded her, she did not immediately panic.

Instead, her somach cramped vicioudy, her lower belly flaring with agony asif someone had dragged a
rusty dagger through her innards. Gasping, she stumbled down arung, clutching tree and ladder in ahuge
embrace.

A hot wetness seeped between her thighs as she hung there. Believing the pain had loosened her bladder,
she glanced down in disgust. But what she saw there caused her to dip down the length of the ladder and
land in acrumpled pile at itsfoot.

Rolling into a seated position, she again examined hersdlf. Blood! Her gray pants were soaked in the
crotch with seeping blood. Her first thought was that something had cut her up inside. Then it dawned on
her, and asmall smile played about her lips. Something she had heard about, had been hoping for, had
finaly happened: her firg mendra.

She, ElenaMorin’ sd, had become awoman.

Stunned, she sat there and raised a hand to her forehead. Before she could touch her damp brow, her
right hand drew her eyes.

It was swamped in blood, too!

A thick redness coated the entire surface of her hand like aruby glove. What had happened? She knew
she hadn't touched hersalf down there. Besdes, shewas't bleeding that much.

| must have cut mysdlf on aladder nail during thefal, or maybe on a sharp broken branch, she thought.

But there was no pain. Instead there was an admost pleasant coolness. She wiped her hand on her khaki
shirt. Nothing wiped off. Her shirt was dtill clean. She wiped harder. Still nothing.

Her heart began to race, and stars danced across her vision as she started to panic. Her mother had
never warned her of anything like this associated with awoman’ sfirst mensira Maybe it was some sort
of woman's secret, kept hidden from men and children. That had to beit! Sheforced her breathing to
dow. It obvioudy didn’t last. Her mother’ s hands were normdl.

Shetook severd cleansing breeths. It would be okay. Her mother would explain this nonsense. She
stood up, and for the second time that day, righted her spilled basket and gathered her stray apples. The
last apple she spotted was the giant trophy apple. She must have grabbed it before she fell. What luck!
She touched her right earlobe in proper deference to the spirits for thisboon. “Thank you, Sweet
Mother,” she murmured to the empty orchard. Here lay a good omen as she started her womanhood.

Bending over to retrieve her prize, she watched her bloodied hand close upon it and remembered the
moment when her hand had vanished, disgppearing in ablaze of sunlight. She crinkled her brow and
dismissed the thought. It must have just been the light playing tricks on her tired eyes.

Her hand clamped on the apple. Mother would make afine pie out of this. She pictured the warm apple
and cinnamon oozing from afresh dice of pie.

Asshelifted her trophy, the gpple quaked in her palm asif it were dive, then promptly withered and
dried to awrinkled, parched mass. Pulling her lips back in disgust, she dropped it. Asthe apple hit the
ground, it flashed up in aflame bright enough to blind her eyes. Elenaraised her arm across her face, but
thelight just as quickly vanished. She lowered her arm cautioudly. All that was left of the gpple was atiny
mound of ashes.



Holy Mother of Regdltal

As she backed away from the black pile, the dinner bell again clanked from acrossthe orchard, Sartling
her but aso setting her in motion. Abandoning her basket, she fled across the orchard.

By the time Elenareached her family’ sfarmyard, only the last rays of the setting sun still glowed inthe
western sky. Shadows lay thick across the packed dirt between the horse barn and main house. Leaping
over theirrigation ditch, she burst from the last row of trees.

A wagon |loaded with day workers trundled toward her, heading for the town road. Raucous laughter
carried acrossthe yard. The mule driver, Horrel Fert, waved her out of theway. “Moveit, lass,” he
cdledto her. “I’ve got aboot full of hungry men here needin’ to git to their dinners.”

“Andour ae! Don't forget our de!” someone caled from the back of the wagon. His comment triggered
another spate of laughter.

Elenahopped to the side of the yard. Thetrain of four mulesleaned into their harnesses and pulled the
creaking wagon past her. She began to raise her right hand to wave to the departing workers, then
lowered it, hiding it behind her back, suddenly ashamed of her stained hand. If the red color was amark
of budding womanhood, she suddenly felt awkward at declaring her change before the rowdy men. She
even found her cheeks blushing at the thought.

As soon as the wagon lumbered past, Elena darted across the yard, but not before hearing one of the
men declare to another, “That girl’san odd one. Always running about. Not right in the head, | wager.”

Elenaignored the insult and continued toward the back door of her house. It wasn't anything she hadn’t
heard before. The children a school were even cruder with their tongues. Elenahad aways been atdll,
gangling child, dressed in old homespun hand-me-downs from her brother. She endured being the buitt of
much joking, often crying hersef home. Even her teachers thought her somewhat dow, beieving her
daydreamsto be evidence of adull mind. Thisjudgment hurt, too, but over time, Elena s heart had grown
thick-enough calluses.

Isolated, with only her brother and afew youngsters from neighboring farms for companionship, Elena
had discovered the joys of exploring on her own. She had rooted out many wonderful placesin the
surrounding foothills: arabbit warren where the does and bucks would feed fredly from her hand; an
anthill as high as her head; alightning-struck tree that was hollow insde; a patch of mold-frosted
headstones from along-lost cemetery. She would often return exhausted from aday of roaming, bramble
scratched and muddy, with awide grin on her face.

Frowning now, Elenadowed her running as she neared the back door.

As much as she enjoyed her explorations, she could not ignore thet lately a certain discontent had crept
around her heart. She found her eyeslingering on far horizons. Her handsitched for something she could
not name. It was asif astorm were building up in her bones, waiting to burst free.

Elenaclimbed the back steps. As she reached toward the door handle, her eyes caught the ruby glow of
her stained palm in the last rays of the sun. And now thisl What did it mean? Her fingerstrembled asthey
hovered over the brass door handle. For thefirst time, she sensed the true depth and breadth of the
strangeness that could lie beyond her orchard. She closed her eyes, suddenly fearful.

Why would she ever want to leave her home? Safety was here, and all those who loved her. Here were
lands as comfortable asworn flannel on a cold morning. Why seek more?



As she shivered on the doorstep, the door burst open before her, startling her down astep. In the
doorway, her father towered with Joach’s shoulder clutched in hislarge hand. Both the men’s eyes
widened in surprise to find Elena on the stoop.

“See” Joach said sheepishly, “I told you she'd beright in.”

“Elena,” her father said, “you know you' re not supposed to be in the orchards aone after dark. Y ou
need to think—"

Elenaflew into her father’ sarms.
“Honey?’ he said ashe closed her up in histhick arms. “What' swrong?’

She buried her face into her father’ s chest, never wanting to move from his arms. More than the thatched
roof and warm hearth, here was her home.

The twilight gloom deepened under the thick branches of the orchard trees. Rockingham pulled his cloak
tighter around his shoulders and stamped hisfeet. The night dways grew so cold in this cursed dpine
valey. He hated this assignment from his superiors. Stuck in abackwater village of backwoods
bumpkins—and these frigid wintersl Nothing like the sunny climate of hisidand home...

Asacold breeze bit at histhin cloak, Rockingham pictured hishome in the Archipelago. The beaches,
the moist hest, the sunsets that took hoursto dim over the ocean swells. As he remembered the home he
had |eft S0 long ago, atrace of memory whispered at hisear: long blond hair and laughing eyes... and a
name... awoman’s name. But who? Hetried to grasp the memory firmer, but it fluttered away like a
frightened bird. What was he forgetting? Then, afrigid gust snatched at hisriding cloak, itsicy touch
digtracting him from hisreverie. Rockingham clutched the wind-whipped materid to his exposed neck.

Making noises of impatience in the back of histhroat, he watched the near-blind seer swirl afinger ina
mound of cooling ashes beside an overturned apple basket. The old man raised his nose to the night
breeze that swept between the rows of trunks, for al the world like a hunting cur checking aninvisble
trail. He then raised the soiled finger to his crooked nose.

“Shebleeds,” the blind man said, sniffing at hisfinger, hisvoicelike old sheets of ice bresking and
grinding againgt one another.

“Of whom do you speak, Dismarum? Why did you force us from town?’
“The one the master seeks—she hascome at long last.”

Rockingham shook hishead. Not this nonsense again! A whole night’ srest disturbed for thisold man's
fantasy. “ She' samyth!” he said, throwing an arm up in disgust. “For how many centuries hasthe Dark
Lord tried to imbue afemae with his powers and failed? During my tenure a Blackhdl, | saw the result
of the exadted on€ s effort: the misshapen creatures howling from the dungeons. It' simpossible. A female
cannot wield magick.”

“Not impossble. Sheishere”

Rockingham kicked the basket nearby, scattering red fruit across the ground. “Y ou said the same last
year. We splayed that girl’ sentrails across the dtar and found you were wrong.”

“That is of no matter.”

“Tell that to the townspeople of Winterfdll. Her screaming dmost set them toriot. If it wasn't for the



battalion of dog soldiers, they would have driven usto thefields.”

“Thousands can die, aslong aswe catch theright one.” Dismarum clutched Rockingham' s elbow with a
bony claw. “1 have been waiting for countless years. Old prophecies, whispered from the past, told me
shewould cometo thisvalley. | came here ayoung man, when your great-grandfather was still an infant
inswaddling... and | have waited.”

Rockingham pulled hiselbow free of theiron grip. “ Are you sure thistime? If you' re wrong, | will
personaly relieve you of your tongue, so | don't haveto listen to your liesanymore.”

Leaning on agnarled poi’ wood staff, the blind seer turned his milky globesin Rockingham' sdirection.
Rockingham jerked a step back. Those eyes seemed to penetrate to his spine.

“Sheishere” Dismarum hissed.

Rockingham cleared histhroat. “Fine. I'll collect asquadron from the garrison in the morning and have
her arrested.”

The old man turned those ghostly eyes from him, hisancient fingers pulling the cowl of hiscloak over his
bald head. “ It must be tonight.”

“How? Thisgirl’s parents aren’t about to let us drag her into the night. Thesefarm folk are not as cowed
astherabblein the cities. They're &till adamnably independent lot.”

“The master has granted me your aid, Rockingham. | requested you. Y ou will be enough.”

“Me? Areyou telling me that you' re the reason | was yanked from Blackhall and assigned to this blighted
vdley?

“1 needed someone like you, prepared by the master.”
“What are you babbling about?’ the soldier demanded.

Instead of answering, the old man whipped out along dagger, flashing slver in the moonlight, and
stabbed it into Rockingham’slower belly, just above the groin. Stunned, the younger man fell back, but
not in timeto stop the seer from dicing clean up hisbdly, plitting him like afish.

Stumbling to hiskneeswith amoan, Rockingham clutched hisdit belly, trying to dam in theloops of his
intestine. “Wh-wh-whéat have you done?’

With one hand till holding the bloody dagger, Dismarum pointed with his other limb, an arm that ended
inablunt sump. “Go, my children. Seek her out. Be my eyes. Be my ears. Destroy those that stand in
our way!”

Weakening, Rockingham fell to one hand, his other arm clutched around his belly. Something writhed in
hisgut, like cods gtirred in afire. His agony flared. Hefdl to his sde with asquesking cry, giving up his

orip.
As darkness began to blot out hisvision, he saw them leave hisbdly, thousands of them: white wormlike
grubs. Asthey poured and rolled into the night air, they seemed to swell and stretch until each wasan

arm’ slength long and as thick around as histhumb. They squirmed in afetid mass over and around him,
some burrowing into the soil and disappearing away. Blackness swallowed the sght from him ashe died.

Only the old man’ swords followed him into oblivion. “ Seek her out, little ones. Shewill be mine.”



Elena sghed as she sank into the hot bath, steam Rising to the raftered ceiling, the scent of berries
pungent in her nose from the crushed leaves Mother had added to the tub.

“The hot water will cleanse you, and the herbs will ease your cramping,” her mother assured her as she
poured another hot pitcher into the tub. “ But you must stay here until the water beginsto cool.”

“I'm not going anywhere,” Elenaanswered. Sherolled back and forth in the hot water, letting sore
muscles stretch and relax. The strangeness of the day’ s events had faded, bled away by amed of

roasted duck accompanied by the dry mumblings between her parents across the dinner table on the best
placeto barter for anew bull. The revelation of her first menstrahad drawn far more attention from her
family than her stained hand. It al now seemed like abad dream.

“Tomorrow I’ Il send Joach to announce the party,” her mother said, her eyes adrift with plans. “I'll have
your Aunt Filaarrange for the cake and send your father out for more cider. Do we have enough chairs?
Maybe I’ d better take the wagon to the Sontaks' and borrow some of theirs. And then | should make
ure—"

“Mother, | don't need aparty,” Elenasaid, but secretly she wasthrilled. Everyone would know she had
become awoman. Smiling, she did down under the waters, then resurfaced, wiping water from her eyes.

“Pish, we must have aparty. You' remy only little girl.” A certain sadness crept into her mother’ seyes.
Elenaremained slent. She knew her mother was remembering the stillborn girl birthed two years after
Elena. Since then her mother had been unable to get pregnant. Now stresks of gray coursed through her
auburn hair, and many wrinkles were etched where her skin was once smooth. For thefirst time, Elena
redlized that her mother was getting old. She would have no other children besides Elena and Joach.

Her mother ran long fingers through her graying tresses and gave a soft Sgh. Her eyes focused back to
the present and on Elena sright hand. “Now, Elena, you' re sure you didn’t fool with any of Grandma
Filbura s paints?’ She picked up Elena s ruby-coated hand in her own and turned it back and forth. “Or
maybe accidentaly splash some rugger’ s dye from the workshed on it? Y ou know | don't like you kids

playinginthere”
“No, Mother,” she said, pushing higher inthetub. “I swear. It just suddenly turned red.”
“Maybe some prank of Joach’'s.”

“1 don't think s0.” Elenaknew Joach well. The shock on her brother’ s face when he had first seen her
stained hand had been genuine.

“Then maybe one of the neighbor’ skids. Those Wek’ lens are dways brewing mischief.”

Elenadipped her hand free of her mother’ s and picked up the horsehair-bristled brush. “So thisisn’t
somewomen'smystery?” she said, scrubbing at her palm. “ Something secret to do with becoming an
adult?”

Her mother smiled a her. “No, my dear, it’ sjust some prank.”
“Not avery funny one.” She continued scrubbing, but the bloody stain remained.

“They sddldom are.” Her mother brushed Elena s cheek with her pam, but her gaze remained on Elena's
hand, smal wrinkles of worry whispering around her lips. “I'm sureit will fade. Don't fret about it.”

“I hopeit’'sgone by the party.”



“If not, honey, you could wear my dressy gloves.”

Elenabrightened. “1 could?’ She stopped grinding the brush across her flesh; her skin was beginning- to
burn. Maybe she’ d just leave it be. She had dways fancied wearing her mother’ slong satin gloves. They
would look spectacular with her party dress!

“Just finish cleaning before the water cools. We Il talk more about the party later.” Her mother stood and
straightened her robe. “It’ s getting late. Make sure you drain and rinse the tub before you go to deep.”

“Yes, Mother,” she said with an exasperated sigh. Shewasn't achild anymore.
Her mother kissed her on the top of her head. “Good night, sweetie. I'll see you in the morning.”

Slipping from the bathing chamber, her mother closed the door on the animated ruckus coming from the
main room. Joach was gl getting atongue-lashing from Father for leaving hissister in the orchard done.
Elenacould imagine Joach’ s expression—dutifully subdued. She knew her father’ s harsh words breezed
past Joach with hardly asting.

She amiled. With the thick oaken door shut, all she heard was alow murmur. She leaned deeper into the
steaming water, content, her worry about the burning apple just adistant throb. It had to have been some
sort of trick. Suddenly she was glad she had failed to mention the apple. It seemed so silly now that she
was home, just some silly prank.

Sill...

She held her hand up in the lamplight. The light seemed to absorb into her hand, and the color appeared
to swirl in whorls across her skin. She remembered how she had been thinking about warm apple pie
when the apple had suddenly heated up and dried to awrinkled crisp.

It s;emed dmost magicka.
She waved her hand acrossthe steamy air, pretending to cast spells and perform evil magick.

Grinning a her whimsy, sheimagined hersalf one of the ancient darkmages from those old storiestold
around camp-fires, stories of times before Lord Gul’ gotha came across the Eastern Seato rescue her
people from chaos.

The mythica stories of the wild magick were whispered at night and sung in songs. of the sllver-haired
elv'in people and the giants of the highland; of A’loa Glen, the thousand-spired citadel of black magick
sunk under the seas ages ago; of the og'res of the Western Reaches, who spoke like humans but burned
with hatred for humankind; of the mer-creatures that swam among the Blasted Shoals far to the east.
Elena could recount hundreds of such storiestold to her as she grew up.

In her head, Elenaknew it wasal wives taesand pureinvention, but her heart ill thrilled at the old
stories. She remembered sitting in her father’ slap, her tiny fists clutched to her throat, as her Uncle Bol
recounted “ The Battle for the Valey of theMoon.” He had prefaced the story by telling her in hushed
tonesthat this very valey was where the battle had taken place. “ And the town of Winterfell wasonly a
smal crossroads,” he said in afurtive whisper, “with ashabby stable and adrafty inn.” She had laughed
at such athought. Only asmadl child at thetime of the telling, not even yet dlowed in thefields, she had
swallowed every word from her uncle asif it weretrue. She smiled now at her foolishness. How the
adults must have laughed a her gullibility.

Well, shewas no longer achild.



She lowered her hand back to the water and blushed. She knew she was too old to be fantasizing about
such follies. She was awoman today. These storieswere dl fantasy. Magick was not redl. 1t was all the
mummery of carnival tricksters and scoundrels.

In school, she had been taught her land’ s true history. How, five centuries ago, the Gul’ gotha had
crossed the seaand brought civilization to her land and people. How they had brought reason and logic
to destroy her ancestors' pagan rites. How her people had once practiced human sacrifice and
worshipped invisible spirits. Then the king of Blackball, the Lord Gul’ gotha, had come. A tumultuous
time followed as his lieutenants offered peace and knowledge to her barbarous ancestors. Blood was
shed asthe hand of peace was offered. But eventualy truth and wisdom prevailed, and the trickster
mages were destroyed. An age of logic and science began, wiping out myth and barbarism.

Frowning, Elenarubbed the barley sogp through her hair, tired of pondering dry lessons from school. She
had more important things to consider. What should she wear to the party? Should she wear her hair up
like an older woman?

She pushed the sudsy locks atop her head. She hated it that way, preferring to let it flow free, but she
was entering womanhood, and it was coming time to stop acting like alittle girl. With sogp trailing down
her neck, she let her hair drape to her shoulders.

And what about Tol’e Manchin, the blacksmith’ s handsome apprentice? She pictured his curly black
hair and ruddy complexion—and hisarms! The months of working the forge' s bellows had grown
muscles that the other boys were jeal ous of . Would he come to the party? Surely he would, wouldn’'t he?
Elenafelt her heart begin to besat faster. She would ask her mother to let her wear her grandmother’s
shell necklace. It would be grand with her green dress.

Elenaglanced down at her wet torso. Only the barest hint of devel oping womanhood interrupted the
rivulets of bathwater draining across her chest. There wasn't much there to attract the eye of Tol'd.
Othersin her classwere aready murmuring about underclothes and the tenderness of blossoming growth.
Elenareached to her chest and pressed firmly. Nothing. Not even ahint of the ache the other girls
whispered about.

Maybe it would be best if Tol’e didn’t show up for the party, maybe even best if the party was canceled.
Who was going to believe she was awoman?

Elenasuddenly shivered asastray draft blew across her exposed back. The bathwater was quickly
losing its heat. Elenasank to her shoulders, the tepid water still warmer than the chilly bathing chamber.
Why couldn’t the bathwater stay hot abit longer? A twinge of ire flashed through her. Couldn’t she at
least have afew more moments of steamy bliss? She sank deeper into the cooling water.

As shelay there, she pictured herself soaking in the hot springs of Col’ toka. She had read about themin
aschool text: volcanic springs deep in the snowy Teeth. As she dreamed about their minerd-rich waters,
her own soapy tub seemed to warm with her thoughts. She sighed, a smile playing about her lips. This
wasnice,

As she continued to recline in the bath, picturing in her mind the steam-choked chambers of Col’toka,
her bathwater continued to warm, soothing at first, then becoming surprisingly hot! Elena s eyesfluttered

open.

Her skin began to redden from the heat. She sprang to her feet in the water. Bubbles started to rise dong
the edge of the tub. Her lower legs and feet began to scald. Elenaleaped from the tub just as the water
began to roil with steam and bubbles.



As Elenabacked away, the water erupted over the edge of the tub, hissing asit splashed to the oaken
floor. The room swelled with choking steam. Elena s naked bottom bumped into the bathing chamber’s
cold door, startling her to action. She fumbled for the handle. What was happening?

Swinging the door open, she stood in the doorway, acall to her mother frozen on her lips. At that
moment, the remaining water blew from the tub in afind explosion of steam. Elenawas thrown forward
by awal of superheated air and flung naked into the next room.

She landed on arug and did across the floor, the loose rug bunching up under her. As she cameto rest,
she noticed she was not alone in the room. Her father had sprung from the couch where he had been
enjoying hisevening smoke. Her brother sat frozen in achair by thefire, his mouth hanging open.

Asshe sat up, her father’ s pipe dropped from his dack lips and clattered to the floor. “Elena, girl,
what... what did you do?’ he asked.

“I didn’t do anything! The water just kept getting hotter and hotter.” Elenabegan to fed the sting of her
scalded skin, and tearswelled up in her eyes.

Joach stood up and stomped out the burning tobacco that had spilled from hisfather’ s pipe beforeiit
scorched the rug. He seemed to concentrate fully on his chore, his cheeks blushing dightly. “Elena, don't
you think you' d better grab atowd ?’

Elena glanced at her naked form, and now a sob of embarrassment escaped her throat.

Just then her mother clattered down the stairsin only her nightgown, her robe clutched in one hand.
“What happened? | never heard such anoise!” Her eyes settled on Elena s crumpled form and grew
wide. She hurried over to her daughter. “Y ou' re red as aboiled potato. We need to get some salve on
those burns.”

Elenadlowed hersdlf to be bundied up in her mother’ srobe. But even its soft cotton was like coarse
burlap againgt her tender skin. Wincing, she pushed to her feet.

Her father and Joach had stepped to the bathing chamber entrance. “ The tub is cracked,” her father said,
his voice thick with shock. “And the wax on the floor has bubbled up from the planking. It lookslike
someonetried to set the place onfire” He turned questioning eyestoward Elena.

“Whoa,” Joach said, shaking his head, hiseyeswide. “Y ou did some damage, Sigl”
“Hush, Joach!” Her father turned to face her fully. “What happened here?’

Her mother put a protective arm around Elena. “Now, Bruxton, | won't have you pointing fingers. She's
hurt. And besides, how could she do such athing? Do you see any wood ash or smell cod oil ?’

Her father grumbled under his breath.

“Elenaisaready shook up enough. Leave her be. We |l solve thisin the morning. Right now she needs
medicine”

Elenaleaned into her mother’sarms. What truly had happened? How could one explain atub of water
suddenly trying to boil you alive? Elenahad no real answer, but in her somach, she knew somehow she
was to blame. She remembered the burning apple, and her head began to ache. The whole day had been
one mystery after another.

Her mother gently hugged her. L et’ s go upstairs and treat those burns.”



She nodded, but already the worst of the stinging was beginning to fade. Glancing down at her pams, she
noticed that the stain on her right hand had faded from a deep purplish red to aruby color that hardly
stood out from her singed arms. At least the scalding had boiled away afraction of the dye—asmall
blessing consdering her sore skin and the ruined bathing chamber.

“SOWHAT REALLY HAPPENED?" JOACH WHISPERED. HE SAT cross-legged at the foot of
Elena sbed. He had snuck into her room after her mother had finished smearing her arms and back with
medicind bam.

Clutching her pillow in her lap, Elena sat with her knees amost touching her brother’s. “I’m not sure,” she
said, keeping her voice quiet in the dark room. Neither of them wanted to attract their parents’ attention.
Elenacould occasiondly hear her father’ s rough voice echo up from below. She cringed with each of his
outbursts, shame burning her cheeks. They were not arich family, and it would cost much to repair the
ruined bathing chamber.

Suddenly, her mother’ svoice carried up to them. “They said she might bethe one! | must tell them!”

Her father’ s voice rose higher. “ Woman, you' Il do no such thing! That side of your family isdaft! Filaand
Bo—’

Joach nudged her with hisknee. “I’ ve never heard them so mad.”

“What do you think they’ re talking about?” Elena strained to listen, but her parents' words had lowered
back to amurmur.

Joach shrugged. “| don’t know.”
Elenafdt tears beginning to well in her eyes. She was thankful for the darknessthat hid them.

“I"'m surprised that cracking the tub got them so upset,” Joach said. “Heck, I’ ve done worse than that.
Remember when | fed Tracker that basket of hazelnuts Mother was going to use in Father’ s birthday
cake?’

Elenacouldn’t stop asmile from coming to her lips. She wiped a her eyes. Tracker, their sdlion, had
auffered from diarrheadl night, and their father had spent his entire birthday shoveling the barn clean and
walking the horse to keep it from getting colic.

“And thetimel told the Wak’ len kids that you could touch the moon if you jumped from the top
branches of atree.” He snickered in the dark.

Elena punched hisknee. “ Sam’ bi broke hisarm!”
“He deserved it. No one pushes my little sster in the mud.”

Elena suddenly remembered that day two years ago. She had been wearing the flowered dress Aunt Fila
had given her for the midsummer celébration. The mud had ruined it. “Y ou did that for me?* she asked,
her voice amix of shock and laughter.

“What are big brothersfor?’
Elenaagain fdt tears beginning to threaten.

Joach did from the bed, then leaned over and hugged her. “Don’'t worry, El. Whoever is playing these



pranksonyou, I’ ll find out. No one messeswith my little sster.”
She hugged Joach back. “ Thanks,” shewhispered in his ear.

Straightening up, Joach dunk to the door. He turned to her just before dipping from her room. “Besides,
| can't let this mysterious prankster get the better of me! I’ ve areputation to uphold!”

DISMARUM KNELT IN THE DAMPWEEDS IN THE MOONLIT ORchard, acowled figure,
crooked as arotten ssump. Not asingle bird caled this night; not an insect whirred. Dismarum listened,
both with his ears and with hisinner senses. The last of the mol’ grati had snaked into the soil, worming
their way toward the distant homestead. The ragged-edged wound in dead Rockingham'’ s belly had long
stopped steaming into the night as the carcass chilled.

Pressing hisforehead againgt the cold dirt, Dismarum sent his thoughts to his crestures. He received their
answer back like the singing of athousand children’ svoices, a chorus with one message: hunger.

Patience, my little ones, he sent to them. Soon you shall feast.

Satisfied with their progress, Dismarum stood up and stumbled over to Rockingham, feging with hisone
good hand, seeking his dead guide, hisweak eyes of little usein the dark. Hisfingers settled on
Rockingham'’ s frozen face. Squatting bes de the dead man, Dismarum unsheathed his knife. He tucked
the hilt in the crook of his stumped arm, then pricked afinger with the dagger’ s blade. Ignoring the twinge
from hisdiced finger, he shesthed his dagger and turned to Rockingham. Using his bloodied finger, he
painted Rockingham' slipswith blood, like an undertaker preparing a corpse for viewing.

Once done, Dismarum leaned over and kissed Rockingham'’ s bloody lips, tasting sdt and iron. He
exhaed between the cold, parted lips, huffing out Rockingham's cheeks, then dipped hislipsto the dead
man’sear. “Madter, | beg you hear my call,” he whispered into the cold ear.

Dismarum leaned back, waiting, lisening. Then it came: Theair grew frigid around him; he sensed a
malignant, icy presence. A noise like awind rushing through dried branches escaped the dead lips. Then
wordstrickled up from Rockingham’ s black throat. “ She is here?’

“Yes,” Dismarum answered, his eyes closed. “ Speak.” The word echoed, asif from adank well. “ She
has ripened, bloodied with power. | smdll it.”

“Get to her! Bind her!”

“Of course, my lord. | have dready sent themol’ grati.”

“I will send one of the ska’tum to aid you.” Dismarum shivered. “ That won't be necessary. | can—"
“Itisaready onitsway. Prepare her for it.”

“Asyou command, Magter,” Dismarum said, but he could already sense the receding presence. The
wintry orchard seemed sultry in the wake of its passing. Still, Dismarum pulled his cloak snugly around his
shoulders. It wastime to go. The mol’ grati should aready bein postion.

Dismarum lowered his hand to Rockingham’ s belly, his* palm sinking into the gelatinous wound, clotted
blood dipping between hisfingers. He sneered, reveding the four teeth il rotting in hisblack gums.

Knedling beside the carcass, he grabbed handfuls of dirt and hurriedly stuffed them in Rockingham’'s
wound. After adding thirteen handfuls, Dismarum used his good hand and the ssump of hisonearmto



pull the edges of Rockingham’ swound together.

Holding the clammy edges, he whispered the words taught him by his dread master. An ache developed
in hisown belly as he recited the words. The last words were spoken in apush of agony, asif hewere
giving birth. He squinted at the dmost unbearable pain asthe last syllable stumbled from histongue. His
old heart hammered in his breast. Mercifully, though, the agony subsided with the last word.

Leaning back, Dismarum ran a hand over Rockingham'’ swound. The edges were now sedled together,
hedled. He placed afinger on his dead guide s forehead and spoke asingleword. “ Rise!”

The carcass jerked under hisfinger, spasmed almost a handspan above the cold dirt, then settled to the
ground. Dismarum listened as asingle ragged breeth escaped Rockingham’s cold lips. After severa
heartbesats, a second rasping gurgled out, then athird.

Dismarum pushed to hisfest, struggling up with his staff gripped tight inasinglefist. A cow lowed
mournfully from anearby field. He stood silently as Rockingham struggled, gasping and choking, back to
thisworld.

After saveral racking coughs, Rockingham pushed to a seated position. Heraised atremulous hand to his
belly and pulled hisripped shirt over his exposed midriff. “Wh-what happened?’

“Another fainting spell,” Dismarum answered, his attention aimed toward the distant dark homestead.

Rockingham closed his eyes and rubbed at hisforehead. “Not again,” he mumbled as herolled to his
knees, then dowly to hisfeet. He pawed at the trunk of atreeto steady himself. “How long have | been
out?’

“Long enough. Thetrail grows cold.” Dismarum pointed afinger toward the farmhouse. “Come.” Theold
seer began waking, thumping his saff with each footfal. Exhaustion from the use of hismaster’ sblack art
made his limbs aswegak as ahatchling’'s. He noticed that Rockingham remained standing by histree
trunk.

“The night growsthin, old man,” Rockingham called to his back. “Maybe we should return to town and
come back for the wench in the morning. Or at least let us ride—the horses are near enough—"

Dismarum turned his cowled face toward Rockingham. “Now!” he said with a hiss. “With daybresk, we
must have her shorn and trussed. The master left explicit ingtructions. She must be bound while the moon
dill glows”

“Soyou say.” Rockingham shoved off the tree like aboat leaving a safe harbor. He ssumbled toward the
seer as Dismarum turned to follow thetrail of the mol’ grati. Rockingham continued to blather. “ Y ou’'ve
been reading too many scribblings of madmen. Wit' ches are from storiesto frighten children. All we'll
find a thisfarm isafrightened farmgirl, her hands thick with callusesfrom working the plows. I’'mlosing a
night’sdumber in thismad pursuit.”

Dismarum stopped and rested on his taff. “Y ou' |l lose more than dumber if she dips our net tonight.
Y ou’ ve seen in the master’ s dungeons how he rewardsfailure.”

The seer dlowed himsdaf amoment of satisfaction as Rockingham shuddered at hiswords. Dismarum
knew that Rockingham had toured the nether regions of Blackhall and seen the twisted remains of those
who once waked under the sun. Histalkative guide now followed slently as Dismarum led the way.

The seer appreciated the slence. He could have |ft the feeble man stiffening in the cold orchard, but
besi des harboring the mol’ grati, Rockingham still had many other uses. Back at Blackhdl, the master had



splayed Rockingham open upon hisblood atar and imbued him with the darkest of hisarts. Dismarum
gtill remembered the man’ s screaming that midnight, how he bled from hiseyesin pain, how his very back
broke as he writhed on the bloody stone. Afterward, the master had put him back together again, piece
by piece, then wiped the fool’s memory of thelong night. Forged into atool of the master, Rockingham
had been granted to Dismarumto ad in hisvigil of thevadley.

Dismarum glanced sdelong at Rockingham. He recalled one particularly odiousrite, made at the stroke
of midnight during Rockingham’ sforging, requiring the daughter of anewborn babe. Theinfant’sinnocent
blood bathed both the dtar and Rockingham'’ s exposed, beating heart. He remembered the tool imbued
into Rockingham at that moment— something so dark that even the thought of it now sent ashiver
through the milky-eyed seer.

Somewhere over the hills, adog howled into the night, asif catching abrief scent of the thing hiding ingde
Rockingham.

Oh, yes, there was much more that Rockingham would yet do.

Elena could not deep. Her burns chafed with every dight movement. Her mind still swam with the
frightening events that had occurred in the bathing chamber. As much as shewould like to believe hersdlf
blamelessin the destruction of the room, in her heart she knew better. This concern, too, kept her eyes
open, far from dumber.

What had happened?

Her mother’ swords kept running through her head. She might be the one. There had been fear, rather
than pride, in her mother’ svoice.

Elenadipped her hand for the hundredth time from under her blanket and held it up. Inthedim light, the
stain on her right palm appeared darker. The salve her mother had dathered over her arms glistened in
the weak moonlight sifting through her bedroom’ s curtains. The sweet scent of wit’ ch hazel drifted strong
from the balm. Wit' ch hazdl. The very air she bresthed spoke her fears.

Wit ch.

Her uncle Bal, always a storehouse of old stories and tales, had kept her and her brother shivering in
their bedrollswhen out on hunting trips, tantalizing them with stories of wit’ ches, og'res, and the faerie
folk—creatures of both light and dark, fantasy and folklore. She remembered the serious set to Uncle
Bol’slipsand hisintense eyes, highlighted in the cooking fire' s glow, as he spoke histaes. He seemed to
believe what he wastelling and never winked dyly or raised his eyebrowsin exaggeration. It wasthe
earnest way he spoke, hisvoice low and rumbling, that was the most disquieting aspect of his stories.

“Thisisthetrue story of our land,” hewould say, “aland once called Alasea. There was atime when the
air, land, and sea spoke to men. Beasts of the field were the equals of those who walked on two legs.
The foreststo the distant west— what were even then called the Western Reaches—gave birth both to
creatures so foul asto turn you to stone dare you see them, and to creatures so wondrous you would fall
to your kneesjust to touch them. Thiswasthe land of Alases, your land. Remember what | tell you. It
may saveyour life”

And then hewould talk late into the night.

Elena struggled to conjure up some of Uncle Bol’ s humorous stories to ease her worries, but her troubled
mind kept dredging up darker tales—storieswith wit’ ches.



Elenarolled to her sdein her tiny bed, the soft cotton ticking scratching at her legs. She pulled her pillow
over her head, trying to block out the old stories and new fears, but it didn’t help. She still heard the
hooting of abarn owl from the rafters of the nearby horse barn. She threw her pillow back from her face,
clutchingit to her chest.

The barn owl repeated his protest, and a heartbest | ater, the flutter of heavy wings could be heard
flapping past her window asthe owl began its nightly foraging. Nicknamed Pintail, the owl earned its
lodging by keeping mice and rats out of the grain bins. Nearly asold as she, Pintail had roosted in the
barn’ sraftersfor aslong as Elena could remember and began his hunt at the same hour every evening.

Though the bird still hunted, age had dulled the poor creature' svision. Worried about the bird's
well-being, Elena had been sneaking scraps out to the old owl for nearly ayear.

Elenalistened as Pintail flapped past her window, finding some smdl solacein thisfamiliar ritual. Shelet
out arattling sigh, releasing the tension from her body. Thiswas her home; here she was surrounded by a
family that loved her. In the morning, the sun would shine, and like Pintail’ s, her own daily routine would
begin again. All these wild happenings would fade away or be explained. She closed her eyes, knowing
now that deep was possible this evening.

Just as she started to drift off, Pintail began screaming. Elenabolted up in her bed. Pintail continued to
scream. Not ahunting chalenge or aterritorial warning, thiswasawail of agony and fear. Elenaflew to
her window, pulling the curtainswide. A fox or bobcat might have caught the bird. She clutched her
throat with worry as she scanned the farmyard below.

The horse barn stood just across the yard. She heard the mare and stallion’ s concerned nickering. They,
too, knew this owl’ s screeching was cause for alertness. The yard below was empty. Just awheebarrow
and astone-chipped plow her father was repairing stood on the packed dirt.

Elena pushed open her window. Cold air swirled her nightclothes, but she hardly noticed as she leaned
out. She squinted and tried to pick out movement in the shadows. There was nothing.

No! Shetook astep away from the window. Just at the edge of the empty pen that housed the sheep
during shearing season, ashadow moved. A figure—no, two figures—stepped from the darkness under
the branches of the orchard treesinto the feeble moonlight that limned the yard. A cowled man with a
crooked staff and athin man who stood a head taller than his bent companion. Somehow she knew they
weren't logt travelers but something darker, threatening.

Suddenly Pintail flew screeching into the empty yard, just a handspan above the head of the taler man.
The man ducked dightly, raisng an arm in darm. Pintail ignored him and swooped across the open
pace, banking sharply as he struggled with something caught in his claws. Elenafelt amoment of relief
that Pintail wasadl right.

Then the owl twisted in midair, flailing, and tumbled toward the ground. Elena gasped, but before the bird
hit the hard dirt, Pintail spread hiswings and hdted hisfall, salling upward again—right toward her! Elena
stumbled afew steps back from the window as the bird swooped to the windowsi Il and landed hard, his
beak open in a scream of rage.

Elenathought at first that the owl had caught a snake, but she had never seen a snake so sickly white
before, likethe belly of adead fish. It writhed within the grip of the bird. Pintail was obvioudy struggling
fiercely to restrain the creature, and from the bird’ s screeching, the fight was obvioudy causing the bird
harm. Why doesn't Pintail just drop the foul thing? she thought. Why keep carrying it?

Then Elenaknew. She saw the snake thing worm itself deeper into the owl’ s chest. Pintail wasn't



carrying thething; hewastrying to didodgeit. Pintail’ sfrantic clawswere trying to stop it from burrowing
deeper ingde him. Pintall rolled ahuge yelow eyetoward her, asif asking for help.

Elenarushed forward. Pintail teetered on the sl trying to balance with one claw, struggling with the
loathsome creature. Just as her hand reached out to her friend, it became too late. The snake broke free
of Pintail’s claws and drove the rest of the way inside the bird. The owl froze, its beak stretched openin
agony, and fell backward, dead, out the window.

“No!” Elenalunged to the window, leaning on the sill, searching for Pintail. Below, she spotted his
broken body collapsed on the packed dirt of the yard. Tearsrolled down her face. “Pintail!”

Suddenly the ground beneath his body churned like quicksand. Elena screamed as hundreds of the
monstrous snake crestures writhed in amass up from the dirt and swallowed the bird. Within two
heartbeats, al that was |eft was a scattering of thin white bones and a skull whose empty eye sockets
stared back at her. Her knees weakened as the worms disappeared back into the soil. Somehow she
knew they werelying in wait, till hiding and hunting for more mest.

With tearsin her eyes, she again spied the two travelers on the far sde of the yard. The cowled one,
using his saff as a crutch, began to hobble across the treacherous yard, apparently fegling no threat from
the foul beasts that lurked beneath the dirt. Then he stopped and raised his face toward Elena swindow.
Shivering, she bolted from the opening, suddenly fearful of those eyes settling upon her. Thefine hairson
the back of her neck tingled, sensing danger.

She must warn her parents!
Elenaran to her bedroom door and threw it open.

Her brother was dready in the hal. Joach rubbed at his [garbled] down the stairs and through the den
toward her parents room. The house was dark and hushed, the air heavy, as before asummer storm.
Panic welled in Elena, her heart thumping loudly in her ears. She pushed Joach toward thetable. “Light a
lantern! Hurry!” Heran to the tinderbox and obeyed her order. She flew to her parents' bedroom door.
Normally she would knock before entering, but now was not the time for manners. She burst into the
room just as Joach ignited the oiled wick. Light flared, casting her shadow across her parents' bed.

Her mother, dways alight deeper, awoke immediately, her eyeswide and startled. “ Elenal My dear,
what’ swrong?’

Her father pushed up on one ebow, squinting groggily in the lantern’ slight. He cleared histhroat, alook
of irritation on hisface.

Elena pointed toward the back door. “ Someone' s coming. | saw themintheyard.” Her father sat
sraighter in the bed. “Who?’ Her mother laid ahand on her father’ sarm. “Now, Brux-ton, don't think
thewordt. It might be someonelost or needing help.”

Elena shook her head. “No, no, they mean us harm.”

“How do you know that, girl?’ her father said, throwing back the sheets. Dressed in only hiswinter
woolens, he clambered from the bed.

Her mother dipped from the bed and into her robe. She crossed the room and circled Elenain an arm.
“Y our father will take care of this”

Joach followed her father with the lantern as he crossed the den. Elena, trailing from a safe distance with
her mother, noticed her father pick up the hand ax they used to shave logsinto kindling for the fire. Elena



leaned closer to her mother.

Her father passed through the kitchen and approached the back door with Joach beside him. Elenaand
her mother stayed by the kitchen hearth.

Her father hefted the ax in one hand, then yelled through the thick caken door, “Who isit?’

The voice that answered was high and commanding. Somehow Elenaknew it was not the cowled one
who spoke, but the other man, thetaler figure. “By order of the Gul*-gotha Council, we demand access
to thishouse. To refuse will result in the arrest of the entire household.”

“What do you want?’

The same voice came again. “We have orders to search the farmstead. Unbar the door!”

Her father turned aworried look to her mother. Elena shook her head, trying to warn her father.
He turned back to the door. “ The hour islate. How do | know you’ re who you claim to be?’

A shest of paper was shoved under the door at her father’ s bare feet. “I bear the proctor’ s sedl from the
county’ sgarrison.”

Her father sgnaed for Joach to pick it up and hold it in the lamplight. From across the room, Elenasaw
the purple sed on the bottom of the parchment.

Her father turned and whispered toward them. “It looks officid. Joach, leave the lantern and take Elena
upstairs. Both of you stay quiet.”

Joach nodded, obvioudy nervous and wanting to stay. But as dways he did as hisfather directed. He
placed the lantern on the edge of the table and crossed to Elena. Her mother gave her afina squeeze,
then pushed her toward her brother. “Watch after your sister, Joach. And don’t come down until we call
you.”

“YS, maz a.n.n

Elenahesitated. The nickering lantern light skittered shadows acrossthe wall. It was not the speaker that
gave her pause, but the other, the cowled man who had yet to speak. She did not have words for the
cold sickness around her heart as she remembered the face that had tried to spy her in the window. So
instead she stepped back to her mother and gave her alonger hug.

Her mother patted her hair, then pushed her back. “Hurry, sweetheart. This doesn’t concern you. Now
you and Joach scoot upstairs.” Her mother attempted areassuring smile, but the fear in her eyes
destroyed the effort.

Elenanodded and backed to her brother, her eyes still on her parentsin the kitchen.
Joach spoke behind her. “C’mon, Sis.” He placed a hand on her shoulder.

She shivered at histouch but allowed hersdlf to beled away. They backed acrossthe den to the
shadowed foot of the stairs. The lantern in the kitchen, like alonely beacon across the dark house,
highlighted her parents. From the stairway, Elenawatched her father turn away and begin to lift the rusted
iron rod that barred the door against brigands. But Elenaknew that what stood outside the door was
much worse than thieves,

It wasthisfear that kept her bolted to the foot of the stairs. Joach tugged at her arm and tried to coax her



up. “Elena, we haveto go.”
“No,” shewhispered. “They can't see us herein the shadows.”

Joach didn’t argue, obvioudy wanting to watch, too. He kndlt beside his sister on thefirst step. “What do
you think they want?’ he whispered at her ear.

“Me,” she answered, aso in awhisper, without even thinking. Elena seemed to know thiswastrue. All of
it was somehow her fault: the change in her hand, the burned applein the orchard, the exploded bathing
chamber, and now this midnight vigitation. There were too many strange happeningsto be mere
coincidence.

“Look,” Joach whispered.

Elenafocused back to where her father swung the kitchen door open. He continued to block the
threshold, the ax gill in hishand. She heard their voices.

Her father spokefirgt. “Now, what isal this commotion?’

The thin man stepped to the doorway, now highlighted in the lantern. He stood just afew fingers shorter
than her father, but not as broad in the chest, and he had asmall paunch of belly protruding from atorn
ruffled shirt. He wore ariding cloak and black muddied boots. Even from across the house, Elenacould
tell the cloak was from an expensive clothier, not something purchased in the village. Herubbed at athin
brown mustache under his narrow nose, then answered her father. “We ve come concerning an offense.
One of your daughters has been accused of a... um, afoul deed.”

“And what offense might that be?’

The speaker glanced over his shoulder and shifted hisfeet, asif needing assstance. The second figure
now approached the doorway. Elenasaw her father ssumble back astep. The lantern light revedled a
figure cloaked in acod black robe topped by adark cowl. A staff was planted in the dirt beside him.
Using askeletal hand, the occupant of the robe kept the edge of the cowl pulled between hisface and the
lantern light, asif the brightness stung. His voice creaked with age. “We seek achild—" Hehdd up his
bony hand. “—uwith abloodstained hand.”

Her mother let out a sharp gasp that was quickly stifled, but the old man’s face twisted toward her, the
lantern light now shining into the cowl. Elena suppressed agasp herself as those eyesturned toward her
mother—they were dead eyes, like the dull globes of gtillborn caves, opague and white.

“We don't know what you' re talking about,” her father said.
The cowled one collected up his staff and retreated to the dark yard.

The younger man spoke. “Let us not disturb your entire family. Come out here wherewe cantalk in
private, perhaps settle this matter without afuss.” He bowed dightly and extended a hand toward the
farmyard. “Come, it'slate and we could all use deep.”

Elenawatched her father take a step toward the door and knew what awaited her father in the yard. She
remembered Pintail’ s body being torn by the beasts that lurked under the soil. She darted up and meant
to run to the kitchen, but Joach caught afist in her nightclothes and yanked her back.

“Wheat do you think you' redoing?’ he hissed at her.

“Let go!” She struggled with Joach, but he was much stronger. “1 must warn Father.”



“Hetold usto stay hidden.”

She spotted her father stepping to the doorway. Oh, dear goddess, no! She ripped out of Joach’s grip
and ran to the kitchen. Joach pursued. The three adults turned to her as she burst into the lantern light.

“Wait!” she caled. Her father had stopped at the threshold, his face reddening with fury.
“| thought | told you—"

Behind her father, the younger intruder grabbed her father’ s shoulders and shoved him outside. Elena
screamed as her surprised father flailed and toppled down the three steps to the hard dirt. Her mother
rushed the man, akitchen kniferaised in afist. But her mother was too old and the man too quick; he
snatched her mother’ swrist and wrenched her around.

Joach yelled in fury, but the man sneered and shoved her mother through the door to land in acrumpled
pile beside her father. Joach, spittle flying from his mouth, flew a the intruder. The man swung acudgel
from inside his cloak and clubbed Joach on the side of the head. Her brother collapsed to the wooden
floor with acrash.

Elenafroze asthe man’s eyes settled on her. She saw his eyestwitch toward her right hand, the one
gtained red. Then hiseyes grew wide.

“It'struel” he said and took a step away through the door. He glanced out to the cowled one in the yard.
“Sheisherel”

Her father had struggled to a standing position by now. He stood guard over hiswife as she nursed her
left arm and pushed to her knees. “Don’t you touch my daughter!” her father spat at the intruders.

Joach, hisforehead bloody, rolled to hisfeet and stood between Elenaand the door, swaying dightly.

The old man hobbled toward her parents. “Y our daughter or your life,” he creaked, hisvoicelike
serpentsin the dark.

“You'renot taking Elena. I'll kill you both if you try.” Her father stood firm under the old one' s gaze.

The robed figure smply raised his staff and tapped the ground twice. With the second strike, the dirt at
her parents feet erupted explosively, the cloud of mud obscuring her parents. For thefirst timein Elena’s
life, she heard her father scream. The dirt settled, and she saw her mother and father coated in the white
worms that hed attacked Pintail. Blood flowed fredy from them.

Elena screamed, faling to her knees.

Her father swung toward the doorway. “ Joach!” he screamed. “ Save your sister! Ru—" Further words
were choked shut as the worms climbed in his mouth and throat.

Joach backed into Elena, pulling her up.

“No,” she said, amere whisper. Then louder, “No!” Her blood ignited with fire. “ No!” Her vison turned
red, and her throat congtricted shut. She flew to her feet, quaking, her fists clenched. She was dimly
aware of Joach, wide-eyed, sumbling back from her. All of her attention was on the yard, on her parents
writhing on the churning dirt. Suddenly she screamed, sending al her rage out from her.

A wall of flame burst forth and blasted into the yard. The two foul men tumbled out of the fire’ s path, but
her parents could not move. Elenawatched it envelop her mother and father. Her ears, till humming with



energy, heard her parents' screams end asif a door was shut upon them.

Suddenly Joach grabbed her around the waist and propelled her back from the kitchen into the dark den.
Thekitchen wall was on fire. Elena collgpsed into his arms, spent, amere rag doll now. Joach struggled
with her weight. The room filled with smoke.

“Elena,” Joach said in her ear, “1 need you. Snap out of it.” He began coughing in the oily smoke. Thefire
had spread to the curtainsin the den.

She labored to get her feet under her. “What have | done?’

Joach tared at the flames behind him, tears shining on his cheeksin the firdight. Helooked forward,
searching.

Smoke choked the air. Elena coughed.

Joach took a step toward the front door, then stopped. “No. They’ll expect that. We need another way

He suddenly pulled her toward the stairs. Elenafelt pinpricks returning to her numb limbs. She started to
shakewith slent sobs. “It'smy fault.”

“Hush. Updars”

Joach pushed her to the staircase, then prodded her up the steps. “C'mon, El,” he whispered urgently in
her ear. “Y ou heard them down there. They’re after you.”

She turned to him with tearsin her eyes. “1 know. But why? What did | do?’
Joach didn’t have an answer. He pointed to the door to hisroom. “In here.”

She spied the window at the end of the hall and shook free of Joach. “I didn’t see what happened. | need
to see” She stumbled toward the window.

143 Don!t!n

Elenaignored her brother’ s urgent whisper. She reached the hall’ s end. The thick-paned window did not
open but had awide view of the farmyard below. She leaned her forehead againgt the cold glass. Below,
only stepsfrom the rear door, lit by the flames, she saw what was | eft of her mother and father. Smoke
billowed acrossin waves.

Two sets of scorched bones, entwined in each other’ sarms, lay on the brown dirt, skulls touching each
other. The old man stood afew paces away. The fringe of his robe smoldered. He had an arm raised,
pointing toward the front of the house.

Joach stepped behind her and pulled her from the window. Y ou’ ve seen enough, Elena. Thefire
spreads. We need to hurry.”

“But... Mother and Father...” Shelooked toward the window.

“WEe Il mourn for them later.” Joach helped her to his bedroom. He pulled open hisdoor. “ Tonight we
need to survive.” Hisnext wordswereice. “Tomorrow is soon enough for revenge.”

“What are we going to do, Joach?’ she said as she entered hisroom.



“Escape.” In the shadowed room, she could still seethe firm set to hisjaws. How could her brother
remain so hard? A few tears had escaped him, nothing el se. “We need warmer clothes. Grab my wool
overcoat.” Her brother dipped into his pants and athick sweater her mother had knitted him for last
Winter’s Eve. She remembered that holiday night, and fresh tears began to flow. “Now,” Joach said.

She grabbed hislong coat off the hook in his closet and pulled into the thick warmth. She hadn’t redlized
how cold she was until the warmth of the jacket embraced her.

Her brother stood by his bedroom window. “El, how’ s your balance?’
“I"m doing better. Why?’

He waved her to the window. The view looked out on the side of the house. A huge chestnut tree spread
itsthick branches far and wide, tickling both the eaves of the house and the roof of the horse barn. Her
brother pushed the window wide. “Do as| do,” he said, as he climbed onto the sill.

He leagped out, caught athick branch in his hands, and swung up onto athicker limb. He had obviousy
done this before. He twisted around and waved her forward.

She climbed onto the narrow sill. Her bare toes clung to the wood. Shelooked down at the dirt far
below. If she should fall, abroken bone wasthe least of her worries. It waswhat lay under the dirt that
made her teeter onthe Slll.

Her brother whistled like awarbler, drawing her attention back to him. She leaped out the window and
caught the same branch he had. Joach helped pull her onto the thick bough beside him.

“Follow me!” Joach said, hiswords low, fearful of drawing the others' attention. She heard voicesfrom
the front of the house, followed by acrash of glass. She followed him through the limbs of the tree,
ignoring thetinier branchesthat snatched at clothes and flesh.

Through the branches of the tree, they crossed the treacherous yard. Asthey reached the smaller
branches, the limbs began to bend under their weight. Joach pointed to the open door of thebarn’s
hayloft. “Likethis.” He ran down athin branch and jumped across the empty space. He landed with a
roll on atufted pile of hay. Instantly on hisfeet, he was at the door again. “Hurry!” he hissed toward her.

She took a deep breath and ran. She must do thisl And she might have succeeded if abranch hadn't
snagged a pocket as she legped. The coat ripped, spinning her in midair. Sheflailed as sheflew and
could not suppress ascream. Still yelling, she collided with the barn just below the door to the loft.

Before she could fal, Joach had ahandful of the overcoat’s collar in hisgrip. She hung in the coat from
hisarm. “I can’t pull you up,” he said, straining. “Reach up and grab the edge! Hurry! They’'resureto
have heard you!”

With her heart clamoring in her ears, she struggled to grasp the edge of the hayloft opening. Only her
fingertips reached the wooden lip. But it was enough. With her fingertips pulling and Joach yanking on the
coat, they managed to haul her into the loft.

Both winded and gasping for air, they pushed through the hay to the ladder leading down.

Elena paused at the top rung and pointed to the dirt floor of the barn. “What if the worms are down
there, to0?’

Joach pointed to the stalion and the mare in their stalls. “L ook at Tracker and Mist.” Thetwo horses,
agitated from the commotion, eyes white and rolling with fear, were dill dive. “C’'mon.” Her brother led



the way, scrambling down the ladder.

Elenafollowed, piercing her right hand with athick splinter as she did down. She picked the piece of
wood from her padm, noticing that the ruby stain had faded to adight pink, dmost the same color as her
other hand.

Joach had aready thrown the stall doors wide, and the two horses snorted warily asthey stepped o,
upset a the smoke. Her brother tossed her aset of reins and abit. Sheran afast hand down Mist's
neck, calming her, and dipped the bit and reinsin place. They didn’t have time for saddles.

Joach leaped atop Tracker and sidled over to help pull her onto Mist’s bare back. Once seated, he
crossed to the door at the rear of the barn and used his toe to kick loose the latch. The doors swung
open, facing the edge of the orchard. Joach held adoor wide to alow Mist passage.

As Elenaguided Mist outside, she scanned the dark space between the barn and the trees. Clouds had
masked the moon, and the air was thick with smoke. Just as she was turning Mist toward the trees, light
bloomed from behind Joach. Elenaswung in her seat and gasped. Behind her brother, at the corner of
the barn, the cowled man stepped into the rear space. His partner held alantern high.

“Elena, go!” Joach swung his horse to face the two men. “I'll hold them off.”

Elenaignored him and watched the old man raise his crooked staff and strike the packed dirt. With this
sharp impact, the ground swelled around the two men and spread in awave, like apebble droppedin a
pond. The wave of churning soil raced toward Joach. Momentary glimpses of thick white bodiesroiled in
thedirt. “No! Joach, run!”

Joach saw what sped toward him. He yanked on Tracker’ sreins, twisting the horse' s neck around.
Tracker whinnied in panic, fighting for amoment, then danced in a circle and began to lesp away from
the pursuers. But the horse moved too dowly. The advancing edge of the corrupt wave swallowed the
mount’shind legs.

Elenawatched as the rear of the horse sank into the soil asif into mire. The mud turned black with blood.
Tracker reared up and screamed in pain, his eyes bulging. Joach held tight to thereins. The horse
crashed to the ground. The hooves of his forelimbs dug deep into the packed dirt, trying to drag hisrear
limbsout.

Joach urged the horse on, but Elenaknew it wasfutile. The predatorsin the soil could rend flesh from
bone in mere heartbesats. Elenaraced her steed toward the struggling pair. She pulled up fast in front of
Tracker. With an arm wrapped in the reins, Elena had to fight to keep Mist in place before the panting,
wild-eyed stalion. “To me!” she screamed to her brother.

Joach recognized the futility of his position. “Leave me! Go!”

“Not without you!” Migt skittered back a step. The wave, momentarily delayed by the meal of the horse,
now rolled toward her. Tracker’ s forelimbs became trapped in the churning soil. “Jump!” sheyeled to
her brother.

Joach clenched hisfists on the reins, frozen in indecision. Then, with ashake of hishead, hefought to his
feet on the bucking horse. Cartwhedling hisarmsfor baance, he legped from Tracker’ s back and landed
hard on hisbelly across Mist’ s rump. His sudden weight set fireto the horse' slegs. Mist legped away as
if struck by awhip.

Elenalet Migt run, only guiding her enough to point her toward the dark orchards. Elenawas busy with



her other arm, trying to keep her brother on horseback.
The three plunged into the grove of gppletrees.

Thejuggler, bare chested, wearing only his baggy traveling trousers, stepped to the edge of the stage and
set down his pan. Each town was the same, one blurring into the next, the same vague faces staring up
from the audience. He had been on the road now for eight years, alone, with only hismemoriesfor
company. And gtill those memories crowded him too closdly.

A few in the audience mumbled and pointed fingers toward him. He backed a safe distance from the
edge. He knew the fingers pointed to hisright shoulder, where his arm should have been.

Thejuggler tossed hisfour knivesin the air, dicing the pipe smoke of the room into thin ribbons. He
watched the first tumble back toward hisleft hand and, with practiced indifference, snatched the hilt and
returned the knife aloft with aflick of thewrist. He sent the remainder chasing after thefirst. The spinning
blades caught the flame of the torches and blazed back to the audience clustered up to the inn’ srickety
stage.

Appreciative ooh’ sand ahh’ sechoed thinly from some in the audience, but most of their attention wason
the qudity of the ae being proffered by the inn and the promptness of the service. With oneeye on his
knives, the juggler watched a harried barmaid wall owing through the crowd, a platter laden with doshing
glasses balanced about her head. She wore the plastered smile of the overworked.

He nodded briefly to acknowledge the clink of acoin in the pan at the foot of the stage. It's how one
earned aliving on the road.

“Hey, buddy!” someone yelled from the stage’ s gpron, his voice durred with agenerous lubrication of
ae. " Careful there with those fancy pig pokers, or you might lose your other arm.”

Someone e se cackled from near the back of the room and answered the drunken man. * Careful there
yoursdlf, Bryn. Y ou're sanding awful closeto those whirling knives. He might just clip off that ugly
woolyworm under your nose you cal amustache.”

The audience roared at the jibe.

The insulted man—who was balding and had athick, curled and waxed mustache—pounded a
footboard of the stage. “ Oh, yeah? Well, Strefen, at least I’ m man enough to grow one.”

Thiswas not agood sign. Not that the juggler expected this dtercation to worsen into anything more than
an exchange of insults. But when the audience found more entertainment among the tables than on the
stage, he would catch few coinsin his pan. He needed to gain their attention. These days, evena
one-armed juggler sometimes warranted no more than passing interest.

Helet aknifefdl to thefloor, feigning loss of control. The blade struck into the wooden stage with a
thunkand sank deep into the board. This caught the audience s eyes. Nothing like failure that could be
ridiculed to draw attention to oneself. He heard the beginning of derisive laughter bubbling from the
crowd. Then each knife, one a atime, supposedly toppling uncontrolled, landed its bladetip into the hilt
of the one below it—thunk, thunk, thunk—ending up with al four knives stacked in arow on top of
each other.

The tower of kniveswaved dightly back and forth in front of the stunned guests of theinn. A smattering
of claps spread into amoderately enthusiastic gpplause. Thetinkle of afew coinsin his pan accompanied
the acknowledgment.



Each copper bit, which could otherwise be spent on ae, was hard won. If he wanted to purchase dinner
tonight, he still needed more of atake. He seldom earned enough to put aroof over hishead in the
evening, but he was used to deegping under his horse.

He swung to the side of the stage and opened his satchel. He retrieved his next trick—a set of oiled
torches. He grabbed the threein hisfist and lit them from aflaming brand in abrazier. They flared tolife.
The audience responded with a hush when each torch burned a different color—a deep green, a sapphire
blue, and ared deeper than ordinary flame. He had learned thistrick, which used an alchemy of specid
powders, during hisyearsin the Southlands.

A few claps erupted behind him.

He turned to face the audience with the torches raised high and flung them upward, dmost to the rafters
of theinn’s common room. Asthey cascaded down, showering atrail of light, he caught them up and
returned them toward the roof.

The applause was now vigorous, but hisear still only heard afew coinstapping into his pan. So he sent
the torches even higher, his biceps bulging with the effort until hisbody shone under athin oil of sveat. A
few women oo/i’ ed to the | eft of the stage, but he noticed from the corner of his eye that they were
staring at his physique and not the cascading torches. He had learned that there were other waysto earn
aliving on the road, and he was not above showing his wares.

As heworked the torches, he flexed his shoulders, displaying hiswide chest and ample musculature.
Black haired and gray eyed, with the ruddy complexion of the plainsmen of his home, he had been
known to juggle more than knives and torches to earn aroom and a bed.

More coinswere flipped into his cache.

With afind flourish, he bowed with dl three torches till aoft. The audience gasped, asusud, asthe
torches tumbled toward his bowed back. He noticed one of his buxom admirers raise a concerned hand
to her mouth. Just as the torches were about to hit, he performed a standing flip and caught each torch
oneat atime, sailing the torchesinto awaiting bucket of water. Each sizzle of vanquished flame
accelerated the clapping. When he was done, the audience was on its feet clapping and thumping
tabletops with mugs.

He noticed his pan was il filling with coins. He kept bowing until the audience calmed and the coins
stopped flowing. With afind wave, he collected his knives and pan and legped from the stage. The
crowd still murmured appreciatively, and afew patrons patted his back as he moved through them. He
pulled on hislegather jerkin, ill too heated from his performance for the thick cotton undershirt he
normally wore.

By eyebdling the pile of coins, he knew hewould eat well tonight, and with luck, he might just have
enough left over to pay for aroom at theinn. If not, he spotted afew ladieswho still had an eyefixed on
his bare chest. There wereother options.

Theinnkeeper did hisfat belly down the bar toward him, his chubby face pinked by the heeat of the room
to the color of apig’' s rump. He wore the wine-stained smock that seemed the usud attire for the owner
of aninn of thisquality. Pushing back the four hairsthat <till adorned his head, he swung hiswide noseto
the juggler and plopped histhick paw on the scarred wood of the bar. “Where smy cut?’ hesaidina
wheeze.

The juggler counted out the proper percentage of coinsto pay for his use of the stage. The innkeeper’s
eyeswatched each copper descend into his meety pam. The juggler expected him to begin licking hislips



at any moment, the lust was so evident in the keeper’ s eyes.

“That'sdl?" he said, shaking thefistful of coins. “I saw those coinsfilling your pan. Y ou’ re holding out on
rre”

“| assure you, your percentage has been met.” The juggler stared the innkeeper square in the eye.

Theinnkeeper backed down with agrumble and swatted abarmaid out of hisway as he returned to his
post farther down the bar. Another barmaid, acomely lasswith thick blond hair in braids, dipped aglass
of deinfront of him while theinnkeeper had his back turned. “Enjoy,” she whispered to him with adight
smileand lowering of lash. “ Something to cool thefirein you until later.” She continued to the next
customer with only the briefest glance back at him.

No, hishorse would definitely be degping donetonight.

He collected hisglass of cold de and twisted around to lean on the bar and watch the next performer
mount the stage. Thiswas atight crowd, and after his performance, he pitied the young boy he saw
climbing the stepsto the stage.

Not boy, heredized once he saw the performer straighten from placing a pan by the gpron of the stage.
Shewassmdl, and the gray trousers and plain white shift shewore did little to highlight her feminine
attributes, the few that there were. At first he thought her barely past her first bleed, asapling of a
woman, but once she sat on the stool and faced the crowd, he knew he was wrong. Her face, young with
abuttered complexion and arosebud for lips, belied the look in her violet eyes: a sadness and grace that
could only come from the passage of many hard years.

The crowd, of course, ignored her as she dipped alute from a cloth case. The tables grew raucous
below her with the din of wine orders, friends carousing, the clink of glasses, the occasiona guffaw. Pipe
and torch smoke thickened the air. She seemed a petal amidst araging storm.

The juggler sighed. Thiswas not going to be a pleasant sight. He had seen other performers pelted from
the stage with soiled napkins and the crusts of bread.

But the small woman positioned the lute againgt her belly, leaning over the instrument like amother with a
child. Thewood of the lute was thickly lacquered, dmost appearing wet in the sheen of thetorches. It
was the reddest wood he had ever seen, almost black, and the grain of the wood whirled in tiny pools
upon its surface. Thiswas an expensive instrument to be carting through the backwoods.

The crowd till ignored her. He heard an argument break out concerning who would win the cider
contest at thelocal fair next month. Fists flew and a nose was broken before the combatants were pulled
gpart—all over cider. Well, he supposed that during histravels he' d witnessed other ridiculous fights that
had ended worse than a split lip and a bloodied, battered nose.

He sipped from hisde, letting it dide down histhroat. He allowed his eyesto close hdfway just asthe
woman on the stage strummed her first chord. The music, for some reason, seemed to cut right through
the chatter and settle in his ear like anesting bird. She repeated the chord, and the crowd began to settle,
the voice of the lute drawing eyes back to the stage.

He widened his own eyes. The bardswoman looked out, not to the crowd but farther, somewhere other
than here. He watched her shift her fingers dightly on the neck of the instrument and saw the nails of her
other hand strum down the strings. The new chord was asister of thefirdt. It echoed across the room as
if searching for thosefirst notes. The crowd settled to asilence, afraid to disturb this quest.



With thelull, the woman began to play. The sweetness of the music spread across the room, spesking of
happier times, brighter times than the cloudy day that had just ended. The juggler watched her fingers
dance across the wood and strings. Then she did the most remarkable thing: She began to sing. Her
voice started low, barely detectable from the honeyed chords, but as she played, her voiceraised asa
harmony to the other. Though he did not understand the tongue she sang, he sensed the meaning. She
sang of years, of the turning of seasons, of the cyclethat dl lifefollowed.

The crowd sat stunned in their chairs. One man coughed, and hisneighbors glared at him asif he had
gpat the foulest offense. But the rest ignored him and stared dack jawed toward the stage.

She continued, obliviousto their reaction. Subtly her voice changed, and the chords began to moan more
than sing. She now warned of danger, of the time when the cycles of life are threatened. She sang of
beauty destroyed and innocence shattered. Drums could be heard behind her voice and the strike of her
chords.

Thejuggler found himsdf wanting to console her, to tdll her dl was not lost. He watched her fingersdow
on her lute as her song again shifted to anew rhythm, the beat of afading heart. Slower and dower the
chords stretched across the aching room. Patrons leaned toward the stage, trying to keep her from
sopping. But stop shedid, afina brush of nail on string, then nothing. Only asingle note of her voice
hung inthe air. Then this, too, faded with her breath.

The room was deathly ill, no one wanting to be thefirst to move. Thejuggler inexplicably felt atear roll
down his cheek. Hishand did not moveto wipe at it. Helet it fall. Many other eyesin the room were wet
and cheeks damp.

He expected thisto be the end, but he was mistaken. A whisper of a chord began to drift again from her
lute. Her fingers did not seem to be even moving. It was asif the lute itself were Snging. Themusic
wafted through the room, brushing the many moist cheeks. Then her throat sang the fina passage—of
oneaone, the last of the brightness standing among the ruin. Her music drew further tearsfrom the
juggler, asif her song were specidly for him. But he was adso aware of the many othersin theroom
touched by her music, other souls attuned to her rhythm. Then with her final chord, firm and cleer likea
bell, and with the last whisper of her song, she offered them al one consolation, one word: hope.

Then it ended. He watched her shift from her stool and stand.

The crowd took the breath it had been holding and released it in asingle gasp. A murmur of surprise
followed by clapping ensued. There was arush to the stage to rain coinsinto her pan. Before he knew
what hewas doing, the juggler found himsalf standing before her pouring the coins from his own pan into
hers.

He glanced up to the stage and found her violet eyes staring back at him. She was cowering at the back
of the stage, apparently intimidated by the frenzy around her and the calls of praise. She held the lute
clutched to her chest.

Suddenly there was a commotion from the door to theinn. A man burst into the common room. “There's
afireburning at Bruxton’'splace!” heyelled to the crowd. “The orchard’ s afirel” The audience erupted in

response.
But thejuggler ignored thisal, hiseyes till fixed on the lute player. The fire was of no concernto him.

She darted to the front of the stage, to him. The bards-woman knelt until she stared directly into hisgray
eyes. “I need you, Er* Ul of Standi.”



Thefireslit the horizon behind Elena. Smoke blacker than the night rolled toward them between the rows
of trees, and a crackling roar growled down the ridgeline. Shetried to urge Mist to afaster pace, but the
horse began to founder, sweeting fiercely from its panicked run.

“We need to rest her, El!” Joach ydlled from behind her. “Mist can't keep up this pace.”
“But thefirel”

“We veagood lead! Thewinds herewill dow theflame.” He reached from behind her and pulled on the
reins. Mist dowed to awalk.

Joach rolled off the mare and swung the reins forward to guide the horse. Mist huffed thickly into the
night, her nostrilsflaring, eyes wide and frightened. The smoke and the roar of the fire kept her Kittish,
hooves dancing, wanting to run again.

Elena patted her neck and climbed off the horse, too. Joach wasright. Mist would run until her heart
burst if given her head. She took the reins from her brother and kept Mist walking.

Joach laid apam on the horse’ swet flank. “ She’ s overheated. We can't ride her again tonight. Buit |
think we made enough of ahead gart.”

Elenagtared back at the fiery heights. She remembered the flames consuming her home, then legping to
the horse barn, and a heartbest later, burning embers blew from the barn’ sroof into the trees, igniting the
dry orchard. After the drought of summer, the undergrowth wasripe tinder for the torch, and thefire
spread with an unnatural speed.

She had watched her world burn to ash, set to flame by her own hand. Unconscioudly, she rubbed at the
scant remainder of the stain on her right palm.

Joach noticed the tears that had begun to flow across her cheeks, but he misunderstood. “El, we' |l get
out of here. | promise.”

She shook her head and waved to the growing fire. “1 killed them.” She again pictured thewall of flame
rushing toward her parents.

“No.” Joach laid ahand atop herson thereins. “Y ou didn’t, Elena. Y ou saved them from horrible pain.”
“Maybe they could’ ve survived.”

Joach shuddered. “Mother and Father had no chance. | saw how quickly those snake monsters
devoured Tracker. Evenif they did somehow survive, | don't think... | don’t think it would' vebeen a
blessing.”

Elenahung her head, silent.
Joach raised her chinwith afinger. “Y ou're not to blame, El.”

She twisted away from her brother’ s touch and turned her back to him. “Y ou don't understand... I...
l...” Her tongue resisted admitting the guilt in her heart. “1 wanted to leave. .. | wished it.” She swung

back to him; tears ran hot across her cheeks. She pointed to the naming orchard. “| hated this place...
and now it burns by my hand!”

Joach took her in hisarms and held her tight as she shook with sobs. “El, | wanted to leave, too. Y ou
know that. All thisisnot your fault.”



She spoke to his chest. “Then who isto blame, Joach? Who caused all this?” She stepped from his
embrace and held up her right fist. “Why did this happen to me?’

“Those are questions for another time. Right now, we need to reach Millbend Creek.” He stared back at
the flames creting the ridge behind them, flames licking up toward the moon. “If we can crossthe creek,
we should be safe from the fire. Then maybe we can think.”

Elenabit a her lower lip, suddenly afraid of the answers she might yet discover, knowing that Joach’s
words of consolation might prove hollow and that what occurred this black night might yet belaid at her
feet. She sniffed and rubbed her nose.

AsMigt nickered in fear beside her, Elenaran ahand over the mare' s quivering nogtrils. “ Shh, sweet one,
you'll befine,” she whispered to the horse.

Suddenly, Mist jerked back, almost ripping the lesther reinsfrom Elend sfist. The startled girl waslifted
off her feet asthe horse reared, neighing in terror. Mist bolted down the dope, dragging Elenawith her.

“Whoa, Mist! Whoal” Elena scrabbled to get her feet under her. Bushes, twigs, and stonetore at her
coat and knees.

“Let her go, Elenal” Joach cdlled in pursuit.

But Elenawas not about to let this one piece of her home disappear into the night. She clenched thereins
tight in both fists. As she bounced and ran aong, she managed to plant afoot on aboulder, then yanked
savagedly on the leather reins. Mist’s head flew backward, and the horse' s rump flipped forward down
the dope. Elenathrew the reins around the trunk of an orchard tree and secured them, praying the bridle
would not snap. Thankfully, it held. Migt floundered, then fought back to her feet.

Joach did to astop next to her. “What was that al about?’
“Shh!” Elenasad.

Through the roar of thefire, anew noise grew. At first just awhisper, then more clear. The besting of
heavy wings, like someone waving athick rug, approached.

Migt nickered and pulled againgt the reins, eyesralling to white. Elenafound hersalf ducking lower, and
Joach crept under the branches of an appletree.

Both scanned the sky. Smoke obscured the stars, but the cloak of soot swirled as the winged cresture
beat padt. It was something large, with awingspan longer than two men. Just thetip of one wing—abony
structure spanned by membranous red folds—poked through the smoky shield for a heartbest, then

disappeared again.

The sght iced Elena sblood. What flew this night was not a denizen of the valey, but something that
roogted far from here, far from the view of good men. It flew toward thefire.

After it passed, Joach spoke firdt, hisvoice awhisper. “What was that?’
Elenashook her head. “I don’t know. But | think we' d better hurry.”

ROCKINGHAM PRESSED A HANDKERCHIEF OVER HIS NOSE AND mouth while holding a
burning torch asfar from hisbody as possible. Histhroat ached with soot and smoke. He flipped the
torch into adry hawthorn bush at the edge of the orchard. The bush blew into flame as he danced back



to the hard dirt yard of the homestead.

He stumbled to where Dismarum leaned on his staff. The seer held one hand up in the air, testing the
wind. “Onemore.” Dismarum pointed to a pile of dead |eaves raked near the edge of thefidld.

“I'velit enough fires” Rockingham said, wiping ash from his hands onto his pant leg. Sweet and smoke
marred hisface. “Thewhole hillsdeis ablaze”

“Onemore,” the seer said again, pointing to the pile. His dark robe, singed black at the edges, swirled in
the night breeze.

Damn this one' s cursed eyes, Rockingham thought. He stayed rooted where he stood. “ The fire already
burnsfierce enough to flush the children out of the orchard hills and into the valey floor. We don't need
to scorch the whole mountain.”

“Let thevdley goto ash. All that mattersisthegirl.”

Rockingham wiped hisface with his handkerchief. “The orchards are thisvalley’ slivelihood. If thesefarm
folk even get ahint that we spread thisfire—"

Dismarum spoketo thefire. “Weblamethe girl.”
“But thetownsfolk, they’ [I—"
“They’ll be our net. The firewill force her to Winterfell.”

“And you expect the townspeopl e to capture her if she shows her face? If these bumpkinsthink she
burned the orchards, you'll be lucky to get her back in one piece.”

Dismarum pointed his staff to the stack of dead leaves. “ She must not escape us a second time.”

Rockingham grumbled and grabbed another torch. Helit it from asmal fire still sputtering in the husk of
the burned barn and crossed to the pile of raked leaves. He shoved the flaming torch deep into the
mound. As he backed away, rubbing his hands together to remove the grime, the parchment-dry leaves
ingantly bloomed with flame, snapping and growling hungrily.

He coughed at the thick smoke billowing from the pile. Suddenly, afierce gust of wind blew toward him,
and atumble of flaming leaves swirled around him like aswarm of biting flies. He swatted at the burning
embers, hisexpensveriding cloak singed in severa places. “That'sit!” heyelled, somping aflaming twig
under hished. “I’m heading back to town!”

Smoke stung hiswatering eyes. His nose, clogged with soat, itched and burned. He sneezed a black
foulnessinto his handkerchief. Waving an arm through the smoke, hetried to spot Dismarum through the
smudged curtain. “Dismarum!” he called.

No answer.

The old man had probably hobbled to the road. Rockingham fought hisway acrossthe smoky yard,
using the smoldering skeleton of the homestead as a guide through the haze. He coughed and spat into
thedirt. Then hisfoot hit something soft. Startled, he jumped back a step, then realized it was Dismarum.
The old man was knedling in the yard, his staff dug deep into the dirt. Rockingham noted aflash of pure
hatred in the seer’ s milky eyes, but the venom was not directed at Rockingham but at something behind
him.



Rockingham froze, suddenly awash with the overwhe ming sensation of cold eyes drilling into his back.

He swung around. What he saw through the smoke forced him to fal screaming to his knees beside
Digmarum.

The beast towered just beyond the flaming pile of |eaves, scabrous wings spread wide, eyes stung red in
thefirdight. Standing twice astal as Rockingham but thin asawraith, its trand ucent skin was siretched
taut over bone and gristle. The spasms of four black hearts could be seen in its chest, pumping black
riversthrough itsbody. Thefiresilluminated other interna detalls, achurning and roiling foulness.
Rocking-ham'’ s somach seized in nausea, and even with thefire' s heat, a cold swesat pebbled his
forehead. The creature’ swings beet afind time, again sending aflurry of burning embers toward him.
Then the wings pulled back and folded behind the cresture sthin shoulders.

The beast staked into the yard, its clawed feet gouging the packed dirt. Its bald head and muzzle swung
between the two men, yellow fangs protruding from its black lips. Tall, pointed earstwitched in
Rockingham’ sdirection. A hand reached toward him. Daggered claws did free of fleshy sheaths, agreen
oil dripping from their razor tips.

Rockingham knew poison when he saw it and knew what stood before him. He had never seen such a
cregture, but rumors of them were whispered in the halls of the Gul’ gothd stronghold: the skal’tum,
lieutenants to the Dark Lord himsdif.

It opened its mouth to speak, baring teeth filed to points. A black tongue lashed out, aslong asaman’s
arm. ltsvoice was high and shilant, with ahissng qudity to itswords. “Whereisssthe child? Whereisss
the child the overlord seeksss?”’

Dismarum raised hisface, but he till refused to meet its gaze. * Sheis ripe with power—" Hewaved a
hand to encompass the fire. “—and burned her way past us. She flees through the trees.”

The skd’tum lowered its head and lunged closer to Dismarum. It used ataon to raise the old man’ sface
farther into the light. Rockingham watched the seer strain back his neck to keep the sharp tip from
piercing histender skin. * She ess-caped? Why was the massster not told?’

Dismarum’ s voice was as thin and whispery asareed in awind. “We havelaid atrap for her. Wewill
have her before the sun rises.”

“The Gloriouss One wantss her—quickly!” The skd’tum spat in anger, hisspittle hissing like aliving thing
on the packed dirt. “Do not dissplease the masster!”

“Sheisensnared in thewadls of thisvaley. Wewill succeed.”

The beast leaned closer to Dismarum, itstongue lapping at the seer’ snose. “Or you will sssuffer for your
falure.” The skal’tum retracted the talon at Dismarum’ sthroat and pulled its hand away.

The seer bowed his head to his chest. “ The Dark Lord was wise to send you. With your help, we cannot
fail.” But Rockingham recognized the true hatred in Dismarum’ swords.

The creature cocked its head back and forth, studying the old man like abird examining aworm. “I
know you, old one, don't 17?7’

Rockingham saw Dismarum shudder, whether with fear or rage he could not tell.

The skd’tum then turned to Rockingham, itsred eyes bright with mischief. “ And you, fresh one. |
remember you.”



Rockingham didn’t know what it was talking about. He could not have forgotten meeting such a creature,
not in athousand years.

The skd’tum rested afinger on Rockingham'’ s chest; he trembled at the touch, fearing the daggered claw.
The creature leaned nearer and cupped the base of Rockingham'’ s skull. Suddenly it whipped forward,
pressing itsblack lipstight to his. No! Its tongue snaked between hislips as he tried to scream.
Rockingham fought the intrusion, but the ska’ tum held him firm asiit probed deeper. He spasmed iniits
grip; histhroat condtricted, and his heart thundered blood past his ears.

Just before Rockingham’s mind snapped, it ended. The ska’tum pulled back and stepped away.
Rockingham fdll to his hands and knees, spitting and gagging.

The skal’ tum spoke above him. “I can taste her spoor inyou.”
Rockingham vomited into the weeds.

The juggler pushed into the room behind the bards-woman. Sixteen coppers did not buy much, he noted.
The degping quarters were dark, but the chambermaid crossed to the lantern and flamed the wick. Light
did not benefit the smdl space. Thewadlswerein need of fresh paint, and the sole bed appeared to be
the main source of sustenance for the handful of mothsflitting toward the lamplight. The only other piece
of furniture was a stained cedar wardrobe off to the side. He stepped over and creaked open one of its
crooked doors. Dust and moths escaped. It was empty.

Theroom was dso in need of an airing out, asit smelled of old candle wax and unwashed bodies. But its
single narrow window, looking out on the inn’s courtyard, had its wooden frame painted shut. Raised
voices and the clopping of many hoovesrose from the yard three stories below. The orchard' s blaze ill
raised a gtir among the townsfolk.

But the fire was of no concaernto him.

The juggler waited for the chambermaid to dip out of the room after he graced her palm with acoin. He
swung the locking bar in place and stood by the door until her footsteps faded. No other steps
approached. Satisfied that no one eavesdropped, the juggler turned to the bardswoman, who had settled
her bag at the foot of the bed. She kept the covered lute in her hand and sat softly on the bed’ srumpled
coverlet. She kept her face dightly tilted away, her straight hair ablond drape between them.

“The nameyou used—Er’ril,” he said, anxiousto get to the core of the mystery, “why did you cal me
by that name?’

“Itiswho you are, isit not?” Thewoman, small asawaif, gently placed the lute beside her lap, but she
kept one hand resting on the instrument.

Heignored her question. “And who might you be?’

Her voice remained meek, “I am Neg' lahn, of Lok’ a’hera” Sheraised her eyesto him asif expecting
him to recognize the name.

Lok’ a’ hera? Why did that stir amemory? He tried to remember, but he had been through so many
townsand villages. “And whereistha?’

Thewoman shrank farther from him, withdrawing inward. She did the lutefromits cover. Againthered
wood seemed to stir in whirlsin the lamplight. “How soon you forget, Er'ril of Standi,” she whispered to
her lute.



He sighed, tiring of this dance. “No one has caled me by that name in hundreds of winters. That man is
long dead.” He crossed to the window and pulled away the threadbare curtain. Men with torches milled
in the courtyard. Many others carried buckets and shovels. A wagon pulled up, and men crowded into
the rear. Thetwo draft horses pulling the wagon had to be beat with switchesto haul such aload. Er'ril
watched the wagon lurch away toward the road. To the west, an orange glow rimmed the foothills.

He suddenly shivered, remembering when he had last stood in this cursed valey. Then, too, he had
stared out an inn’ swindow toward firesin the hills.

He spoke with his back turned. “Why do you seek me?’

In the reflection of the glass, he saw the bardswoman bow her head and finger the strings of her lute. The
lonely notes softened the hard edges of the room. “Because we arethe last.”

Her notes continued to draw him from thisroom, pulling him to afaraway place. Heturned to her. “The
last of what?” he mumbled.

“Thelast whispers of power from the distant past, of Chi.”

He scowled. He had come to revile the name of the spirit god who had abandoned Alaseato desecration
by the Gul*-gotha. His voice hardened. “1 bear no such power.”

Shetilted her head, totally obscuring her smdl face with thefal of her hair. “Y ou have lived for five
centuries, yet you doubt your power?’

“It wasdl my brother’ sdoing. He did thisto me.”
She whispered aword. “ Shorkan.”

Er'ril started dightly a the mention of his brother’s name. He raised an eyebrow and looked closer at the
woman. “How do you know so much about me?’

“I have studied the old stories.” She reached out adender finger and pulled aside a stream of blond hair
to reved asingleviolet eye. “And ancient words: ‘ Three will become one and the Book will be bound.” ”

“Old words from aforsaken time.”

Her eye narrowed at him. “Y ou are no longer like the man described in the stories. That man rescued the
Book, protected it. He searched the lands, trying to raise resistance to the Gul’ gotha overlord. That man
isrumored dill to be roaming the land.”

“Likel said, old stories.”

“No, the same story.” Shelet her hair fal back over her face. “It continuesto thisday.”
Er'ril sat on thewindowsll. “How did you recognize me?’

Shecradled her lutein her |gp and sSrummed the Sringsasingletime. “Themusic.”
“What? What does your lute have to do with this?’

She caressed the edge of the ute with the tip of afinger. “ Beyond the Teeth, deep in the depths of the
Western Reaches, there once stood an ancient grove of koa konatrees. Do you still know them—the
koa kona, the spirit trees? Or have you forgotten them, too?’



“I remember onethat stood in the center of A’loaGlen.” Hismind' s eye pictured the sun setting through
the tiered branches of the single koa konatree, its blossoms like sgpphiresin the twilight. “1t grew higher
than dl the thin spiresof the city.”

Nee'lahn sat straighter on the bed and revealed her face fully for thefirst time. There was a sudden
longing in her voice and eyes. “Doesit ill flower?’

“No. Last | saw it, the brine of the sea had rotted its roots.”
Er'ril noticed hiswords seemed to wound her. “I believeitisdead,” hefinished softly.

Er'ril saw atear roll down her cheek. She continued, a sadness edging her words. “ The grove was called
Lok’a’ hera, the Heart of the Forest. It—"

Er'ril sumbled to hisfeet, suddenly remembering. Lok’ a’ heral Like ariver cresting its banks during a
flash storm, the memory cameto him. He pictured hisfather smoking his pipe at the kitchen table, one
hand rubbing hisfull belly. The clarity of the memory weakened his knees. He pictured the spiderweb of
broken blood vessdls on hisfather’ s nose, the way his breath whistled as he pulled from his pipe, the
cresk of hischair on the plank floor. “My father...” he mumbled. “My father once told me about his
journey to such aplacein hisyouth. I dwaysthought it afable. He boasted of nymphswedded to tree
spirits, wolves astdl as men, and trees as thick around as our house.”

“Lok’a’heraisnot afable. It was my home.”

Er'ril stayed quiet, picturing hisown home. The memory of hisfather brought back arush of old images,
pictures he had been trying so hard to forget: he and his brother playing hunt-and-seek in thefields, the
harvest celebration when he first kissed agirl, the way the plains seemed to stretch forever indl
directions. “I’'m sorry,” he said to her. “What happened to your home?’

Her shoulderswilted. “It isalong tale of atime before your peoplefirst stepped upon the land. A curse
was placed upon our spirit trees by afoul race caled the ev'in.” She seemed to draw inward, away from
the dusty room.

Er'ril could hear the ancient pain that till ached her heart. “These éVv'in of whom you speek,” he sad,
speaking into her silence. “1 have heard other tales of the silver-haired wraiths. | thought them creatures

of myth.”

“Timetransformsdl truthsinto mere myths” Sheraised her eyesto him briefly before again lowering her
face. “You of dl people should know this, Er'ril of Standi. To most, you are myth and legend.”

Er'ril remained wordless.

She continued her story. “ Over countless years, we sought away to stop the death of our trees. But the
Blight, the ancient curse of the dVv’in, spread. Leavesturned to dust in our fingers, branches sagged,
riddled with grubs. Our mighty home dwindled down to asmall handful of koa konatrees. Even these
last few were doomed to die until amage of your people came and preserved the last of our treeswith a
Chyric blessing. But as Chi’ s power vanished from the land, the Blight returned. Our homes once again
began to die. Treesthat had thrived since the land was young failed to flower. Strong limbs began to
droop. And with our trees, our people began to die.”

“Y our people?’

“My sigters and our spirits. We aretied to our trees as you are to your soul. One cannot live without the
other.”



“yY oL—"
She brushed her fine hair from her face. “1 am of the nypha.”
“You'reanymph?’

A tiny scowl scarred her lips. “So your people have caled us.”

“But my father said you couldn’t live more than a hundred steps from your trees. How can you be here,
half aworld away?’

“Hewaswrong.” Nee'lahn placed ahand on her lute. “We must be near our spirit, not the tree. A master
woodwright of the Western Reaches carved this|ute from the dying heart of thelast tree... my tree. Her
Spirit resdesin thewood. Her music isthe song of ancient trees. She calls to those who still remember
the magick.”

“But why? Thetime of magick islong dead.”

“Her song draws otherslike her, those with traces of magick, to her, as alodestone drawsiron. | have
been traveling the countryside playing her music, probing for those with power. Her music dlows meto
seeinto the mind’ seye of thelistener. | saw what you remembered as | played: the towersof A’loaGlen,
thefields of your homein Standi. | knew who you were.”

“But what do you wish of me?’
“A cure”
“For what?’

“For Lok’a’ hera. | am the last. With my desth, so die my people and our spirit. | must not let that
hmw].”

“How am | supposed to help you?’
“I don't have that answer. But the oldest of our spirits and her keeper had avision on her deathbed.”

Er'ril sghed and rubbed at histemple with hisone hand. “1 am sick of visons and prophecy. Look where
it has brought me.”

Her voice swelled with hope. “ It has brought you to me, Er'ril of Standi.”
“Y ou are placing too much significance on this chance encounter.”

“No, theeveningisfull of portents.”

“Likewhat?’

“The eder’ sdying vison was of Lok’ ai’ hera sprouting to green life from red fire—afire born of magick.”
She pointed out the window. “Fire. And now you—a creature of magick— are here.”

“| am not a cresture of magick. | amaman. | can be maimed like any other.” He pointed to hismissing
am. “| candielikeany other. Only... only the blessed gift of aging is denied me. And that bit of magick
ismore curse than gift.”

“Stll, itisenough,” she said firmly. “Fire and magick run the night.” Her eyes glowed the same color as



the jewe-like blossoms of thelonetreein hislost A’loaGlen. “Itisabeginning.”

The screech of thewinged beast plit the darkness like abutcher’ s ax. The creature had been tracking
them throughout the night. With the cry echoing in her ears, Elenaadded her weight to help haul Mist up
thewdl of thedry gully.

Joach’ sarms strained on the lead as he pulled on the horse. “It has our scent,” her brother said between
clenched teeth. “We need to leave Mist and run!”

“No!” Elenasaid fiercely as she did down the dry streambed to get behind the horse. Mist’ s back
hooves had sunk to the pasternsin the loose dirt, bogging down the horse. Exhausted, Mist did not even
sruggleto free hersdlf.

Elenafought her way to Mist’s rump. She ran a hand across the horse' s feverish skin. Swest dripped and
seamed in the cold air from the beast’ s quivering flanks. “1'm sorry, Mist,” she whispered as she reached
for the horse'stail. “But I'll not let you give up!”

Elenagripped the horse' stail and hauled it back over the horse' s rump, bending it cruelly. “Now move
your butt, girl!” She smacked Migt’ s hindquarter with one hand and yanked harder on the tail with the
other.

Mist snorted explosively and bucked hersdlf free of the dirt, throwing Elenato the bottom of the gully.
Landing on her backside, she watched with satisfaction as Joach, guiding and pulling on the reins, hauled
the horse out of the trap.

A second screech suddenly burst across the foothills. 1t sounded closer.
“Hurry, EI'” Joach cdled to her.

Elenadidn’t need his prodding. She was aready on her feet and digging her way back up the loose wall
of the streambed.

Once up top, Joach pointed. “Millbend Creek is only afew leaguesthat way.”

Elena shook her head. “\We need to hide, now! The crestureistoo near.” She grabbed Mist' sreinsfrom
Joach and pulled the horse in the opposite direction—toward the blazing fire.

“El, what' reyou doing?’

“The smoke will cloak us better and confuse the nose of the hunter. Now hurry! 1 know a place we can
hide until it losesinterest.”

Joach followed, his eyes on the burning orchard. “That'sif we don't get fried first.”

Elenaignored her brother, trying to keep track of familiar markers. The smoke and her thundering heart
confused her concentration. Was this the right way? She thought she recognized this area of the orchard,
but shewasn’'t sure. She searched as she raced with Mist in tow. Yes! Over there! That old stone
shaped like abear’ s head. She wasn't mistaken. This was the place.

Darting to the left, she waved to her brother to follow. Hidden in awild hollow ahead lay her god.
Suddenly the blanket of smoke obscuring the stars overhead billowed as something huge shot past just a
stone’ sthrow from their heads. Elenacould amost fed its weight pressing down on her asit flapped over
them. It flew toward the gully from which they had just fled.



Joach’ s eyes were wide in the meager light from the nearby fires as he stared at her. Sherecognized in
them the terror that gripped her own heart. If they had tried to make a dash for the Millbend, they would
have been easy targets. Joach nodded for her to continue, no longer objecting to their path toward the
flames

Elenaled theway, quickly but as silently as possible. She alowed hersdf a soft sigh of relief when she
spotted the Old Man. Leading Mi<t, Elenaentered the smal patch of wild forest sunk in ashalow
hollow, an uncivilized oasis among the orderly orchard rows. She pushed through the brambles and led
the way to the center of the hollow.

“Sweet Mother,” Joach whispered as hiseyesfirst saw the Old Man. “I can't believeit.”

Hulking before them stood the dead husk of amassive tree—not one of the spindly trunked apple trees,
but one of the ancient giants that towered here long before humansfirst entered thisvaley. Eight men with
linked arms couldn’t reach around its trunk. Thetop of the tree had long since falen away, leaving only
thisragged ssump with asingle thick branch pointing toward the sky.

“I found it while exploring,” Elena said. She spoke in hushed tones, not to avoid the ears of the winged
hunter but in respect for what stood before her. “1 cdl him the Old Man.”

She led theway to along black split initsbark. “I1t's hollowed out insde, anatura cave. We can—"

A screeching roar of rage exploded across the valey. The hunter had redlized that its prey had dipped its
snare.

Without another word, Elena and Joach tumbled inside the embrace of the Old Man. Even Mist didn’t
balk at diding insde with them. The hollowed chamber in the heart of the wood was roomy enough to
have dlowed asmal herd of horsesto enter with them.

Thefirg thing that struck Elena asthey sheltered within the tree was the Old Man' s smell. The pervading
reek of decaying apples under the boughs of the orchard never penetrated the fresh, woody scent of the
tree. The air here was redolent with pine oils and a hint of chestnut. Though the tree was long deed, its
scent persisted, asif the Old Man’ s ancient spirit still hovered within the husk of the once proud giant.
Even the choking smoke wafting now through the orchard could not push away the Old Man’ s presence.

Elenareached a pam to rest tenderly against the wood. Somehow she knew the Old Man would protect
them thisnight. As her right hand touched the wood, shefelt acool calmness spread up her arm to her
heart. And for just amoment, she thought she heard words whispered in her head, like a voice reaching
up from adeep well.

Child... of blood and stone... a boon... seek my children...

She shook her head at her foolishness and removed her hand from the tree. Wrapping her arms about
her chest, she dismissed the voice. It wasjust this night of terror echoing in her head.

Joach stepped beside her, and without aword, they each reached a hand toward the other. Joach
squeezed her fingerstightly asthey both listened to the night. Eventuadly the screeches faded in the
distance. They had fooled the beast and confused its tracking, and it had apparently abandoned its
chase—at least for now.

Joach peeked his head out of the tree' s heart and surveyed the orchard. “We must leave now,” he said.
“Thefireisonus WE |l betrapped init if wedon't hurry.”

Elenanodded, though she regretted leaving the companionship of the Old Man. Sheled Mist out and



wasingtantly assaulted by the sting of smoke on eyes and nose. She glanced over her shoulder. Thefires
lit the entire horizon behind her! Its devouring howl rolled toward them from the heights.

“Wemust hurry,” Joach said, pushing through the wall of brambles. “We till have along way to go to
reach the creek.”

Elenafollowed. Soon they cleared the hollow and raced across the orchard. Elena kept glancing behind
her. They were hunted again, but thistime by roaring flames.

Her last sight of the Old Man was its one outstretched branch. It was fire, like adrowning manin asea
of flames, waving for help.

With tearsin her eyes, she turned away. Strange words still echoed in her head: Seek my children.

“| can't believe Bruxton’s boy would do such athing!” The wagon driver, agnarled root of aman,
pounded his buckboard with hisfist. The other men gathered in the back of the wagon grumbled hot
words. Severa shook shovels above their heads.

Rockingham leaned over the pommel of hiswinded horse toward the wagon. “Hisfather sent for the
seer.” He pointed athumb to Dismarum, who rode asmaller filly tethered to his mount. The old man bent
with hiscowl over hisface, rocking asif haf adeep. “Hisfather sent for usto try to get the boy and girl
some help.”

“But those children. .. you' re saying hisfather actually caught the two together? He saw the abomination
with hisown eyes?’

Rockingham nodded. “1n the barn. Like dogs, they were, not caring that they were brother and siter.”

A satisfying flurry of gasps arose from the rear of the wagon. Rockingham suppressed atwinge of a
smile. Thiswastoo easy, wicked words to incite the hidden fears of every family. He pulled hisriding
cloak tighter over his shoulders. Down the dark road ran acool wind from the mountain heights.
Rockingham glanced to the nearby smoldering foothills. The blaze till occasionally spouted plumes of
flame as it stretched through the orchards.

A squesky voice rose from somewherein the cart. “ And when you got there, what happened?’

Rockingham righted himself in his saddle to again face the wagon. “We found the boy with an ax. His
mother lay bloody at hisfeet; hisfather dready long cold on the dirt.”

“Sweet Mother!”
Severa townsmen pressed thumbs to forehead in awarding againg evil.

“And the girl child, she had dready set torch to barn and house. The boy came at us with his ax as soon
aswe gppeared. | was forced to guard the blind seer and retreat.”

“How could this happen?’ the wagon driver said, his eyeswide with shock. “I knew those kids—swest,
they seemed, and polite, with nary amean streak.”

Dismarum spokefor thefirst time, raising his cowl to face the torchlight of the wagon. “ Demons. Evil
gpiritshold their hearts”

Now amost the entire wagon raised thumbs to foreheads. One man even legped from the wagon and ran
back toward the distant town. His footfdls faded into the night.



“Bring them to me unharmed,” the seer continued. “ Do not kill them, or the evil will fleefrom their dying
hearts— perhaps to one of your own children. Beware." Dismarum lowered his cowl and raised abony
hand to wave Rockingham ahead.

Rockingham kicked his horse forward. Dismarum’ sfilly followed. Rockingham caled to the stunned
wagon behind him. * Spread the word! Search! Bring the tainted children to the garrison!”

As soon as the wagon was hidden by a curve in the road, Rockingham dowed his horse until he rode
beside Dismarum. “Thetrapisset,” he said to the old man.

Dismarum remained silent. Suddenly the besting of |eathery wings burst from over thetreeline. Both
ducked asit passed overhead. It continued toward town. “Pray it' sasnug trap,” Dismarum mumbled as
thewinged horror faded into the dawning light of the east.

Elenarode behind Joach, her arms wrapped around his waist as he guided Mist across Millbend Creek.
Asthe horse splashed through the wide, shallow creek, an occasiona spray of water jetted high enough
to wash across Elend s calves. The water’ sfrigid touch reminded her of the winter to come. But Mist
nickered boisteroudly, the water seeming to calm the horse' sfears.

“We should be safe once we' re across,” Joach said, his voice cracking with fatigue and smoke. “The
creek iswide, and | doubt the fire will be able to legp the distance. At least, so | hope.”

Elenaremained silent. She hoped, too. Behind her, the fires spread like fingers of ahand through the
orchard, seeking them. At one point the fire had amost trapped them in adry gully between two foothills.
They were forced to mount Mist and race back aong their trail, barely escaping the edge of the fire. But,
thankfully, at least no sign of the winged beast had appeared again.

By the time they reached Millbend Creek, the moon had dready set, and in the east, a pale glow warned
of morning.

“Joach,” she sad, “ how much farther to Winterfel?’

“I'm not sure. If only | could see some familiar landmarks through this cursed smoke. But I'd gill say we
should reach the town by daybreak.”

Joach tapped Mist’ s flanks with his heel to encourage her up the creek’ s bank to the dry ground. “We'd
better walk her again from here.” He did off the mare and raised a hand to help Elena off.

She climbed down and almost collapsed to her knees, her legs so bone tired. Her feet throbbed, and all
her joints quaked with exhaustion. Shefdt raw dl over, asif someone had flailed the skin from her body.

Joach supported her. “We could rest for afew bregths, El.”

She wiped at her soot-stained face and nodded. Stumbling to amossy boulder by the creek bank, she
sat. Nearby, Mist nosed at some green shoots by the creek and began to pull at them with her teeth.

Joach sighed loudly and plopped on the bank’ s edge. He leaned back on his hands, staring at the river of
smoke flowing acrossthe sars.

She hung her head. Since last afternoon, al she had ever believed in, the very ground she walked on, had
become atreacherous bog. Nothing seemed redl. Even Joach and Migt, both only an arm’ slength away,
seemed insubstantia, asif they might turn to dust and blow away, leaving her done among the trees. She
hugged her arms around her and began to rock back and forth on her stone seat and shiver. Her tears
could not be denied.



Shewas barely aware of Joach rising from the creek bank and crossing to her. Hewrapped her in his
own arms and held her, hdting her rocking. She gill shivered in hisgrip. He squeezed her tighter and
pulled her head to his chest. He did not whisper aword, just held her tight.

Her shivering began to quell, and she leaned into Joach.

Sheknew it was not only her brother who held her thisnight. In his close embrace flowed the love and
warmth of her mother, and in the strength of his arms were the bone and muscle of her father. No matter
what had happened this night, they were il afamily.

Shewished to remain in hisarmsuntil the morning sun crested the mountain peeks, but Mist suddenly
huffed loudly and danced away from the river, ears perked in confusion. Joach released hissister and
roseto hisfeet, dert for what had startled the horse.

Elenastood and grabbed at Mist’ sreins. Joach crouched at the mossy edge of the bank and scanned the
creek bed. “ Do you see anything, Joach?’

“No, nothing. Thisnight’s got her spooked.”

Elena could understand Mist’ s edginess. She crept carefully to stand by Joach’s side. She peered
upstream and downstream. The creek gurgled over smooth rocks between fern-shrouded banks.
Nothing seemed unusud. “Maybe you'reright...” she began to say, but stopped. She blinked, afraid it
was atrick of her tired eyes.

A slver glow, like reflected moonlight, bloomed in acam eddy of water at the foot of the bank. But the
moon had aready set. As she stared, the glow swirled contrary to the current.

“What isthat?’ she asked.

“Where?’

She pointed to the light asits swirling dowed and spread like spilled milk acrossthe water.
Joach glanced to her. “1 don’t see anything.”

“Thelight inthewater. You don't seeit?

Joach took a step away from the edge and tried to pull Elenaback, but she stayed rooted in place. “El,
there snothing there”

She stared as the glow thinned to awavery sheen on the water; then in awink, it vanished. She rubbed at
her eyes. “It'sgone,” shesaid quietly.

“What? Nothing was there.”

“Therewas... there was something.”

“Wadll, | didn’'t seeit. But consdering this night, whatever it was probably meant us harm.”

“No.” Elena spoke before even thinking but knew that she spoke the truth. “No, it was not a danger.”

“Wadll, I’'ve had enough strange occurrences for one night. Let’ sgo. We' ve still along walk to reach
Winterfell.” Joach peered afina time at the water, then with ashake of his head proceeded downstream.

Elenafollowed with Mist in tow.



She again pictured the spreading glow. Maybe her eyes had been playing tricks, but for an instant, just
before the light had vanished, a single image coaesced, etched in slver: awoman with starsfor eyes.
Then in awhisper, nothing but dark water and rock again. She rubbed at her sore eyes. A trick of light
and exhaugtion, that'sdl it was.

But why, when the image had flashed in the water, had her stained hand suddenly burned likefire asif
she had touched the sun? Then in an ingtant, like theimage, the hest, too, had vanished.

And why didn’t Joach see the woman or even the glow?

Mist nudged her with her nose. She trudged faster after Joach. There were too many questions. Maybe
in Winterfell shewould find answers.

Dawn came cold to the tiny room of theinn. Er'ril lay wrapped in ablanket on the floor of the room, his
knapsack acting as apillow. He had been awake to see the first rays of the morning sun stir the dust
motes in the room to adow dance. It had been along evening. He and Ne€ lahn had talked well into the
night before both finally agreed that afew hours of degp were needed to face the morning.

Nee' lahn had fallen quickly adeep on the bed, still in her clothes, the [ute held to her breast like alover.
Meanwhile, Er'ril found only idands of dumber, and even those few napswere beset with terrible
dreams. Finally forsaking even the pretense of deep, Er'ril had watched the sun dawn into morning.

Ashe gtared at the encroaching light, his thoughts spun on athousand pins, through old memories,
questions, and fears. Why had he stayed with this daft woman? he wondered. After her eyes had closed
and her breathing dowed, he could have easily stolen away. But her words kept him trapped in the room.
Was there some meaning in his encounter with this nypha woman, as she contended? Was there some
hidden portent in the blazing orchard fire? And why... why did he return to this cursed valley?

But he knew the answer to thislast question. In his heart, he couldn’t hide from what drew him back to
thisvaley. Last night wasthe anniversary of the Book’ s binding—and worse yet, the loss of his brother.
Er'ril could still picture Shorkan, Greshym, and the boy—whose name he never had learned— crouched
inthe wax ring as drums best in the distance. The memory, like apainting whose ail till ran wet,
remained vibrant and bright.

Five hundred winters ago, he had stood in asimilar inn, the Book firmin hisgrip, as an innocent’ s blood
pooled at hisfeet. Unknown to Er’ril, the marching of years had stopped for him at that moment. It took
him many turnings of the seasons before he redized the curse bestowed upon him that evening: never to
grow older. He had to watch those he had grown to love age and die while he stayed forever young. He
had seen in each of their eyesthe occasond glimpse of ire: Why must | age and you live? Findly, the
pain of witnessing this over and over again had become too great, and he took to the road, to cal no
place home, no onefriend.

Each hundred winters he returned to thisvaley, hoping to find some answer. When will thisend? Why
mugt | live? But so far, no answer came to him. Asthe land aged, he watched the scars of that fateful
night's baitle hedl in the valey. The people forgot; the dead lay unremembered, their graves unmarked.
He returned each century to honor those fallen to the dreadlords' march. They deserved at least one
person to preserve the memory of their bravery and sacrifice.

Er'ril knew he could fal upon his own sword and end this curse; the thought had passed through his mind
many nights as he lay awake. But his heart would not Iet him. Who would then remember the thousands
who had died this night so many winters ago? And his brother Shorkan, who had died giving the Book
life—how could Er’ril abandon his own responsibility when his brother had given so much?



So each hundred winters he returned.

Er'ril heard Neg lahn stir. He watched her raise a hand and wipe the cobwebs of deep from her face.
Er'ril cleared histhroat to let her know that he, too, was awake.

She pushed up on one elbow. * ‘ Tismorning so soon?’

“Yes” hesad, “and if wewant to find a seat in the commons to break our fast, we should be about
soon. I’ ve heard men bustling in and out dl night.”

She dipped from the bed, shyly straightening her frock. “Perhaps we could just eat here. I... | prefer to
avoid crowds.”

“No. They only servein the common room.” Er’ril pushed into hisboots and stood. He cracked akink in
his neck and peered out the window. To the west, the morning sky was smudged with snaking trails of
soot, and apall of smoke hung thick acrossthe valley roof. Above the heights, thunder-heads stacked
behind the mountain peaks. A storm threatened, but rain would be ablessing to the valey thisday. Er'ril
gl saw afew spates of flame licking upward. Closer, the foothills were scarred and blackened, with only
an occasond shod of greenlife.

Nee' lahn stepped beside him and brushed her hair with her fingers. “A foul morning,” she whispered,
garing out the window.

“I've seen thevalley far uglier than this.” He pictured the morning after the Battle for Winter’ sEyrie.
Blood had run red through the thousand creeks, screams echoed off the craggy mountains of the Teeth,
and the stench of charred flesh had fouled the nose. No, thiswas a pleasant morning in comparison. “It
will hedl,” he said to Ne€'lahn as he turned from the sight. He shouldered his knapsack. “ It dways does.”

She collected her bag and strapped her lute to it. Shejoined him by the room’ sdoor. “Not dways,” she
sad softly.

He glanced at her. Her eyes stared far from the room. He knew she was picturing the blighted grove of
her home. He sighed and opened the door.

Nee'lahn dipped out the door into the hal. She led the way down the stairs toward the common room.
The voices and loud talk that echoed up from the inn’s main room sounded as boi sterous as when they
had |eft late last night. Something till had the townspeople dl tirred up.

As he and the bardswoman entered the commons, a scrawny man with ashock of red hair and
ash-stained clothing stomped afoot on the player’ s stage. No pan lay at the stage’ sfoot, so Er'ril knew
thiswas not an early morning performer.

“Listen, people!” the thin man shouted to the crowded tables, his voice high and strident. “1 heard this
from the captain of the garrison himsdlf!”

Someone carrying ashovel yelled to the man, “ Forget it, Harrol! First we stanch thefire! Thenwe'll
worry about those children.”

“No!” the man argued. “Those young ‘uns are demon spawn!” He spat the last words toward the
crowd.

“So what! Demons don't keep food from my family’s mouth. We need to salvage what we can of the
season’scrop, or we' ll dl starvethiswinter.”



The man on the stage was now red faced; his shoulders shook. “Foal! It was them kids that set those
fires If we don't find them, they’ll keep torching other folks' orchards. Isthat what you al want? The
whole dang valey ablaze?’

Thislast argument silenced the protester in the audience.

Nee'lahn had crept into Er’ril’ s shadow. Shelooked up at him questioningly. He shrugged. “ Just wagging
tongues. Sounds like they’ re looking for a scapegoat.”

A grizzled old man a a nearby table overheard hiswords. “No, my friend. Word' s come out of the hills.
It wasthose Morin’ stal whelps. Evil’ staken their hearts.”

Er'ril nodded and offered aweak smile as he stepped away. He pulled Nee'lahn toward the bar, trying
to avoid being drawn into loca affairs. He did two stools close for them to Sit on.

The innkegper manned his post behind the bar, but this morning an actua smile played around his usua
scowl. Thefire was an obvious boon to the inn. Nothing like acommoation tofill his cofferswith coin.

Er'ril caught the eye of the innkeeper, who sidled down the bar toward their sests. “Nothin‘ but cold
porridge left,” he said as an introduction. Er'ril saw the innkeeper’ s eyes drift to Nee' lahn. As hisgaze
drifted over her dight form, he licked hisfat lips. She shrank from him. Sneering, the innkeeper turned
back to Er'ril. “ * Course for an extrafive coppers, | might be able to scrounge up abit of blackberry
preservefor your little lady here.”

“Porridge and bread will befine” hesaid.
“Bread’ s an extra copper.”

Er'ril frowned. Since when didn’t porridge come with bread? The innkeeper was obvioudly taking
advantage of the crowd. “That'll befine,” he said coldly, “unlessyou' re going to charge usfor the

spoon.”

Theicein hiswords must have reached the portly man. He backed away with agrumble. When their
food arrived from the kitchen, it was fetched by atimid maid, her eyes bloodshot and tired asif she had
worked through the entire night. Er’ril snuck her an extra coin. At these prices, few patronswould be
tipping the maids thismorning. He saw her eyes brighten as she snatched the coin and made it vanish into
her pocket, her hands as quick asacarniva magician’s.

Behind him, the men continued to argue a course of action. It seemed they were stuck in astademate
when suddenly their arguments were interrupted.

Two men bustled in from the courtyard, faces flushed from the morning chill. The smaller of the two,
gnomish in comparison to his giant companion, waked with alimp and swung hiswesk leg wide as he
marched into the common room. He led a huge shaggy-bearded man with wide shoulders. Outfitted ina
heavy, furred jacket and caf boots, the bigger fellow’s cod black eyes searched the crowd warily, his
lips thinned with threat. He had arangy look to him, asif the company of people made him edgy.

Er'ril guessed him to be one of the mountain folk, a nomadic people living among the frozen peaks of the
Teeth. Sdldom did they venture to the lowlands outside of trading season when the passes thawed. To
See one so close to winter was rare.

The smdler man waved afig into the air. “We have news! News!”

Since the previous argument had become a stdemate of grumbles and complaints, dl eyesturned to the



newcomers, including Er'ril’s. “What have you heard, Smkin?’ someone caled from the tables.

“Not heard. Seen!” Thetiny man named Simkin shook his head and proceeded to elbow hisway through
the crowd, creating a path for the lumbering mountain man. Once he reached the stage, he crawled onto
the platform, waving the larger man forward impatiently. With Smkin’ s added height from his position on
the stage, he was now amost eye to eye with the mountain man, able to rest ahand on thetall man's
shoulder. Simkin turned to face the crowd. “ This fellow saw the demon!”

The crowd broke into dismissive hissing, though afew placed thumbsto foreheadsjust in case. “ Quit
your tal tales, Smkin!” someone yelled.

“No ligen. It' struel”

“What did he see?Y our wifel” The crowd erupted in laughter, though there was aclear vein of
nervousnessin their response.

“Tdl them!” Thetiny man poked the mountain man’s shoulder with afinger. “ Go ahead!” Er'ril potted a
momentary flash of anger inthe man’seye at Simkin’s poke. One didn’t goad the mountain folk.

Still, the bigger man cleared histhroat, a sound like bark being ripped from atree. Then he spoke, his
voice as deep asthe cavernsthat burrowed through theicy peaks. “It flew through the Pass of Tears at
twilight, near our home. Pale asthe fungus that grows on dead trees and wide of wing asthree men
dretched. Asit flew padt, itsred eyes glowing, our beasts panicked and awoman of my fire gave birth to
adillborn babe.”

None dared call amountain man aliar—not to hisface, a least. They were known for the truth of ther
gpeech. The crowd stayed hushed at hiswords.

Er'ril sat sraighter on his ool during this exchange, a poonful of porridge frozen hafway to hislips.
Could it be, after so long? None had been seen for centuries.

Someone spoke softly from the back of the room. “Y ou came all thisway to warn us?’
The mountain man’ s voice degpened to arumble. “I cameto kill it.”

Er'ril lowered his spoon and was surprised to hear his own voice cal to the mountain man. “Wasthis
beast gaunt like a starved child, with skin so thin you could see through it?”

Themountain man swung hisbeard in Er'ril’ sdirection. “ Aye, thefading light cut through it like aknife.
Sick, it looked.”

Nee lahn whispered at hisdeeve. “Do you know of the creature he speaks?’
Another man spoke from the crowd. “Y ou there! Juggler, what do you know of this beast?’

All eyeswere now on him. Er’ril regretted his quick tongue, but there was no way now to take back his
words. “It means disaster,” he said to the crowd and threw his spoon on the bar. “Y ou have no-hope.”

The crowd became agitated. Only the mountain man stood quiet among the milling men. Hiseyes
remained fixed on Er'ril, narrowed and determined. Er'ril knew hiswords had not swayedihe giant. The
blood of the mountain folk ran with theice of their pesks and the stubbornness of their granite home. The
threat of death seldom shook their resolve. Er'ril turned away from the giant’ s stare.

Nee lahn caught Er'ril’ seye and leaned closer. “What manner of beast isit?’



His voice was awhisper, meant only for hisown ears. “One of Gul’ gotha s dreadlords—a skd’tum.”

“Thesssun risess.” The skal’tum stalked across the dank basement chamber of the garrison toward
Dismarum. It shook itswingslike awet hound in therain. Therattle of the leathery bones echoed loudly
intheroom. “Issal prepared?

Dismarum shied astep back. The stench in the cell of rotten meat and filth drove him away as much as
the threatening menace of the skal’ tum. “ Rockingham is on horseback. He spreads word of the girl
through town. She' Il be found soon. She has nowhere else to go but here.”

“Pray ss0. The Black Heart hungerssfor her. Do not fail him again.”

Dismarum bowed dightly and backed toward the door. He blindly reached for the latch and siwung the
door open. Morning sunlight, barely discernible with hisweak eyes, streamed down the nearby stairway
and edged through the doorway, spilling in around him. Dismarum smiled inwardly asthe ska’ tum
backed from the light. Unlike some of the Dark Lord’ s minions, these creatures could survive the
sunlight’ s burn, but the beasts ftill preferred to avoid its warm touch.

Their tranducent skin darkened when bared for long stretches of time to the sun. It was considered
disfiguring among itsfoul kind to be so marred.

The seer kept the door open longer and wider than necessary, chasing the skal’ tum to the back of the
chamber. How Dismarum would relish the chance to stake the beast in the noon sun and see it squirm.
His hate for the winged beasts had not been dulled by the years.

Findly, the creature hissed angrily and stepped toward Dismarum. Satisfied that he had pushed asfar as
he should, Dismarum swung the door closed. For now the creature had its uses, but if the seer were
given the chance. He knew how to make even a skal’ tum howl.

Keeping hishand on the damp stone wall, he followed the hall to the stairway. Torches brightened the
gtairs enough for him to see rough outlines. Using his staff, he worked hisway up the worn steps. Ashe
progressed, his knees ached with exhaustion. He was forced to stop severa timesto rest. Closing his
eyes and breathing hard, he tried to remember what it was like to be young: to see with sharp eyes, to
walk without the stitch of pain in hisbones. It seemed like he had been old forever, crumbling with hoary
age. Had he ever been young?

During one of these breaks, asoldier coming down the stairs dmost barreled into him. The officer pushed
againg the wall to allow him room to pass. “Pardon me, Sir.”

Dismarum noted the man lugged a feeding bucket for the prisonersin the cells below. It stank of sour
mest and mold. Even hisweak eyes could see the maggots roiling within the dop.

The young soldier must have noticed the seer’ snose curl in distaste. He spoke up, raising his bucket.
“Luckily, there sonly one prisoner down there. I" d hate to have to haul more of thisfilth.”

Dismarum nodded sourly and continued up the steps, leaning heavily on his poi’ wood staff. He wondered
who the young officer had crossed to warrant this punishment. There was only one occupant among the
[abyrinth of cells—the ska’tum. And it wouldn’t be feeding on the scrapsin the bucket.

He heard the soldier whistling as he descended into the bowels of the garrison. Dismarum continued up
into the main hall. Just as he reached the next landing, the young soldier’ s scream rang up from below,
only to be cut off abruptly.

Dismarum sighed. Perhaps the meal would put the ska’ tum in abetter mood. He climbed the remainder



of the gairswithout stopping, ignoring his complaining joints. Right now, he wanted to put as much
distance as possible between him and the creature bel ow.

Leaning on his g&ff, he pushed into the main hal of the garrison. The high doors were open to thelarge
courtyard, bathed in morning sunlight, where horses and wagonsjostled for space. Soldiers milled among
the clopping hooves and creaking whedls. The clang of beaten iron could be heard coming from the
amithy onthefar sde of theyard.

Dismarum turned his back on the doorway and struck out acrossthe hall, somping his saff on the
flagstone floor. More soldiers bustled around him. Swords dapped thighs, and the odor of oiled armor
clogged his nose. He proceeded unimpeded through the melee. No soldier dared comewithinanarm’s
length of hisrobed figure. As he passed the three doorways that led to the soldiers deeping quarters, he
noted the rows of empty cots. All were on duty. On this morning, the streets bristled with armor and
blade.

Suddenly afamiliar voice cdled out from behind him. “Dismarum! Hold up, old man!” It was
Rockingham.

Dismarum swung to face the man. Rockingham had changed out of his singed riding clothes and now
wore the colors of the garrison, red and black. His polished black boots climbed to his knees, and his
red overcoat was festooned with brass hooks and buttons. He had oiled his mustache and finally washed
the soot from hisface, but as he approached across the stone floor, Dismarum’ s keen nose till smelled
the smoke on him.

Rockingham stopped in front of the seer. “We may have too many patrolsout,” he said.
“How 0?7’ Dismarum asked in irritation, his nerves dtill jangled by the ska’ tum.

“With this much activity, we might spook the boy and girl away from town.“ Rockingham pointed out the
door. "Y ou can't wak two steps without bumping an armsman. |’ d be spooked mysdlf to enter this
town.”

The seer nodded and rubbed his eyes. Perhaps the foolish man wasright. If he weren't so exhausted, he
might have redlized the same. “What do you propose?’

“Pull the soldiers back. I’ ve spread the word. The people areinflamed. They’ Il do the hunting for us.”
Pismarum leaned hard on his staff. “ She mustn't dip our snare.”

“If she shows her nosein town, she'll be nabbed. Thefire and the talk of demons have the townsfolk
roused. Every street iswatched by ahundred eyes.”

“Then no more hunting.” Dismarum swung away. “WEe |l wait for her to cometo us.” Ashelimped across
the flagstone, he pictured the skd’tum crouched in itswarren of cdlls, like astarved cur awaiting its bone.
To think of betraying itslust and the master it served was amadman’ sfolly.

But Dismarum had waited for so long.

From above thetreeline, Elena spied the red roof of the town’s mill ahead. By now, the fire had been left
far behind, though the smoke till chased her and her brother across the morning sky. The sight of the
pitched roof gave renewed vigor to Elena s steps. She caught up with Joach, dragging a protesting Mist
by her lead.

“Almogt there” Joach said.



“What if Aunt Fila snot at the bakery?’
“Shedwaysis, El. Don't worry.”

The two of them had aready decided to seek out their widowed aunt, who owned and operated
Winterfell’ s bakery. Their mother’ s Sster was a stern woman with a backbone of iron. She would know
what to make of the previous night’s horrors.

AsElenafollowed her brother around abend in the creek, the mill camefully into view. Itsredbrick
exterior and narrow windows were a comforting sight. She often ran errands here for her mother,
collecting abag of flour or bartering for corn-medl. Itslarge paddle whed turned dowly in the deep Silver
current asthe creek plummeted down a short wash. Just beyond the mill stood the Millbend Bridge, a
stone span that forded the creek and connected the town road to the wagon ruts that led up into the
sparsaly populated highlands.

Joach held up ahand to stop Elena from proceeding out from under the canopy of the trees. “Let me see
if anyone sat themill. Y ou stay hidden.”

Elena nodded and pushed Mist’ s nose to back her severa steps. The mare shook her head in protest; a
hoof stomped the ground. Elena knew the horse itched to get out from under the branches and reach the
meadow that gtill grew green beyond the trees. “ Shh, sweet one.” Elena scratched Mist behind an ear.
Her whispered consolations settled the anxious horse, but not hersalf.

She watched Joach stedl across the open expanse to the mill’ sdoor. Hetried theiron latch. She saw him
tug at it. It waslocked. He climbed atop aflour barrel and peered through one of the windows. Then he
hopped off. scratched his head, and disappeared around a corner.

Elena hated seeing the last member of her family vanish from sight. What if he never returned? Wheat if
she was |eft done? Pictures of life without any family bloomed in her head. What if shewasthe last
Morin'gtd divein the valey? She clutched her arms around her chest, holding her breath.

As shewaited, akak’ orabird sang from anearby branch, alonely song. The scent of dewflowers, open
only during thefirst rays of the sun, perfumed the morning, strong enough to penetrate even the smoky
pal. As she watched for Joach’ sreturn, she saw arabbit burst from hiding in the prairie grass and bound
toward the trees. Disturbed by its passage, aflight of butterfliesblew into the air. It was asif summer held
eterna sway in thislittle meadow.

She sighed. Ashorrible as the night had been, she had somehow expected the land to be wildly changed
oncethe sun rose: treestwisted, animals corrupted. But valley life continued undisturbed, like any other
morning. Strangely, she found this reassuring.

Life continued and so could she.

Movement near the mill caught her eye. Joach regppeared from beyond the mill and waved her from
hiding. Thank you, Sweet Mother! Elenaflew forward, wanting to narrow the distance between them as
soon as possible, though Mist kept grabbing mouthfuls of grass as Elenapulled her on. When she
reached her brother, he shook his head. “Empty. Must be out trying to stop the fire.”

“What if Aunt Filaisout, too?’ Elenaasked as Mist attacked the |eaves of athrushbush.

“No, El. Our aunt’ satough old lady, but the men wouldn’t let her battle the flame no matter how much
shemight kick afuss. She'll be home.*

“| supposeyou'reright.”



“Let’'sgo.” Joach led the way to Millbend Bridge. Elena had to keep tugging Mist to get her to follow,
but the mare was determined to get afull belly before leaving the meadow.

Findly, she did manage to get the horse on the bridge. The mare' s hooves clopped loudly on the stone as
they crossed. Asthey reached the top of the bridge, Elena glanced back to the mill. She spotted a curtain
snap shut across awindow on the second floor. “ Joach, someone isin the mill.” She motioned to the
curtained window.

“Odd. They had to have heard me. | even pounded on awindow in back.”
“Maybeit was one of the miller’ s children, frightened while their parents were out.”
“I know Cesill and Garash. And they know me. | don't likethis.” Joach wore a stern expression.

From down the road, the wheel's of an approaching wagon clattered toward them. Joach scooted them
off the bridge and into the trees on the north side of the road. He pushed Mist back until they were wdll
hidden.

“But it might be someone we know,” Elenasaid. “ Someoneto help us”
“And it might be one of those men from last night.”

Elenabent closer to Migt. From their shadowed hiding place, she could spy the open wagon asit passed.
Men dressed in red and black crowded the buckboard and rails— garrison men. She remembered that
the thin man from last night had claimed to be from the town’ s garrison.

Neither she nor Joach called out to the wagon asit clattered past.

Joach motioned for her to dink deeper into the forest. She came upon adeer trail that gave them room to
maneuver Mist around. From here, they could just discern the wagon. Soldiers hopped from the back to
take up posts by the bridge. Two men marched toward the mill.

“We d better get out of here,” Joach breathed in her ear.

Just asthey turned to leave, Elena saw the mill’ sdoor pop open. She watched the miller and hiswife rush
toward the soldiers. She couldn’'t hear what the miller said, but his arm kept pointing toward the road to
town.

“] don't understand,” she said.

“Get on Mig.” Joach boosted her onto the mare' s back. He jJumped up behind her. “We need to reach
Aunt Filabefore anyone dse seesus”

“Why? Our family has plenty of friendsin town.”
Joach shoved an arm toward the bridge. “Like the miller and hiswife.”

Frightened, she tapped Mist’ sflanksto get her trotting down the deer trail. “ Then what are we going to
do?’

“Trave thewood. Aunt Fila's placeis closer to the north end of town. WEe |l circle through the trees that
way. Therewill beless of achance of being spotted.”

Sheremained sllent. As much as her heart railed against hiswords, her mind knew them to be true. For
now, only their family could be trusted. Aunt Filahad alevel head and akeen mind. She and her three



grown sonswould protect them and help Sraighten al this out.

She kicked Mist to aquicker gait. The sooner they reached Aunt Fila s bakery, the safer they would be.
She watched the smoke trail acrossthe sky from the scorched orchardsin the distant foothills. What had
happened to her valley, to her people? She remembered her moment of revelation as she stared &t the
cam meadow by the mill. She had been deluded.

Lifewas notthe samein her homevaley.
It hadtwisted into a cold and foreign place.

Er'ril left his porridge on the bar and nodded his head toward the door. “We' d better strike for the
road.”

Nee lahn cowered on astool beside him. She was obvioudy till shaken by the rush of men who had
crowded around them, trying to force more details of the dreadlord from Er'ril. His assurance that he
knew no more than they about the creature, just old stories he had heard on the road, did little to dampen
their curiogity. They persisted until finaly Er'ril had unsheathed one of hisjuggling knives and waved
away thelast of the stragglersfrom hisside.

By now, thetalk of the commons had turned to what to do about the demon-spawn children. And this
was afeeble discussion since most of the men had dready |eft, thumbing their foreheadsin superdtition, to
protect their own households from the cursed threst.

Only one patron till kept hiseyesdrilled toward Er'ril. Hunched over amug of warmed de, the
mountain man did not seem in any rush to leave theinn. His stare made Er’ril edgy.

Er'ril stood up and turned his back on the giant. “We should go,” he repeated.
The nyphai did not move. Er’ril reached for Neg'lahn’ s elbow, but she shied away.

“Can'tyoufed it?" he continued. “ The air isheavy with threet. Thetown islike dry tinder, and everyone
is scurrying about with lighted torches. We need to leave.”

“What about the skal’ tum?” she said meekly. “Maybe we d be safer in town until it skilled.”
“It won't bekilled.”

“Why?'

“The skd’tum are protected by dark magick.”

A deep voice grumbled from just behind his shoulder. “What isthis dark magick you speak of 7’ Er'ril
jumped at the words, startled that so large aman could move so quietly up on him. Nee' lahn’seyes
widened in fright.

He turned to face the mountain man, finding himself craning his neck back. “ Excuse me, but our words
aeprivae.”

“I go to hunt a beast that makes you cower,” the big man answered with a coarse grumble, his nogtrils
flared. “1f you have honor, you will tell mewhat | need to know.”

Er'ril’ s cheeks reddened. There was once atime when no one would question his honor. He felt aburn
of shamethat he had not felt in countless winters.



Nee'lahn spoke from her hiding place behind Er'ril’ s back. “ Perhaps he' sright. The man deservesto
know.”

Er'ril clenched hisonefig. “1t would be best to leave this matter be, mountain man.”

The giant drew back to hisfull height. Er'ril had not appreciated how bowed the man had been when
among the townspeople. Behind him, he heard amaid drop aglassin fright at the sight of histowering
bulk. Congdered tdl himsdlf, Er'ril found himsdlf a eyeleve withthe giant’ sbelly. “1 am called Krai

a Darvun, of the Sentaflame,” he said sternly. “The creature has wounded the fire of my tribe. | cannot
return without the head of the beast.”

Er'ril knew the fervor in which the mountain folk held honor. Among the treacherousicy passes, trust
was crucid to survival. Er'ril pressed hisfit to his own throat, acknowledging the oath pledge.

Kra mimicked the motion, adightly startled look to his eyes. “Y ou know of our ways, man of the
lowlands”

“I havetraveled.”
“Then you know my will. Tell me of thisdark magick.”

Er'ril swalowed, suddenly embarrassed by the lack of information he could extend to thisman. “I
don’t... don't redly know. The dark magick’ s touch came to our land when the Gul’ gothainvaded our
shores. Scholars of my time believed its pestilence drove Chi away. When Chyric magick faded inthe
land to isolated whispers, the dark magick grew stronger. | have seen horrors during my travelsthat
would shrivel the bravest man.”

Krai’sbrow crinkled with hiswords. “Y ou speak of times before my flame ventured from the Northern
Waste. How could that be?”

Er'ril baked. He had spoken without thinking. One night of talking freely with Nee' [ahn and the years of
practiced congtraint on histongue had fallen away.

Nee' lahn spoke behind him. “ Before you stands Er'ril of Stand:, called the Wandering Knight by
dorytellers”

Kra’seyesnarrowed in distaste, but an edge of fear crinkled at the corners. “You tdl taleswhen | ask
for truth.”

“Heisnot myth,” shesaid. “Heisthetruth.”

Suddenly Krai thrust his hands forward and placed both palms on Er'ril’ stemples. Er'ril knew what this
meant and did not fight the large man. Nee'lahn, though, unacquainted with the custom, gasped.

Theinnkeeper, who had been sweeping broken glass across the common room, called to them. “No
roughhousing in here! Take your argument to the street!”

Krai kept his hands steady.
Er'ril remained till as he spoke. “I am the one she named. | am Er'ril of the clan Standi.”

Kra closed hiseyesfor aheartbeat. Then hislids whipped open wide. He sumbled astep away,
crashing into atable and overturning it. “Y ou tell the truth!”

Theinnkeeper, red faced, hisjowls shaking, raised hisbroom. “What did | say? Out before| cal the



town guard!”

Kral dropped to aknee. A floorboard cracked to splinters under hisimpact. “No! It cannot be.” His
voice boomed across the room. Tears flowed to his beard.

Er’ ril was shocked by the man’ sreaction. He knew the mountain people had the ability to read the truth
in another’ s tongue due to some form of elementa rock magick that throbbed from the roots of their
mountain home. But this reaction? Mountain men never shed tears, not even when horribly injured.

“You have come!l” Krai’ s voice was arumbling moan. He sank to the floor. “Then the Rock speaksthe
truth. My people must die”

The damp pants were too long, and Elenawas forced to roll them up at the ankle. Thetail of her green
woolen shirt hung to her knees. Joach had stolen the clothes from a shepherd’ sdrying line. Asshe
shoved the locks of her red hair under ahunter’s cap, she complained to Joach. 1 ook ridiculous. Must
weredly do this?’

They stood hidden under awillow tree, its branches a screen around them. A small brook gurgled past
thetree, stirring the branches on one side.

“This |l makeit harder to recognize us.” She watched Joach scrub his face with his nightshirt. Once clean,
he pulled into aragged jacket with yellow patches on the elbows. “ They’ |l be watching for two on
horseback. We should leave Mit tied to the willow tree here.”

“I don't likeleaving her done,” Elenasaid. “What if some thief comes upon her and stealsher?” Elena
purposdly straightened her purloined shirt and gave Joach an accusing look.

Heignored her glare. “From here, it sonly ashort walk to Aunt Fila's. We can send Bertol back for
m.ll

Elenapictured Aunt Fila s hulking son. “Bertol could get lost in his own backyard. What if he can’t find
her?

“El, themarewill befine. There' s plenty of grass, and she can reach the water.”
“But it’slike we re abandoning her.”
“We're not. She' s safer here than with us.”

Her brother wasright. Still, she hated breaking up her family. After last night, she found some small
security in their closeness. Wearily she patted Mist’ sflank. “Don't fret; we'll be back soon.”

Mist glanced up from where she chewed at the shoots of the scraggly grassthat grew under the willow.
Sheflicked her tail a Elenafor disturbing her.

“See, El; she'sfine”
Slightly hurt, Elenatucked her shirt under her belt. “Let’'sgo,” shesaid with asigh.

Joach pushed through the sweep of willow branches. He held them wide to dlow Elenato duck through,
then let them brush back into place. Elena glanced over her shoulder. The mare wasjust a pale shadow
inthetree' s shade.

She sniffed and followed after Joach, who had stopped by athin path. The dirt rut ran from the edge of
Winterfell to aswimming hole popular anong the town children. The pool, itswaters now icy cold, lay



abandoned for the season, so the path was empty of prying eyes.

With the sun close to its highest point, the path was bright after the shadows of the forest. Asthey
approached closer to town, the path widened enough for Elenato walk abreast of her brother. She noted
how Joach’ s eyes darted back and forth and how stiffly hislegs moved as he hiked. Her brother’s
nervousness leaped to her. She found her hands tugging at her shirt and adjusting her cap.

“Look,” she said, pointing down the path. “ There’ sthe butcher’ s shack.” Ahead, buried under the eaves
of the forest’ s branches, stood the icehouse of the butcher. The limbs of the trees helped keep the sun’'s
warmth fromitsroof.

Joach only nodded and hurried ahead.

By thetime they passed the icehouse and reached the end of the path, both were white-faced and
sweeting thickly. The town of thatched roofs and brick buildings loomed ahead. Chimney smoke drew
black linesinto the sky, joining with the haze from the orchard fire. The town seemed uncommonly quiet.
Usudly bustling with the strident voices of stall merchants and shoppers, the streets ahead were silent
except for an occasiona shout.

Joach turned to her and offered asick smile. “Ready? Walk fast, but not too fast.”
She nodded. “Hold my hand.”

His hand reached for her pdm, then froze. “No. We might draw attention. Maybe we should even walk a
distance gpart.”

She found tears coming to her eyes. “Please, Joach. | need you close”

“Okay, El,” hesad with ardieved rush. It ssemed smilar emotions warred within him, too. “But we'd
gtill better not hold hands.”

She squeezed back her tears and forced her head to nod. Aunt Fila s bakery stood only a handful of
blocks from the edge of town. If Elena concentrated, she' d swear she could even smell the baking bread
from where she stood. Actudly, the whole town of Winterfell greeted her with itsfamiliar smells: the
roasting breskfast meets; the hickory wood smoke; the yeasty pungency from the cider mill nearby; even
the swest, loamy smell of horse dung from the unwashed streets and stables. Elena straightened her
shoulders. “Okay, I'm ready,” she said in acamer voice.

Joach bit at hislower lip and stepped toward a back street that led into the merchants' quarter. Elena
swallowed the hard knot of tearsin her throat and followed her brother closdly.

Thefirst shop they came to was the butcher’ s shop. Hiswares of carved pig, yellow mutton, and

headl ess chickens buzzed with flies. The butcher himself could be seen through the doorway, a bloody
cleaver in hishand. His coarse black hair dways reminded Elenaof apig’ s spiky stubble, especidly set
againg the man’ s pae skin, shining with swesat and oil.

Elenafound hersdf cringing. The butcher, loud of voice and smelling of offa, aways made her nervous.
He had away of saring a Elenaasif judging the quality of meat on her bones. Thisbeing thefirst shop
greeting them upon entering Winterfell, Elenafound hersdf clutching her baggy clothestighter around her.
A sense of unease crept toward her heart.

She and Joach walked on the far side of the strest.

As soon as they passed the butcher’ s shop, a voice spat toward them from a shadowed doorway just



ahead, Sartling them. “Y ou there, boys! Hold it right there!”
Both of them froze,

Joach stepped between her and the speaker. A soldier dressed in ared and black uniform, his sword il
sheathed, sauntered from the doorway. His dark hair and brown eyes warned that he was not aloca
conscript but one of the forelgners manning the garrison. His knotted nose spoke of past fightsthat Elena
suspected were not in the line of duty.

“Where you coming from, boys?’
Joach made a subtle motion for Elenato back farther behind him. “We was out checking our traps, sir!”

The soldier’ s eyes drifted behind them toward the forest. “Didn’t happen to see aboy and agirl witha
horse, did you?’

“No, gr.”

The man’ sdark eyes settled on Elena. She kept her head pointed to her feet and her stained hand buried
deep in her pocket. “How about you, young ‘un?’

Elena, afraid her voice would betray her, just shook her head.
“Then be off with you two.” He waved them past with aswing of hischin.

Joach dipped past the soldier with Elenaon his hedl's. She risked a glance behind her and saw the
soldier, ahand raised to shade his eyes, surveying the forest’ s edge. He then drifted back to his shaded
doorway.

Neither spoke until they had turned a corner. “ So they arehunting for us,” Joach whispered.
“But why? What did we do?’
“Let’sjust getto Aunt Flas”

Though they tried to keep their steps steady, their pace became hurried as they neared the corner

beyond which Aunt Fila s bakery stood. Elenanearly had to run to keep up with her brother’ sfrantic
steps. Joach swung around the corner first and stopped so short she barreled into his back, pushing him a
step forward. Elena could now see around the corner.

Where Aunt Fila's bakery had once stood, smelling of fruited pastries and sugared cakes, only a
smoldering skeleton of scorched posts and blackened beams remained. Elend sfirst thought was that
somehow her magicka fire had legped from the orchards to strike down her aunt’ s shop. But the milling
crowd that sported torches quickly dismissed thisworry.

“She’ sin league with the demon!” someone yelled from the crowd.
“Mark her forehead with an evil eyel” screamed another.

“ Anyone related to those cursed whel ps should be banished from town!”
“No! Hung!”

Elenasaw her Aunt Filakneeling before the burned bakery. Her face, covered in smoke, ran black with
tears. One of her sons, facedown on the cobblestones, lay in apool of blood.



Elena svision blurred with tears. Though her fire had not directly burned her aunt’ s shop, it had il
destroyed more of her family. She took a step toward the crowd.

Joach stopped her. “No.”

They could have dipped back around the corner and maybe escaped, but Elena’ s motion and Joach's
word drew the eyes of the crowd. Most smply ignored the two children dressed in crude clothes. But
Aunt Fila s son Bertol stared with eyeswidein recognition. Heraised afinger to them. “Therel There's
my cousins. See!l See, we weren't hiding them in our shop.”

One of Aunt Fila's hands flew up toward her son, asif trying to force back hiswords and his betrayal.
Her eyestouched Elena sfor a heartbest, full of sorrow and pain.

The crowd lunged toward them. Joach tried to pull Elenawith him, but strong hands suddenly grabbed
them from behind.

Elena screamed but could not break free. She and Joach were shoved toward the crowd. Elena stared
up into her captor’ seyes. It was the butcher. Thick of limb, he held both of them easily. Hislipswere
white with hate, his eyes red with murder.

“Cadll the guard!” someonein the crowd called as they descended on her and Joach. “We' ve caught the
demon spawn!”

Er'ril frowned at the mountain man, who still kndlt in tears at hisfeeat. Nee' |lahn seemed abashed at his
outburst, one smal hand covering her mouth. “Kral,” Er'ril said, “I know nothing to doom your people.
Stand up and put aside this foolishness.”

Kra only moaned, hisface turned to the floor.

The innkeeper approached with his broom raised across hiswide belly. “Out with the lot of you!” He
made a sweeping motion with his broom, then pointed its handle at Krai. “ Out before that lout passes out
on my floor.”

Krai pushed to hisfeet, now towering like abear over the rotund innkeeper. “ Guard your tongue, keep,
or | shdl nall it to your door.”

The innkeeper blanched and took a step away. He raised hisbroom higher. “Don’t... don't make me
shout for the town guard.”

Kra started to reach for the innkeeper, but Er'ril laid a pam on his high shoulder. “He' s not worth the
effort, Kral. Leavetheman be.” Er'ril tugged the tall man toward the door. It was like moving a boulder
seitled deep in the dirt. But Er'ril felt the man’s shoulder relax, and Krai alowed himsdlf to be pulled
from the innkeeper’ sthroat.

Er'ril turned to the innkeeper. “In the future, mind your manners among the mountain folk.”

With Kral intow, Er'ril led the way to theinn’sdoor. Nee'lahn followed them outside, where the
cobbled streets were oddly empty except for apair of soldiers douched at a corner near two tethered
horses. One, with his jacket unbuttoned and his gut hanging over his belt, raised abored eye toward
them, then returned his attention to his companion, who continued to brag of the previousnight’s

gambling.

Er'ril ignored them and turned to Krai. “Here we part ways, mountain man,” he said. “Y ou seek the
skd’tum, and as much asthis may anguish you, | pray you never find it. But for me, | seek only the road



to the plains.” He turned to Nee'lahn, who still stared toward the guards. She nervoudly scuffed at a
cobble with the toe of her boot. “ And what path do you seek, bardsvoman?’

Er'ril never did get hisanswer from Nee'lahn, sSince atownsman suddenly rushed to the pair of soldiers
from around a corner. “We vefound them!” heydled. “ The demon children! We ve got *em caught like
rabbitsin asnare! Come quick!”

The heavier of the guards pushed off thewall he had been leaning against and nodded to the other
soldier. “Go aert the garrison,” he said in abored voice, obvioudy doubting the agitated man. “I’ll check
what thisfellow hasfound.”

The other soldier nodded and untethered his horse. He mounted briskly and hurried past Er’ril and his
two companions, the clatter of hooves deafening until he tugged the horse around a corner.

“Show mewhat you caught,” the remaining guard said.

“It' sthose Morin’ std whelps, dl right,” the townsman said, pointing down the street. “ Their cousin even
confirmed it.” He led the way for the guard and disappeared between the tailor’ s shop and the
shoemaker’s.

Nee'lahn wasthefirst to spesk. “What will they do with those children?’

Er'ril stared down the road to where the townsman and soldier had disappeared. “ The town isincensed.
Tak of demonsin smdl townsis dedt with brutaly. By the end of this day, they will probably beg for
desth.”

“But what if thisisal gossp and rumor?’ Nee' lahn said. “ Then innocent blood will be shed.”
Er’ril shrugged. “ This has nothing to do with me.”

Nee'lahn’ seyesgrew wider. “If you ignorethis, then their blood is as much on your hands as on the
towngfolk’s”

“| dready have blood on my hands,” he said bitterly. Er'ril pictured the night of the Book’ s binding and
the young mage dainin apool of red with Er'ril’ s sword sprouting from his back like aweed among
stones. “ Aninnocent’ s blood.”

“I know your story, Er'ril. That was the past. Thisisnow!” Ne€'lahn’'s eyes narrowed with anger. “Do
not let one wrong stain your hands forever.”

Er'ril’ s cheeks heated up—whether from anger or shame, even he couldn’t tell.

Thankfully, Krai interrupted. “If these whel ps be demon spawn true,” he said, " then the skal” tum may be
close. I will go see”

Nee'lahn nodded her head. “I wish to go, too.” Both their eyes swung to him. One pair of eyes
determined and proud, one pair concerned and passionate. Once he would have felt similar emotions at
the thought of children in danger. But what did he truly fed now? Helooked inward and found nothing.
This disturbed him more than their questioning eyes. What had the endless years done to him? He faced
Nee'lahn and Krai. “Let usfind the truth.”

Elenawatched Joach struggle with the ropesthat tied hiswrists. Thick ropes secured her hands aso, but
she stood quietly. What was the use of struggle? She stared at the remains of her aunt’ s bakery. The
circle of townsfolk jeered and mocked. She knew most of them, had schooled with many of their



children. Still their faces twisted with hate. Even if she and Joach could shed their bonds, where would
they run? Thiswas her home. Thiswas her people.

A small stoneflew from the crowd and struck her forehead, causing her to sumble. It stung and blood
flowed from the welt. She saw her cousin Bertol reach for another stone, but Aunt Filadapped his hand.
At least one person till cared for her. Tears began to flow, not from the pain, but from al that she had
logt.

Joach stopped his struggle, obvioudy succumbing to the futility, too, and edged closer to her. He had no
words.

The butcher strode from the crowd toward them. He reached a hand toward Elena. Joach tried to step
between but was cuffed away by ameaty palm. Elena saw blood spill from her brother’ slipsasheféel to
his knees. The butcher ripped the hunter’ s cap from her head and released the cascade of her red hair.
“See” hesad. “Seethewit ch! Thisisthe demon that destroyed our lands and murdered good people.
Do not befooled by her pretty face.”

The butcher ran afinger across her cheek and down her throat. “ Or her innocent body!” He suddenly
grabbed her shirt and ripped it open. Buttons danced across the cobbles.

Elenacried out a the violation.
The crowd gasped at the butcher’ s actions. Joach fought to reach the man, but hands held him down.

The butcher traced afinger dong the bare budding of her breasts. “ So innocent in gppearance!” His
voice had becomethick and husky. “But so foul itslusts!”

He swung away from Elena. “1 can sense her evil trying to worm into me, tempting me with impure
thoughts.” He faced Elenaagain. “Back, wit’ ch; you will not win me over likeyou did your brother.” The
butcher shaded his eyes and backed from her.

The crowd was hushed by the display until Aunt Fila pushed forward. “Enough!” she yelled to the crowd.
She crossed to Elenaand pulled the torn shirt closed over Elend s chest. Elena could smell the scent of
flour and sugar on her aunt’ s gpron. She must have been working in the kitchen when the town rose up
and mobbed her bakery. Elenaleaned into her aunt’s embrace.

Aunt Filafaced the crowd. “ Sheisachild! Can’t you see how terrified she is? Does a demon fear rope
and mortal man?What proof isthere that she did anything? Words and gossip! That'sal.”

The crowd still rumbled with anger. “The orchardsl” someone called out. “Welost dmost aquarter of
the crop!”

Aunt Filadid not retreat. She pushed alock of gray hair from her face. Her words were ice from the
mountains. “I have lost more this day than the lot of you put together. It is my son that was cruely
murdered trying to save my shop! It was not the child that harmed me this day, but madness!”

She stabbed afinger at varioustownsfolk. “What if it was your child up here? Or yours, Gergana? Stop
thismadness! Look to your heartd”

The crowd became subdued with her words.

“I know thisgirl and thisboy. Thereisnot an evil bonein their bodies! Y ou know them, too! When has
etherof them displayed anything but good manners and a sweet countenance?’



“Fel” cried the butcher. “Wedl heard talk of what astrange child sheis, skulking in the woods by
hersaf. Consorting with demons, | don’t doubt! She just now tried to be-wit’ chme!®

“Lied” Aunt Filapointed afinger toward the butcher, her lipstight with suppressed anger. “Therelies
your evil. His behavior speaks of his own foulness—not the children’s. To assault asmdl girl insucha
manner! That isevil, not the child!”

By now many eyes had turned toward the butcher with disgust. Elena alowed herself amoment of hope
that perhaps Aunt Filawould win past thisinsanity. But then she heard words sound behind her inavoice
from amoldy tomb: afamiliar voice.

“Good woman, stand back from the girl. She hastricked you, tricked you al. Sheisawit’ ch, and | will
giveyou proof!”

Elenatwisted around to see the cowled figure of the old man who had murdered her parents. Soldiers
stood behind him. Elena s knees weakened as his dead eyes settled upon her.

Using his poi’ wood staff, the old man hobbled toward her. “ Stand back!” he suddenly hissed toward the
crowd.

Aunt Filaignored him and stepped between the crooked man and Elena. “Y ou! Y ou were the one who
accused these children!”

Elena stongue froze with fear. She nudged her aunt’s arm with her elbow, trying to warn her away from
the man, but wasignored.

The old man waved his staff to hisdark partner. “Rocking-ham, remove this child to the garrison. There,
we will conduct our interrogation and prove her demonic heart.”

Rockingham strode forward with four guards beside him.

Aunt Filagrabbed Elena s shoulder and tugged her away toward the crowd. “Like you did the Seshagirl
two years ago. Her screaming till ringsin my earsl” Aunt Filaraised an arm and waved it to the crowd.
“Who iswilling to give another child to these mongters? Thisis our valey, our town!”

Around Elena, townsfolk erupted with echoes of her aunt’ swords. Elena’ s heart stirred, freeing her
tongue. “Aunt Filal They are the ones who murdered Mother and Father.”

The crowd heard her words. A gasp arose from the mingled townspeople.

Rockingham and the four soldiers balked asthe crowd grew belligerent. Severa townsmen unsheathed
knives. Elenasaw the town’ stailor dice free Joach’ sropes. He dashed to Elena s side and untied her
bonds. Freed, she rubbed her raw wridts.

“I told you Aunt Filawould help us,” Joach said, hisface flushed.

Elenanoticed Aunt Fila's eyes widen at the sight of her stained right hand. Her aunt reached to cover it.
“Keep thishidden,” she whispered quickly and drew the oversized shirtdeeve down around Elend's
hand. Her aunt then turned her attention back to the brewing altercation.

The soldierstook atentative step forward but were outnumbered by the townspeople.
“Leavethechild bel” someone yelled.

Another raised aknifein theair and cried, “ Protect the children!”



Aunt Filabent to Elena sear. “Y ou' re safe now, dear. Don't fear. | won't let them harm our family
anymore.”

But Elenahardly heard her aunt’ swords. Her eyes were glued to the old man. She watched him raise his
gtaff and tap it twice on the cobblestones. No one else took notice of the decrepit man’s action. But
Elenaremembered the signd. It was the same one he had used when he caled the white worms upon her
and her brother.

“No,” Elend s voice squeaked. She clutched Joach’s arm, causing him to wince. “We must run!”
But it was dready too late.
Someone in the crowd screamed in terror. All eyesturned to the smoke-stained skies.

From beyond the roofline, it came. A huge shape flew into view. Wide wings smote the air. Elena
recognized the leathery best of itswings. Its screech scattered the townspeople, who scurried like mice
before a pouncing barn cat. Though previoudy invisiblein the night skies, there was no mistaking the
sound of the creature that had plagued her and her brother asthey fled through the burning orchard. Now
reveded, Elenawished for darkness to return again and remove the loathsome sight from her eyes. Its
very image seemed to taint her spirit.

“Seel!” the robed man screamed. He pointed with his other arm, revealing asmooth stump where hisright
hand had once sprouted. “ Thereis her demon consort, come to rescue her!”

The crowd erupted with screams, fleeing as the beast dove toward Elena. Only Joach and her aunt
remained asit crashed to the street, taloned feet clawing the cobblestones. Through its skin, black blood
could be seen churning in thick rivers. It folded its wings back and hissed at the townsfolk crammed into
doorways and behind shop displays. Then its poisonous black eyes, glowing with malice, swung toward
Elena

Aunt Filamoved between her and the beast. “ Run, children!” she said as she faced the creature. “ Seek
your uncle Bol!” Even before Aunt Fila had finished her command, Joach was yanking Elenatoward the
burned shell of the bakery.

Like asnake, the creature sprang forward and snatched up Aunt Fila.

“No!” Elenacried asit broke her aunt’ s back, the snap distinct among the yelling. Thenit tore Aunt Fila's
throat open with pointed teeth and flung her body to the ground. “No,” she moaned again as Joach
pushed Elenaaway.

Hewastoo dow. The creature shot out a claw and seized her brother by the neck.

“Joach!” she screamed as her brother was ripped from her side and hauled away choking, his eyes
bulging.

BOL LEANED OVER HISDUSTY BOOK. THE WEAK MIDDAY LIGHT shed only feeble fingers
through the grimed window. The single candle on his desk, medted to anub, waved asmdl ydlow flame.
He had been reading al night, striving to glean the knowledge he needed. The stacks of moldy books and
rows of cubbyholed scrollswere his only company.

“Firewill mark her coming,” he mumbled as he combed white hair from histired eyes. He squinted at the
other words on the page. Hislips, hidden under athick mustache, dowly trandated the ancient words.
The portents of the Sisterhood spoke of this day. He glanced outside. The windows of his cottage, built



high abovethe valley in alonesome place called Winter’ s Eyrie, had glowed red dl night with the flames
of burning trees.

Poor child. She should have been better prepared, warned.

Rubbing hiswhite beard, Bol turned back to histome, but as he paused with afinger gently turning a
rat-nibbled page, his heart trembled a best; then alosslarger than his housefilled his chest. He placed
both pams on his desk, keeping himself from tumbling to the plank floor. An intense sorrow threatened
to swalow him away ashefelt histwin Sgter die.

“Fla” he moaned to his empty room.

Tearsroseto hislidsand fell to the yellowed pages. Usudly so fiercely protective of these fragile texts,
he let the sdt of histears smear old ink across the page.

He clutched an amulet through the coarse weave of hisshirt. “Filal” he cdled again.
And asdways, she cameto him.

The corner of the room by the hearth glowed softly like awill-o*-the-wisp. The weak glow retreated
inward, growing brighter asit shrank in size, until finaly it formed the figure of hissster. Dressed only in
sweeping eddies of white light, she frowned at him, more exasperated than sad.

“It' stime, Bal.”

Ashistearswdled, herimage swirled. “Thenit' strue!” hesaid.
“Notears.” Sheill wore her no-nonsense grimness. “Are you prepared?’
“I... | expected moretime, years till.”

“Weadl did. But it begins now. Timeto put asde your books, old man.”
“You leave methischore?” he asked pleadingly. “To do done?’

Her stern look softened. “Brother, you know | have my own role.”

“I know: to seek the cursed bridge. But do you truly think you can find it?’
“Ifitexigts, | will findit,” shesad fiercdly.

He sghed and looked upon hissiger. “ Alwaysthewill of cold iron,” he said with sadness, “evenin
desth.”

“Alwaysthe caster of dreams,” she answered with ahint of asmile, “even dive”

Their lipsformed twin smiles a the old argument, both so alike and yet so different. The pain of loss
shone clear in each one’ seyes.

Fila s apparition began to grow faint at the edges. “I can't hold here any longer. Watch over her.” Her
image faded to avague glow. Her last wordstrailed as the light was vanquished by the library’ s shadows.
“I loveyou, Bal.”

“Goodbye, Sigter,” he mumbled to aroom far emptier and lonelier than before.

Elenarushed toward her struggling brother. Time seemed to thicken and dow like sap inawinter’s



maple. She watched Joach’ sface turn a purplish hue, histhroat closed in the claws of the skal’tum. Elena
leaped and grabbed at the creature’ swrist, acry trapped in her chest. Blind with fear, she dug her fingers
into itsclammy skin, refusing to lose her brother to the beast.  Let go!” she shrieked to the world.

In answer, her hand burst with flame. Hest like the touch of molten rock flowed from her fingers. She
clenched her figt and found her fingers flowing through the beast’ s wrist— through skin, muscle, and
bone.

The creature howled and tugged its arm away, pulling back only a seared stump. Screeching, panicked
by itsmaiming, it tumbled away from Elenaand her brother.

Joach stumbled forward, pawing the severed hand from his neck. He threw it to the street. “ Sweet
Mother!” he blurted and dashed to Elena sside.

Elena s eyesflashed to her hand, expecting to see blackened bones and burned flesh, but al was
norma—not even ahint of the red stain remained. Was she free of that curse?

“Run, EI'"” Joach cried. He hauled Elenatoward the charred beams of the bakery.
But the howling beast was not the only menace on this stredt.

Joach skidded to a stop and pulled Elenato him. Between them and refuge stood the cowled man leaning
on hisgaff. Hewore asmile, asif thisal served his purpose perfectly.

“Cometo me, child. I've waited long enough.” With surprising speed, he whipped the hedl of his saff
toward Elena s head.

Elena, her mind still muddied by the flow of power through her hand, could not quite comprehend the
danger.

She stood frozen until Joach knocked her aside. With agasp, she fdll to the street, her knee striking the
hard cobblestones. From the corner of her eye, she saw the staff smite Joach a glancing blow on the
shoulder.

She scrambled to her feet, roused now, and began to flee. Joach, however, failed to follow. Elenaswung
to astop and stared. Her brother’ s upper body tried to heave hislegsinto motion, but like two rooted
trees, hislegswould not obey.

He looked up, eyesfilled with horror, and saw that Elena had stopped running. “Go!” he yelled.

She stumbled back as she saw the bewit’ ching spread through her brother’ sbody. Now even hisarms
couldn’t move, and in a heartbeat, his neck and head froze in position. Only asingle tear rolled down his
cheek.

“Do you abandon your brother, child?’ The old man beckoned to her with agnarled finger. “Come!”

Townspeoplefled past Er'ril as he fought hisway toward the screaming. Like arock in afast-flowing
river, he was buffeted by elbows and knees and could make no headway. Findly, Kra pushed forward
and used hislarge bulk to forge a path ahead.

One of the townspeople, Er'ril judged him abutcher from his bloody apron, tried to pound Krai aside.
But with a shrug of the mountain man’s shoulder, the heavy man flew far. His head hit the brick wall, and
he fel limp to the ground. Krai ignored him and continued on.



“Run!” another townsman caled to them. “ The demon has come!”

“Kra gave Er'ril agtern Sare, then hastened his pace forward. Er'ril, with Neg'lahn in his shadow,
followed in the mountain man’ swake. After several heartbests, the street emptied around them, the
crowd now fleeing behind.

“Use caution, Kral,” Er'ril said softly. “We'reclose”

They crept to the next corner and used afarrier’ swagon for cover. Er'ril peered over the edge of the
cart to the street beyond.

His blood went cold. Only astone’ stoss away, before the burned-out skeleton of abuilding, stood a
beast he had hoped never to see again. Wings siretched taut in pain, the ska’tum howled and held a
wounded arm to its chest.

Wounded? Er’ril dunk back under cover. Who could harm such a beast?

Er'ril saw Kral begin to pull the ax from hisbelt. It wastoo small awesapon against adreadlord. Er'ril
raised a pam toward the mountain man, warning caution and patience. Kra’ s brows knitted heavily.

Nee lahn knelt beside them, peering down the street from under the wagon. “ There are the children,” she
whispered, pointing between the spokes of the wagon’ swhed. “Who is that man, the robed one?’

Er'ril looked and spied the two youngsters crouched before a cowled figure near the edge of a scorched
building. Though the cowled on€e s face was hidden in shadow, Er'ril recognized the black robe. Hislips
thinned with menace. “A darkmage.”

“Cometo me, child,” the robed figure said, hisvoice findly carrying to them as the shrieking of the
skal’ tum waned. “ Or your brother dies.”

The ska’ tum stalked toward the young people. Its voice cut through the air like athrown dagger. “Give
me the boy. | will rip hislimbss, one by one, from hisbody asthe other brat watchess.”

Another man, dressed in the red and black of the garrison, quaked by arain barrdl. “Do what the
master’ s beast says, Dismarum! We don’t need the boy.”

“Still your tongue, Rockingham,” the one caled Dismarum spat. Whatever |ook the darkmage gave the
man caused him to pull farther behind hisbarrdl.

The skd’ tum repeated his demand. “ Give methe boy! | will taste hisyoung heart.”

“Demon!” Krai growled beside Er'ril, hisvoice thick with venom. Before Er'ril could raise ahand to stop
him, Krai leaped forward over the wagon, his ax aready raised above his head.

The ska’ tum twisted to face the sudden assaullt.

The darkmage retreated toward the shadows of the burned building, his hand reaching for the young girl
dill frozenin place.

Fool of amountain man! Before Er'ril could ponder his own response, hisfeet and heart betrayed him.
Hefound himsdf springing after Krai, his own sword drawn, prepared to join the battle.

Elena s eyeswere fixed on Joach’s. Though she was not bewit’ ched like him, she could not flee. Other
ties held her trapped to this spot. She refused to leave her brother’ s Sde, even when the cowled man
reached a clawed hand toward her.



But before his fingers could touch her skin, an elbow suddenly struck her chest and threw her backward.
A one-armed swordsman thrust between her and the old man. Tall, wide-shouldered, with the ruddy
complexion of the plains people, he raised his sword. “Y ou won't have her, darkmage!”

Before the cowled man could react, the winged beast screeched, drawing al eyes. The swordsman
shoved Elena down as awide wing ripped over their heads. “Fee, girl!” heyelled in her ear.

But her legs did not obey. Her heart, still attached by invisible bonds to the frozen Joach, would not
budge. She crouched numb in the street.

Cringing, Elena saw agiant attack the winged monster, wielding an ax in a blurring pattern of honed edge
and muscle. The winged demon retreated from his assaullt.

Suddenly anew hand rested on her shoulder. She looked up into the concerned face of atiny woman.

“Comewith me. Leave Er'ril to rescue your companion.” She shook her head. “My brother!” wasdl
that came to her tongue, an arm pointing toward Joach.

But the woman was stronger than she appeared and pulled Elenato her feet.

“Nee lahn!” the swordsman called. He crouched on one knee, his sword raised toward the robed figure.
“Get her to safety!”

Thewoman caled Nee lahn laid an arm over her shoulders and whispered in her ear. Her words, dmost
asoft song, were unintelligible, yet somehow pierced through the cloud in her mind. They reminded her of
the words whispered to her by the Old Man in the orchard. Elenafound the woman’s song freeing her
legs, and she dlowed hersdlf to be guided away from the battle.

Nee' lahn coaxed the girl to the wagon' s shadow. Could this be the one? the nyphai wondered. She sang
inthe child’ s ear, words she had been taught to woo the minds of humans. She brushed astrand of red
hair from the child’ sface and stared into eyes the color of green growth. Could it be?

Oncethe girl was safely hidden, Nee'lahn returned her attention to the street. Er'ril had climbed back to
his feet, and now the darkmage cringed from the sword’ stouch. Er’ril kept the cowled one from dipping
away, but Nee'lahn noticed that they were both watching the battle raging between the skd’ tum and the
mountain man.

Kra attacked savagely, his swingswild and furious. But every strike was smply repelled by the beast’s
tough skin. No blood was shed.

Y et even though Krai’ s ax smply bounced off the creature, Nee'|ahn noticed that the ska’ tum appeared
shaken by its previousinjury. It kept the sumped arm far from harm, using wingsto protect itsflanks.

“Drivethe skd’tuminto the sunlight!” Er'ril called to hislarge companion. “ There, you can wound it!”

With afuriousfeint, Krai switched the direction of his assault and soon had the cregture retreating toward
agguare of sunlight. But the skal’ tum seemed to redlize the approaching danger and began to fight back.
Itsintact hand swiped black claws at the axman. Krai danced back. Quick and agile on hisfest, the
mountain man managed to escape injury, but he aso lost ground. The beast now stood farther from the
unlight.

The ska’ tum screeched in satisfaction, regained its confidence, and continued to thrust toward Krai,
driving him around, dmost toying with him. Soon their positions were reversed. The mountain man,
swesting fiercely now, backed step by step toward the sunlight. Krai gasped for air, bent in exhaustion.



The beast spread its scabrous wings wide in victory, then swooped for the kill.
Nee'lahn raised ahand to her mouth infright.
Kra suddenly darted backward with amazing speed—into the sunlight!

The creature drew up to the square of bright light and hissed at Krai. The beast balked at the sun’s
touch, staying just behind the shadow line. It stalked in acircle around the mountain man.

“There ssnowhereto run, little man-thing,” it said with laughter on itstongue.

Nee |ahn redlized the creature was correct. The area of sunlight was asquare idand. Shadow lay on all
sides. And in the shadows waited the beast.

Kra searched around, desperate for asolution.

Nee' lahn did the same. If the mountain man should fal, Er’ril would be trapped between the dreadlord
and the darkmage. That must not happen! She twirled on one hedl and grabbed up thetin top of apickle
barrel. Darting into another patch of sunlight, she caught the sun’sreflection inthetin and tilted it so the
sun’' srays reflected into the face of the skal’ tum.

The beast screamed and tried to dart away. Nee'lahn angled the tin to keep the beast in the light.

Kra seemed to redlize his advantage and plunged forward with abellow of rage. He swung hisax at the
mongter, striking the beast square in the neck. Exposed to the sun, the skin of the beast lost its dark
protection. The blade sank home.

The beast ssumbled back, pulling free of Krai’sweapon. It clutched itsneck asariver of black blood
flowed from between its claws. Swaying on weskening legs, it tried to unfold itswings but instead fell
forward into the sunlight, itsfoul blood hissng and bubbling asit stained the cobblestones.

Krai crossed to the collgpsed creature, his ax raised high above hishead.

Er'ril did not watch Kra finish with the ska’ tum. He turned hisfull attention back to the darkmage. The
sght of the black robe sickened his somach. How could any man give himsdf to the black magick that
had poisoned the land? Er'ril felt hisblood heat with an anger he had not felt in over acentury. He found
it anot unpleasant sensation.

“Your pet isdead, magel” he spat at the hunched man. “ Release the boy, or suffer the same fate.”

With his cowl bowed, the mage crept behind the boy and leaned heavily on his staff asif exhausted.
“Y ou interfere in matters you could not begin to comprehend.”

The darkmage raised his other arm, revedling the sscump of awrist. Shadows rushed to the mage and
flowed up hisrobeto his arm. The darkness then pulsed to his empty wrist and congealed there. Likea
black rose budding, an ebony fist grew atop his ssump, formed of black shadows. “ And you make
threststhat you cannot possibly fulfill.”

Er'ril’seyes narrowed. “ Just test me.”

The darkmage opened his malignant fist. Fingersthat drank the light stretched out. “ Onefind time: Give
methegirl. You don’'t know what sheis, what she means.”

“I refuseto do your bidding, foul one.” Er'ril raised his sword but held his position, fearful of injuring the
frozen boy.



The darkmage switched his staff to hisblack fist. From hisloathsome hand, the darkness swept down the
gray wood until the entire shaft flowed with shades of night.

AsEr'ril prepared for battle, the cowled figure instead put his hand of flesh on the boy’ s shoulder.

“Leavetheboy be!” Er'ril shouted, and rushed the man, determined to stop him before he harmed the
youth.

The darkmage threw his head back, his cowl falling away, and for thefirst time, he stared Er'ril full inthe
face. Thelr eyes met, freezing Er'ril’ s heart.

No! Er'ril sumbled to astop. This could not be! His sword dipped down, scraping the cobblestones.

The robed figure raised his staff and struck the street. Blackness erupted up from the cobblestones to
swallow mage and boy. The voice of the darkmage echoed up from the shadows. “ Er’ril, have the ages
taught you nothing?”

Inablink, thewdl of shadows vanished like ablack flame extinguished. Where the boy and the mage
had stood, the Street now lay empty.

Er'ril sank to his knees asthe young girl shouted behind him, her cry full of anguish and tears.

Er'ril, though, barely heard her. Hiseyes still saw the face of the darkmage. It was afamiliar face: the
same broken nose, the uneven cheekbones, the thin lips. And then there was the stumped wrist.

He remembered the man crouched with his brother in awarding of wax drippings so long ago—the night
the Blood Diary had been forged.

The darkmage' strue name tumbled from Er'ril’ slips. “ Greshym! ”

Book Two
HEARTHS AND HEARTSTONE

Tol’ chuk sifted through the stonesin the gully, which was bone dry from the summer’ sdrought. He
glanced to the thunderheads building like an army beyond the peaks of the Teeth. The summit of the
tallest of the mountains, the Great Fang of the North, swirled in black cloud. Soon the gully would be
roiling again with muddy water from the sormy mountain heights.

Heturned his attention back to the scree of boulders. Thunder rolled down from the perpetually frozen
summit. He must hurry before the rains began. But low cliffs blocked the sun’slight, making it harder to
gpot the yellowish glint of scentstone. And thisgully, dry al summer, had been carefully picked through
for many moons.

Hefingered the boulders gpart, his grayish claws scraping each rock, searching for the characteristic
color. His nostrils splayed wide as he hunted for the burning odor of raw scentstone.

There were more likely spotsto find such rocks, but Tol’ chuk preferred this route. Due to the scarcity of
scentstone here, none of his people were around. Tol’ chuk liked the isolation, free of the tauntsfrom the
other og'res. Especidly now, with his magraritua—the ceremony marking him as an adult among his
tribe—beginning tomorrow. He needed a scentstone for tonight’ s preparations, one picked out by
himsdlf on the eve of hismagra.

He bent to athick plate of stone and dragged aclaw aong it, gouging its surface. He sniffed his nail: no,
just sandstone.



As helowered again to push through the rubble of the wash and scree, arock the size of amelon struck
him in the shoulder, knocking him to the boul der-strewn ground. He landed hard and rolled to hisside.

Fen’ shwaleered over thelip of the dliff.

A sneer cracked Tol’ chuk’ sthick lipsto expose his smooth, yellowed fangs. He pushed to hisfeet. With
his back bent, his head reached only hafway up the cliff. He kept one hand knuckled on the ground for
support. He twisted his neck and frowned toward his enemy.

Fen’ shwasquatted like a craggy boulder by the cliff’ sedge, hiswide yellow eyesbulging. Bent like
Tol’ chuk, balancing on the callused knuckles of one hand as was custom for the og'res, his bristled,
straw-colored hair crested the top of his head and trailed in a spiky stream down his arched back to
disappear under hisleather coverings. He smiled, his chipped fangs exposed. A winter older than
Tal’ chuk, hewas aways baring histeeth, displaying the chips on hisfangs that marked him as having
mated.

All the femaesworshipped Fen’ shwa, brushing their full rumps againgt his sdes as he lumbered past
them. No femae brushed againgt Tol’ chuk in invitation, no matter how much he kept his back bent and
knuckled as hewaked. Tal’ chuk knew hewas ugly. Smaller than other adult og'res, his eyes were too
almond shaped, and ditted, rather than the bold circles of Fen’ shwa. His nose also stuck out too far, and
his fangs were too short to excite amate. Even hishair did not bristle on its own. Tol’ chuk was forced to
use beeswax to make it spike. But no matter how much he tried to hide it, everyone knew his shame.

Fen’ shwareached for astone with hisfree hand and hefted it. “I’ll chip those teeth for you, haf-breed!”
hesadwith glee.

Tol’ chuk burned at theinsult. “Fen’ shwa, you know the law. | am magra, not to be disturbed.”

“Not until the sun setsl” He threw his stone, but Tol’ chuk dodged it easily enough. As much ashismixed
breeding scarred his gppearance, it gave him agility.

Fen’ shwa picked up another rock, this one larger than the last. His eyes narrowed with menace.
“Leave mebe, Fen'shwa”
“You fear! You arenot og'reinyour heart!”

Even though Tol’ chuk was used to ridicule, thiswastoo foul aninsult to leave unanswered. To cal an
og'reacoward! Tol’ chuk put aside his charade and straightened his back until he towered on two
legs—something no og're could ever do. It wasthis ability that forged hisname: Tol’ chuk. In the ancient
tongue it spoke his haf-breed status and his shame: “He-who-waks-like-a-man.”

Now erect, his head stretched to the height of the cliff. He saw Fen’ shwawince in disgust at the sight of
his back straightening. Fen’ shwa drew the rock back, preparing to attack.

Without thought, Tol’ chuk shot his hands out and grabbed Fen’ shwa' s supporting arm. He dragged him,
shocked, over the edge of the cliff and threw him to the bouldered floor of the gully. Tol’ chuk instantly
regretted his sudden action. Fen’ shwawas not an og' re to provoke.

Fen’shwalanded on hisfacein agprawl acrossthe rocky grade. Thick skinned and wide boned,

Fen' shwaimmediately scrambled up. Tol’ chuk stepped back as Fen' shwarolled to hisfeet. He sneered
at Tol’ chuk and raised afinger to hisbruised lip. Fen’ shwa probed his mouth, his eyeswidening with
shock as hisfinger came out bloody. A fire grew in Fen' shwa sglare, hiseyesdilating until theyellow in
them became black.



Tol’ chuk had never seen such rage!

Fen’ shwa howled abattle cry, hisbelow washing down the gully. Tol’ chuk now saw the reason for the
fury. One of Fen’ shwa sfangs had been broken off by thefal, adisfiguring injury that could cost the
og resgnificant rank among the tribe.

Fen’ shwa screamed again in rage and leaped for Tol’ chuk’ sthroat.

Tol’ chuk ducked and rammed the bony crown of his head into the midriff of hisattacker. The force of
theimpact knocked the air from Fen’ shwa' s chest. Gasping, Fen' shwaflew back, landing hard on his
backsde.

But Tol’ chuk’ s attacker was an experienced fighter, in training with the warrior clan. Fen’shwarolled
back to hisfeet and lashed out with his callused hand, grabbing Tol’ chuk by the ankle. Y anking on
Tol’ chuk’sleg, Fen' shwatoppled him to the ground.

Tol’ chuk tried to bear the brunt of hisfal on hisshoulder. But his efforts fill resulted inacrack to his
skull. Pinpricks of light swam across hisvision. Blurry eyed, he saw Fen’ shwalegping on top of him.
Tol’ chuk tried to roll away but failed.

Fen’ shwalanded on him and immediately began kicking at Tol’ chuk’ s exposed belly. Tol’ chuk writhed,
trying to limit the damage. Fen’ shwa s back claws dug ribbons of skin, while hisfront claws jabbed at
Tol’chuk’seyes.

Tol’ chuk fought to free himsdlf, but Fen’ shwa outweighed him. If he could not bresk away soon, he
would be gutted. Tol’ chuk grabbed for Fen’ shwa swrist, but from the corner of his eye he spotted
Fen’ shwa' s other hand dipping a hart-horn dagger from his belt.

When og' res struggled for mates, matching claw to claw, it was consdered deceitful to use awegpon.
Thick of hide and hard of bone, seldom did these mating contests result in the death of an og're. Withina
tribe, og’'re did not kill og're. Only during atribe war, when the og' re clans fought for territory, were
weapons employed. It took aweapon to kill an og're.

Fen’ shwaraised hisdagger, hiseyes dill aflame with hatred. “ Half-breed,” he said between clenched
fangs, blood flowing from hislips. “Today you haunt usno more!”

This pause to gloat was Fen’ shwa s undoing. Tol’ chuk realized Fen’ shwa planned to do more than just
bloody him. Tol’ chuk grabbed aboulder in each of his hands and dammed them together against

Fen’' shwa sears. Tol’ chuk heard the crack asrock met skull. The smultaneous blows at the only weak
spots on an og're’ s skull were dramatic.

Tol’ chuk only meant to stun Fen’ shwa, to knock him unconscious until his reason returned. Asthe rocks
struck, blood fountained from his attacker’ s nogtrils, spraying Tol’ chuk with its heat. He watched

Fen’' shwa seyesrall to white and heard his breath gurgle on swallowed blood. The dagger tumbled from
Fen’ shwa sfingers. His body followed the knifeto lie limp on the boulders. Tol’ chuk pushed the rest of
Fen’ shwa sbulk off hislegs and scrambled up. Blood flowed across the boulder from Fen’ shwa s nose
and open mouth. His chest did not move.

Tol’ chuk stood stunned, unable to breathe. What had he just done? Og' re must never kill og'rewithin a
tribe!

Heraised his hand and saw the bloody rock still clutched there. A corner had broken away when it
struck Fen’'shwa sskull. A yellow glint sparked from the rock’ s heart.



Scentstone.

Therock tumbled from his numb fingers.

MOGWEED STOOD AT THE EDGE OF THE GREEN FOREST THAT was the Western Reaches.
He douched againgt atrunk, reluctant to leave hisforest home. A breeze shook the dry leaves overhead,
rattling them like the husks of dead beetles. Beyond the trees to the east, the wide expanse of climbing
foothills seemed naked, covered only in yellow meadow grass. And beyond the foothills and open
meadows climbed the peaks of the Teeth, the mountains he must crossto reach the lands of man.
Mogweed felt the rough bark with his cheek. But how could he leave here?

Heraised ahand and stared at the thin fingers and smooth skin. He shuddered at the sight, then glanced
to the clothes hanging from hisbody. A huntsman had shown him how to wear the strange garments.
Gray leggings over linen underclothes, and ared coat over agray wool shirt. He wore them correctly.
Still, each gtitch and weave of the fabric chafed againgt histender skin. And the black boots were the
worst. He refused to don them. Instead he carried them in aleather sack on his back. Aslong as he was
in the forest, he would fed the loam between his toes!

He knew that once he |eft the shadow of the trees he would have to put the boots on hisfeet. He needed
to appear to be aman. Once dressed, only his eyeswould betray his heritage. With dit pupilsinstead of
round, his eyes spoke histrue nature.

He stood there, one arm against the tree, until he was nudged by anose. “Quiet, Fardale. | need a
moment to prepare.” He glanced down inirritation at the treewolf.

Asmassive asaman, Fardale sat on his haunches, histongue lolling from the side of his mouth. His dense
black hair, frosted with browns and grays, seemed like the dappled forest shadows given form and life.
Thewolf’s pricked earslistened to the forest around them. Hisraised muzzle sniffed the air, checking for
danger.

Mogweed' s nose crinkled with bitter envy. Fardae sthick black fur was the only clothing he needed. No
further adornment was necessary to complete his disguise. To dmost anyone, Fardae would appear to
be an ordinary treewolf, again except for hiseyes. Like Mogweed's, his pupils were ditted, too, more
likeaforest cat’ sthan awolf’s. Their eyeswere asign of their true heritage: 9’ lura.

Farda e glanced toward him, their amber eyes mesting. A dight glow seemed to warm toward Mogweed
from the tree-wolf’ seyes. Vague fedings formed in his head, whispers of thoughts and imagesfrom his
wolf brother: A sun setting. A hungry belly. Legs wanting to run. Mogweed knew the meaning in
theseimages. Fardale warned that daylight waned and that they still had much ground to cover before
nightfall.

“I know,” Mogweed answered aloud. He, too, could speak with the whisper of his soul, as Fardae had
done, asdl g’ luracould, but histongue needed practice. He would be among men shortly and must
perfect hisdisguiseiif they were to make their journey safely. He shuddered again. “But | hate leaving
home.”

Images answered: A mother’ s teat, heavy with milk. The scents of the forest, varied and thick.
Dappled shadows burned away by raw sunlight. Fardale a so regretted abandoning their forest home.

But they must. The elder’root of their clan had ordered it, and hiswords must be obeyed.

Stll... Did they trulyneed to listen to the ancient one’s command?



Mogweed took a deep breath and dropped his pack to the dirt. He bent and fished out his boots. Sitting
at the edge of the forest, he dipped his boots over hisfeet, cringing as each foot sank into its leathery
coffin. “We could just stay,” he said to his companion, his voice a bare whisper. “Live as outcasts.”

Fardde growled, and the wolf’ s thoughts shot deep into him: A poisonous tree frog. A pond scummed
over with algae. A hoary oak rotted with yellow molds. The forest was poison to them now. To
refuse the elder’ root would bring no joy to them in the forest.

Mogweed knew Fardd e spoke the truth, but till afire grew in hisbelly. “1 know, Fardale! But they’ve
banished usl What do we owe them?’ Hiswords were etched with heat, but he kept most of hisrage
penned up within his breast. Thiswas another reason he spoke with histongue. He did not want Fardale
to sense the true depth of hisfury.

Fardaeraised to his paws and lowered his head threateningly. His eyes glowed red: A trapdoor spider.
A littermate attacking another. A crow stealing a mottled egg from a nest. Fardae till accused
him.

“I wasjust trying to free us of the curse,” Mogweed answered. “How could | know it would turn out so
horribly?’

Thewolf turned his head away, breaking eye contact, sgnding the end of the conversation.

Mogweed blushed, not with shame, but with anger. Damn you, he thought. Fardale had been a choking
yoke around his neck for long enough. The urge to leave the wolf behind and go out aone to seek his
fortune among the human race thrilled through him.

Why did he need his own people anyway? They had dways shunned him! He might better find his
fortune among humans. Mogweed found hisfeet pulling him out from under the limbs of the treesand into
the midafternoon sunshine,

He glanced around him. Free of the protective trees, the sky was so wide, so huge! Mogweed' s feet
stumbled to astop. He crouched before the big sky. Like amassive weight, it seemed to crush him
toward the ground. He turned back to Fardale. “ Are you coming?’ Hetried to sound acerbic, but fear
laced his tremoring words. Going out into such awide world without someone to lean on terrified him.
For now, he still needed Fardale—but only for now.

Fardde supped from the forest’ s shadow. The wolf’ s ditted eyes scanned the horizons camly, the sight
having little effect on him. He smply padded across the rocky soil, hisfur reflecting the sunlight in oiled
sheens.

Mogweed' s eyes narrowed. Fardale was alway's the cool one, the brave one, the noble one. One day,
Mogweed hoped to see him break and prayed he would be the oneto causeiit.

Mogweed watched Fardae casualy lumber past and continue into the barren foothills. With his neck till
dightly bent away from the large sky, Mogweed followed his twin brother, curang hissibling’s stout
heart.

One day, dear brother, | will teach you to fear.

Tol’chuk carried the limp form of Fen’ shwain hisarms. He stood upright, his back straight, needing two
armsto cradle the heavy body. As he gpproached the village, he saw severa femaesrooting for grubsin
the thin soil. When they spotted him, their noses cringed with disgust at Tol’ chuk’ s upright posture.
Og'resnormaly used their backs and only one arm to haul tree trunks or other heavy objects, leaving the



remaining arm to support their lumbering gait. Shocked by the sight of him, it was only when he continued
closer that the females spied his burden. Eyelids flew wide, and a cacophony of bleating arose from their
throats. Thefemaesfled, loping away. The musky scent of their fear still hung in the crisp highland air.

Tol’ chuk took no notice, but trod up the worn path toward histribe' s caves. His back and arms burned
with exertion, but thiswasasmal price for hisatrocity. He had committed the worst violation of og're
law: Anog're never killsafdlow tribe member. During war, og' res could kill og'res of other tribes, but
never of one'sown.

As he had stood over Fen’ shwa' s bloody form, he had considered running, such was his shame. But by
doing so, Tol’ chuk would dishonor his dead father. And his birth was dready enough of adisgrace for
hisfamily. How could he add to it by such cowardly actions? So he had collected Fen’ shwaand begun
his hike toward their caves, determined to face histribe' s punishment.

Ahead, at the foot of towering granite cliffs, Tol* chuk spotted the black hole of histribe shome, easy to
miss among the shadows clinging to the craggy and pocked rock face. The females had dready aerted
the village. Near the entrance to the caves, a crowd of og'res clustered—amost the entire tribe, even the
bent backs of the old and the scurrying feet of the young. A few oak staves of the warriors bristled
among them. Silence stood like atribe member among his people. One weanling pulled athumb from his
tiny mouth and pointed at Tol’ chuk, but before the child could utter a sound, his milk mother clamped a
large hand over his mouth. No one spoke when the dead walked among them.

Tol’ chuk was thankful for the silence. He would soon face those many questioning eyes again and spesk
his crime doud, but firgt, he had aduty he must discharge.

Tol’ chuk’ s heart beat hard in his chest, and his legs began to shake. But he did not falter a step before his
people. If he should hesitate, he might lose his momentum, and the growing fear could catch hold of his
heart. So he forced each foot to follow the other and marched toward his home.

One thick-limbed adult og' re burst through the wall of onlookers. He leaned on an arm as thick around
asatreetrunk. Heraised his nose to the wind carrying toward him from Tol’ chuk. Suddenly the huge
og refroze, hismusclestensed like arocky ridge. After seasons of living in dim caves, og'res vison
weakened asthey aged, but their keen sense of smell grew more acute. The adult og're raised hisfaceto
the cliff walls surrounding him and bellowed his grief, the sound shattering the sllence. He had recognized
the scent of Tol’ chuk’ s burden.

Fen’ shwa sfather knew hisson.

Tol’ chuk amost stopped. How could he confess his guilt? The muscles of hisjaw ached as he clenched
his teeth together. He kept his eyesfixed on the hole in the cliff’ sface and continued his march.

Fen’ shwa sfather galloped toward him, histhick rear legs hammering the stone escarpment. Hedidto a
stop, showering Tol’ chuk with aflurry of loose shale. He reached his free hand over to touch hisson's
limp am asit dragged aong the ground. “ Fen’ shwa?’

Tol’ chuk ignored him, as was the custom among his people. The grieving were not to be seen. He
continued to march toward the yawning entrance. But Tol’ chuk’ s sllence was answer enough to the
father. His son was not just injured— Fen’ shwawas dead. Behind him, Tol’ chuk heard a keening wall
from the father’ sthroat. He saw the other members of histribe turn their backs on the grieving father.

Now stumbling with both exhaustion and fear, Tol’ chuk swept through the parting crowd of og'res. No
one touched him, no one hindered him: Let death pass quickly by. He carried his burden through the
entrance into the darkness of the caves.



Theroof of the large common chamber stretched beyond the reach of even the scattered cooking fires.
But fingers of rock dripped from the ceiling to point accusingly toward him. With his head bowed, he
worked hisway through the cooking section of thevillage. A few females stood hunched by ther fires,
wide eyes reflecting back the twitching flames of their hearths.

He crossed the living areas of the various families. Smaler entrancesjutted off the common spaceto the
private warrens of each family. Maes of the tribe poked their heads out suspicioudy as he passed, fearful
that someone sought to steal one of their females. But when they saw what he carried, they disappeared
back ingde, fearful that desth might hop into their warren.

As he passed the opening to hisown family’ s caves, no og' re peeked outsde. He wasthe last of his
family. His home caves echoed emptily since hisfather had gone to the spirits four winters ago.

Tol’ chuk ignored the familiar scent of his home. He knew where he had to go before he could rest his
responsi bility—to the cavern of the spirits.

He continued to the deepest and blackest section of the cavern. Here aditlike opening cracked the back
wall of the cavern from floor to celling. For the first time during histrek, he dragged to a stop, frozen by
the sight of that opening. The last time he had neared this dark path had been when hisfather had fallen
during a battle with the Ku' uklatribe. Tol’ chuk had been too young to go with the warriors. When they
returned, no onetold him hisfather had died during the fight.

He had been playing toddledarts with a child still too young to fear and loathe him when they had
dragged hisfather’'s speared body past him. He had stood there stunned, atoddledart in hishand, asthey
hauled the last member of hisfamily into the black crack on itsjourney to the cavern of the spirits

beyond.

Now Tol’ chuk had to walk this path. Before hislegs grew roots of fear and locked him in place, he
pulled his burden closer to his chest and continued. He was forced by the bulk of hisburden to turn
Sdewaysto edge into the narrow dit. He squeezed down the black path, holding his breeth. Siding his
back on onewall, he traveled the well-worn path until aweak blue glow flowed from beyond abend in
the corridor ahead. The light seemed to sap the strength from hislegs and arms. Hisresolve faltered. He
began to quake.

Then avoice whispered from ahead. “ Come. We wait.” Tol’ chuk ssumbled in midstep. It wasthe voice
of the Triad. He had hoped to drop the body in the spirit chamber and dip off to confess his atrocity to
thetribe. The Triad were seldom seen. These ancient ones, blind with age, dwelled deep within the
mountain’s heart. Only for the most solemn ceremonies would the Triad crawl from their residence
beyond the spirit cavesto join the og'retribe.

Now the three ancient og' reswaited for him. Did the Triad dready know hisfoulness?
“Come, Tal’ chuk.” Thewordstrailed to him from ahead like an eyelessworm searching for light.

Tol’ chuk dragged hisfeet toward the voice. He held the air trapped in his chest. Hisgrip on Fen'shwa's
body grew dippery with sour sweet. Findly, the narrow path widened, and the stone walls pulled back.
Hewas ableto twist forward again and walk straight.

With hisarms trembling under Fen’ shwa sweight, he heaved into the chamber of the spirit. The cavern,
lit by blue-flamed torches, stretched away to ablack eye onthefar side, the entranceto the Triad's
domain. No og're except the ancient ones and the dead traveled that path.

Tol’chuk trembled at the edge of the cavern. He had only ventured to this chamber oncein his



life—during his naming ceremony when he was four winters of age. That day, one of the Triad hed
branded him with the cursed name He-who-wal ks-li ke-a-man—a shame he had had to bear for twelve
Winters now.

He had hoped never to step into the spirit-wrought cavern again, but Tol’ chuk had been taught the
custom. The og're dead were |€eft in this chamber, away from the eyes of the tribe. What became of their
bodies was never even whispered or questioned. To talk of the dead could draw tragedy to a hearth.

The deceased were the Triad' s concern.

Tol’ chuk took asingle step into the chamber. In the center of the cavern, the three ancient ones hunched
like rocky out-croppings sprouting from the stone floor. Naked and gnarled, more bone than flesh, the
trio waited.

A voicerose from one of the Triad, though Tol’ chuk could not say which one spoke. It seemed like the
words flowed from al three. “Leave the dead.”

Tol’ chuk meant to lower Fen’ shwa' s body gently to the stone, to offer as much respect to hisdain tribe
member as possible so as not to offend the gods. But his muscles betrayed him, and Fen’ shwa s body
tumbled from his exhausted arms. The skull hit the stone with aloud crack that echoed acrossthe
chamber.

Cringing, Tol’ chuk bent his back into proper og' re form. His duty done, he began to step back toward
the narrow path, away from the Triad.

“No. That path isno longer open to you.” Again the voice carried through the air from all three og'res.
“Y ou have harmed one of your tribe.”

Tol’ chuk stopped. His eyesfixed on the worn rock. The ancient ones knew of hisviolation of the law.
Words dipped from hislips. “I didn’t mean to kill—"

“Only one path is open to you now.”

Tol’ chuk raised his head just enough to spy the hunched forms. Three arms were raised and pointed
toward the distant black eye, the tunnel that no og' re except the Triad entered.

“Y ou walk the path of the dead.”

MOGWEED HID IN THE SHADOW OF A HUGE BOULDER AND stared east toward the
mountains. Fardale, with his keener senses, had gone ahead to scout the route forward. After crossing
the golden meadows of the low foothills, they had reached a more rocky and treacherous terrain.
Gnarled oaks and an occasional spray of pine dotted the higher foothills, but spiked hawthorn bushes
covered most of the dusty ground. Luckily, after struggling through rocky gulches and up steep dliffs,
Fardae had come upon amore hospitable path leading up to the peaks. Thetrail was awelcome sight.
Ever cautious, Fardde ingsted on investigating the trall before trusting it.

After the day’ sjourney, Mogweed' s clothes stank of sweat and clung awkwardly. He picked at them
and wondered how humanstolerated living in the drapings. He closed his eyes and willed the change,
wishing for the familiar fed of flowing flesh and bending bone. But as usud, nothing happened; the
manlike form persisted. He swore under his breath and opened his eyes and looked east. Somewhere
out there lay the cure to the curse on both him and Fardale.

Sweating from the climb, he stared longingly at the cold snow that tipped the tallest peak on the horizon,



snow that even the hottest summer sun had failed to met. The mountain, called the Great Fang of the
North, towered over its many brethren. The range of craggy peaks, named the Teeth, ran from the frozen
|ce Desart in the north to the Barren Wastes of the south, splitting the land in two.

Raising ahand to shade his eyes, Mogweed searched the range of mountains south. Somewhere
thousands of leagues away rose this Fang’ stwin sister, the Great Fang of the South. From here, the
southern Fang remained beyond the horizon. Even though countless leagues separated the peaks, rumor
had it that if someone stood on the top of each Fang they could speak to one another. Even whispers
could be sent back and forth, spanning the distance.

Mogweed frowned at such a preposterous notion. He had more important concernsthan achild’'s
fantasy. He hugged hisarms around his chest and stared with a bitter expression at the wall of pesks,
beyond which stretched the lands of the human race—territories he feared to tread, but knew he must.

Clouds began to build among the peeks, caught on the crags as the wind blew eastward. The snowy tip
of the Great Fang was blotted out as black clouds churned. Lightning played among the thunderheads. If
he and Fardale were to cross the Teeth before winter set its frozen hand upon the land, they needed to
hurry.

Mogweed searched for his brother among the scraggly trees and brush. What was keeping that fool ? A
worry gnawed at his somach. What if his brother had run off, abandoning him to this barren countrysde?

Asif he had heard him, Fardale suddenly appeared at the foot of the rocky dide. Anxious, panting from a
sudden run, dancing on his paws, Fardale stared up toward M ogweed, requesting contact. Mogweed

opened up.

Even from here, the wolf’ s eyes glowed amber. Farda € s thoughts whispered in hishead: The stink of
carrion rotting in the sun. Racing legs pursued by gnashing teeth. An arrow’ s flight through the
open sky. Hunters approached.

Men? Even though he gppeared aman himsdlf and would likely have to interact with men during the long
journey ahead, Mogweed was in no hurry to meet any. He had secretly hoped to avoid the eyes of men,
at least until they had passed through the Teeth.

Mogweed did down the rocky gradeto join his brother. “Where do we hide?’
Racing legs. Pads cut by sharp stone. Fardale wanted them to run—and quickly.

Mogweed' slegs ached. The thought of fleeing through this rugged terrain sapped hiswill. He sagged.
“Why can’t we hole up somewhere until they pass, then return to the trail 7’

Razor teeth. Claws. Wide nostrils swelling for scent.

Mogweed tensed. Sniffersl Here? How? In the wild forest, the beasts traveled in packs. Ravenousin
their appetites, the creatures used their keen sense of smdll to track down isolated S’ luraand attack. He
had not known the beasts could be domesticated by humans. “Where do we go?’

Fardde sivung around and bounded up thetrail, histail flagging the way.

Mogweed hefted his pack higher on his shoulder and took off after his brother. Histired joints protested
the sudden exertion. But the thought of the davering sniffers and the beasts' shredding teeth drove
Mogweed past his aches.

Asherounded abend in thetrail, he saw Fardae stopped just ahead, his nose reading the air. Suddenly



the wolf darted to the left, abandoning thetrail.

With agroan, Mogweed pushed past abramble bush, thornstearing at his clothes, and followed his
brother. Scrambling up a steep dope of sharp stones and loose dirt, Mogweed soon found himsalf
crawling on dl fourslike hiswolf brother. The footing was treacherous. M ogweed kept dipping and
losing hard-won ground.

Gasping between dry lips, Mogweed stared up to the crest of the dope. Fardale had aready reached the
top and stood with his muzzle raised to the breeze. Damn this awkward body! Mogweed dug his raw
fingersinto the dirt and clawed hisway upward. Slowly he fought the dope, careful where he placed
each toe and hand. As he worked, afamiliar buzzing bloomed behind his ears. Fardale sought contact.
Grimacing, Mogweed raised his eyesto meset his brother’s,

Fardale was crouched at thelip of theridge, his eyes aglow. With the contact established, hisbrother’s
imagesflowed into him: Teeth slashing at heels. A noose of hemp strangling. The hunterswere closing
in.

Fear igniting his effort, Mogweed scrambled up the last few spans of the dope. He crawled up next to his
brother. “Wh-wh-where are they?’

Fardae turned away and pointed his nose east toward the mountains.

Mogweed searched. Thetrail they had left wound among the steep foothills, aworn track disappearing
into the wilder country of the peaks. “Where—?" He clapped hislips shut.

He spotted movement on thetrail, much closer than he had expected!

Men dressed in forest green, with bows dung over their shoulders and sheaves of arrows feathering their
backs, marched down the trail. Mogweed melted lower. Three sniffers, attached by |eather leads and
muzzled iniron, strained againgt their master’ syoke. Even from this distance, M ogweed could seethe
wide nogtrils fanning open and closed within the iron muzzles as the sniffers drank the scent of thetrall.
Bulky with muscle and naked of fur, with skin the color of bruised flesh, they fought their leashes. Claws
dug at thetrail. Mogweed saw one pull back itslipsin asnarl as another bumped into it, reveding the
four rows of needle fangsthat gnashed between powerful jaws.

Mogweed lowered himsdlf closer to the ground. “ Go!” he whispered to his brother. “What are you
waiting for?’

Suddenly ashrieking wail erupted around them, echoing through the hills. Mogweed knew that wail. He
had heard it sometimes at night coming from the deep forest. A sniffer screamed for blood!

Farda € s eyes glowed toward him. Imagesintruded: A weanling pup scolded for mewling at night,
revealing a hidden den. A nose glued to a trailing scent. The sniffers had caught Fardale' s scent on
the upper trail.

Mogweed hit back avenomous rebuke as Fardale sprang away. He raced after hisbrother’ stail. The
run was ablur of scraped skin and bruising fals. Screams chased them, but from how far behind was
impossibleto judge.

Using an old dry creek bed as atrail, Fardae led the way higher into the foothills. The water-smoothed
rock that lined the dry bed made dippery footing. Mogweed' s boots betrayed him, and a hedl twisted on
ateatering sone. Hefdl to hisknees, hisankleflaring hotly.

Mogweed fought back to hisfeet asawail erupted behind him. The beasts were getting closer! Fardale



danced anxioudly just ahead. Mogweed tried to put weight on hisinjured foot, but red agony flared up his
leg. Hetried hobbling across the uneven surface and fell again. “1 can’t run!” he caled to his brother.

Fardale raced to him and sniffed &t his boot.

“Don’'t leave,” Mogweed moaned.

Fardaleraised his eyesto meet Mogweed's. Two wolves, back to back, protecting.
A scream echoed from behind them and was answered by another wall, closer still.
“What are we to do?’

A pack chasing a deer over acliff. A flight of ducks taking to wing.

“What?" Fardale made no sense. Had his brother aready been in thiswolf shape too long? Wasthe
wildness of the wolf overtaking his s’ lura soul? Mogweed winced with pain, his shoulders hunched up in
trepidation. “'Y ou send gibberish!”

A she-wolf leads a litter . Fardale twisted away and started to climb out of the shallow creek bed. He
glanced behind to Mogweed.

Mogweed pushed up onto oneleg, using just the toe of his other boot for balance. He snatched a handful
of Fardal€e stail. Between hishopping and Fardal€ s yanking, he scrambled out of the creek bed. But it
took time, and Mogweed' s lips were pulled thin with pain. Once up, he collapsed againgt the trunk of a
pine, gasping. “Maybe we should stay put,” he said. “Climb atree. Wait for the hunters. In these forms,
they may not know usass’lura”

Fardal€ s eyes narrowed. The eye of an owl. Flesh torn from bone.

Mogweed groaned. But, of course, Fardale was right. These were forest men of the Western Reaches,
not so easily tricked. Their only hope lay in avoiding men until they crossed the Teeth. It had been
hundreds of winters since their people had ventured out of the forests and into the eastern lands. With
luck, men on the far Sde of the Teeth would have forgotten the 5’ lura.

A scream echoed up from the lower washes of the creek bed.
Racing legs! The scent of the nearby pack. A mother’s teat near one's nose.

Mogweed shoved off the tree. He hobbled beside his brother, one hand planted on Fardale€' s shoulder
for support. It was dow progress, but as his brother had hinted, they didn’t have far to go.

Fardae helped Mogweed over arise to where even the thorn bushes failed to grow. Beyond therise,
only granite and shale spread before them, weatherworn rock where once an ancient glacier had carved
apath through thisregion. Steep hills of gray rock were etched with black crevices.

The barren sight sucked hope from Mogweed' s chest. “No,” he whispered to the tumble of rock and
shale. His brother was crazy! He stumbled back from the blighted area. “I would rather take my chances
with the sniffers.” Mogweed turned eyes of disbdlief toward Fardae.

A fledgling caught in a tanglebriar, its young blood sucked through piercing thorns until it lay still
. Behind lay certain death. A raging river beyond which the pack howled. Asdangerousasit may
seem, ahead lay a chance.

Suddenly awail erupted behind them, and now even the crashing of hunter’ s boots could be heard. A



voice caled out, echoing up from the hidden creek bed. “Lookie here! Seethem tracks! Looks like them
shape-shifters climbed out right here. C'mon, Blackie. Git a ‘em!” The crack of ahand whip and the
howl of the sniffers speared through the thin air. “ Git them damn shifters!”

Fardal€ seyesdrilled into Mogweed, full of satisfaction. Fardale had been proven right. The keening
frenzy of the sniffers had derted the forest huntersto what scent had caught the beadt’ s attention: s’ lura.
Or in thefoul, thick-tongued language of the humans—shape-shifters.

A moan escaped Mogweed' s clenched teeth. Why had he ever left hisforest home? He should have just
stayed and tried to make the best of it. So what if he remained an outcast? He would at least have
urvived.

But in histrembling heart, Mogweed knew the journey was necessary. The thought of being forever
trgpped in this one shape for dl time scared him more than the howling sniffers or what might lie ahead.

Baanced on one boot, weak words tumbled from Mogweed'slips. “Go... let’sgo.”

With Fardal€' s shoulders for support, Mogweed and his brother crossed the threshold of thorn bushes
and entered the land of scarred rock, aland al those of the Western Reaches knew to avoid: the land of
theog'res.

Tol’ chuk balked at stepping farther into the cham-ber of the spirits. He stood silently with Fen’shwa's
body sprawled at hisfeet. Thetrio of ancient og’ res dowly swung and marched with bent backs toward
the distant tunndl. Wordstrailed back to him from the Triad. * Follow. Thisisyour path now.”

Tol’ chuk had known he' d be punished for his assault on Fen’ shwa. Og're law was strict and often brutal .
But this? He stared at the black eyein the far wall, the entrance to the path of the dead. He now
regretted his choice in returning Fen’ shwa s body. He should have just fled into the wilds.

The last of the skeletd old og' res crept within the far tunnel. A single word echoed to him. “ Come.”

Advancing into the chamber of the spirits, Tol’ chuk straightened his back and pulled upright. He had
dishonored histribe and no longer deserved to appear asan og're. The need for pretense had died with
Fen’ shwa. He stepped over the body of histribe member and crossed the cavern. Torches of blue flame
hissed a him. His many shadows writhed on the walls as he passed, like twisted demons mocking his

gait.
At the entrance to the tunndl, before hisfright could drive him away howling, he bowed his head and
pushed into the darkness. The scrape and shuffle of the ancient og' resled him farther into the bowels of

their mountain home. No torches marked the walls here, and after rounding abend in the tunnd,
blackness swalowed him up. Only the scrape of claw on stone guided him forward.

Down this stone throat, his dead father’ s body had been swallowed, dragged by the Triad to the land of
the spirits. Now, like hisfather, it was Tol’ chuk’ s punishment to travel this path. He was as dead as
Fen’ shwato his people.

Whet lay at the tunnel’ s end was known only to the Triad. For asfar back as Tol’ chuk could remember,
the members of the Triad had never changed. He had once asked hisfather what happened if any of the
Triad died. Hisfather had boxed him aside and mumbled that he didn’t know since no member of the
Triad hed died during hislifetime.

Tol’ chuk knew little € se about the three elders. To speak of them was frowned upon. Like mentioning
the name of the dead, it was considered sour luck. Still, the Triad were a congtant in the life of the tribe.



Old and crookbacked, the three og' res guarded the spiritual well-being of his people.
Only they and the dead knew what lay at the end of this black tunnel.

Tol’ chuk’ s feet began to dow as dread clutched his heart. His breathing rasped from his constricted
throat, and a pain began to gnaw at his side. He crept more dowly down the twisting course asthe air
grew warm and dank. A whispering odor of salt and crusted mold penetrated hiswide nostrils.

As he continued, the tunnel closed more tightly around him, asif trying to grab him and hold him from
retreating. His head scraped the stone of the ceiling. Itstouch sent shivers through his skin. He bowed his
head away from the roof. The tunnel continued to lower as he wound into the depths of the mountain’s
heart. Findly, Tol’ chuk was forced to hunker down and use the knuckles of his hand for support,
returning again to an og' re’ s shuffling gait.

Tol’ chuk’ s knuckles were scraped and raw from crawling by the time agreenish light began glowing from
the tunnel ahead. As he dragged himsdlf forward, the light grew. He squinted in the light after solong in
darkness.

The end of the tunnd must be near.

Deeper down the tunnel, the path began to widen again, and the source of the glow became clear. The
walls of the tunnd crawled with thousands of thumb-sized glowworms emanating a pale green glow the
color of pond scum. The worms undulated and throbbed, some in bunchestangled like roots, some on
solitary trailsthat left an incandescent dime.

The mass of worms on the walls thickened and spread. As he continued, even the floor eventualy
churned with their grublike bodies. Dark splotches of crushed glowworms marked the footprints of the
ancient og'res. Tol’ chuk followed, trying to place hisfeet in the same steps as the others. Squashing the
wormswith his bare feet disgusted him. The sight of the writhing bodies made his ssomach tighten.

With his attention on the worms, he was well into alarge cavern before he was even aware of leaving the
tunndl. Only the guttura intoning of the Triad drew his attention. The three og' reswere huddled ina
group, facing each other with heads bowed.

His eyes glanced beyond the Triad, and beheld atowering arch of ruby heartstone. Tol’ chuk fell to his
knees. Heart-stone was ajewd that the mountain seldom released to the miners. Thelast heartstone
discovered, adiver of jewel no larger than a sparrow’ s eye, had caused such a tir among the og' res that
atribal war had begun for its possession. That war had killed hisfather.

The towering span dwarfed the three og' res huddled beforeit. Tol’ chuk gawked at the bulk of
heartstone, his neck straining back to see the distant peak of the arch.

Carved into countless facets, the surface reflected back the worm glow into countless colors, hues so
stunning that his rough tongue had no way of describing them. He stood, basking in the light.

Where before the 00zing sheen of the glowworms had sickened him, the reflected light now stirred
something deep in his chest, penetrating even to the red core of hisbones, and for thefirgt timein hislife,
Tol’ chuk felt whole. He sensed his spirit in every speck of hisbody. The bathing glow, like a cascading
waterfdl, washed clean the shame hefdt in hisbody. He found his back straightening more fully than he
had ever alowed it. Muscles knotted since he was young unclenched. He found hisarmsraising ashe
stretched his back up.

He was not a half-breed, not a fractured spirit. He was whole!



Tears coursed down hisface as he sensed his compl ete spirit and the beauty his skin and bone hid. He
breathed the radiant air deeply, drawing the reflected glow into him. He never wanted to move from
where he stood. Here he could die.

Let the Triad cut my throat, he thought. Let my lifeblood sweep the worms from around my feet. Bone
and muscle were just acage, while his spirit buried within could not be sundered by ax or dagger. It was
whole and awayswould be!

He wanted nothing more of life than this moment, but othersintruded.
“Tol chuk.”

His name only skittered at the edge of his awareness, but like a pebble dropped into a till pool, the word
rippled away his sense of well-being.

His name was repeated. “Tol’ chuk.”

His neck twisted in the direction of the voice. As he moved, histranquility shattered. He shook his head,
searching for what he had lost. But it failed to return. The heartstone arch continued to spark and glint,
but nothing more.

Tol’ chuk’ s back began to bow, muscles knotting, as he discovered the three pairs of eyes studying him.
“Now it starts.” The Triad’ s voice was more amoan than words.
Tol’ chuk bowed his head. His heart thundered in fear.

One of the Triad crossed to him. He felt hiswrist gripped by the bony paw of the og're. Tol’ chuk’ s hand
was raised, and something cool and hard was placed in his pam. The og’ re backed away.

“See” the Triad commanded. Again the word seemed to come from al three, like ahiss of wind
between narrow cliffs.

Tol’ chuk glanced to what lay heavy on hispam. It was achunk of heartstone the size of agoat’s head.
“Whet... what isthis?’ His own voice sounded so loud in the chamber that Tol’ chuk bowed his head
fromthenoise.

The answer swirled from the clustered og'res. “It isthe Heart of the Og' res, the spirit of our people given
form.”

Tol’ chuk’ strembling hand almost dropped the stone. He had heard whispers of thisrock. A heartstone
that conveyed the spirits of the og' resto the next land. He held the rock out toward the Triad, Sraining
for themto take it away.

“Stare.” Their eyes seemed to glow in theworm light. “ Stare deep within the rock.”

Swallowing to wet his scratchy throat, he raised the stone toward his eyes. Though it glinted athick red
hue, it failed to spark and shine the way the arch did. He stared at the rock and failed to see anything of
conseguence. Confused, he began to lower the stone.

“Search beneath its surface,” their voices hissed again.

Tol’ chuk clenched his face and narrowed his eyes. He concentrated on the heartstone. Though of
exceptiond size, it seemed an ordinary jewd. What did they want of him?If they wanted him dead, why
fool with this? Just as his eyes started to turn away again, he spotted it. A flaw in the core of therock. A



black blemish buried deep within the jeweled facets. “What is—?" Suddenly the flaw moved! At first he
thought he had shifted the stone himsdlf. But as he watched, he saw the dark mass buried deep in the
stone spasm once again. Frozen with fear, thistime he knew he had not moved.

He squinted and held the rock higher to the light. He now saw what the layers of jewel tried to hide.
Deep inthe rock was aworm. It could be acousin of the wigglers coating the cavern walls, but thisone
was as black asthe flaming oil found in pools degp under the mountain. What wasthis cresture?

Asif the Triad had read his thoughts, an answer was given. “It isthe Bane. It feasts on the spirits of our
dead asthey enter the sacred stone.”

Three arms pointed to the Heart. “ That is the true end to the path of the dead—in the belly of aworm.”

Tol’ chuk’ s lips grimaced to expose his short fangs. How could this be? He had been taught that the og're
dead, assisted by the Triad, passed through the stone to anew world and life. He hefted the stone with
its black heart. He had been taught alie! Thisiswhereit al ended. “1 don’t understand.”

The Triad continued. “An og're, many lifetimes ago, betrayed an oath to the land’ s spirit. For this
betrayal, we were cursed by the Bane.

Tal’ chuk lowered the heartstone and hung his head. “Why tdl medl this?’
TheTriad remained Slent.

A deep rumble shook the mountain roots, thunder from the distant top of the peak, what the og'res
cdled “the mountain’svoice.” Thethreastening winter storm had findly struck.

Asthe echo died away, the Triad’ swords flowed again. “Y ou are magra, of proper age. Eventhe
mountain calsfor you.”

Heraised his eyestoward the ancient og'res. “Why me?’
“You are og're and notog're. Spirits of two peoples mix in you.”
“I know,” Tal’ chuk said. “ Ahdf-breed. Og're and human.”

Thetrio of og'res swung their eyestoward one another, quietly conferring. Tol’ chuk’ s ears strained
toward them. Vague whisperings escaped their huddled mass, lone words and scattered phrases: “...
lies... heknowsnoat... the book of blood... crysta fangs...” A fina phrase dippedto hisear: “... the
gonewill kill thewit' ch.”

Tol’ chuk waited, but no other words reached him. His heart thundered in his chest. He could not stand
dlent. “What do you want of me?” Hiswords boomed in the quiet cavern.

Thetrio turned three sets of eyes on him, then their answer flowed to him: * Free our spirits. Kill the
Bane”

MOGWEED AND FARDALE HUDDLED UNDER AN OUTCROPyping of rock. The shelf of stone
offered little shdlter, but the late afternoon storm had struck so suddenly and savagely that no other refuge
could be found in these barren lands of the og'res.

Arms of lightning grabbed the mountain pesk and shook the rock. Booming thunder crushed them both
deeper under the stone roof. Whistling winds swept down from the heights, driving ahard rain.



After the hunters had balked at following them into the og' re land, Mogweed had assumed that the only
risk of death lay in achance meeting with one of the hulking denizens of these barren pesks.

He had not thought to worry about the weether.

Tiny freezing drops stung Mogweed' s exposed skin like the bite of wasps. “We must seek a better
shelter,” Mogweed said as Fardde shook histhick coat. “We |l freeze to desth by nightfall.”

Fardde kept his back to Mogweed, staring out into the rainswept gullies and cliffs. He seemed oblivious
to the cold rain duicing down from the cloud-choked skies. Like the feathers of agoose, hisfur smply
shed the rain, while Mogweed' s clothes absorbed the dampness and held its cold touch firm to his skin.

Mogweed s teeth chattered, and his swollen ankle throbbed in his soggy boot. “We need & |least afire,”
hesad.

Fardale turned his eyesto Mogweed, their amber glow more cold than warm. An image codesced, a
waning: An eagle’ s eye spies the wagging tail of a foolish squirrel.

Mogweed pulled farther under the rocky overhang. “Do you redly think the og' res would spy our fire?
Surely this storm has driven them deep within their caves.”

Fardae scanned the rocky terrain slently.

Mogweed did not press his brother. The cold was much less athreat than aband of og'res. Mogweed
dipped his bag from his shoulder and plopped it on the floor of their shelter. He crouched down in an
acove farthest from the wind and the rain and hugged his kneesto his chest, trying to offer the smalest
target co the bitter gusts. For the thousandth time this day, he wished for even aniota of hisformer skills.

If only | could change into abear form, he thought, then thisrain and cold would be nothing but an
inconvenience. He stared at his brother’ s shaggy figure and grimaced. Fardale had aways been the
luckier of the twin brothers. Life had smiled on him with even hisfirst breath. Born first, Fardale had been
declared heir to their family’ s properties. To match this position, Fardale was gifted with the tongue of an
orator, knowing the exact thing to say when it needed saying. Whispers of his potentia to become
elder’root of the tribe were soon bandied about. But Mogweed always seemed to say the wrong thing at
the worgt time and chafed his clansfolk with each movement of histongue. Few sought his company or
coundil.

All this, while grating, was not what had truly bothered M ogweed about his brother. What drove
Mogweed to shaking rages was Fardal€’ s smple acceptance of their cursed birth.

Born asidentical twinsin aworld of shape-shifters, their birth had been a cause of excitement and
celebration. Twins had been born to the s’ lura before, but never identical ones. Mogweed and Fardade
werethefirst. No onewas able to tell them gpart, not even their parents. Each brother was the exact
twin of the other.

Among the clan, the brothers wereinitially anovelty and adelight. But the brothers had soon learned that
whenever onetwin dtered hisform, his brother’ s body would spontaneoudy warp to match and maintain
their identica natures, whether this change was welcome or not. Thisled to an ongoing war of control. If
one twin should let his concentration weaken, hisform was open to unexpected shifts by the other
brother’ swill. In aworld where freedom of form was smply amatter of life, Mogweed and Fardale
were chained together by birth.

Wherethisburden in life was smply accepted by Fardale, Mogweed had grown hitter, never content to



stomach their fate. He had devoured old texts of their people, searching for away to sunder the chains
that tied brother to brother. And eventually he had discovered away, a secret known only to the ancient
S’luraof the deep forest.

Mogweed sighed doud. If only | had been more cautious—

From an ancient worm-eaten text, he had discovered alittle-known fact of 5’ luranature: When two
S’luralovers were entwined in mating, neither partner could shift at the pesk of their passionatefire.
Mogweed had pondered this revelation for many moons. He sensed that akey to freeing himsdlf from
Farda€e syoke might liein thissmall fact. Then aplan began to swell in hismind.

He knew that his brother had been courting ayoung femae, the third daughter of the elder’ root. Most

S’ luraover time developed a predilection for a certain form, and she had a preference for the shape and
speed of thewolf. Thisyoung she-wolf, with her long legs and snow-white fur, had caught Fardae seye.
Soon talk of aunion wasin the mouths of many gossps.

As his brother’ s romance bloomed, M ogweed clung to shadows. Here, perhaps, lay achance. He
studied, plotted, and waited.

One night, under afull moon, his patience won out. Mogweed crept after his brother and from the cover
of anearby bush watched Fardal€ s ddliance with the lithe she-wolf. His brother nuzzled and coaxed the
young female, her white fur aglow in the moonlight. She returned Fardal€ s affection and soon stood for
him. As Mogweed spied, Fardale mounted her, at first tenderly, with sweet nips a her ears and throat,
then with riang passon.

Mogweed waited until acharacteristic howl escaped his brother’ s throat—then acted. Mogweed willed
his own body to shift into that of aman, praying that his brother would be locked by histhroes of passon
into his present wolf form.

His plan succeeded. ..
Under the rocky overhang in the land of the og' res, Mogweed stared at the pale skin of his hands.
His plan had succeeded too well!

That cursed night, Mogweed had shifted into the form of aman, while Fardale had remained awolf. But
Mogweed soon learned that the cost of breaking their identical natures came with a price—a steep price.

Neither brother could shift again. Both brothers were eterndly trapped in these separate shells.
If only he had been more cautious. ..

Nearby, Fardale growled in threat, drawing Mogweed' s attention fully back to the present. His brother’s
hackles were raised, and his ears were pulled flat to hislowered head. The rumbling growl again flowed
from Fardal€ sthroat.

Mogweed scooted closer to his brother. “What isit? Og'res?” Even bringing the nameto hislips caused
atrembleto shiver through him.

Suddenly ablack-skinned creature stalked from out of the sheets of rain directly in front of them. Aniron
muzzle hung loose around its neck, and a broken chain dragged behind it. It lowered its head to match
Fardae s stance, its claws dug into the rock.

A aniffer!



It must have escaped the hunters and continued its own hunt. Mogweed backed behind Fardale, but the
wolf offered little protection. Fardae weighed only afraction of the snarling predator’ s massive bulk, a
mewling pup before a bear.

The beast’ s shoulders bunched with thick muscle. Free of the iron muzzle, the sniffer opened itsjaws,
exposing rows of jagged teeth. It howled at them, its cry challenging the thunder among the mountain

peaks.
Thenit lunged.

Tol’ chuk pushed the heartstone clutched in his hand toward the closest of the ancient og'res. Hisown
heart felt as heavy in his chest astherock in hishand. “I don’t know what you ask. How can | possibly
destroy the Bane?”’

Thetrio stood stone-till and slent. Three pairs of eyes studied him. He fdlt asif hisvery boneswere
being read and judged. Findly, words droned toward him. “Y ou are the one.”

Tol’ chuk did not want to dishonor histribe s elders, but surely they were mad with age. “Who? Who do
you think lam?’

He received no answer, just their unblinking stare.

The leagues of rock over Tol’ chuk’s head seemed to pressdown a him. “Please. | am only half og're.
The task you ask should be given to one of thewarriors, afull-blood. Why me?’

Words again flowed to him. “Y ou are the last descendant of the Oathbreaker, he who betrayed the land
and cursed our people with the Bane.”

Tol’ chuk felt hisarms weaken. Would his shame never end? Not only was he cursed as a haf-breed, but
if the Triad spoke true, he was aso the offspring of the corrupt og’ re who had damned his people. He
found no words to answer this accusation, only denid, hisvoice awhisper. “This... this cannot betrue.”

The granite of the mountains edged the Triad' stone. “Y ou, son of Len’ chuk, are the end of an ancient
lineage. Thelast of the Oathbreaker’s seed.”

“But... what do you mean | am the lastof his seed?’

“At your naming, an old healer examined you. Y our mixed blood has corrupted your seed. Y ou cannot
fether og're offspring.”

Tearsthreatened to well; SO many secrets. “Why was| not told all this?”

His question wasignored. Their next words had the bite of command in them. “Y ou arethelast. You
must restore the honor to your blood by correcting your ancestor’ s betraya.”

Tol’ chuk closed his eyes and clutched the black-hearted stone in his hand. Histongue caught in his
throat. “Wheat did this Oathbresker do?’

The Triad withdrew inward again, necks bent, conferring among themselves. After severd slent
heartbeats, awhisper of words passed to him. “We do not know.”

“Then how am | to correct it?’

The words repeated. “We do not know.”



Tol’ chuk’seyes crinkled in confusion. “Then how am | to find out?’
“Y ou must leave our lands with the Heart. Seek your answers beyond the Spirit Gate.”

Tol’ chuk heard nothing past the word leave. His shoulders shuddered at the thought. Thiswas what he
had most dreaded when he killed Fen’ shwa: banishment. To be forced to leave his homelands for the
larger world, aworld that hated and feared his people. Tol’ chuk shrank under their stares. “Where do |
go?

Three arms raised and pointed fingers to the massve arch of ruby heartstone. “ Through the Spirit Gate.”
Tol’ chuk’ s brows bunched. It was solid rock. How could he pass through there?

“Come.” Two of the ancient og' res crossed to the arch. One took up apost by the left foot of the arch,
while another crossed dowly to theright foot. The third member of the Triad took Tol’ chuk by the wrist
and guided him toward the open arch.

“What am | supposed to do?’ Tol’ chuk asked in atremulous voice.

The og're beside him spoke. Broken from the others, hisvoice had atrace of warmth, more like astern
father. “Before the Bane appeared, the Gate collected the spirits from the Heart and carried them to the
next world. Like the spirits, you must hold your desire firm, and the Gate will take you where you need to
be. It isforetold that when the last descendant of the Oathbreaker crosses through the Spirit Gate, he will
find the path to free our spirits.”

Tol’ chuk nodded to the arch. “But I’ m not aspirit. | can’t pass through solid rock.”
“Y ou need not be agpirit.”
“Then how?’

No answer was given, but alow intoning arose from the og' res bowed at each foot of the sweeping
stone arch. The thrumming of their voices seemed to sweep to Tal’ chuk’ s marrow. Hefet adightly
giddy sensation. His ears buzzed, and the heartstone in his hand resonated to the og’'res humming. Ashe
watched, wide-eyed, the wall of rock contained within the heartstone arch changed. It ill appeared
outwardly the same—hard granite—but Tol’ chuk knew it was now an illusion, like the phantom reflection
of acliff in il water. It had the gppearance of rock but was no more substantial than the thin film that
watersprites skimmed across on acalm pond.

Asthe throbbing hum grew, the heartstone in his hands drew toward the Spirit Gate like amate seeking
the warmth of atouch on acold night. The sone' s gentle tugging urged hisfeet to follow. Tol’ chuk found
hislegs obeying. With hisears sill pounding to the intonations and hum, Tol’ chuk bardly noticed the old
og'releave hisside. Tol’ chuk proceeded aone toward the arch.

But wordstrailed to him from the lone member of the Triad behind him. “Listen to the heartstone. Though
blackened, it isstill our Heart. Listen, and it will guide you when it can.”

Thewords wormed through to hisfogged mind, but meaning failed to penetrate. He ignored the words.
As he stlepped close to the Gate, the vibrations swept al thoughts aside. He opened himsdlf to itstouch,
trusting the Gate to take him where he needed to be. Blind now, he took the next sep—thefirst step on
hisjourney to free his people—on faith.

As he passed through the vell of the Gate, the thrumming in his ears vanished in a heartbesat to be
replaced with the ear-splitting howl of a hunter seeking blood.



MOGWEED SCUTTLED BACKWARD AS THE SNIFFER SCREAMED and lunged. Fardale burst
from under the shelf of rock, hisfangs bared. A roaring howl exploded from the wolf’ s throat. Mogweed
had never heard such anoise from his brother. The howl iced the blood and froze the heart. Even the
sniffer balked in midcharge.

Wolf and sniffer now stood only a span apart. Each beast, head lowered, sought aweaknessin the other.

Mogweed crouched motionlessin hishiding place. A bolt of lightning struck a scraggled pine aleague up
the mountain, splitting the air with thunder. Rain swamped both combatants. The sniffer towered over
Fardale, its bulk twice that of the wolf. The razor-edged teeth, daggered claws, and sheer ferocity of the
beast €ft little doubt of who would walk away from thisfight. The only unanswered question wasiif
Mogweed could escape while the sniffer sated its hunger on Fardal€' s corpse. Mogweed searched for a
way to dip unseen from the overhang.

Suddenly, without warning, asif obeying someingtinctual sgnd, both combatants flew at each other. The
snapping of jaws and spurts of furious growls escaped the blur of black fur and bruise-colored skin.
Claws and teeth ripped flesh.

Mogweed sought to escape his hole, but as he neared the edge of the overhang, he was forced to dance
back as the fighters tumbled near. With the combatants so close, Mogweed saw gouts of blood matting
down Farda€ sfur. How much of it was Fardal€' s own wasimpossible to judge. But it was clear the
right could not last much longer.

Like the ebbing of atide, the growling battle rolled away from Mogweed' s hiding place, freeing aroute
of escape. Mogweed edged from the security of the overhang, meaning to make hisrun. The cold rain
again attacked the skin of hisface with its rough affection. Mogweed ignored its bite. He kept one eye
focused on the fight and the other on the dark path that led away among the rocks. Just as he began to
turn hisback on his brother, motion hooked hiseye.

A large boulder tumbled from above to crash near the two fighters. Its cracking impact startled the
combatants. Wolf and sniffer paused in midfight, bloody teeth poised at throat and belly.

Suddenly the boulder reached out and grabbed the sniffer.

It wasn't aboulder but an og’ re! Mogweed dashed back under the overhang and crammed himsdlf into
the darkest corner. Fardale scrambled in retreat, hindered by abroken forelimb that hung crooked and
limp. Standing on three legs, the wolf stood guard at the entrance to the shelter, protecting Mogweed
from this new threet.

From his hole, Mogweed watched the sniffer, one of the most savage predators of the Western Reaches,
torn to raw-edged pieces at the hands of the og're.

Oncefinished, till tangled in the entrails of the sniffer, the creature twisted toward them, its blunt face
scarred by splashes of black blood, its yellowed fangs bared. Steam plumed from its wide, squashed
nodtrils. It boomed, in a crude approximation of the common tongue shared by many of theland's
peoples, “Who be you trespassers?’

Tol’ chuk shook as he crouched among the shredded remains of the woodland beast, fighting his blood
lust. His claws ached to rend the wolf who still stood near, and his tongue ran thick with sdliva. The odor
of blood, with its hint of iron like freshly mined ore, tinged histhoughts. He had heard warriors of histribe
speak of the fer’ engata, the fire of the heart, during* battles, of how the scent of an enemy’ s blood
could ignite an og'reto further savagery, until al control waslogt.



Tal’ chuk felt his heart thundering in his chest, thered thunder crashing around him only a pale imitation of
his blood' s booming. Blood called for blood.

Hefought the ingtinct. Now was not the time for blind actions. Such a path he had followed earlier in the
day, and now Fen’ shwalay dead in the chamber of the spirits. His shoulders trembled, but he had
control of hismind.

Since he had seen the smal man-thing crawl under the shdlf of rock, hiswolf guarding him, Tol’ chuk
spoke in the common tongue used in trading with other mountain races. Tol’ chuk struggled with his
words. An og're sthroat was not built for the subtleties of common speech. The og' re language was
more gesture, posture, and aguttura grunting. Still, Tol’ chuk knew that there must be some reason for
the Spirit Gate sending him here. He remembered the Triad' swords: The Gate would send him where he
needed to be. The appearance of aman in the lands of his people had to be significant. Humans had not
ventured into thisterritory in ages. The skulls of the last ftill adorned the warriors' drum chamber. So
Tol’ chuk fought his tongue to form the words needed. “Who beyou?’ he repeated. “What seek you in
our lands?’

The only answer he got to his questions was alow growl from the wolf—not athreet or chalenge, but a
tentative warning.

Tol’ chuk sensed from the wolf’ s answer that the pair meant him no harm, only wished to be left alone.
But he also knew that their meeting here was not mere chance. This encounter was meant to be.

“Do not fear,” he said cdmly and dowly. “Come. Speak.”

His soft words seemed to confuse the wolf. Tol’ chuk saw the wolf glance back into the shadowed hole
under the overhang. When the wolf’ s eyes settled on his own again, Tol’ chuk noticed something strange.
Thewolf’s eyes, glowing asoft amber, had pupils ditted like his own—as unnatura for awolf ashisown
eyeswerefor an og're. Tol’ chuk also sensed an intelligence behind those bright eyes equal to hisown.

All at once, strangeimages formed in Tol’ chuk’ s head like suddenly remembered dreams.

A wolf greets another wolf nose to nose. Welcome to the pack.

MOGWEED STAY ED CROUCHED DEEP UNDER THE OV ERhang. Fardale must have struck his
head on arock during the battle with the sniffer. The cresture out there was notsi’ lural Herefused to risk
moving any closer to get a better ook at the og're' s eyes as Fardale inssted. He was not about to put
himself within arm’ sreach of the beast. He was determined to stay hidden until he died of Sarvation,
rather than have hislimbs rended as the dead sniffer’ s had been.

But the og' re' s next words gave him pause. “How beit that your wolf’ sthoughts arein my head?’ the
og'resaid in avoicethat sounded asif he had athroat packed with grating stones. “What trick be this?’

The og're could hear Fardale? Mogweed found himsalf cregping forward just enough to peek out from
the shelter. The rain had stopped, and afew breaksin the clouds brightened the streaming landscape. He
glanced toward the og' re, who stood only afew steps away. A wary expression clouded theog're's
rocky features. Wearing only aleather loincloth and apack strapped to itsleg, it hunkered among the
shreds of the sniffer. It looked like drawings he had seen of og'res, but this one did not seem so twisted
and misshapen as the etchings had suggested. Perhaps the drawings had been exaggerated. Thiswasthe
first og're he had ever seen—if it wasan og'rel

He saw the ditted eyes. Fardale wasright. Si’lura perhaps... but this creature was huge. Si’luracould



not swell their mass when atering form. Flesh wasflesh. A s’ lura sweight stayed the same no matter
which form was chosen: deer, wolf, bear, man, rok’ eagle. The bulk of the 5’ lura stayed the same.

Fardale glanced back to Mogweed. His brother’ s eyes glowed with curiosity. Fardal€' sthoughts
intruded on Mogweed: A wolf recognizes the howl of its pack.

So the og' re wassensing his brother’ s touch! Mogweed crawled forward. How wasthis possible? The
og'rewas a least three timestheir weight. No s’ lurahad ever come close to matching thissize.

“Come out, little man. Do not be afraid. | will not eat you.”

Mogweed noticed the og're’ s eyes had picked him out of the black shadows. The og're stared directly
at him now. Itsvison must be keen, heightened by lifein the caverns.

“Come.” The voice boomed.

Mogweed stayed where he was, still partially hidden behind Fardale sform. But the og’ re swords had
somewhat calmed the terror around his heart. He loosened histongue. “What do you want of us?’ he
caled out, hisvoice amere squeak when compared to theog're's.

“Come out. | then see you better.”

Mogweed tensed. Fardale turned his eyes on hisbrother. A hawk with a broken wing can’t fly. Forest
cats prowl in the bushes. Fardde hinted that they would need help if they were to passthrough og're
lands

Fardae hopped on histhree legs closer to the lumbering creature, leaving space for Mogweed to climb
out. Still Mogweed hesitated. He knew he had no choice, but hislegs refused to budge.

“I will not harm you, little man. My word be my heart.” The beast tapped a bloody claw toits chest. The
og're swords had atrace of sorrow and weariness. It was more the voice than the words that finally
freed Mogweed' slegs.

He climbed from under the overhang and straightened to face the og're. Itsflat, crushed face, with huge
nostrils and thick lips, caused Mogweed' s mouth to twist in disgust. Its mountain of muscle and bone

trapped Mogweed' s tongue.

og're was not going to attack. “Heisnot awolf. Heismy brother. | am called Mogweed.”
“I be Tal’chuk.” The og're nodded hischinin greeting. “But how be thiswolf your brother?’
“We are 3’ lura—shape-shifters. We can speak through our spirit tongues to one another.”

Tol’ chuk stumbled back a step. His voice cracked acrossthe stone. “ Y ou be tu'tural Decelvers. Stealers
of babied”

Mogweed cringed. Why were his people so persecuted? A twinge of anger penetrated hisfear. “That is
alie! We are smply a people of the forest, and much maligned by the other races. We harm no one and

live our lives peacefully.”

Mogweed swords sunk visibly into the og' re. Mogweed saw Tol’ chuk narrow his eyesin thought.
When he spoke again, his voice was softer. “I hear truth in your words. | be sorry. | hear bad stories.”

“Not dl talesaretrue.”



The og' re sagged, and his shoulders Sumped. “1 be taught that many times today.”
“We only mean to pass through here. That beast you killed drove usinto your lands. Please let us pass.”

“I will not stop you. But you will not survivein our lands done. The og' retribeswill hunt you down
before you clear the pass.”

Mogweed winced.
A pack grows stronger asit growsin size.

Mogweed found himsalf nodding, but he could not take his eyes from the long fangs of the og' re before
him. Let’ sjust hope, he thought, that the pack doesn’t get eaten by one of its members.

Tol’ chuk stared acrossthefire at the two brothers. They had traveled well into the night before finally
stopping to rest the few hours until daybreak. The wolf-brother already lay curled with his nose tucked
under asodden tail. The splinted forelimb stuck out and pointed at the crackling fire. Tol’ chuk watched
his even breathing. Fardale was fast adeep.

Movement caught Tol’ chuk’ s eyes. The other brother lay wrapped in ablanket on the far sde of thefire,
but from the open eyesreflecting the firelight, this brother did not deep. The one called Mogweed had
remained wary of Tol’ chuk throughout the journey.

“You need deep,” Tal’ chuk said inalow voice, fill struggling with the common tongue. “I guard. | do
not need much deep.”

“I’'m not deepy.” But Mogweed' s voi ce cracked with exhaustion. The man’ s eyes were bloodshot, and
bruised crescents outlined them.

Tol’ chuk studied him. How frail was the human race. Such tiny arms, like budding sapling limbs, and a
chest so smdl heiou cannoi cnangc:

“No. Therewas... an accident... and we became stuck in these forms. Like you, my brother and | are
on ajourney, to try to find away to free our bodies. We seek acity of trace magick among the lands of
the humans, acity named A’loaGlen.”

“Thetrip you take be adangerous one. Why not be happy with the way you are now?’

Tol’ chuk saw Mogweed'slipscurl indisdain. “Weare s’lura If we remain in oneform longer than
fourteen moons, the memory of our S’ lura heritage fades until we become that form. | do not want to
forget who | am or where | came from—and most of al | don’t want to stay aman!” Mogweed' s voice
had risen enough to cause Fardaeto stir in his dumber.

Thiswas obvioudy asengtive matter to Mogweed. Tol’ chuk crinkled hisface, then rubbed his chin with
aclaw. When he spoke next, he changed the course of their talk. “Y our walf... | mean your brother...
he sends me the same picture over and over: A wolf seesafelow brother. Over and over. | do not
undergtand this picture.”

Mogweed hesitated. The silence stretched. If it weren't for the reflection of the fire reveaing Mogweed' s
garing eyes, Tol’ chuk would have thought him adeep. Finaly, Mogweed spoke. “Aredl og'reslike
you?”

Thisquestion startled Tol’ chuk. Were his deformities so obvious that even another race could spot his
ugliness?“No,”



ground suddenly chilled his bones. He remembered the Triad’ s hushed response when he had spoken of
his mixed blood. The words “ he knows not” had flowed from them. If the Triad had known of histrue
heritage, why hadn't they told him?

Tol’ chuk shuddered. Mogweed' swords had the scent of truth—especially after seeing how weak and
amall the race of humans grew. A femde of the human race could not withstand the mating with an og're.
The og' re females, while weighing no more than aman, were squat and thick with bone. A human femae
could not withstand the mount and forcefulness of an adult rutting og' re. Even some of the toadish og're
femaes were crushed and broken under excited maes. That'swhy amae kept a harem of the small
femaes: If one was crushed, there were dways others.

Tal’ chuk lowered his head into his hands, hismind spinning. A S’ luradtered into the form of an og're
fema e could have survived his massive father. But did she do this ddliberately, or had she become fixed
in og'reform and forgotten her s’ lurapast? Tol’ chuk would never know. She had died giving birth, or so
he had been told. But what was true?

Mogweed must have sensed Tal’ chuk’ s shock. The man’ stongue clucked in histhroat, obvioudy fearful
he had offended him. “I... I'm sorry if—"

Tol’ chuk held up ahand to quiet him, hisjaw frozen. Words stayed buried in histhroat. He only stared in
slence at the two brothers acrossthefire. Here, too, was histribe. He saw the fearful look in

Mogweed' s eyes. And here, too, like his og' re home, was a place he would never be fully accepted. The
og're hdf of himwould always offend and terrify this new tribe.

Tol’ chuk watched Mogweed burrow into his blankets and pull awoolen corner over his head. Tol’ chuk
sat numb. Thefire offered no warmth thisnight. He stared at the few stars winking through the breaksin
the clouds. Thefire popped asit devoured the bits of wood.

He had never fet so alone.

The next afternoon, Tol’ chuk regretted his com-plaints of lonely solitude. Suddenly the mountain paths
were too crowded. Mogweed' swords had kept Tol” chuk’ s thoughts grinding throughout the night. Only
the morning distraction of breaking camp interrupted his shock. It wasthisroiling consternation and lack
of rest that weakened Tol’ chuk’ s keen wariness. Before Tol’ chuk could hide his companions, three
og'res had rushed them from aleeward dope of the mountain trail.

He gtared a the three og' res of the Ku' ukla clan, the very tribe that had killed hisfather in theraids.
Thick with muscle and scar, these three had seen many battles and were well hardened by war. The
leader of the pack towered over Tol’ chuk.

“It' sthe haf-breed of the Toktalaclan!” grunted this giant of an og're. He pointed an oak log that he
carried in hisfree hand in Tol’ chuk’ s direction. “ Seems even a half-breed can capture a bit of game on
thesetrails”

Tol’ chuk stepped in front of the cowering Mogweed. Fardae, listing on his three good legs, remained
near the thick thigh of Tol’ chuk. The wolf growled toward the band of og'res. Tol’ chuk kept one hand
knuckled on the wet stone to maintain as much true og' re form as possible. If he were to have any
chance of surviving this assault, he must not provoke their disgust. Rdlieved to use the og' re language
again, heforced histongue to its most masculine gutturd. “ These are not blood medls. They are under my
protection.”

The leader pulled back hislipsto expose hisfangsin an expression of amused menace. “ Since when
does an og're do the bidding of aman? Or isthe hdf of you that is human overwhelming the og' re?’



“lamog're” Toi’ chuk alowed ahint of fang to dip free of hislips, warning that the words of the leader
threatened retribution.

This show, though, only seemed to amuse the huge og're. “ So the son of Len’ chuk thinks himsdlf better
than hisfather? Do not threaten the one who sent your father to the spirit cave.”

Tol’ chuk stiffened, and his neck muscles bunched up. If these were true words spoken, here stood his
father’ skiller! He remembered the Triad' s words that the Heart would guide him where he needed to be.
Tol’ chuk fully exposed hisfangs.

At this action, the amusement lighting the leader’ s eyes died away, leaving only a sharp menace. “ Do not
bite more than you can swallow, little half-breed. Even thisinsult I’ll ignore and let you live—if you give
your catch over to us.” The leader’ s eyes pointed to the wolf and Mogweed. “They'll make atasty
dew.”

Though they spoke in the og' re tongue, some meaning must have been transmitted to Mogweed. Or
maybe it was the hungry lust in the leader’ s eyes asthey settled on the smal man. Either way, Mogweed
moaned and pulled farther behind Tol’ chuk. Fardale stood stiff, but his growl thickened.

“They are under my protection,” Tol’ chuk repested. “ They will pass unharmed.”

“Only gtrength of arm will decidethat!” spat the leader. He dammed the oak log on thetrail. The thud
echoed off the peaks around them.

Tol’ chuk glanced at his own empty hands. He had no weapon. He bared his empty hand. “Claw to claw,
then.”

The giant og’re cackled. “ Thefirst law of war, half-breed. Never give up the high ground.” He kept the
log.

Tol’ chuk’ s brows lowered. What chance did he have againgt this armed opponent?“ So thisis the honor
of theKu'uklaclan.”
“What ishonor? Victory isthe only true honor. The Ku' uklaclan will rule al thetribes!”

Astheleader huffed and prepared to attack, Tol’ chuk rapidly scanned thetrail for aweapon—rock,
stick, anything. But the night’ s rain had washed the trail clean of debris. He had no wegpon.

Then he remembered. No, he had one wegpon: astone. He fumbled histhigh pack open and removed
the huge heartstone.

The leader spotted the rock in Tol’ chuk’s hand. The giant’ s eyes widened with recognition.
“Heartstone!” Obvious lust trembled the og're' slimbs. “Giveit to me, and | will dlow dl of you to pass.”

“ NO_”

A bellow of rage exploded from the leader, and he raised the oak log high. Tol’ chuk pushed Mogweed
and Fardale asde. Facing the giant, Tol’ chuk prepared to use the stone as aweapon. He had killed
earlier with rocks, perhaps he would prevail here.

But he would never be given the chance to find out. As he raised the Heart of the Og' res, a shaft of
sunlight pierced the clouds overhead and struck the stone. The sun’ stouch on the stone burst into a
thousand colors.



Tol’ chuk winced at the bright light. Shading his eyes againgt the radiance, Tol’ chuk saw the |eader bathed
inthe Heart’sglow. A soft smoke drew forth from the giant’ s body and maintained the shape of the
leader for asingle breath. Then, like a hearth’ s soot drawn up achute, the wispy smoke was sucked to
the stone and vanished into its radiance.

Asthe smoke disappeared, the clouds closed overhead, and the sun vanished. The stonelogt its luster.

Tol’ chuk and the other two og' res stood like granite statues as the leader’ s body teetered for two
heartbests, then collapsed to thetrail. Thelog rolled from hislimp claws. Hewas dead. The other two
og'res stared with eyes stretched wide.

Then, asif on some unseen signd, both turned in unison; fled from the trail.
Mogweed stepped to Tol’ chuk. “What happened?’ he asked, his eyes aso on the stone.
Tol’ chuk stared at the corpse of hisfather’ skiller. “ Justice.”

Over the next two days, Mogweed noticed achangein Tol’ chuk. They traveled mostly at night to avoid
the eyes of other og're tribes. But even in darkness, Mogweed spied how the og' re lumbered asiif
shouldering a heavy burden. The creature seldom spoke, and his eyes had a distant glaze to them. Even
Farda€e s sendings were ignored by the og're.

So Tol’ chuk knew of his heritage. Why did this news so damage the cresture?

Mogweed dismissed his concerns about the og' re. He was just relieved that the party had crossed out of
og'reterritory and into safer lands this afternoon. The summit of the pass through the Teeth lay just
ahead. Beyond theridge lay the lands of the east—the lands of humans.

Even though nightfal approached and they would soon need to prepare acampsite, Tol’ chuk trudged
ahead of the othersto the cusp of theridge. Fardae followed at the og're' s hedlslike atrained dog.

Mogweed watched his brother legp with difficulty atop arock. The splinted forelimb hindered the wolf
but did not stop him. Nothing seemed to dow him down for very long. Mogweed reached to hisside and
fet theiron ribbing of the muzzle through the leather of his pack. He had scavenged it from the dead
sniffer when everyone' s eyes were busy esewhere. It might comein handy if he ever needed to control
Fardale. He patted the spot. It was best to be prepared.

Stopping next to the boulder, Mogweed gazed out at the eastern dopes. The shadows of the peaks
sretched acrossthe lands as the sun set behind him.

From here, dl pathsled down.

Fardae raised his nose to the breeze coming from the lower lands. Even Mogweed' s weaker nose could
pick up traces of salt from the distant sea. Such aforeign and intriguing smell, Mogweed thought, so
unlike home. But what also colored the air, dmost overpowering the subtler scents, was amore familiar
odor. “I smell smoke,” Mogweed warned.

“Old smoke,” Tol’ chuk said, hisvoice stronger than it had been during the previous days. He seemed to
be studying the scent, drawing it deep into histhroat. “ Thefire be at least aday old.”

“Soisit safeto continue?’ Worries of aforest fire did across Mogweed' s skin.

The og' re nodded. “ And now that we be out of og' re lands, maybe it be time we parted ways.”



Mogweed started to mumble words of thanksfor Tol’ chuk’ s help when suddenly the og' re gasped and
clutched ahand to his chest.

“What’ swrong?’ Mogweed asked, searching right and left for danger. Fardale legped off the boulder
and loped to Tol’ chuk’ s side. The wolf placed a concerned paw onthe og're'sleg.

Tol’ chuk straightened hisback and lowered his hand to his pouch. He removed from among his

bel ongings the huge jewe that had killed the og' re. The stone pulsed aruby red in the dimness. Its
brightness stung the eye. Then, asif it wereacod cooling after supper, the fire receded in the stone until
thelight vanished.

“What isthat? Y ou never did tell us.” Mogweed tried to suppressthe greed in hisvoice. The jewel had
to be of extreme vaue. It might come in handy if they needed to barter in the human lands.

“Heartstone.” Tol’ chuk returned the jewd to his pouch. “A sacred stone of my people.”

Mogweed' s eyes still stared at the pouch. “That glow? Why does the stone do that? What does it
mean?’

“A dgn. The spirits cal me forward.”
“Where?’

Tol’ chuk pointed to the spreading vistas of the eastern dopes of the peaks. Fingers of distant smoke
climbed into thewaning light. “If you will have me, | will journey with you into the human lands. It seems
our paths are not yet meant to part. Ahead may lie the answers we both seek.”

“Or our doom,” Mogweed mumbled.

Book Three
PATHS AND PORTENTS

Elenastood frozen in the street, her eyesfixed on the spot where her brother had stood only moments
before. Empty, blackened cobbles now remained. The town lay hushed around her, asif holding its
breath. Her ability to comprehend what had occurred had vanished a ong with Joach. She did not blink
as the one-armed swordsman stumbled over to her.

“I'm sorry,” he said to her, placing hissingle hand on her shoulder. His next words flamed with
suppressed rage. “| did not suspect the monster’ s power. Fear not. | will hunt him down and free your
brother.”

Thetiny woman who had earlier pulled Elenato safety joined them. “Er'ril, who was that cloaked one?
Did you recognize him?’

“Someone from my past,” he mumbled. “ Someone | never thought to meet again.”
“Who?

“It isof no matter right now. The townspeople are aroused. It would be best if we fled this cursed
valey.” Around them, the town was beginning to awaken from the demonic assault. A few calsfor aams
echoed from neighboring streets.

“What about the girl?” the woman asked.



Elenadtill stared. From dack lips, she whispered, “My brother...”

“WEe |l take her somewhere safe,” Er'ril said. “ Then Il search for what became of the mage and the
my.”

The giant mountain man approached and stepped between Elena and her view of the spot where Joach
had stood. His intrusion severed some tenuous connection between Elenaand the spot. Blackness edged
her vision. She swooned to the cobbled street. The swordsman’s strong arm caught her before her head
hit the ground.

“Er'ril, the child’ s heart sickenswith the horrors here,” the woman said. “We need to get her somewhere
warm, away from here.”

Er'ril spoke near Elena s ear, his breath on her neck as he supported her shoulders. “Nee'lahn, you need
to discover if she hasany other family.”

Theword “family” penetrated the blackness around Elena s heart. Her eyes settled on the torn remains of
Aunt Fila, tossed like ragsin a shadowed corner. Tears frozen in her chest thawed and began to flow.
Her breathing dissolved to sobs. Elenaremembered her aunt’ sfina words. With greet effort she turned
to face the swordsman. “I... have an uncle. She said. .. told meto go there.”

The woman knelt beside her. “Who told you, child?’
“Whereisyour uncle?’ Er'ril interrupted.

Elenaforced her hand to point north of town.

“Can you guide usthere?’

She nodded.

Suddenly adeep voice barked nearby. “Look what | found here!”

Elenaand Er’ril both turned. Elena saw the mountain man reach behind arain barrel and haul out a
thin-framed man dressed in asmudged uniform of the town’ sgarrison.

“Whoisthat?’

Elenaknew the answer to the swordsman’ s question. She had seen that pinched face with its manicured
mustache and black eyes. Elenafought her tongue loose. “He sthe one who k-k-killed my family! He
was with the old man.”

He was the one named Rockingham.

Er’ ril watched the trembling man dart looksright and Ieft, searching for help or away out. But Krai had
the man’s cloak wrapped in aboulder of afist. His other hand braced an ax. Er'ril recognized the thin
man as the one who had spoken to the darkmage. “Who are you?’ Er’ril demanded.

“I am... head of the county garrison.” Rockingham'’ s voice tried to sound threatening, but hiswords
cracked with fear. His eyes kept darting to the headless carcass of the beast dain by the mountain man.
“Y ou would do well to rdlease me.”

“Thisgirl saysyou'rein league with the darkmage. Isthat true?’
“No. Shelies”



Er'ril nodded to the mountain man. There was away to measure thisone struth. “ Test him.”

Kra nodded and rested his ax againgt the rain barrel. He reached up and placed his pams against the
man’ stemples. Rockingham shied away, but Kral pressed firmly. A heartbest |ater, the mountain man
whipped his hand away asif he had touched fire.

“Does he speak the truth, Krai?”

The mountain man flexed one hand asif it hurt. “I cannot tell. | never fdt anything like him. It sasif... as
if...” Kral shook hishead.

Nee [ahn spoke up. “What?’

“It' sasif the man himself were constructedof alie. Hiswords were mere dropletsin amonstrous ocean
of untruths. I can't read him.” Krai now held the man at arm’ slength, asif disgusted at the thought of
touching hisskin again.

“Do you think—?" A bugle blew stridently from across the town, interrupting Er'ril’ s next question.

A chorus of horns answered, scaring aflock of pigeons from anearby roof. The blaring horns sounded
from the direction of the garrison. Er'ril was suddenly aware of townspeople beginning to peek out of
windows and from behind doors. The town continued to awaken from the shock of the magickal assault.

“Perhaps we should take your advice, Er'ril,” Nee'lahn said, “and head out. We have nothing elseto gain
here”

The horns sounded again.

“My men are on the march,” Rockingham said. “Release me, leave the girl, and you may yet live.”
Krai shook the man and raised a startled squeak from him.

“I don't think you' rein any podtion to give orders,” Er'ril said. “Krai, haul him with us”
Elenadtirred. “No! He' sevil!”

Er'ril rested ahand on the girl’ s shoulder; al he needed was ahysterica child. He softened hiswords.
“He may have answers asto where your brother was taken. If we areto find him, this man may know

Er'ril watched her swalow her fear and straighten her dumped shoulders. Determination shonein her
eyes. She spat in the direction of their prisoner. “Don't trust him.”

A spark of respect for the youngster flared in Er'ril. 1 don't trust anyone,” he mumbled. Er'ril turned to
Kra and Neg lahn. “We |l head north and see if we can find her uncle and maybe some answers on what
occurred here today.”

Kra nodded and bound Rockingham’ swrists. Once finished, he secured the ax to his belt and dipped a
knifeto Rockingham' sribs. “To keep your tongue from waggling,” Kra growled with ahumorless grin.

Nee' lahn placed an arm around Elena. “Come, child.”

Er'ril led the way north through backstreets and aleyways. The commotion kept most of the townsfolk
indoors or patrolling the main Streets. Few eyes noted their passage.



BOL STUDIED THE ROOM, RUBBING AT THE THICK MUSTACHE that hid his pursed lips. He
was just about ready. The piles of books and scrolls had been shoved into cabinets, shelves, closets, and
empty corners. He had findly cleared the dining table of his scavenged library. Decades had passed since
he last saw the wood of the table; some of the books had |eft scarred outlines of their bindings on its oak
finish. Spots of yellowed candle wax dotted the surface, giving it a pocked, diseased look. He sighed.
That would have to do. He was no chambermaid.

Running fingersthrough hiswhite hair, he smelled the ko' koassmmering on the ove. Thelentilsfor the
soup should just about be ready. The roast needed basting but could wait afew moments more. Maybe
he should collect an extrabunch of carrots from the garden. Frost would soon be here, and they would
go to waste otherwise.

He glanced out the western window to the sun setting behind the pesks of the Teeth. Storm clouds
blustered among the mountaintops, blurring the tipswith rain. 1t would be awet night.

No, the carrots would have to wait. Timeran short.

His hand kept fluttering to the amulet hung around his neck by twisted strands of hissister Fila shair. She
would have done a much better job preparing the meal, but such was not to be. Fate had chosen
between the twins, and Filawas snatched. She had her own responsibilities now, leaving Bol the more
practical concerns. Who had the worse ot in these matters was yet to be seen. The paths from thisroom
pointed to athousand different compass points. Like aboulder loosened by centuries of rain and
tumbling a path of destruction down the mountainside, there was no turning back—for any of them.

“Firewill mark her coming,” he mumbled to the empty room. “But what then?’

A chill dipped past his coarse shirt and woolen undergarments to tingle his skin. He crossed to the
fireplace and used a brass poker to stoke the fire to a brighter blaze. He stood before the flames and let
his clothes cook in the heat. Why were his old bones always so cold? He never seemed to stay warm
these days.

But that was not the real reason he stood idle by the fire. Thelast of his chores till awaited his attention.
He clutched the amulet firm to his chest. “Please, Fila, take this duty from me. Y ou were dwaysthe
sronger of us.”

No answer came. The amulet did not even bloom with its familiar warmth. Not that he expected it. Fila
was past the point where this smpletrick could reach her. Hewas donein histask.

He heated hisfingers on the waves of hot air wafting from the hearth, trying in some manner to purify his
hands for what he must do. He stared at the tiny white hairs on his knuckles. When had his hands
become so0 old, just parchment-dry skin wrinkled over knobs of bone?

Sighing, he dropped his hands and turned from thefire. If hisinterpretation of the passagesread true, the
party would be arriving soon. Bol had built his home as ayoung man at this exact site for the coming night
ahead. Theruins of the ancient school’ s chamber of worship lay buried under the floorboards. Hereis
where dl would be drawn, and the journey would begin.

He must be as strong as Filathis night.

Bol crossed to a cabinet constructed of impenetrable iron-wood. The door was sedled with only one
key. He hesitated, then reached and dipped the braided cord from around his neck. He raised the cord
and stared at the amulet. Carved of green jade in the shape of awine pitcher, it contained three drops of



sacred water. Thewater gill swam with ancient traces of eementa energies. The amulet had allowed the
twin siblings to communicate across long distances and had been vita to coordinating their efforts and
plans.

He closed hiseyes. As sacred as the amulet was, what stayed Bol’ s hand was its connection to his dead
sgter. Hewas reluctant to let this piece of hissister’ smemory go. Still... He pictured Fila s stern gray
eyes and could guess her response to hisdelay. “Hurry up, old man,” shewould scold. “Y ou haveto let
go sometime.” She had aways been the practica one.

A smdl smile played at the corner of hislips. Hetwirled the amulet on its cord and smashed it into the
sed of theiron-wood cabinet. Jade shards flew across the floor. One piece stung his cheek, likeadap
for destroying such ddlicate artwork.

Heignored the bite on his cheek. The key had worked. The sed on the cabinet was broken. He reached
to the cabinet’ s handle and opened a door that had been sealed tight over two decades ago. A single
object lay within the shadowed interior: arosewood box with flowered traceries of gilt around the edges.
Bol did not remove the handsome box but only lifted its hinged top. Resting on aviolet cushion of silks
lay adagger older than any of the buildingsin the valley, older than most people’ s memories.

Before fear clutched his hand, Bol grabbed the dagger’ shilt and lifted it free of its nest in the box. He
held it up to thefirdight. Itsblack blade seemed to absorb the light, while arose of gold carved onits hilt
reflected thefirein blinding exuberance.

Tears threatened to well as he held the dagger, but his hand did not tremble, and the tears never did flow.
Bol knew hisduty. Hewas hissister’ s brother.

“Forgive me, Elena,” he whispered to the empty room.

A GASP OF JOY BURST FROM ELENA’STHROAT AS SHE RAN UNder the branches of the
willow to the horse. “Oh, Migt, you're ftill here.” She hugged the horse' s neck, inhaing the mare's
familiar smell, amix of hay and musk. Her family’ s barn had dways smelled just like this. She hugged the
horsetighter. If she closed her eyes, in atiny way, she was home again.

Mist nickered and nudged her away, reaching for some tender shoots growing nearby, plainly
unimpressed that Elenahad returned. Thisfamiliar snubbing brought teersto the girl’ seyes.

Er'ril spoke behind her, but hiswordswerefor Krai. Elenaignored him, still content to place her paims
on Mist. The horse stood solid: firm muscle, hard bone, and coarse hair. The mare had not vanished.

“Kral,” Er'ril continued, “be careful. Just retrieve our gear and mounts from the inn and head right back
here”

“No onewill sop me. What about the prisoner?’

“Tiehimto thetreefor now.”

Elenaclenched her lipsat Er'ril’ swords and untethered Mist from the trunk of the willow.
“Girl, what're you doing? Leave the horse be.” Er'ril’ s voice snapped with exhaustion.

“I don’t want that man near Mist.” She pulled Mist’s halter and guided the mare to the edge of the
canopy of branches. Midt’ s presence bolstered her confidence. Though she had lost so much, she still
had her mare. “And my nameis Elena, not girl.”



Nee' lahn crossed to join Elena, an amused smile on her lips; her violet eyes and honey hair caught
gplashes of light from between the branches. The smal woman's beauty snatched the bresth from Elena.
When in town, she had thought the woman somewhat plain, but out here among the trees, she seemed to
bloom like aforest flower. Elenawould even swear the willow branches moved so the small woman's
beauties were accented by rays of sunlight.

“Sheisahandsomemarg,” Nee'lahn said.

Elenadropped her gaze to her toes, embarrassed by her own gawky appearance. This close, Nee' lahn
even smelled of honeysuckle. “ Thank you,” Elenasaid sheepishly. “I raised her from afod.”

“Then the two of you must be very close. I'm glad you were able to lead us hereto find her.” Ne€' lahn
offered Mist abite of apple from the wares they had purchased as they snuck from town. Mist twitched
back her earsin ddight and snatched the entire apple with her thick lips.

“Migt! Mind your mannersl”
Ne€ lahn just grinned. “Elena, can you find the way to your uncle' sas easly asyou did here?’
“Yes, helivesinthenext valey. Winter' s Eyrie, up by theold ruins”

“What?’ Er'ril wore a shocked look on hisface. Krai had dready |eft for town, and Er'ril had just
finished testing Rockingham’ s bonds and gag. He stalked over to Elena. “Where did you say helived?’

Nee'lahn placed ahand on Elena swrist. “ She said that he lived near some old ruins. Now quit raising
your voice.”

The swordsman tensed with the rebuke, hisface darkening. “Fine. Now, girl... | mean, Elena, are these
the ruins of an old school 7’

Elenashrugged. “We aren't dlowed near the ruins, there arelots of poisonous snakes. But Uncle Bol is
away's poking among the stones, digging up books and such stuff.”

Er'ril blew an angry wind from his chest. “ Did your uncle ever find anything... unusua?’

She shrugged and shook her head. “Not that he ever mentioned, but he sort of keepsto himsdlf.”
“Er'ril, do you know the place?’ Nee'lahn asked.

He spoke asif hisjawswere stuck. “I visited it the last time | was here.”

“So you know the way?”

“yYes”

“Then as soon asKrai returns with your horses, we can set out.” Ne€ lahn turned her back on Er'ril and
faced Elena. “While we re waiting, maybe you could tell us how you ended up with those evil men?’

Elenakicked at the soil with her toe, reluctant to rehash the entire story, the pain till too fresh.

Nee'lahn reached up and placed one hand on Elena s cheek. “It'sall right now. Er'ril isaskilled
swordsman. Hewon't |et anyone harm you. We need to know moreif we are to help your brother. Y ou
want that, don’'t you?’

Elenabowed her head and refused to raise her face as she spoke, her voice so low Er'ril leaned closer to



hear. “ That man and the onein the robe, they cameto our farm last night.” Elenaglanced to her hand,
plain now, as she related the events of the previous night. She purposely left out the part about the red
hand. “ ... and then Joach and | rode away before the worms or fire could get us. But when we made it
to town, they were waiting and we were caught.”

“Do you know why they were after you?’ Nee'lahn asked. Shelowered her eyes. “1 don’t... No.” From
the corner of her eyes, she saw a secret exchange pass between Nee' lahn and the swordsman, doubt
clear in both pairs of eyes.

“Maybe | should ask our prisoner,” Er'ril findly said. “ Twist it out of him.”

Nee'lahn frowned. “| think we dl—" Elenacaught the nod in her direction from the small woman.
“—have had enough violence for one afternoon. Why don't we wait until the girl isreturned to her uncle,
before you beginyour... um, questioning.”

Er'ril frowned but findly sighed. “We should wait for Krai anyway. His skillsmay yet be useful.”
Nee lahn turned back to her. “Elena, you should rest. We till have along ride ahead of us.”

Elenanodded and moved into Migt’ s shadow. Shefiddled with the mare s hdter, trying to look busy.
Why had she lied to them? They may not have been able to rescue Joach, but they did save her. She
glanced again to her right hand and stared at the plain pam. The red hue had vanished. Gone in the flutter
of an eye, just like her brother Joach. She fought back a new wave of tears. As much as she hated the
thought of her magicka taent, if the power could return her brother, she would gladly accept the curse

agan.

Elenalowered her hand.

But it was over now. Wasn't it?
Twilight gpproached.

Er'ril fought to keep his eyes on the path through the woods and to watch for lurking dangersin the
dappled shadows. But his mind kept dragging back the image of the darkmage as he vanished on the
street. He could not grasp the implications of this encounter. He tried to shove such thoughts away until a
time they could be carefully picked at and studied, but he could not.

How could Greshym be dive? Had he imagined it? No. It was an older face, but Greshym'’ s nonetheless.
Hetried to pierce the yearsto that midnight in the inn when the Book had been forged. He remembered
the bond between Greshym and his brother. He could still fedl the respect and affection he had for the
older, wounded mage. How could he ba ance that with the hatred he felt now? His skin crawled with the
memory of the black arts widlded by the mage. Foul trickster! What game have you been playing since
ancient times?

And what of the Book? What did this mean?

His horse dowed on a steeper grade of the path, and he kicked at its flank harder than he had meant.
The stallion whinnied with surprise and bucked afew steps forward. He patted the animad’ s neck,
calming the beast with histouch. His anger and frustration may have loosened his control, but hishorse
shouldn’t suffer.

Er'ril twisted in his saddle and checked his party. When Krai had returned with the mounts and gear they
hed |eft a theinn, Er'ril had set them ahard pace. The innkeeper had tried to stop Kral, screaming that
the mountain man was stedling other patrons property. But when the guardsmen, busy with theriled



townsfolk, failed to respond to the innkeeper’ s summons, Kra had split atable with hisax, and the
innkeeper quickly bowed out of the huge man’s path. On Krai’ sreturn, Er’ril had not wasted the waning
hours of daylight, fearing any repercussons from the town’ s garrison. He had loaded everyone up and
led the way to the highlands.

Behind him, Nee'lahn and the child rode together atop the girl’ s horse. Krai and the prisoner rode one of
the mountain folk’ s huge war chargers. Itsfiery eyes and metal-shod hooves marked it asa steed only a
fool would try to stop.

Nee lahn caught Er'ril’ s glance and nodded forward. “ A storm comes. We need to reach Elend suncle
beforefull night.”

Er'ril glanced a the girl. And what role did she play in dl this? Surely she was just an unwitting
pawn—maybe avirgin for some foul magicka working. He had heard whispers during histravels of such
sick deeds. He twisted forward again in his saddle, noting the black clouds obscuring the setting sun.
Oncefree of thegirl, he could concentrate on the matter of the mage. With agentle nudge, he urged his
mount to aquicker pace. Retrieving the boy was only asmall part in his desire to hunt down Greshym.
The darkmage had much to answer for.

Asheled the party toward the highlands, the woods began to change. The autumn leaves of the oaks and
aders, blazing with the crinkled hues of asmoldering fire, gave way to agreen blanket of dpine
evergreens. A sea of discarded needles spread yellow waves across the path.

Er'ril did not need aguide. He knew the path to the ruins buried in the valley of Winter’ sEyrie. Why
would someone build ahomestead in such alonesome and windblown place? In winter, the snows at this
height could reach the roof of atwo-story house. He knew why the school had been built there: Isolation
was hecessary when training theinitiates to the Order. Besidesleaving the students with little to distract
them from their studies, the distance from others kept the harm from magicka “accidents’ of those new
to their atswell away from habitable regions.

But with Chi’ s abandonment of theland, why live out here now?

Er'ril cantered hishorse over asteep rise, his mount’ s hooves nearly dipping on the dick cushion of pine
needles. He paused at the crest of therise. From the tiny vale ahead, a single plume of smoketrailed into
the twilight sky. Black clouds from the mountains beyond seemed to be drawn toward the plume like
mothsto acandle. The storm threatened. Flares of lightning winked from the clouds.

His eyesfollowed the smoketo its source. A stone cottage stood in the valley floor, its chimney painting
the vale with the smdll of wood smoke. His nose tasted the invitation to warmth, and yellow light flickered
from tiny windows, adding its welcome.

The horse bearing Nee'|ahn and Elenadrew abreast of his steed. “ That's my uncle' s place,” the girl
stated. “Looks like he shome.”

Er'ril flicked hisreinsto walk his horse forward down the dope toward the cottage. “Let’ shope he's
ready for guests.”

With pinched lips, Er'ril sudied the surrounding land and judged escape routes and places from which to
fight if the need arose. Histraining as acampaigner in the wars againgt the Gul’ gotha had become as
inginctud asthe beating of his heart.

He also studied the homestead of this“Uncle Bol.” From the condition of hishome, Er'ril lost acertain
amount of respect for the man. It was ashambles. Moss crusted the shingles. The doorsto asmal barn



hidden to the side of the cottage lay crooked on their hinges. A small pen containing three goats had
holes chewed into the planks of the fencing. Three horned heads poked from these holes and stared
toward the newcomers. Nasal bleatsinsulted them as they passed.

Er'ril shook hishead, recalling the order and statdiness of hisown family’ sfarm on the plains. He turned
his eyesto the heights beyond the cottage. Crumbled stone in unnaturally straight lines crisscrossed the
neighboring rise. Hismind' s eye pictured the rows of halls and dormitories of the Order’ s school.
Ravaged stones gave silent testimony to the ancient place of study.

The door to the cottage suddenly burst open, flinging light toward the trio of horses. A man stood limned
inthefirdight. “Wdl, what are you dl waiting for? Hurry it up! It'sabout to sorm.” The man waved an
arm and disappeared back insde. Elenaswung in her saddle to face them all, her face scrunched up.
“My uncl€ s not that good with people.”

“But at least he seemsto be expecting us,” Er'ril said, suddenly wary.

His nervousness grew once they had stabled the horses and entered the cottage. After so long traveling in
the chilled highlands, the warmth of the cottage tifled the lungs. But Er'ril ignored this, hiseyesinstead
fixed on the lavishly laden table. Threetadl candles sprouted like idands from asteaming sea of foods:
spit-roasted beef, steamed red potatoes, athick bean soup with aloaf of pepperbread as big as his head.
Platters of carrots and greens dotted the table among bowls of autumn blackberries. Six cups of ko'koa
were set before six tin plates. “ Sit, Sit,” the white-haired man said. He was setting bowls on the platesfor
the soup. He stopped to tap aquick kisson Elena sforehead. “1 barely madeit in time. Filawould be so
angry if | didn’t do everything like she ordered.”

Elena spoke softly, taking the old man’ shand in her own. “Uncle... Uncle Bal, | have bad news. Fila's
dead.”

He dipped his hand from the child’ s and patted her on the cheek. “Oh, yes, | know. Never you mind.
Now, st! Everything will grow cold.”

Er'ril found histongue. “Y ou were expecting guests?’ The man scratched his head with an ink-stained
finger. “Guests? Oh no. | was expecting you, Er'ril of Standi.”

Elenawatched the swordsman pick at the beef and red potatoes on his dinner plate, hisfork scraping
acrossthetin surface. Elenasat beside Er'ril and caught his narrowed eyes darting wary looks toward
Uncle Bal at the head of the table. But Uncle Bol ignored Er’ril, his own attention fixed on Ne€'lahn at
the foot of the table. Though the firelight seemed to have dimmed her beauty when compared to her
gppearance in the woods earlier, Uncle Bol’ s eyes seldom spent much time away from her face. How
odd, Elenathought, the way Nee' lahn’ s beauty waxed and waned.

Suddenly aloud belch rattled the stoneware. Krai balanced on asmall chair across the table from Elena
and wiped at his bearded chin with the edge of hisdeeve. He stared question-ingly at dl the eyesnow
focused on him. The mountain man was gpparently obliviousto the socid affront his eruption might
provoke. “What?" he asked, placing hisfork on his plate and leaning back and rubbing his packed belly.
His head swiveled to facethem all. “What?’

Elenahdd ahand over her mouth to stop a giggle from escaping.

Rockingham, who was digging at his beef with aspoon— the only utens| alowed him—mumbled to
himsdf, “ And they tied meup.” The captured man’s ankles had been roped together and secured to a
foot of the oaken table for security.



Er'ril cleared histhroat and faced Uncle Bol. “Wéll, it seemsthat everyoneisfinished with dinner. Now
maybe you would care to enlighten us al on how you knew we were coming, and even knew my name.”

“Who would like dessert?’ Uncle Bal scooted his chair back with aloud squeak. “In honor of the
orchard fire, | made ahot apple pie. Anybody interested?’

“That canwait—" Er'ril started to say, but the four raised hands of his companions stopped him. The
swordsman’ s shoulders dumped, and he sighed loudly. “Fine. Fetch the pie.”

Uncle Bal got up and stretched. “ Perhaps...” His eyes settled again on the small woman’ sface.
“Nee'lahn, wasn't it? Perhgps you could help mein the kitchen.”

“Certainly.” Nee'lahn wiped her ddlicate hands on the scrap of linenin her 1ap, then rose and followed
Uncle Bal from the room.

Er'ril tapped a his mug of ko' koawith obviousimpatience.

Elena sensed that the swordsman was close to exploding. Ever since Uncle Bol had named him, then
refused to answer any questions until they al had eaten, the muscles of Er'ril’ s neck had grown corded
and tight. Though he must be hungry, he had hardly touched the food he had taken.

“Don’'t bemad at Uncle Bal,” Elenasaid. “That’ sjust theway heis.”
Er'ril stopped histapping and swung to Elena. “ Just what is your uncle up to?’

“He'll tdl us, but only when he' sready. He used to tell us bedtime storieswhen he visited. If you tried to
hurry his stories dong, he would just drag them even longer.”

“Sol guessweedt pie” hesaid sullenly.

Elenanodded, chewing at the inside of her cheek. She remained silent about the nervousness she sensed
in her uncle. Something was truly bothering him. She had never seen him jump at every noise. A popping
log in the fire had practicaly shot him to the raftered celling. And Uncle Bol was normally arobust
eater—how he ate so much and stayed so wiry and muscular was a mystery discussed among thefemde
relaives of the family for years—but tonight, like Er’ril, he had barely touched the piece of roast on his
plate.

Uncle Bol returned, carrying new plates and forks. Nee'lahn followed with the spiced apple pie. The
aromaof smmering gpple and cinnamon swelled through the room. Even Er'ril seemed to brighten &t the
ardl.

Thisnew delay that seemed to so irk Er’ril only lasted a short span. The pie plate emptied quickly, and
after much sighing in delight at the sweet taste, the table was surrounded by full bellies.

Uncle Bol stood up. “I hope dl have had their fill.”
Groans of agreement answered him.

“Then | guessit’stime | showed you your roomsfor the night. I'm afraid the men will haveto share one
room, and Nee [ahn and Elenathe other.”

Er'ril raised hisone hand. “ About those unanswered questions.”

Uncle Bol frowned. “Join me, Er'ril, after we get everyone settled, for asmoke by thefire.” Heturned to
Elena. “You join us, too, honey. There' swords | must passto you.”



“What you need to say can be said among my companions,” Er'ril growled. Krai’sand Ne€' lahn’ s eyes
glowed eagerly. Rockingham tried to feign disinterest, but failed miserably.

Her uncle rubbed at his mustache. “No, | don’t think the Brotherhood would appreciate that.”

“What brotherhoo—?" Elenabegan, but Er'ril placed ahand on her shoulder and squeezed her to
dlence

“It' sbeenalongtimesincel could relax withapipe,” Er'ril said. “I look forward to it.” Hiswords had
an edge of menace.

“Good! Now let me show you the rooms.”

Rockingham listened as the giant closed the door to their room. He could not see the mountain man as
Krai then stripped out of hisriding gear and climbed onto a cot. The bonds that secured Rockingham to
the bed—his hands were tied to the pine headboard, hisfeet to the posts at the foot of the bed—Ilimited
hismoation, blinding him to al but the celling and atiny section of the room. Then the single lamp blew out,
and even this cramped view vanished.

Rockingham lay stripped on his back under aheavy blanket. He crinkled his nose. Though he might not
be able to see the mountain man, he smelled him. The odor of wet goats crept across the room to wrap
around him; it waslike degping in abarn. He closed his eyes and tried to breathe through his mouth. It
didn't help. Hetried to roll away on hisside, but the ropes stopped him. His bed creaked loudly with his
efforts.

“I deep lightly,” Krai growled from the darkness. “Do not test me.”

Rockingham stayed slent. What was the use of even trying? The ropes, though not tight enough to chafe,
weretied snug.

Helay till and found himself staring toward the rafters of the room. And why would he even want to
escape? Where could he go? Not the garrison, that was for sure. Once word reached Lord Gul’ gotha
that one of his lieutenants had been beheaded and the girl he sought had escaped, his death would be one
to terrify the hardest soldier. He had seen what dunk through the bowels of Blackhdl’ s dungeons. He
shivered under histhick blanket.

His only options were ether to disgppear and keep running, hoping the minions of the Dark Lord never
found him, or to stay with this group and look for a chance to snatch the girl. She was the key to unlock
his dungeon. Recovering her would assuage the wrath of the Lord Gul’ gotha.

So he had not fought his kidnapping by the one-armed swordsman. Let them take him far from town—all
the better. Don't res . Let them relax their guard. He could wait. A dight grin cameto hislipsat the
thought of returning to Blackhall with the girl in chains. That wasworth waiting for.

As he dreamed of that moment, an itch blossomed in his crotch. Damn that tavern wench and the lice she
harbored! He tried to rub hislegstogether and cam the crawling. It only worsened. To make matters
worse, the giant began to snore. Not awhispery nasa whistle, but athroaty rattle full of mucusand
phlegm. Each outburst made him cringein disgust.

Rockingham clenched his eyes closed and squirmed quietly. It was going to be along night.

Thetortures of Blackhdl’s dungeons now didn’t seem quite so bad.

* % %



Er'ril leaned on the mantd of the fireplace. Where was Bol? The others had retired to their respective
rooms, leaving Er'ril donewith Elena. He watched the girl sare at thefire. As she sat, swallowed by the
deep cushioned armchair, she seemed logt in the flames. A profound sadness shone past the exhaustion in
her face. For achild so young to be so violently uprooted, she had a determined bearing about her that
illuminated the strength of her spirit.

Words of consolation tried to form in hismind, but it had been along time since Er'ril had had the need
to show compassion. He found his eyes sttling on the twitching flames. Time did not always grow
wisdom, sometimesjust calluses.

Hisreveries were interrupted by the regppearance of the girl’ s uncle. He had two pipesin hishand. “The
tobacco leaf isfrom the south of Standi, | believe. | thought a piece of home might be nice,” he said,

passing apipeto Er'ril.

“Thank you.” He raised the pipe to his nose. The smell of cured leaf and powder dried further words. At
the back of histhroat, he tasted the wide fields of hishome. Bol sparked aflame on a gtiff taper from the
hearth. Helit his pipe, his cheeks bellowing in and out, and he sucked it to flame. Er'ril accepted the
burning wick from the old man, but his hand hesitated in igniting the tobacco. He was reluctant to set to
flamethisreminder of home.

Hefound Elena staring at him, her sadness papable. She had lost much more to flame this past day. He
touched the wick to his pipe and drew smoke into his chest. Its warmth and familiar taste melted the
tension in hisbody, hisknees amost weakening.

“Sit,” Bal said, pointing to the only other chair by thefire. The old man remained standing near Elena.

Er'ril dropped, sinking into the goose-down cushions. With some reservetion, he removed the pipe from
between hislips. “How do you know me? How did you know we would be arriving this night?’

Bol nodded. “Y ou ask questions of the end of the story. To understand the end you must understand the
beginning.”

“I'mligening.” Er'ril returned the pipeto hislips.

“Y ou have dready heard me mention the Brotherhood. The Broken Brotherhood, | believe, istheir full
title. Let me tart there.

“What isthat?" Elenaasked softly.

Her uncle sent apuff of smoke from his chest, forming a perfect ring of gray smoke. Asit wafted across
the room on the waves of heet from thefire, atiny smileformed on Elena slips. “ Some of thisyou may
not understand, sweetheart. But at onetimein the land, there was an order of mages who wielded white
magick. A spirit named Chi granted them this power, which was far stronger than the week eemental
magick inherent in the land. The Order used this power to build awonderful civilization."

“That' s not the story | wastaught in school,” Elena said doubtfully.
“Not dl that istaught istrue.”
“So then what happened?’

“Along time ago, the magick suddenly vanished at atime when it was most needed. The lands were being
invaded by the armies and mongters of the Gul’ gotha. The mages and our people fought bravely. But
without our white magick, we could not withstand the dark magick of the invaders. Alaseawas defeated,



its peoples subjugated, and its history destroyed.”
“Where did our magick go?’
Er'ril answered that question, spite thick in hisvoice. “It just abandoned us."

Bol nodded. “ Only pockets and pieces of the magick still survived. The Order, without power, broke
gpart. But some of this group banded together to try to find and nurture the magick left in the lands. They
had to do thisin gtrict secrecy, since the Dark Lord of the Gul’ gotha sought to wipe them out. So the
Broken Brotherhood was formed.”

“A secret society?’ Elenaasked breathlesdy. Secret wastoo mild aword, Er'ril thought. To his
knowledge only ahandful of men still aivetoday knew of the caba headquartered and hidden among the
sunken remains of A’loa Glen. Few men even knew the logt city till existed, its approach guarded by the
trace magick gtill held closeto its heart. Many had sought the mythical city, but only a scant few
discovered its whereabouts and dared enter. Those that did never returned.

“But the Brotherhood made a crucid mistake,” Bol said.
Er'ril’seyes grew wider. What was this?

Bol continued. “With their eyes so blinded by the powerful energies of Chi, they couldn’t gppreciate the
magick borato the land, even after the loss of Chi.”

“But of what use are afew weak tricks eked from the de-mentas of theland?’ Er'ril asked. “ Of what
useisthat againgt the dark power of the Gul’ gotha?’

Bol turned to Elena. “Now you see why the Sisterhood was formed. Men see only degrees of power,
while women see the warp and weave of strength’ stapestry.”

“What isthis Ssterhood?” Er'ril asked. “1’ velived centuries and never heard awhisper of such agroup.
Who formed it?’

“Itisnot an open group like your Brotherhood. One must be borntoit.”
“What?’

Bol waved thetip of hispipe. “Y ou asked who formed the Sisterhood. One person. Y ou may even
know her, or of her.”

“Who?’ Er'ril sat sraighter in hischair.
“Sisakofa”

Theword was like abrick dropped into hisgut. “ The wit’ ch of spirit and stone!” He remembered when
last he had heard the blasphemous name spoken, by Greshym on the night of the Book’ sforging. The
one-handed mage had warned the Book would herad the rebirth of the wit’ ch.

“Yes” Bol sad. “ Sheismy distant ancestor. Very distant. She was an ancient story even when you were
aboy.”

“Y ou can trace your lineage to that foul wit' ch?’

“There was nothing foul about her.” Bol’ s cheeks darkened. * She was awoman granted powers equa
to, and in some way's surpassing, those of men. She even bore the mark of the Rose. And men could not



handle the thought of awoman wielding equa power. Lies were fabricated to discredit her.”

Er'ril noticed Elenadtart at her uncle swords, but his heart pounded too loudly in hisearsfor himto give
her any further attention. “Impossible! Chi never granted his giftsto women.”

“Who said anything about Chi?’
“What? Are you suggesting elementa magick isthe equd of Chi?*

Bol blew out his cheeks, sending pipe smoke across the room. “At times, yes, | believe so. But it was not
elementa magick that shared its power with Sisa kofa.”

“Thenwhat?’

“You arejumping ahead of the story again.” Er’ril bit histongue to keep from rebuking the old man.
Obvioudy Bol needed to tell the story at his own pace. “Fine. Go on,” he mumbled.

“Near the end of Sisa kofa' slifetime, her magick Ieft her, but not before promising to one day return to
her descendant when most needed. Sisa’ kofawas warned of ablack shadow that would spread across
the lands of Alasea. Just when this dark timewould occur, she was never told. So Sisa kofaformed a
society of her fema e descendants. She taught them to prepare for her magick’ s return. Sisa kofa sensed
the dementalswould be criticd to the eventua rebirth of light to the land, so she trained her Ssterhood in
the use and respect for the elementd spirits”

“How do you know so much about the Sisterhood? Y ou' re not afemal e descendant.”

“| was born twinto afemae, my sster Fila. Being the first male born twinto agirl, | was alowed into
their secrets. My birth was believed to be a sgn—that she who gave Sisa kofa her power would be
returning soon. So the Sisterhood prepared, studying dl they could.” Bol swung hisarm to encompass
the stacks of scrolls and books. “ They searched ancient texts and gleaned portents from the el ementals.”

“ And what was learned?’

“Welearned the signs of her arrival and some of the key players—like yoursdlf. We dso knew the
elementals would beinvolved. " Three will come' it was written. But we knew not which ones or who.
ThisKrai isobvioudy rich in rock magick. And Ne€'lahn... She sanyphai, isn't she?*

“Yes” Er'ril sad.

“She hasthefire of theroot strong in her. | could hardly take my eyesfrom her. But that last member...
he, too, is steeped in magick, but | couldn’t tell how.”

“Kra sensed a strangeness about him, too.”

“Hemust bethethird.” Uncle Bol drew on hispipe, hislids dightly closed, and sent wisps of smoke
between hiswords. He scratched at his beard. “ Though there was one oracular text that | thought spoke
of thearrival of *someone from times past and lands lost,” but | must have been mistaken. Unlessthey
meant you, but | didn’t think so. Maybe I’m wrong. As| said, much that surrounds the Book isvague.”

“Y ou seem to know enough dready. So when isthiswit’ ch supposed to return?’
Bol’seyesgrew wide. “ Oh, my, she dready has. Didn’t you know?’

Er'ril sat sunned.



Bol pointed to hisniece. Er'ril finaly noticed how panicked the girl now appeared. “Born of the line of
Sisa kofaand birthed in fire. There Stsyour wit' ch.”

After Uncle Bol declared Elenaawit’ ch, slence hung like a stone over the room. Elenatried to worm
deeper into the goose-down cushions of her chair. She watched the swordsman’ s eyebrows climb higher
on hisforehead, hisaready ruddy complexion darkening further. His eyes settled on her with such force
that Elenafelt he peered through to her skin. Her arms rose and covered her chest in atight hug.

She shrank back from his eyes but raised her right hand to the firdlight. “But I.... I’'m not awit’ ch any
longer,” shesaid.

“It' sgone”
Her uncle patted a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “ It doesn’t work that way, honey.”
Er'ril ignored their words. “ Sheisjust achild. How can | believe you spesk the truth?’

Uncle Bal crossed from Elend s chair to the fire. Elena could tell from thelimp in hisgait and theway his
shoulders hung low that her uncle neared exhaustion. But hisvoice remained strong. “ Doubt? Y ou have
been on the road too long, Er’ril. Can you not sense the truth of my words? Why do you think that
darkmage tried to snatch the girl? He sensed the power birthed in her.”

“Y ou ask meto use the actions of aman with ablack heart as proof?*

Her uncle wanned his handsfor severa long heartbeats and spoke to the flames. *Y ou know | spesk the
truth.” Heturned to face Er'ril. “We need the Blood Diary.”

“So you know of the Book, too?’
“Of course. How could we not? It’ sthe reason you are dl herethis night.”
Er'ril’ s pipe hung unused in hisfingers, forgotten. “I cameto return your niece. That'sall.”

“No. Thewinds of fate blew you here where you were needed. The wit’ ch and the Book share the same
paths”

“My brother said nothing of thiswit’ ch. He said the Book had to be forged if there was to be any hope
of ending thisdark reign of the Gul’ gotha. He knew not of thiswit’ ch.” He said the last word with such
disgust that Elend s cheeks reddened in shame.

“We decided Shorkan didn’t need to know.”
“What are you talking about?’

Uncle Bal puffed on his pipe thoughtfully before continuing. “Where do you think your brother learned
how to forge the Blood Diary?’

“I don't know. He mentioned something about old texts.”
“The information was spirited to him from the Sisterhood. Unknown to Shorkan, we guided his hand.”
“Impossiblel”

Uncle Bol shrugged, ignoring the swordsman’ s doubt. Both men just stared at each other.



Findly Er'ril broke the tense silence. “ So my brother and | have been pawnsin some gameto return the
heir of Sisa kofato thelands of Alasea. Isthat what you' re hinting at?’

“No, not a dl. Your god isthe same asthat of the Sisterhood: to bring the light back to our lands, to
drive the Gul’ gothafrom our shores. But do you expect her—" Uncle Bol nodded to Elena. “—even
with the Blood Diary, to be able to singly defeat the armies of the Dark Lord, let aone the Black Beast
himsdf?’

Er'ril’ seyes shifted to Elena. The anger in his eyes dissolved away to confusion.

Uncle Bol continued. “It istime the Brotherhood and the Sisterhood united. The Brotherhood created
and guarded the Book. The Sisterhood nurtured the eementals and prepared for the return of the wit’ ch.
Now isthe time both must be forged into one cause and purpose—to defeat the Gul’ gotha and free our
landd”

Er'ril swung his eyes back to Bol’ swrinkled face. “How?’
“Thewit’ ch and the Blood Diary must be joined.”
“And what then?’ Er'ril asked bitterly. “What have you foreseen?*

Uncle Bol’ s next words were whispered, edged with smoke from his pipe. “We don’'t know. The Blood
Diary isapotent talisman. Even itsfunction is shaded in doubts. Portents swirl about it like awhirlpool,
so violent that they become impossible to read. Beyond the union of wit’ ch and book, nothing can be
foretold. Some foresee savation, others destruction. But most signs somehow point at both.”

“If thefutureis so unclear, why chance bringing wit’ ch and Book together?’

“Becauseif we don't, the oraclesare dl unanimous on the fate of Alasea. The land will continue following
itsdark path to ablacknessthat will swallow not just Alases, but thisworld and timeitsaf. Thewit’ ch
and the Book must be united!*

Elena cowered in her chair. How could she possibly be thisimportant? She didn’t want to bear such a
burden.

Er'ril seemed equaly unsure. “Sowheredo | fit into dl this?*

“Y ou are the guardian of the Book, the eternal watcher. Now you must extend your protection to include
the wit' ch. Y ou must guard Elena and take her to the Book.”

“Why risk the child? Why not let me fetch the Book alone and bring it here?*

Uncle Bol shook his head. “Y ou will fail. It has been prophesied. For any hope of success, thewit’ ch
must be accompanied by the guardian and the three el emental s here tonight; that we know. But be
warned, even this path is shadowed, and successin reaching the Blood Diary is not assured. Thejourney
ahead isfraught with many dangers”

“And | have no choicein thismatter.”
“Have you ever? Doesthislife of usdlesswandering hold such attraction for you?’

Er'ril lowered hishead. “I wish my own life back—before | ever stepped into that inn with Shorkan so
long ago.”

“That cannot be. But perhaps on this path you will find away back to the man you once were.”



Er'ril continued to hang his head. Elena, even though terrified by her uncle swords, fet atwinge of
sorrow for the swordsman. His very bones seemed bowed down with exhaustion and the weight of
years.

“Makeyour choice, Er'ril of Standi.”

Hiswords were whispered to the floor. “I will take her to where | hid the Book.”
“A’loaGlen?”

Heraised hiseyes. “Isthere nothing hidden from you?’

Uncle Bal shrugged. “I know only hints,” he said softly. “Words in books and scrolls. | know nothing
beyond this door.”

“Thejourney to A’loaGlenisalong one. And the city is guarded by sorcery. Before | can go there, | will
need to retrieve the ward that unlocks the path to the city. | hid it herein the ruins of the old school. Near
the—"

Uncle Bol waved thetip of hispipeat Er'ril. “Do not tell me. The fewer who know the better.”
A long silencefollowed these words.

Elenasquirmed in her seat. Her mind fought to absorb al she had heard, but most of their words made
no sense. Only onething was clear. Her own fears found voice, and she spoke, cracking the silence
among them. “I don’t want to beawit’ ch.”

Her uncletried to smile a her in reassurance, but only succeeded in quivering his mustache. The
profound sadnessin his eyes shocked her. But instead of comforting her, Uncle Bol crossed in front of
Er'ril, hisback to her. “Earlier you asked for proof of my words.” He dipped something from indgde his
vedt. “Do you recognizethis, Er'ril?”

Elenacould still see Er'ril’ sface. His mouth dropped open, and words tumbled out. “ That’s Shorkan’ sl
Wheredid you find it?’

Elena could not see what was proffered. Shetilted her head, but her uncle’ s back still blocked her view.

“If you remember,” her uncle said, “ Shorkan had given it to the boy on the night of the Book’ sforging.
When you fled with the Book after daying the child, weretrieved it. The boy ill had it clutched in his
dead fingers.”

“What do you planto do with it?’
“What | mugt.”

Her uncle suddenly swung around and faced Elena. He held adagger in his hand; the black blade glinted
inthefirdight. Tearswerein hiseyes. “1 never wanted to do this, Elena.”

He grabbed her wrist and yanked her hand toward him. A small gasp dipped from Elena s chest. What
was he doing? She was too shocked to resist.

“Thisisan ancient dagger used by the mages to consecrate the Blood Diary during itsforging.” He
dragged the blade' s edge across her exposed palm.

Blood welled from the cut before the pain reached her eyes. A sharp cry escaped her throat. She stared



indisbdief at the wound.

He pressed the hilt of the dagger into her bloody palm. Asthe blood soaked the knife, the black blade
burgt forth with asingle flash of white light. Asthe radiance subsided, the dark blade now shone slver in
thefirdight.

Uncle Bol fdl to hiskneesbefore her. “Now it' sawit’ ch’s dagger.”

Er'ril sat graight in hischair. His pipe had fallen to the floor from hislimp fingers, scattering smoldering
tobacco across the pine planking. Though he had sensed the truth in the old man’ swords, to seeiit
happen before him numbed hismind and limbs. Long ago, he had witnessed other initistes receive their
firg cuts from the masters of the Order, christening them to their magick. The same blinding light had
marked their coming to power.

Elenawasawit’ ch!

He watched the child drop the dagger to her Iap and wipe the traces of blood from her hand. No sign of
her uncl€' s cut remained. It had healed without a mark.

Her uncle ill knelt beside her. “ Forgive me, Elena.”
“But | don't want the supid knife.”
“You must takeit. You will need it to draw on your magick.”

She held up her right hand. “1 aready told you, it's gone. See, my hand isnorma again. The red color
faded awvay.”

Er'ril spoke up. He kept hisvoice small so as not to further upset the child; she seemed closeto panic.
“Y our Rose has faded as you exhausted your supply of power,” he said. “Y ou will need to renew.”

“I don’'t want to!” Tearsrolled down her cheek. Her uncle placed hishands on her lap. “I know you're
scared, honey. But your aunt Filais counting on you.”

At her aunt’ s name, her sobs quieted. “What do you mean?’ she said between sniffles.

Bol rolled back to hisfeet. “ Come, let me show you something. Aunt Filaleft agift for you.”
“She knew about dl thiswit’ ch stuff?’

“Yes, shedid, Elena. And she was so proud of how strong you were growing.”

She sniffed back the last few tears. “ Shewas?’ Her uncle nodded. “Come with me.” Bol turned to Er'ril.
“Y ou come, too. Thismay help you retrieve theward you hid in the ruins.”

Er'ril stood from his chair. Along with Elena, he followed the old man to anearby case of dusty books.
Bol’ sfingersran dong the spine of bindingslike alover's caress. A sgh escaped hislips. Hisfingers
settled on a carved stone bookend of adragon’s head. He reached and tilted the bookend. A series of
dipping pulleys and shifting stones sounded from behind the bookcase. The entire cabinet swung toward
them.

“Stand back,” Bol warned. He swung the bookcase open like adoor to reveal astone stairway leading
down.

Elena s eyes widened with surprise, her wonder overwheming her tears.



Even Er'ril wasintrigued. “Where doesthislead?’ Bol reached to ahand lantern resting on asideboard.
He picked it up and adjusted the wick to flame the lantern brighter. “ Follow me, and watch your step.
The stoneisdamp and dippery.”

Er'ril waved ahand for Elenato follow her uncle while he went last. The stairway, constructed of crude
dabs of hewn rock, appeared much older than the stone of the cottage. Spiderwebs wisped in drapes
from thelow celling. The girl and the stooped man passed under the webs, setting them to drifting on
currents of disturbed air. Er’ril, taller than the others, kept wiping them from his hair as he managed the
dick stairs. He dapped at his neck as he felt the scurry of tiny legs on his nape.

Hearing his dap, Elenalooked back at him and eyed him as he rubbed his neck. “ Careful. It's bad luck
tokill aspider.”

“Go on, child.” He nudged her forward with afinger. She wasn't the one with spidersin her hair.

Elenalistened as she crept down the last of the steps. Her footsteps echoed back from the stones. She
crinkled her nose at the smdll of stagnant water and mildewed dampness. Reaching the last step, she
paused. Uncle Bol stood severd steps ahead of her, hislantern held high. Thelight revealed awide
chamber, itswalls sweeping to either sdein acrude circle. Twelve pillars of rock, like stone guards,
sectioned the walls. Between the pillars, in acoves, hung ancient mirrored plates, most with green water
gansmaring their slvery finishes.

Uncle Bol smiled encouragement. “ There' s nothing to be frightened of here, Elena.”

Behind her, Er'ril nudged her forward. As she crossed to her uncle, the mirrors reflected back sparks of
lantern light and movement. Their own reflections shifting in the mirrors made Elenajittery. She snuck
closer to the swordsman. She kept catching glimpses of motion from the corner of her eye. One black
passageway led away from this chamber toward other dark mysteries.

“What isthis place?’ Er'ril asked, bringing to voice Elena s own question.

“We are a the outskirts of the old ruins.” Uncle Bal still had his pipe clenched between histeeth. Its
glowing tip acted like apointing finger. He swung in acircle, encompassing the entire room. “ Thiswasthe
old chamber of worship for the school. Here young initiates—your age, Elena—would cometo pray and
meditate for guidance from the spirit Chi.”

She stared into al the dark shadows. Weren't there supposed to be poisonous snakes around the ruins?
She stepped even closer to the man with the sword. “Am | supposed to pray to Chi?’” she said, her voice
awhisper. “Here?’

“No, sweetheart, Chi isgone. The spirit that gave you your gift isdifferent.”

“How s0?7" Er'ril asked. He didn't seem the least bothered by the shifting shadows or the possibility of
snakes.

Uncle Bol seemed unconcerned, too. He spoketo Er'ril as Elenalistened for hissing. “Where Chi was
more amale spirit and only communed with men, we believe the pirit that granted both Elenaand

Sisa kofatheir powersis morethe femininetwin of Chi.” He waved the lantern to the mirrors. “Like the
mirror image of Chi.”

“But Chi granted his giftsto many men,” Er'ril said. “Why doesthis spirit only choosethislittle
girl—Elena—to beitsingrument?’

“That has been much debated, while the writings of Sisa kofa ponder that very question. The best answer



the Sisterhood could settle on was that Chi, like all men, can spread his seed far and wide, so he could
bring many men into hisflock. This other spirit, more like awoman, has only one seed at atimeto cherish
and nurture. That seed was Sisa kofain the past and Elenatoday.”

“So this spirit iswesker than Chi,” Er'ril said.

Uncle Bol frowned at Er’ril, thetips of hiswhite mustache drooping down. “It takes both aman and a
woman to birth achild. Who is stronger and who isweaker in thisunion? It isjust Sdesof acoin.”

Er'ril shrugged. “Wordsfor dreamers.”

“What isthisspirit?" Elenaasked, becoming dightly intrigued but till watching for snakes. “Wheredid it
comefrom?’

“Muchistill unknown, honey. That' swhat | hope your aunt Filamay discover.”
“But Aunt Filais dead. How can she help now?’

Uncle Bol placed ahand on her cheek. “Aunt Filais specid. Our lineage, even before Sisa kofa, has
aways been blessed with a unique connection to the eemental spirits. Even your own mother, Elena”

“My mother?’

Bol nodded. “Y ou know how she could awaystell the sex of an unborn child or when a cow would
cdf.”

“Yes, dl the neighbors used to cometo her.”
“Wadll, that was her specid sKill.”
“And Aunt Filahad specid sKills, too?’

“Yes, and her skillswere strong. Y our aunt Filacould fold and knead the magick of the dementaslike
the bread in her bakery. She could wield many sorceries.”

Tears again appeared in Elena s eyes as she thought of her parents, of her brother, and of Aunt Fila.
“Why did she haveto die?’

“Hush, swestie... don’t cry. Let me show you something.” Uncle Bol led her to an acove between two
pillars.

Elenafollowed, noticing that thiswas the only section of the wall upon which amirror did not hang. The
alcove, lit by the hand lantern, was not constructed of stacked stones like the walls, but was carved from
therock of the hillsde. It contained a pedestal supporting abasin of water. As she watched, asmall drop
of water rolled down the damp rock wall to dribble into the basin.

“What isthis?’ Er'ril asked behind her. “I1t was abowl used for ablutions by the initiates. The hands of
many ancient mages used this bowl to wash before meditating.”

Elena squeezed forward and had to rise on tiptoe to peer into the water. “What doesthis have to do with
Aunt Fla?

“Thiswater, seeping from springs deep in the hills, is stegped with eementa powers.” Uncle Bol glanced
over her head to Er'ril. “I don’t think the school’ s mages, blind to the elementa spirits, even knew what
strength flowed through this water. Maybe they somehow sensed it and so intuitively built their chamber



of worship here”
“What doesit do?’ Er'ril asked.

“Aswater can carve pathsin stone, so thiswater can carve paths between people. Both Aunt Filaand |
had amulets that contained drops from this water, and it alowed us to communicate across distances.”
Uncle Bal dipped asmall jade amulet in the shgpe of an dchemist’svia from his vest pocket. It hung
from agray twisted cord. He offered it to Elena.

She carefully lifted the amulet into the lantern light. “Thank you. It s beautiful!”

Uncle Bol bent and kissed Elena on her forehead. “1t' sagift from Aunt Fila Infact, the cord is braided
with her hair.” He reached down and removed atiny diver of jade acting likeacork inthe vid. “Now go
fill it with water,” he said, pointing to the basin.

Elenalooked at her uncle questioningly, then crossed to thetiny pool and dipped the amulet in. The
water’ s cold stung her fingers. Shelifted the vid free, and Uncle Bol passed her the jade stopper.

“Cork it snug,” hesaid.
Elenadid so, her brows knit tight as she worked the jade diver in place. “Now what?’ she asked.

“With thisamulet you can talk to Aunt Fila. Y ou must just hold the amulet tight in your hand and wish it
0.

A trickle of fear dripped down her back. She loved her aunt, but... “I can speak to her ghost?’

“Y es. Her body may be gone, but her spirit lives. |, myself, cannot reach her with my amulet any longer.
The demental power doneisnot strong enough to breach the distance to the spirit reelm. But Aunt Fila
believed you could succeed.”

Elena s eyeswere focused on the amulet. “How?’

“Crossto one of themirrors. Y ou need areflecting surface. Then gaze ingde asyou hold the amulet firm
and spesk Fila'sname. Try it.”

Elena scrunched up her face and stepped to amirror in aneighboring alcove. She dipped the cord over
her head and clutched the amulet in her pam, its sharp edges pinching her skin. Pressing her fist to her
chest, she stared into the mirror. Splotches of green water stains marred her reflection, giving her a
diseased appearance.

“Think of her and speak her name,” Uncle Bol whispered beside her. His voice sounded so hopeful, and
sad at the sametime, that she could not refuse him. In her mind’ s eye, she pictured her aunt’ s stern
expression and theway her hair was always pulled back into atight knot. “Aunt Fila?’ she said to the
mirror. “Can you hear me?’

With her words, Elenafdt the amulet stir, much like achick shifting in an egg just before hatching. But
nothing else happened. She turned to Uncle Bal. “It’snot working.”

His eyes narrowed, and his shoulders dumped. “Maybe she' stoo far.”
“Or maybe shewaswrong,” Er'ril sad. “We should—"

The bookcase door dammed shut above them, startling Elena. She jJumped, and her fist reflexively
clamped, piercing her thumb on a sharp edge of the amulet.



The lantern rocked in Uncle Bol’ s hand, casting shadows to and fro. He and Er'ril stood stunned for a
frozen heartbeat.

Suddenly anew light burst forth into the room. It came from the mirror in front of Elena. Her eyes, drawvn
by the light, saw asight she never expected to see again, her aunt Filal The old woman was draped in
waves of light, and starswinked behind her. The starry view reminded Elena of something she had seen
before.

But before Elena could ponder this, Aunt Fila spoke, a panicked look blooming across her aunt’ sface.
“Run!” She pointed a ghostly hand toward the single dark corridor leading out from the chamber and
deeper into dieruins. “Flee! Now! Leave the cottage and escape to the woods!”

With his pillow covering his ears, exhaustion finaly consumed Rockingham, and hefel into afitful
dumber. He dreamed he stood on the edge of a cliff above adark, choppy surf. As he watched the
white-tipped waves crash on black rocks below, he somehow knew he dreamed. Clouds and rain
blotted the horizon as a storm brewed far out to sea. Asis often the case in dreams, the time of day was
unclear; the quality of light was such that achange felt imminent. But whether the light was due to wax
brighter asin early morning or to wane into darkness, he was unsure. The only thing he knew for certain
was that he recognized this place. He had stood here before. He remembered the sdlt in hisnose and the
breeze on hisface. The Dev’ unberry bluff, on the coast of hisidand home!

A smile appeared on hisface. It had been many years since he had returned to the Archipelago. Even this
nighttime fantasy was awelcome visit. He soaked the air deep into his chest, and if he squinted... yes, he
could just make out the Ide of Maunsk in the distance, nearly swallowed by roiling clouds.

Suddenly, as he viewed the neighboring idand, afeding of dread clutched his heart. He glanced quickly
behind him asif expecting some creature of nightmare to be pouncing toward him, but therolling green
hills stood empty.

What wasthisfluttering of his heart? Thiswas hishome. What should he fear? He Stared at the view off
the cliffs. The sweep of ocean, wind, and rain seemed strangely familiar, more than just amemory of
home. This very picture—the distant idand disappearing into cloud, the crash of angry water at hisfest,
the sting of spray on his cheek—not only had he stood here before, but he had stood at this exact
moment before. But when?

Hetried to organize histhoughts, but arising panic rattled him. He had a sudden urge to ran. But before
he could act on thisthought, his feet began to move on their own, not carrying him away to safety, but
toward the edge of the cliff! Asin many dreams, he could not stop. It was asif hisbody wereacarniva
puppet through whose eyes he peered. He could not stop hisfeet asthey continued forward. As he
fought, he watched his right foot step into open space.

Now he remembered! Not only had he been here before, he had done this very thing. A welling pain
escaped hisbreast in a scream as his body tumbled off the cliff. “Linoral”

Asthe water-churned rocks flew toward hisface, wordstolled in his head, in acold, familiar tongue,
laced with black humor. Dismarum’ svoice said, “Don’'t worry, Rockingham, I’ll catch you again.”
Laughter echoed as he hit the waves.

Rockingham sprang awake in the old man’ s cottage, tasting blood in his mouth. His underclotheswere
drenched in sweat asif he had ran along race. He struggled to sit up, but the ropes held him.

Suddenly arough hand clamped over his mouth. He tried to scream, but the pam blocked al sound.



“Silenceor die,” someone whispered in his ear. Rockingham fdlt the blade of aknife at histhroat. He
stopped struggling. The weapon lifted from his neck and diced hisropesfree.

Rockingham pulled his arms down and rubbed hiswrigts. The bulky shadow of the mountain man loomed
beside hisbed. “ Get dressed. Hurry!” Krai growled at him.

He noticed the small woman, Nee'lahn, fully dressed and peering through the tiny window. “Quickly!”
shesad. “Both areinside. Theway is clear. Once we reach the horses, we can draw them after us.”

“What isgoing on?’ Rockingham asked as he tucked his shirt into his pants. He bent to his boots.
“Skal’tum,” Kra answered.
Rockingham sped his fforts, pouncing into his boots.

Now was not the time to be caught by the Dark Lord' s lieutenants. He had no bargaining chip. “Whereis
thegirl... and the others?’

Krai ignored the smal man’s question. He pushed him toward the window, not knowing why the woman
hed ing sted on hauling the prisoner aong. Rockingham should have been |eft to the teeth and claws of the
beasts. But Neg'lahn had insisted.

Nee lahn dowly worked the window open. Crashing sounded from below. “ Do you think they’ re safe?’
she whispered.

He stayed slent, unsure and reluctant to voice hisfears. If only he had sensed the approach of the beasts
earlier. Kra had found himsalf with only enough timeto hurry down and kick the cellar door shut before
thefirst skal’tum had begun digging at the cottage' s door. He had barely escaped back up the stairs
himsdlf.

“Will they be hidden long enough for usto get to the horses and draw the monsters away?” Ne€ lahn
asked, propping the window open.

“The cdlar door iswell disguised.”

“Still, we must hurry!” With the window now wide open, she climbed through the frame onto the
thatched roof.

Kra picked up the prisoner and shoved him over the windowsill. The thin man rolled across the roof,
amost tumbling from the edge. Krai wormed through the window next, having to blow al theair from his
wide chest to give him room to squeeze through the narrow frame. His belt caught for adifficult moment
on thesll beforefindly popping free and dlowing him to scoot the remainder of his bulk through to the
roof.

“Likeacow giving birth,” Rockingham commented to no one. Hisflippant words, though, could not hide
the wary crinkle of hisbrow or theway his eyes kept darting to al corners of the roofline.

Nee' lahn stood at the roof’ s edge. The horse barn with its crooked doors and sparse thatching stood just
astone sthrow from her. “We could jump from here,” she whispered. “Or work our way to the back of
the house and climb down the woodpile.

Asanswer, Krai leaped from the roof to land with amuffled thud on a heap of dead pine needles. He
waved the others down. Nee [ahn pointed for Rockingham to go first, obvioudy distrusting the man. He
did not need goading. The speed with which he dipped to the edge of the roof suggested he, too, did not



wel come an encounter with what tore through the lower rooms. He hung from the roof’ s edge for a
moment, then let go to land near Kra.

Nee'lahn adjusted her pack and glanced down to them. Krai took a step forward to catch her if needed.
As she hesitated a breath at the edge, a splintering crash erupted from the bedchamber behind her.

“Hurry!” Krai caled. But he need not have spoken. Nee'|ahn had aready launched from the roof.

Theword “Run!” blew from her lips as she landed on her feet. Before Krai could get hislarge bulk
moving, she was off and darting for the horse barn. Sheflew like afluttering leaf. Krai thudded after her,
herding Rockingham ahead of him.

He heard glass shatter behind him, and the explosion of burst planks. He twisted his neck and saw adark
form driving through the window above, claws scrabbling at the thatched roof. It seemed trapped, but
from the way it thrashed, it would be free in aheartbesat. He drove faster, shoving Rockingham forward.
The townsman stumbled, but Krai caught his shoulder and kept him on hisfeet.

Kra saw that Nee'lahn had aready disappeared into the horse barn. By the time he reached the crooked
door with its cracked rawhide hinges, the woman had two of the horses— the girl’ s gray mare and the
plainsman’s chestnut stallion— aready in tow. Hisown war charger, Rorshaf, would not alow the
woman near and stood snorting and digging an iron-shod hoof into the dried manure. His black flanks
heaved in excitement, apparently sensing the foul beasts afoot. Kral clucked histongue twice, and
Rorshaf sttled his hooves.

Nee' lahn did bareback atop the chestnut stallion and tossed the reins of the small mare to Rockingham.
Kra noted with satisfaction that she had tied alead from the mare to her sdlion, not trusting the prisoner
to stay with them. The mare fought Rockingham’ s mounting, but Kra—busy with his own beast—could
not fault the man’ s garrison training. He stayed on the back of the horse and managed to gain control.

Kral tossed his saddle and packs atop Rorshaf and yanked the strap to secureit. In a heartbeat, he was
mounted. He patted one of his packs at histhigh. Itsfullnesstold him that no one had disturbed its
contents.

Heled the way to the barn door and kicked it wide.

A large shape crashed to the dirt and rock before him. Hiswar charger, who would run through fire with
nary aflinch, reared and snorted in fright. Krai twisted hisfist in the reins and fought to keep his seet.

Before him, with wings swept wide, stood another of the Dark Lord' s lieutenants. The ska’ tum hissed at
the rearing horse and blocked the way forward. Krai finally, with asavage yank on the bit, convinced
Rorshaf to keep his hooves planted. The other horses and riders had edged back deeper into the
ramshackle barn. But in there lay no safety; this beast would not be stopped by rotted and warped
boards. Kral kicked Rorshaf forward, and for the first time since broken to the bit, his stallion refused his
command. He kicked again with more hedl. The horseignored him, terror holding it frozen.

Kral leaned forward in his saddle, hispomme digging into his stomach, to reach hismount’ sear. ©
Rorshaf, partu sagui weni sky,” he clucked in the tongue of the crag horses, alanguage dl mountain
folk knew aswell astheir own. Krai wasthe best of the Whisperersin his clan. Some said hewasborn
to the fire speaking the language of the crag horses. Still, as skilled ashewas, it took al his coaxing to
work the fear from Rorshaf’ s heart and to get his mount to attend him.

Thewar charger began to respond to Krai’ s hands on the reins. Krai tapped his flanks, and the horse
edged afew paces closer to the sk’ tum.



The winged beast’ s ears swive ed forward and back, gauging the situation. The claws of itsfeet had dug
deep into the soil. A greenish ooze dripped from the daggered tips of its claws asit opened and closed its
fists. Fangs showed from between thin lips, and in the scant moonlight, its eyes were black pitswith
red-hot coals glowing deep within. The motion of the horse drew the monster’ sfull attention.

“Whereissthegirl child?’ the skal’tum spat toward him. “ Give her over, and we will let you die quickly.”

Behind itswords, Krai sensed fatigue in the beast. Its breathing rasped across the empty space. It had
labored hard to arrive here so quickly. With luck, Krai might be able to distract the monster long enough
to alow the othersto escape. He thumbed free his ax from his saddle harness and pulled it to hislap.
Kicking hishorseto alunge, he sped directly at the beast. A roar barreled from histhroat in abattle cry
of hisclan. Kral swung hisax high.

AsKra had hoped, exhaustion and surprise forced the skal’ tum back two steps beforeit could risetoits
full height. It was enough; there was room enough for ahorse and rider to dip behind Krai and out to the
dark woods. “Go!” he screamed at the others. He did not haveto call twice. A rush of thundering
hooves passed behind his mount’ s rump. He dared not follow their progress, his eyesfixed upon the
claws and teeth of the ska’ tum.

The ska’ tum, though, saw some of its prey scurrying away. It lunged at Kral just asthelast of his
companions raced past behind him. A lightning swing of his ax bounced back aflash of poisoned talons
from hisface, and adownward bat of his hickory handle knocked away aclawed kick at hismount’s
belly. Krai guided hishorse with dight movements of hislegs and shifts of hisweght. Rorshaf became an
extension of hisown body. Where horse and man met became ablurred line of muscle and will.

The ska’tum backed astep, its chest heaving with exertion. “Y ou fight well, man of rock. But the night
issmine”

Kra danced hisax in hishand, but it was a useless show of skill. He knew hisfight with the beast was
hopeless. As his previous battle with this beast’ s brethren had taught him, dark magick protected the
skd’tum from harm. With the sun far from rising, Kra could not maintain this Salemate. Sooner or | ater,
aclaw or fang would dip through his defense. His best hope wasto buy time for Neg' lahn and the
garrison man to escape, then lure this beast away from the cottage—if he lived that long.

The ska’tum waited, its breathing becoming less labored asit rested. It wasin no hurry to finish him off,
toying with him. Apparently it knew the child it sought was not among those who had escaped on
horseback. Kral sat straighter in his saddle. He had given Nee'lahn and the otherstime enough to flee. If
he wasto die here, let him die swinging his ax and on the back of the steed he had raised from afod. He
swung his ax above his head, meaning to challenge the beast to lunge. It did—cursed predictable beast!

Now to bait it away from the cottage.

Krai reared his horse, iron-shod hooves striking back the foe. Still hanging on the back of the reared
gdlion, Krai sgnaed Rorshaf to twist around. The horse spun on its hind legs and crashed back down,
jarring Kral forward across the pomme. The ska’ tum now stood behind them, screaming. The mountain
man kicked his horse forward, attempting to race for the tree line beyond the corner of the cottage. But
after only ahandful of paces, Rorshaf ground to ahdlt, his hooves digging groovesin therocky dirt. The
sudden stop caught Krai by surprise. He struggled to compensate but could not stop his body from
tumbling over the head of his mount. He landed with aroll and avoided a snapped bone. Pulling to his
knees, Kral looked ahead to what had spooked Rorshaf.

A second skal’tum stalked from the front of the cottage and blocked his escape to the trees. Krai heard
the sibilant laugh of thefirst skal’ tum behind him. “ Come back, little one. We are not done playing.”



ASBOL STRUGGLED TO PRY A TORCH FROM THE CRUMBLING stone of thewall, Er'ril
prepared to mount the stairs and investigate the crashing commotion echoing from the cottage above.

“Stay your feet, plainsman!”

Er'ril turned to face the spesker, the ghost in the mirror. The swirling bands of light swelled and ebbed
over the gern figure of the old woman. He spoke to the mirror. “1 have companionsin danger up there.”

“They are not your concern,” she said coldly, her eyes narrowed. “Y ou were guardian of the Book, and
now must be guardian of the one for whom the Book was forged. Y ou must get Elenato safety. Time has
not dulled the Black Heart’ slust. Now go!” Her bright image in the mirror fluttered like acandle flamein
abreeze, her find words stuttering. “The dark magick. .. snaking in the cottage. .. weakening my link.
Hee... whileyou still can! Do not fail me, Er’ril of Standi.”

Then her ghost vanished and darkness reclaimed the chamber. Only the blue-flamed torches weakly beat
back the blackness.

Inthe silence, the girl edged closer to Er'ril’ sside. An exceptionally loud crash boomed from above,
gtartling her, and she clutched at his hand. He squeezed in reassurance, her hand ahot ember in hispalm.
How could this child be awit’ ch? Wit ches were legends of evil: crook-backed crones buried degpin
swampy lairs, or beautiful women with raven hair who lured men to their doom on midnight visits. Er'ril
studied the woman-child. In the torchlight, her eyes were glassy with fear, her lips dightly parted as she
held her breath. One hand twisted a curl of hair by her ear. He squeezed her hand again. Evil or not, this
wit’ ch was under his protection.

Bol had finaly freed one of the torches from its bracket and pointed it to the only hall leaving the
chamber.

“Thisway.” He passed thetorch to Er'ril.

With only one arm, Er'ril wasforced to pry hishand from Elend stight fingers to accept the flaming
brand. The girl’s hand, free now, snatched the edge of Er'ril’ sleather jerkin and clung there.

Bol raised hislantern. “ Come. | have explored these ruins and know them well.”
“Do you know away out to the woods?’ Er’ril asked.

The old man’ swords were whispered as he turned and began to lead the way toward the black hall. “I
once did. But these ruins have away of tricking an eye.”

Er'ril, with Elenaattached to his side, followed Bol into the dark passageway |eading from the chamber.
The passage was revedled to be an ancient hall of the school. Hewn stone crumbled in dampness, and
mold grew thick acrossthe stonewalls. An occasond acove or niche they passed contained statuary so
worn by dripping water and age that the forms had melted into hunched masses that seemed to menace
the passer.

Er'ril noted that Elenakept well clear of these dark spaces, and every noise triggered agasp from the
girl. Asshewalked beside him, her feet sumbled in exhaustion. He heard her mumbling under her bregth,
words spoken to the floor in a digointed fashion—something about snakes. Er'ril’ slipstightened to a
frown. It must be over aday since the child had dept. They needed to get her somewhereto deep and
recuperate. The dangersfacing this youngster were more than just physical.

He wanted to put his arm around the girl, but he was fully occupied supporting the sputtering torch. For



thefirst timein along time, he regretted the loss of hisother limb.

Aheed, Er'ril saw Bol hesitate at ajunction of three crumbling halls. The subterranean ruins of the old
school were amaze of crisscrossing sone halls and collgpsed chambers. At firgt, Bol had been marching
through this warren of tunnels with confidence, but asthey proceeded he stopped more and moreto
scratch hishead and squint his eyes.

Er'ril epped beside him. “What'swrong?’
“I must have made awrong turn. | don’t remember this crossroad.”
“What are you saying?’

“I'm saying we' re lost. There are many parts of these ruins | haven't explored. Some sections are
unstable and apt to fall. Some parts are where beasts of the underground rule and guard against
intruders”

“And where are we now?’

Asif in answer, asudden loud hissing bloomed from al around them. Elenawhimpered beside Er'ril.
Bol lowered hislantern. “How fast can you run carrying Elena?’ he whispered to Er'ril.

“Why?

Bol peered into the darkness. “1 didn’'t know they had stretched their territory so far. The winter cold
must be driving them to these lower regions.”

Er'ril lisened to the growing hissing. “ Serpents?”’
Bol shook his head. “Worse. Much worse. Rock’ goblins.”

Thetwo ska'tum best their wings through the cold night air asKrai struggled to hisfeet. One of his
knees protested the motion, and he grabbed for Rorshaf’ swithersto steady himself. The war charger
sdled closer to him. Though the horse' s eyes were wild with fear and its coat dick with swest, Rorshaf
stayed by the downed Krai, ready to protect.

The skd’tum behind him chuckled, the sound of itslaughter like rocksrattling through awash during a
flash sorm. “ My little bird broke hissswing. Come and | will fix it.”

Kra heard the scrape of bony wing and claw approaching his back. He stared at his empty
hands—weaponless. He had |ost the ax when he was thrown from the horse. It now lay in the dirt near
the feet of the second skal’ tum. He needed another weapon but had none. Unless...

The second skal’ tum crept closer toward him from the front. “We have had along trip here. We could
use alittle medal before we tear gpart the cottage and find our true prey.”

Both of the ska’tum now hissed sibilantly. Green oil dripped from the claws of the ska’tum in front while
it tared a him like adog sdivating for abone.

Kra’shand settled on one of his packs. He picked the strap |oose and flipped open the covering.

“Now what doess our little man think he hass?’ the beast behind him asked. “ Another shiny blade to
prod a us? Y ou cannot harm us, soft one, but only whet our appetites.”



Krai reached into his pack and grabbed his*“wegpon” by along ear. He pulled free the decapitated head
of the ska’tum he had dain in the town. Heraised it high for both creaturesto see. “ Do not trust so fully
your dark magick! | have learned how to thwart your foul protections.”

The sight of the head, itslong tongue hanging dack from its dead lips, had the desired effect on the
beasts. Krai guessed the two ska’ tum had seldom seen one of their kind dain in many centuries. The
shocking revelation caused both of the beasts to flap back from him in trepidation. He hopped forward,
his horse following at hiswhistled command. He swung the head toward the ska’tum in front. It backed
far enough away from Krai that he could reach the ax.

He quickly wiped the ax’ s edge through the thick blood that dripped in globs from the severed neck in
his hands. “Blood of your kind smeared on ablade will render your dark protections useless.” He raised
the blade, praying his ruse would hold. “I do not need the sun to kill you!”

Hiswords shook the skal’ tum. Both near exhaugtion themselves, neither seemed willing to test hisclaim.
He mounted and, using his knees, guided his horse to the sde. Now both ska’tum stood in front of him.

“Wewill kill you, little man. Mark our wordsss. When the tale of what you have done reachess our tribe,
you and al your kind will be meat upon our fangss.”

“Wewill beready for you! Y our blood will flow like rivers down our mountains,” he assured the
crestures as he swung his horse around and signaled Rorshaf to hisfastest speed. Fear ignited his mount,
and Rorshaf’ siron-shod hooves thundered across the cold ground. Treesflew past to either sde. Witha
net of limbs blocking the sky overhead from awinged assault, Krai allowed himsdf to breathe again.

Ashe and Rorshaf raced through the wintry night, thunder rumbled from overhead. The storm was about
to break. Krai watched lightning arc across the black clouds as two emotionswarred in his heart: relief at
having survived, and shame for what he had done. He kicked Rorshaf to afaster speed, asif he could
run from hisignoble act. Froth foamed from Rorshaf’ s lips as he obeyed his master and sped through the
woods.

It was not the abandonment of his companionsin the cottage that caused his heart to weigh likeastonein
his chest. Though he had |eft them to the beasts, his heart knew he had done dl he could to buy them
time to escape the cdllar and reach safety. He had done his best, risking hisown life,

No, what caused his heart to ache and histhroat to choke wasthat he had lied, spoken an untruth! And
for no other reason but to save his contemptible hide!

He yanked on Rorshaf’ sreins. His mount reared, wild-eyed, foam flying from the bit, and pulled to a
short stop. Suddenly lightning and thunder crashed above Krai, asif the heavens above screamed for his
lying heart. A freezing rain began pelting through the pinesto strike his upturned face.

No man of hisclan had ever alowed alieto escape histeeth. With the spittle of hisfoul tongue, Kra had
doused thefire of hisfamily clan. For that blasphemy, he could never return to his mountain home.

A man forever lost, Krai howled into the face of therain.

Elena clung to the swordsman’ s jerkin as the hissing of the goblins crept around them. Now what? She
had seen too many horrorsthis past day. She buried her faceinto Er'ril’ sleather jerkin. A rumble of di
stant thunder echoed from above, silencing the hissing but not for long. Asthe crackling roar died away,
the menacing noise resumed, itching at her ears. She peeked an eye open and stared down the hall
behind them. Were there darker shadows diding toward them?



Uncle Bol spoke behind her. “I smell rain down thishall.” She glanced back toward her uncle. He peered
down the hal leading to theleft. “ And | think the hissing islessthisway, too.”

“Thenlet'sgo,” Er'ril sad.

With her ear pressed near his chest, Elenaheard Er'ril’ s heart pound in its bony cage. She concentrated
on the rush of blood through the warrior’ s heart, letting it drown out the hissing.

“Tossaway thetorch,” Bol said. “You'll need that arm of yoursto carry Elena. We must hurry. They
may let us passthrough their hdls unmolested if we don't dally.”

Elenadlowed hersdf to be hefted into the air by Er'ril’ siron-muscled arm. She held her asams around his
neck to maintain her perch. “Swing to my back,” he said.

She did as he asked and wrapped her legs around hiswaist. He kept his one arm hooked in her leg. “I
don’t need you to hold me,” she said right into hisear. “1f you lean over just abit, | can hold on by

mysdf.”
Er'ril grunted acknowledgment and let go.

Shetightened her knees and adjusted her weight. She held her place firm; it was not unlike riding a horse.
“I'mset,” shesad.

Pacing ahand on the pomme of hissword, Er'ril nodded to Bol. “Lead theway.” Elena sarm across his
windpipe strained hisvoice,

Bol raised hislantern, dipped into the hall on the right, and led the way a adight trot. Er'ril followed with
astrangled “hang on” tossed back at the girl.

Elena pushed her cheek againgt his neck and held tight, careful not to choke her mount completely. Her
nose filled with the scent of him: horse and arich muskiness, like ahint of the loam of hishome plains. A
picture of him asaboy running in thefidds of his Standi home passed through her mind’ s eye, legs strong
asthey legped irrigation ditches, chest wide asit drew the air yellowed by the dusty pollen of the spring
fields. What if they had met as children? Would they have been friends?

Before she could ponder the strange effect his smell had on her heart, they entered the new hallway. The
hissing grew louder asthe walls around them echoed the thregt. The noise seemed to creep into her skull
and bounce around inside. She stared over Er'ril’ s shoulder as he trotted after Uncle Bol and the lantern.

Though they moved quickly, the pace was not so hurried asto trip afoot on acrumbling stone or bump a
head on afdlen roof beam. It wasthisfast yet steady pace that kept Uncle Bol from death. From her
perch, Elena could see the forward edge of the lantern’slight asit raced ahead of them, illuminating
obstacles. As she stared, the lantern light diding aong the stone floor suddenly vanished ahead asiif
swalowed by ahungry darkness. It took her amoment to redlize what lay ahead. “Watch out!” she
cdled to her uncle, who il hurried ahead of them.

Her words struck his ears at the same time the sight reached his eyes. He skidded to ahdt, hisarm
swinging to keep him from faling. Histoesteetered at the edge of a precipice. Er'ril came near to
colliding into hisback and sending him tumbling into the black pit ahead, but the swordsman was agile
and instead pulled Uncle Bol from the edge.

Elenadropped from Er'ril’ sback. All three stared at the yawning precipice. The hal had been split by an
old crack and ashifting in therock of the foothills; the edge of the lantern light barely reached acrossthe
gap to where the hal continued on the far sde—much too far to leap.



Another crack of thunder echoed from the storm overhead. The thunder’ s bark rang clear from the
digant hdl. Uncle Bol wasright. A way to the surface did lie at the end of that hall. But with the pit
between them and the hdl’ s continuation, it might as well have been athousand leagues away.

The thunder seeped away, and the source of the hissing became clear. The noiserose like steam from the
precipice, asfrom afurious teakettle ready to explode.

“Rock’ gobling,” Bol muttered.
Behind them now, athick-tongued hissng answered its brethren from the pit.

Uncle Bal turned to face Elena. She had never seen such despair in hiseyes. “I’'m sorry,” he whispered
to both her and Er’ril.

Elenabardly heard hiswords. From the hal behind them, she saw inky shadows shift and squirm toward
their light.

“Kra!” Nee'lahn called through the storm-swept wood. Limbs lashed about her horse, and ahard rain
beat down, stinging her face. She continued through the wood toward where she had heard the thunder
of passing hooves. She coaxed the sadlion forward.

Behind her followed the mare and its rider, Rockingham. Though the steed was tethered to her gdlion,
the man made no effort to legp from his mount and flee. Apparently the prisoner had no desireto traverse
these woods on foot with mongters loose this night.

“He' sdead,” Rockingham said sourly. “Let’ s find athick-boughed tree and weather this storm out.”
“No.”

“He can't have survived the skal’ tum.”

“Hedid it once”

Rockingham pulled his shoulders up and hunched against a sudden wet gust. “Not thisblack night.”
“I heard him.”

“Y ou heard thunder.”

Nee lahn nudged her stallion forward, leading the mare with her. Her senseswere keen. It was not
thunder she had heard. “Krai!” she cdled again, the wind ripping the name from her lips.

Asif inanswer, alight bloomed in the wood far ahead. Her first thought was that they had circled back
around and that the misty light came from the old man’s cottage. No, they were too deep in the wood,
too far from the cottage. She sat straighter on the horse and peered forward, trying to pierce the veil of
rain. Thelight, a soft azure glow, appeared to be bobbing up and down. Was someone hailing them?
Maybe Krai?

She reached a hand to the trunk of atree and dlowed her eyesto drift partidly closed, searching through
the rough bark and down to the heart of the tree, to its very roots that entwined with the other trees of
the dark wood. She hummed a song of the nyphai low in her throat, a song of inquiry. Who lay ahead,
friend or foe? But her only response was arumble of irritation. How dull the roots of thesetrees, like men
snoring in dream, compared to the symphony that once played in her own forest home. Only asingle
feathery answer returned— dv’in.



Startled, shelet her fingers drift from the woody bark. Just an old nightmare, she thought. These trees
here werelost in the past. The eVv'in had been gone from these shores for a thousand ages. They had
disappeared long ago, sailing their wind ships beyond the Great Western Ocean to afaraway land, from
which they had never returned.

Stll, even thismention of the ancient ev'in stirred aworry in her chest; it was such a cursed nameto find
among these storm-drenched limbs.

Her curiogity inched her galion in the direction of the light. The trunks of trees, moving between her and
the light, winked the glow into and out of existence like some cryptic sgnd. Findly, an especidly fierce
gde blew down from the peaks, and awall of rain swept over them. The light blotted out. Ne€' lahn
stopped her horse and waited, unsure where exactly the light had last stood.

Asshe hdd her breath, her eyes searching, Rockingham dipped his gray mare beside her chestnut
gdlion. “I don't like this. We should go. No tdlling what manner of beast might be loose this night.”

Sheraised awarning hand. “Hush!” Her ears Srained. She thought she had heard the snagpping of atwig
nearby.

“Wha—?" Rockingham'’ s question was strangled to silence by alarge hand clamped over his mouth.

Nee'lahn flinched in her saddle as she saw the huge shape swell up and pull Rockingham from his perch.
A knifeflashed into her hand from a sheath on her wrist. Whoever had grabbed Rockingham was on the
far Sde of the horse, hidden from view.

From the corner of her eye, she saw the glow resppear on her right, farther in the forest. Sheignored it,
her attention focused on the commotion behind the mare. A face suddenly appeared over the withers of
the horse. The rocky planes and thick beard of the face were familiar. “Krai?’ she asked in a hushed
voice.

“Down,” hewhispered at her, ahand motioning her to dismount.

Nee lahn dipped from the horse' s back. She darted to Krai and Rockingham. The garrison man was
rubbing at his neck, his eyes narrowed with anger.

“Tether the horses,” the large man whispered in her ear.
“WI,]y?l

He pointed toward the light. “ The horses draw attention. Y ou two were making enough noise to attract a
dedaf cliff-cat. On foot, the storm should hide our scent and cover our footfals.”

“Who'sover there?’

“I'm.... not sure.” Kra quickly swung hisface away. “But on thisfoul night, we should heed caution.”
Nee' lahn’s brow crinkled. The mountain man was acting oddly, but his words were sound.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Rockingham said, planting hisfest.

“You'reright,” Kral said. He grabbed both the man’ swristsin one hand and bound them with rope.
“You're staying here with the horses.” Krai tossed an end of the rope over ahigh branch of awinter oak
and caught it again. He pulled it taut, dragging Rockingham’'sarms so far up that he danced on the tips of
histoes. Krai tied the rope around the bole of the tree.



Rockingham began to protest, but a gag stuffed into his mouth silenced hiswords.

“Isthat really necessary?’ Nee'lahn asked, surprised at the savagery in Krai’ s behavior. “He hasn't
caused usany trouble.”

“What about the skal’tum?’ Kra said. “How did they know whereto find us?’ Sheremained slent,
unsure.

“Come, thesun’srising,” hesaid. “I’m returning to the cottage and ridding the valley of those beadts, as|
did with the other.” He nodded toward the light. “Buit first | will know who € se moves through these
woods on astormy night.”

Nee'lahn thought of mentioning what she had heard from the tree voices, but Krai’ s actions made her
uneasy, reluctant to open her worriesto him. Besides, what was the need of speaking of the dv’in kind?
They were crestures of old stories.

“It would be best if you stayed with the horses, too,” Krai said.

“No.” Theword escaped her mouth before she could stop it, but she didn’t take it back. “1’m coming
with you.”

Kra hestated asif to protest, then merely shrugged and turned away. Nee'lahn followed his wide back
as he dipped away. For such ahuge man, he seemed to float across the forest floor. Silent and sure, he
sped toward the distant light, ax clenched in one fist. Ne€'lahn, a creature of the forest hersdlf, till had to
press hard to keep pace with the man. The storm, with its sudden buffeting winds and wet embrace,
hindered her, while the rain duicing through the bower overhead ran off Kra’sbody asif off rock.

Not aword was uttered as they continued, but inside Nee'lahn athousand concerns fought. Even after
his battle with the ska’ tum in the town, Krai had come away from the fight winded but unfazed, with his
cam resilience intact. Now, though, hiswords had a bite to them, and his actions were as sharp asthe
edge of hisax. Even his shoulders seemed tight and bound iniron.

If Krai had not been so strange, she would have perhaps stayed with Rockingham and the horses and
might have been able to keegp Rockingham from being trussed up like abeast. But the way Krai’ s brows
brooded over his sunken red eyes scared her—not for hersdlf, but for others he might encounter. Not all
thingsthis night needed to be met with blade and muscle.

Nee' lahn came abreast of the mountain man and watched the light glowing past the last scattering of tree
trunks. Whoever cast thislight into the ssorm deserved to attract more than just blind fury. She edged
ahead of Krai, determined to seefirst if Krai’ sax might be needed. She sped ahead of the giant, her lithe
feet dancing acrossthe falen leaves and twigsin slence. The ways of the forest paths were part of her
nature. Behind her, she heard awhisper of irefrom Kra.

The dightest smile edged her lips until she reached the last of the trees and saw who and what brought
light into thisdark wood. No! Instinct took hold of her heart as her dagger again appeared at her
fingertips, snatched from her wrist shesth. Sheflew into the circle of light.

Thetal, dender man, twice Neg lahn’ sheight but half her weight and dressed in only athin white shift
tucked into billowing green trousers, twisted along thin neck to face her. He stood in aring of
mushrooms with one arm raised high, bearing aoft the source of the glow. A bird, perched on hisraised
wrigt, glowed a bright azure from itsfeathers. Startled, it beat its wings twice, and the light waxed brighter
withitsmotion. A moon' facon!



The falcon opened its beak and screeched.

“No, Nee'lahn!” Krai caled behind her as she raced forward with her dagger held high.
Sheignored him, a scream of rage escaping her lips.

Thedvinmud die!

Er'ril pushed the child behind him and unsheathed his sword. He faced the dark halway. Hissng black
shapes did toward them. Bol stood with the girl and held his lantern up. Itslight cast thetrioinanidand
of illumination. With the precipice at their hedls, retreat meant only another form of death.

“| don't understand,” Bol muttered behind him. “Thefew times|’ ve encountered signs of the
rock’ goblins, | merely had to run away. They* ve never pursued me.”

“Maybe they’ ve grown bolder,” Er'ril said. He saw afew of the shapes dip toward the edge of the light.
The lantern’ s glow seemed to hold them back, like some magicka shield.

One of the shadowy figures broke away from the others and dragged forward. It stood just outside the
light, clinging yet to the blackness. A glimpse of red eyes and abaring of needled fangs reflected the
traces of the lantern’ sglow. Er'ril found the tiny hairs on the nape of hisneck raising at the sght. The
creature’ s shape echoed night terrors of his own childhood when blankets were pulled tight to chin asthe
house cresked at midnight.

“They won't hold much longer,” Er'ril said. “ Do you have any wegpon, Bol?’
“No, only thelight.” The old man stepped forward, flashing the lantern ahead.

The sudden movement of the light caught the bolder goblin by surprise. It stood exposed in the bright
light, no taller than agoat. Its skin, which had appeared black in the shadows, was now revedled to bea
scay white, like the underbelly of adead fish. A filthy oil sheened its surface. Huge red eyes stared,
unblinking, at them. Then it hunched back from them with asharp hiss, exposing the fangs of an asp. A
tail, with asingle black horn brandished on itstip, whipped from behind the goblin to coil and writhein
threet.

Er'ril grimaced, not a the Sight of the sSingle beast cringing in the lantern’ s glow, but a what e sethe
gpreading light revedled. The hdl before them was crammed with hunching, squirming forms. Eventhe
walls and roof were festooned with goblins hanging from claws dug into the crumbling blocks of stone.

The single goblin nearest them darted back into the shadows. The bulk of itsfellow creatures dso shied
from the encroaching light, but not in full retreet.

“What do you make of them?’ Er'ril asked Bol. “My sword cannot singly force a pass through their
mass. What of wit’ch magick?’ Er’ril forced himsalf not to Sare a thelittle girl cowering behind Bol.

“No, Elenaisdry. And like her male counterparts, it takes sunlight to renew her power. She cannot help
LB”

“Then can these rock’ goblins be reasoned with?”
“I know not. They are a skittish lot, having only rare contacts with others.”
“And what happened to those others?”’

“Their skulls and bones were found, well cleaned.”



Er'ril stared as the goblins began adow creep back toward them. He motioned Elenatoward onewall
and had Bol stand guard before her. Er'ril needed room to maneuver. Heraised thetip of his sword.

He watched for any sign that the beasts had gained enough confidence to attack. But they continued to
hover at the edge of the lantern’slight, asif waiting for asign of their own. The goblins seemed
determined to keep the intruders from leaving, but unsure what to do with them otherwise.

“What... arethey doing?’ Elenaasked from behind her uncle. Her voice was surprisingly steady. Maybe
shewastoo naive to properly appreciate their predicament.

“I’'m not sure, honey,” Bol said, “but we' d better be quiet.”

With their words, acommotion seemed to be stirring among the mass of goblins. It started far down the
hall and commenced toward them—a furious hissing and a squabbling of clicking tongues.

Er'ril tensed, hissword arm rock steady, his eyes narrowed with concentration.

Suddenly another goblin burst from among the massto reved itsdf in the lantern light. Like the goblin
before, this one stared up a him with huge red eyes, itstail thrusting toward Er’ril cautioudy. But iniits
tiny hands was clasped an object that flashed in the lantern light. The goblin dunk forward, its hands
raised toward him asif offering a gift. Er'ril backed a pace and pointed thetip of his sword at the
cregture.

The other goblinsfilling the halway had sllenced their hissing and stood stone gill. The goblin standing
before Er'ril peeled itslong fingers open to reved asingle sculpted lump of metal, so large it took both of
itstiny white palmsto support it.

Er'ril gasped. The metd glinted like gold in the lamplight. He knew this object and its shape and knew it
was not gold that shonein the light, but iron forged from the blood of athousand mages. He had hidden it
among the ruins of the ancient school over acentury ago for safekeeping against rogues and thieves
during histravding.

It wasthe ward of A’loaGlen.

Stunned by the unexpected reveation, Er’ril dlowed his guard down and moved too dowly. The goblin
with the prize darted forward, not at Er'ril, but past him. Before Er'ril could reect, the goblin snaked
behind him and flew to thelip of the yawning precipice. The creature paused amoment, peering over its
shoulder a him.

“No!” Er'ril dropped his sword and lunged a hand at the beast. The ward must not be lost! Again hewas
too dow. The goblin legped into the precipice and tumbled into the black maw, still clutching the key to
thelogt city.

Er'ril dashed to the edge, fdling to his knees, and searched the chasm. Nothing but blackness stared
back a him. “Bring thelight!” Er'ril commanded.

“Look, they'releaving,” Bol said.

Er'ril dlowed himsdf aquick glance. The mass of rock’ -goblins were dinking back from them,
disappearing into the gloom of the dark hals: one lessthreat. Swinging his attention back to the precipice,
Er'ril repested, “Y our lantern! Shineit herel”

“Why? Let’sget out of here. We'll backtrack to the surface,” Bol said as he stepped to the chasm with
the [antern.



“Lower itinto the pit.”

Bol bent with asigh and leaned hislantern over the edge. Thelight spilled into the darknessto illuminate a
narrow cliff only afew spans down. Crude hewn stairsled from this ledge deeper into the chasm. Just at
the edge of the lantern’s glow, agoblin could be seen jumping down the steps. It was soon beyond the
reach of thelight.

“We need to catch that little toad.” Er’ril pulled to hisfeet and picked up his abandoned sword.
“Why?Let him go, Er'ril. We need to get Elenato safety.”

Er'ril dammed his sword into its scabbard. “If we re to have any chance of reaching A’loa Glen and the
Blood Diary, we need what the goblin carries. It’ sthe key to unlocking the path to the logt city. Without
it, the ancient spellswoven around A’loa Glen are impregnable. | must retrieve the ward.”

Bol’sbrow crinkled as Er'ril’ swords sank home. “How did they find it? And why show it to usand run

away?’

“Wewere herded here.” Er'ril pointed to the now empty halway. “By exposing the ward, they no longer
need to push us. They expect that it will now pull us”

Elena had wandered to Stareinto the precipice. “ Pull us where?’
Er'ril stepped beside her. “Down there.”

Kral lunged after Nee' lahn. What had ignited such fury in the usudly quiet woman? Rain lashed in swirls
through the smdll clearing among the trees. The lone occupant, aman astall asKra but thinasa
wind-whipped sgpling, glanced toward Nee lahn with the mildest puraing of hislips, asif only dightly
curious why thiswoman was racing toward him with an upraised dagger. Hishair, tied into along braid
that draped down his back, was cast in shades of slver, but surely not from advancing age since the
smoothness of hisface suggested otherwise. His blue eyes, though, which settled only briefly on Kra,
suggested time had worn away both youthful fears and wonder. The eyes seemed bored.

Theonly light in thisstormy glade swelled in waves from abird, afa con aglow with adeep azurelight.
Perched on the tall man’sbony writ, the bird’ s response was more vocd than that of its bearer. It
screeched through asharp besk at Nee'lahn, mimicking the tiny woman’s own declaration of rage.

A gust of rain stung Krai’ s eyes. He blinked. In that fraction of a heartbest, the bird vanished from the
sranger’ swrist. In astregk of light, not unlike the bolts striking between clouds, the bird doveto
Nee'lahn and knocked the dagger from her hand. Before Nee'lahn’ s shocked feet could even ssumble to
astop, the falcon had returned to its perch.

Nee lahn stood panting, her fine hair plastered in welts across her face. “ Thisis not your land!” sheyelled
above the thunder. “Y our kind do not belong here.”

By now, Krai had reached her and placed a hand upon her shoulder. Unsure who this man was but
trusting Ne€' lahn’ singtinct, he stood by to support his companion. Hefdt her quiver under hispam, asif
her emotions boiled within her, threatening to explode. “Who isthis man? Do you know him?’

Nee' lahn’s quaking calmed as he spoke. “No, not him. But | do know his people—the ev'inl Thelast
word was spat at the stranger.

The stranger remained silent, unconcerned, asif he did not speak their language. Kral tensed astheelv'in
man suddenly moved, but he only reached along finger to ruffle the feathers of hisfacon. This seemed to



cam the bird, and it settled deeper on its perch, lesstaui.
“I have not heard of hisclan,” Krai said, hiswords for some reason whispered.

“Y ou could not. Even before the race of man appeared on these shores, the v’ in were myth, long
vanished across the mists of the Great Western Ocean. “ Then how do you know them?’

“Thetrees have long memories. Our most ancient roots were young when the év'in gtill walked under the
boughs of the Western Reaches. The most hallowed trees till sang the stories: songs of waer ... and
betrayd.”

“But they sing no longer,” the stranger said, speaking for thefirst time, hisvoice like the chiming of bells.
Hiseyes, though, were dill on hisfacon, hishead bent dightly in study.

“Because of you!” Nee'lahn began to shake again. He shrugged.

“Y ou betrayed us.” Tears appeared on her lids. “No, you destroyed yourselves.” For thefirst time, a
spark of anger glinted in the blue eyes of the stranger, asudden storm in asummer’s sky. He swung to
face them both fully, high cheekbones sharp on hiswhite face.

Kra squeezed Neg lahn’s shoulder, attempting to bottle the swelling rage inside her. Through histouch,
Kra sensed thetruth in Nee' [ahn’ swords. She believed her accusations. But Krai also had the
impresson that the stranger was not lying ether. He believed his own assertions of innocence.

Kra spokeinto the tense silence. The storm raging in plays of wind and thunder above seemed cam
compared to the quiet war waging here. “1 do not understand. What happened between your peoples?’

Nee' lahn turned to Krai. “Once, along time ago, the spirit trees of my home, the koa' kona, grew
everywhere on thisland, spreading from the Teeth across the vastness of the Western Reachesto the
Great Western Ocean itself. Our people were revered as spirits of root and loam. And we shared our
giftsfredy.”

The stranger snorted. “ Y ou ruled asif dl the other races on the land were mere toolsto aid in the growth
of your precioustrees. Your rulewas atyranny.”

“Lied”

“Atfirg, even we didn’t recognize how unnatural your spread upon the lands was. We aided you, using
our giftsof wind and light to help your trees grow. But then from the winds on high, we began to sense
the corruption that this marching spread of your people had upon the land: Swamps drained, rivers
diverted, mountainsfell. The beauty of life svariety was thwarted by your people s single-minded creep.
So we held back our gifts and tried to speak reason to your ancient elders. But we were reviled and cast
out from our homelands."

“But not before cursing us! Y ou seeded the Blight upon your winds and cast the rot of root and leaf upon
us. Our trees began to wither and die across the land until only asmall glade, protected by the new
magick of the human race, survived the purge. Y ou destroyed us.”

“Never! We held life precious, even your own. It was not we who cursed your trees and brought the
Blight, but the land itself. Nature fought your spread to protect its diversity. Y ou were cast down by the
land itsdlf. Do not blame us.”

Kra saw Nee lahn's eyes grow wide; reason and rage fought within her gaze. “You lie,” she said, but
thistime her voice was tinged with doubt. She turned to face Krai. “Helies, doesn't he?’



Kra shook hishead. “I sense only truth, but only in thefaith of hiswords. He believeswhat he says. That
does not mean that what he believesistrue.”

Nee' lahn raised her fists to her temples asif to squash the doubts now rooted therein. “Why? Why then
have you returned?’

“When we were banished, elemental wards were placed upon these lands by your ancientsto keep us
from these shores. With the death of the last tree, the strength of the wards faded, and the paths here
opened again. So | was sent.”

“Why?" Krai asked.

“To retrieve what we had lost, what we were forced to leave behind.”

“Andwhat isthat?’ Nee'lahn asked. “We kept nothing of yours.”

“Ahh, but you did. You hidit inthisvdley, avae gill named aswe named it long ago—Winter’ s Eyrie.”
Krai and Nee'lahn voiced the same question What?

Herased hisfacon high. “ Seek out what we have lost” The bird burst out from hiswrist in astreak of
moonlight and soared across the drowned glade. * Seek out our lost king ”

Book Four
MOONLIGHT AND MAGICK

Tol’ chuk lumbered behind the others, his shoulders hunched againgt the pelting rain. The storm had
struck as soon asthey had cleared the mountain heights and entered the rimwood forest of the lower
highlands. Spears of lightning crashed in jagged bolts across the night sky, illuminating the dark forest
ahead in sharp burdts of blinding radiance.

In one of these burgts, he saw Mogweed and his wolf-brother dmost aleague down the path. Even with
the storm’ s howl, his companions had traveled lightly once they reached the forest’ s edge. Woods were
their home, and even though thiswas not their own forest, the familiar canopy of woven branches and
bushy undergrowth seemed to ignite renewed vigor in their limbs. Theinjured wolf, even burdened by his
splinted leg, raced among the trees, while Tol’ chuk, racked by rib-cracking coughs and a nose clogged
with dripping dime from the constant dampness of the weeks of travel, found himsdlf dipping farther and
farther behind the others.

Tol’ chuk dreamed of hisown dry caveswith aroaring firein hisfamily hearth. He bowed his head and
dragged aforearm across hisraw nose. Thefirst winter storm had aways marked the Sulachra, the
ceremony of the dead, in which cured goat dung was burned in family hearths to honor the spirits of the
departed. He pictured the caves billowing with the sweet smoke and the femaes waving fans of dried
toka tokaleavesto cast the mingled odors out into the storm. Lightning was supposed to open cracksin
the dome of the sky through which the smoke would seep to the next world, letting the dead know they
were till remembered. Tol’ chuk coughed, an echo of the thunder above, and wondered who would
perform the Su-lachrafor his dead father. And if no smoke arose for him, would he think he had been
forgotten?

AsTol’ chuk plodded down the path, the tapping of histhigh pouch on hisleg brought a sudden
redlization. He sumbled to astop, his palm cupping the Heart of the Og' resin the pouch, and
remembered the Triad’ swords. The spirits of the og're dead, including his father, had not made the
journey to the next world. They were trapped here, in the heartstone!



Thisredlization opened aholein Tol’ chuk’ s chest into which a profound hollowness swelled. The
Sulachra ceremony was a sham! The smoke had never reached the flared nogtrils of the spirits. The dead
had never reached the next world.

Tol’ chuk’ s hand fell away from the pouch, from the gem. The Sulachra had been atimewhen dl the
og'retribes united for abrief few daysin acommuna act of homage. It was atime of peace and
contemplation, ashort respite from the triba wars. It united the og' re people with its grace. But now,
with the knowledge of the lie behind the act, the beautty of theritua was forever fouled for Tol’ chuk.

Injust a heartbeat, he had become less an og're. He glanced ahead at the dark wood spread before him.
So many leagues till to cross on thisjourney. What ese would he learn on thistrek? Who would he
become?

Thunder mocked him from above aslightning split the dark roof of the world. In the flash of illumination,
Tol’ chuk redlized he had lost Mogweed and Fardale. His traveling companions had disappeared among
the black, glistening trunks.

Alone among thetrees, Tol’ chuk felt asif he were the only living creature for athousand leagues.
Between the rumbles of thunder, the forest lay silent around him except for the rattle of rain on leaves and
the brief whistles of wind through pine branches. Not ator’ crow cawed, not afrog croaked. Tol’ chuk
wiped at his nose and sniffed loudly, just to interrupt the forest’ ssilence. | am here, he said with each
sniff. | am not dead.

He marched on. Ashetook hisfirst step forward, he saw aglow blossom into existence on hisright.
How had Fardale and M ogweed gotten so far? He adjusted his course toward the light, hislegs as heavy
asthe tree trunks around him. These swampy woods addled his sense of direction. Thelight, like an
idand in astorm-swept sea, became his beacon. With his eyesfixed on the glow, Tol’ chuk trudged
forward.

The lonely wood fired a craving for the Sight of others, some reassurance that al living creatures had not
been swallowed up by this black forest. Ashislegsincreased their lumbering pace, he wondered how his
companions could enjoy this cramped and closed world of heavy limbs and choking undergrowth. Where
were the open views across a thousand leagues? Where was the parade of snowy peaks spread far and
wide? Here, he could barely reach ahand forward to keep abranch from dapping hisface or see much
beyond thetip of hisnose. Even the tunnd to the chamber of spirits had not felt this confining.

As he marched, he noticed he was gaining ground on the glow’ s position. The others must have stopped
and werefindly resting. Hopefully they had found adry spot to weather out the remainder of thisnight's
storm. Besides the desire for companionship, the thought of adry shelter hurried his pace. Soon he
spotted the motion of dark figureswithin the glow. His heart gladdened at the sight of others. He was not
aone. Asthelight swelled momentarily brighter, he saw three slhouetteslimned in the azure glow. His
feet sumbled to a halt. Three? Who had his companions met? Suddenly the glow shot away, sireaking
like afiery arrow into the wood. Perhaps he should stay hidden. But what if the otherswerein trouble,
met up with some brigand or marauder? He was not familiar with the tricks of the forest floor and knew
that the only reason the others were unaware of hislocation was because of the blanketing noise of the
storm. To sneak closer and survey the Stuation firsthand was beyond his skill. Too many snapping twigs
and branches would betray his approach.

Seldom crestures of deception or cunning, og'resrelied on brute force for both offense or defense.
Though only ahaf-breed, Tol’ chuk knew this part of his heritage held true.

So he took the single course open to an og' re. He wiped his nose, swelled his chest with damp air, and



crashed forward in aloping run that had surprised many crag’ goats among the peaks. The speed of an
og'rewastheir tribe's only deception. Few creatures were aware of how quickly an og' re could move
when necessary. And these few creatures, like the hunted goats, never lived to tell.

It was the suddenness of his speed, even though accompanied by a shattering roar of cracking branches
and sapling trunks, that caught the three in the glade unaware. Three faces swung to face Tol’ chuk as he
burgt into their tiny clearing— three faces of startled strangers.

None of these were his companions! He redlized hislonely thoughts had hidden from him the possibility
that adifferent group of travelers might be huddling in the sormy forest. Tol’ chuk stood stunned asthe
others momentarily stared wide-eyed back at him. The largest man, almost asmassve asan og're
himself, was holding an ax, while atiny female gasped with ahand over her mouth. A waifish,
slver-haired man stood frozen nearby, eyebrows high up on hisforehead.

Thethin man, like aversion of Mogweed stretched closeto bresking, wasthefirst to move. Only adight
pursing of hislipsand arelaxing of his posture spoke hislack of darm. Heraised asingle finger, pointed
it a Tol’ chuk, and spoke with bellsin hisvoice. “1t seems |’ m not the only one straying far from home
thisstormy night.”

With the man’ swords, Tol’ chuk felt apull on hisheart, asif from hooksimbedded deep in his chest,
from the chunk of heartstone at histhigh. This meeting was not chance. He stared at the small blond
woman with her hulking friend. Tol’ chuk spoke in the common tongue, “Who be you?’

That he could speak seemed to stun the ax man and the tiny woman. She even took a step away. Only
the gaunt man seemed unimpressed.

“Who beyou dl?’ Tol’ chuk repesated.

The wraith of aman spoke, waving his hand to encompass the group. “ Seekerslike you, og're. The
wit' ch draws usto her like mothsto the flame.”

Tol’ chuk wiped his nose, confused, the achein hisheart beginning to dull. “I do not understand. What
wit' ch?’

The man smiled, but there was no mirth in hisvoice. “The wit’ ch who will destroy our worlds.”

Mogweed crouched by the opening in the hill. The tumble of stone blocks near the entrance to the
ancient tunnel was covered in wet moss and aflaky lichen. A gnarled oak growing on the dope above the
black opening wormed roots through the soil to drape across the entrance like barsto a prison. From the
sze of the oak and the thickness of the lichen growth on the stones, this tunnel was as old asthe forest
itself. He noticed thiswhole valley seemed littered with crumbling stone and the remnants of ancient walls.

Perhapsit was an abandoned mine. Mogweed had heard that the Teeth were pocketed with ore and
jewd mineslike old cavities. The thought of diamonds and gold drove Mogweed closer to the tunnel
entrance.

Bending near the opening, Mogweed crinkled hisnose at the smell from the hole. It reeked of old animal
droppings and the muskiness of bear. But the scent must be old because the growth of root acrossthe
entrance was too thick for abear to pass. Even Farda e had had a hard time squeezing through to
explorethetunnel.

If no dangers lurked there, it would be a safe haven to wait out the brunt of the ssorm. He heard his
brother snuffling degper down the tunndl. “ Did you find anything?’ he caled.



Of course, his brother could not answer. Even discounting Fardal€ swolf form, it till took direct contact,
eye-to-eye, to speak the spirit language of his people. But the voiced question helped dispe the
misgivingsthat grew like webs around his heart as he sat out in the rain among these foreign trees. He
could swear just moments ago he had heard a scream from somewhere not too far away. But the thunder
and rain muffled the scream, and now Mogweed was unsureif it was just the howling wind he had heard.

And wherewasthe og're?

Mogweed was atiny bit shocked at the pang of worry that accompanied this quandary. He should be
relieved that the lumbering beast that could bresk him in half with ashrug was not here. But by now
Mogweed had grown confident that the og’ re meant him no harm, and here in the dark forest, alone,
Mogweed would gladly welcome the appearance of his sharp-eared, rocky face.

Mogweed stood back up and studied the dopes around him as lightning it the surroundings. He had
known Tal’ chuk was lagging behind. The phlegmy illness plaguing the og’ re had been getting worse. A
day’ srest besde awarm firein adry shelter was what they al needed.

Adjusting his oilcloth dicker, Mogweed again crouched to watch for the regppearance of his brother.
Luckily, Fardale€ s keen wolf sense had discovered the tunnel. It was what they al needed, especidly the
sick og're. As he bent to lean on aroot and peer into the darkness, arivulet of rain that had pooled on
his coat’ s collar tipped and ran down hisneck in anicy trail. Shivering down to histoes, Mogweed
caled, aggravation thick in histhroat, “Hurry up, Fardale, before | freeze to death out here.”

Suddenly abrilliant crack of lightning burst behind M ogweed. Its radiance reflected off apair of eyes
only an arm’slength from Mogweed' s nose. With a sharp cry, Mogweed tumbled back. As hisbackside
landed squarein afrigid puddle, the redlization that the eyes were amber and ditted struck him. They
werethe eyes of hisbrother.

He watched Fardale poke hiswolf head between two roots. If awolf could express amusement, this one
was certainly doing so.

“Fardae, you piece of cold dung!” Mogweed rolled to his feet. His fury and embarrassment blazed away
his chills. “ Give awarning before pouncing on aperson.”

Hisbrother’ s eyes glowed. The hungry sparrow fixed on a worm gets eaten by a hawk.

“Yeah, well | don't have your sharp nose or night eyes. The senses of aman are so dull, why do they
even bother wasting room on aface with noses and eyes?” Mogweed wiped at hiswet bottom with a
scowl. “Soisit safe?’

Animage formed behind Mogweed' s eyes as Fardale climbed from the tunne: A nest lined by dry
feathers and high in the crook of a tree. Fardale limped on his splinted leg to join his brother.

Mogweed sighed. “Findly | can get warm, and maybe dry these clothes. Seemslike | have been damp
forever.”

Tol’ chuk’ simage formed in Mogweed’ s mind. Fardal€ s eyes glowed toward him.

“I don't know where heis” Mogweed answered. “If we light afirein the tunnd, the flames should guide
him here”

Farda€ s stance seemed hesitant, questioning, asif thinking of leaving Mogweed here and searching after
thedow og're.



“He Il get herein hisown time,” Mogweed ins sted, suddenly nervous at the thought of being left alone
again. “Beddes, Tol’ chuk isn't likely to encounter anything an og're can’'t handle.”

Hiswords seemed to settle the wolf, but Fardal€ s eyes kept wandering to the ridges and dopes around
them. Satisfied his brother would stay, Mogweed tossed his bags between the roots, then after much
squeezing and squirming, followed them into the tunnel’ s entrance.

An ankle-deep carpet of blown leaves and pine needles greeted Mogweed on hisarriva. Grimacing at
the mulchy mess, he bent and retrieved his pack from whereit lay partialy buried. As he shook hisbag
clean of clinging leaves, he heard alow growl rumble from outside the tunnel. At firgt, hethought it just
thunder, then recognized it asawarning from his brother.

He swung around in timeto see astreak of light, like aflaming arrow, descend into their small valey
between steep ridges. The light aimed straight for his brother. Fardale had his nose raised toward it, and
acontinuous growl flowed from histhroat.

What was it? Mogweed squeezed closer to peer between the roots. The stresk of light suddenly banked
and aimed away from his brother—directly toward him! Mogweed tumbled back aswhat now could be
seen asaglowing bird dove toward hisface.

From the bird’ s beak, a piercing scream preceded itsflight.

Throwing himsdf backward into the degp mulch, M og-weed watched the creature dive between the
roots and into the tunnd. With ayelp, he covered his head with hisarms. The beast flgpped and sailed
over hisbody, sharp talons brushing the back of hishand asit passed.

Then it was gone, sweeping away into the depths of the tunndl.

Mogweed sat up, stunned. Farda e squeezed between the roots to watch its glow disappear down the
dark corridor. Once it had faded around adistant turn in the tunnel, Fardale swung and sniffed at
Mogweed' s scraped hand. Mogweed was unsure whether he did so out of sympathy for hisinjured
brother or smply to inspect the scent of the bird.

Fardae s nosetickled the path the talon had taken across Mogweed' s hand, his breath hot upon his
brother’ swound. Seemingly satisfied, Fardale pulled back. He darted around and trotted down the
tunnel several steps. “Where are you going?’ Mogweed asked. Fardae glanced over his shoulder at
him. A she-wolf crouches and protects her litter from the hidden snake in the grass. His brother
then loped after the glowing bird. “Wait!”

But Fardale did not even dow. Soon Mogweed was alone again. Out of the rain and with the entrance
somewhat protected by the drape of roots, he should be rdlatively comfortable and safe. Still, his heart
thundered blood through his ears as he strained to listen for his brother’ s padding footfals. Mogweed' s
hands kept clutching at his neck, protecting histhroat.

The strangeness of the bird had spooked him. As adenizen of the Western Reaches, he was familiar with
most winged creatures. But the likes of that bird were unseen in hislands. Maybe they were common
here in the human lands, but somehow he sensed the bird was aforeigner here, too. The bird seemed out
of place with thisforest, a creature of another world.

As hewaited, pondering the bird, the storm lulled and the constant background rattle of rain quieted. At
least the worst of the storm seemed to be blowing itself out. With the disappearance of therain, anew
noise arose. Maybe it had always been there, with the patter of rain masking it. Or maybeit had just
Started.



The sound did not come from outside his hiding place, but from somewhere down the tunne—where
both the bird and his brother had vanished.

Thenoiseraised thetiny hairson hisarm.

Fardale sfind wordsto him now seemed foretelling: A she-wolf crouches and protects her litter from
the hidden snake in the grass. The noise, asoft hissng that rose and fell asif the tunnd itself breathed,
flowed toward him from deep in the tunnd, like a thousand unseen snakes.

Suddenly a sharp howl pierced the soft hiss. It was ahowl of pain, ahowl Mogweed had cometo
know—Farda€ s howl.

A deep slencefollowed, and it weighed on Mogweed' s heart like astone.

“I KNOW NOTHING OF A WIT'CH,” TOL’ CHUK SAID, EYING each of the three strangers.
Though the large man bearing the threatening ax should have drawn most of the og' re s attention, it was
the gaunt man with the braided silver hair who kept Tol’ chuk wary. The man’s persistent sneer hovering
below hooded eyes slently warned at a danger sharper than an ax blade.

“Thisbe none of my concern,” Tol’ chuk continued. “I bid you well on your journeys.” He rested ahand
over hisfanged lipsin an og' re gesture of peaceful intent, though he was unsure if they would understand
the motion. Backing from the trio, he maintained his guard.

“Wait,” the small woman said, struggling to overcome her initia fear. She wiped strands of streaming hair
from her wet face. “Thisisablack night, full of danger. Beware these woods.”

Tol’ chuk paused his retreat. He noticed the woman give the skinny man abrief glance with her warning.

“There are beasts, black of heart, loose in the woods,” she continued, “hunting for friends of ours. Be
caeful.”

Tol’ chuk thought of his own companionstraipsing blithely through the wet woods. “I, too, have friendsin
these woods. What sort of—"

Suddenly apiercing howl broke through the dowing patter of rain. All eyes swung in the direction of the
cry. Asquickly asit had pierced the night, the sound faded away.

“Wolves” grumbled the ax man.

“No, one of my friends,” Tal’ chuk said, recognizing the voice of hiswolf companion. “Fardae be
attacked. | must help him.” The og're started in the direction of the howl.

“Hold, og're,” said the thick-bearded man, hefting hisax higher. “If you would have me, | will join you. It
may be one of the foul beasts that we drew into the mountains that attacks your party. If so, you will
need my help.”

“Yes” sad the smal woman. “Krai isright. Allow us both to accompany you.”
“No, Neg'lahn,” the large man said. “It’ stoo dangerous.”
“Nowherein thiswood issafe thisnight. I’m coming.”

Tol’ chuk balked at accepting their assistance but had no time to argue. Without aword, he turned and
lumbered in the direction of the howl. He noticed the gaunt man followed.



Nee lahn noticed, too. “Elv’in, you are not welcome. Be gone on your dark pursuits and leave us be.”

“Oh, | was not coming to help you,” he said as he strode after them. “It just so happensthisisthe path
my moon'falcon flew.”

“Y our pursuits are folly. No king of yours was left among the [ands.”
“So your kind has dways claimed.”

“Quiet!” Kral barked. “ Enough of your bickering. You'll draw the beasts upon us. From herewe
proceed in silence.”

Tol’ chuk wordlesdy thanked the bearded man. Why did these races need to spout continuoudly? Even
Mogweed, with no other to talk to, carried on tiresome monologues, asif the sound of his own voice
brought him pleasure.

With anagging worry for histakative companion, Tol’ chuk led the party over the ridge and down the
next dope. Dueto the steep grade, the dope was tricky to maneuver, but piles of crumbling rock dotted
the way ahead, offering footholds among the dippery cascade of wet leaves and mud. The party quickly
maneuvered from stone to stone down the ridge to the floor of the hollow.

Once safely off the dope, Tol’ chuk stood hesitantly. 1t had sounded asiif the cry had come from
somewhere nearby, but the woods fouled his senses. Where should he go? Suddenly motion caught his
eye. Hetwisted and saw Mogweed, his back to Tol’ chuk’ s party, struggling among the roots of alarge
black oak asif the tree itself were attacking him. After aheartbeet, Tol’ chuk recognized the characteristic
black eye of acavern opening beyond the man. Mogweed was blindly fighting hisway out, dragging his
pack after him. It ripped loudly on a snagging rootlet. As his pack snapped free, he was flung around to
face the group. At the sight of the cluster of strangers, Mogweed' s mouth dropped open, and he scooted
back to the pile of roots.

Tol’ chuk stepped forward. “Y ou be safe, Mogweed. These folk will not harm you.”

Mogweed swallowed severa times, trying to free histongue. He jabbed an arm toward the hidden
cavern entrance. “Far... Farddeisin trouble.”

“I heard your brother’s cry,” Tol’ chuk said. “What happened? Where be your brother now?’
“A bird... Some cursed glowing hawk lured him deeper into the tunndl.”

“The moon'facon!” Neg lahn cried behind Tol’ chuk, her voice sharp with indignation. “1t wasthedv'in's
bird! See, | told you. Heisnot to be trusted.”

“My pet did not harm your friend,” the Vv’ in argued, “unless he was foolish enough to threaten the bird.
My faconissmply trained to survive—likedl ev’in.”

AsTol’ chuk swung around to face the others, he found the eyes of the woman called Nee'lahn narrowed
with hate as she sared at the thin man, but before she could utter another word, the bearded mountain
man rumbled at them both. “1 do not care about old quarrels.” He stabbed afinger at the thin man. “Y ou,
ev'in, what isthistunnd? And—"

A pam snapped up, interrupting Krai. “First of al, my nameis Meric, of the House of Morning Star, not
ev'in. And | know nothing of thistunne. My falcon flies upon thetrail of our lost king. He chose this
subterranean route, not 1.”



“Helies!” spat Nee'lahn.

“I am not here to sway you.” Meric twisted on anarrow heel and strode toward the entrance to the
tunnel. Mogweed danced out of hisway. Apparently, like Tol’ chuk, his companion sensed the papable
danger emanating from the man.

Tol’ chuk, though, followed Meric, feding responsible for Fardae. The present fate of his companion was
partly hisfault. He should not have lagged so far behind the others. If he had been with them, perhaps he
could have stopped whatever had attacked Fardale. Few things pierced an og're' s protection.

Ahead, Meric bent in haf to enter the tunndl, dipping between the shield of oak rootswith nary a
struggle. Tol’ chuk, though, realized the century-thick roots would bar hisway. He pulled a afew of the
roots, but even an og' re could not uproot an ancient oak gripping firm to rock and soil. From between
the roots, he saw Meric pull aclear stone from his pocket and rub it between his pams. Then he blew
uponit, asif bringing adying ember back to life, and agreenish light burst from the stone. With the light
held before him, Meric disappeared down the tunnel.

Tol’ chuk sensed someone at his back. Krai, the mountain man, spoke from behind his shoulder. “Let me
chop away insde.”

Tol’ chuk stepped back to give Krai’ s ax room to swing.

“Stop!” Nee'lahn flew forward, raised atiny hand, and pushed the huge ax aside. “ Thistree did no
harm.” She placed her pamsreverently on the roots, asachild might touch an elder. After bowing her
head for a single heartbeat, she merely pushed the roots aside, asif sweeping back the leather flap to one
of Tol’ chuk’shome caves. Having tested the tenacity of the roots with his own muscle, Tol’ chuk was
awed by the power behind those small hands.

He was not the only one impressed. Tol’ chuk heard a grunt of surprise from Mogweed, who huddled
under his shadow. “A nyphai,” Mogweed said with wonder in hisvoice. “| thought al the tree Sngers
were long dead.”

Mogweed’ swords were ignored, though Tol’ chuk noticed his companion studied the small woman with
ameasuring glance, his eyes narrowed.

“Nee lahn,” Kral said, drawing Tol’ chuk’ s attention, “congdering your view of thedv’in, perhapsit
would be best if you returned to Rockingham. The og'reand | can handle this.”

The small woman seemed about to argue, but Krai continued. * Bes des, Rockingham has been trussed
up for sometime now. I’'m sure hiswrists are sore.”

Though Tal’ chuk did not understand of whom Krai spoke, thelook of concern on Nee' lahn’sface
suggested Krai had won her over. Still, Tol’ chuk had his own concerns. * But the wood be not safe for a
femaeadone” hesad, dightly surprised at hisown heartfet worry for the tiny woman.

“Thank you for your concern, og're,” she said coldly. His congideration seemed inadvertently to offend
her. “But among trees, | have no fear.”

Mogweed spoke up, his voice faltering as he stared at the black tunnel. “I... | can... go with her for her
sety.”

Kra swung around before anyone el se could speak. “It’ s decided then.” Hunched, the mountain man
entered the tunnel first, squeezing past the roots that were already bending back toward the opening. He
marched, back bent, down the stone tunndl.



Tol’ chuk followed, crouching on the knuckles of one arm to climb inside the passage.
“Becareful,” Nee'lahn called. “And beware thedv’in.”
Tol’ chuk did not answer, fearful of again insulting the woman, and only followed Krai’ s back.

Soon the wesk light of the night forest faded behind them. Even the eyes of an og' re had difficulty judging
the shades of darkness. He heard Krai grunt as he tumbled into unseen obstacles. “ That Meric and his
light can’t be too much farther ahead,” Kral said as he paused to rub at abruised shin.

Tol’ chuk stayed slent. A buzzing noise, so faint even his sharp ears could barely discern it, kept him
distracted from Krai’ s observations. He poked and rubbed inside one of hisears, unsure if the noise
camefrominside hishead or from the tunndl.

Krai continued, and the scrape of hisboot on rock obliterated the sound. Tol’ chuk followed, ears
graining. Asthey rounded a corner in the stone tunnel, his ears no longer had to strain. The buzzing noise
was now loud enough to be heard even over the scuff of Krai’ s boot.

The mountain man stopped and listened. “What' sthat noise?” Krai whispered.

Tol’ chuk by now could discern afaint glow coming from around the next corner. “Therebealight,” he
said softly and pointed ahead.

Kra crept forward, now careful not to scrape his hedl on the crumbling rock. Tol’ chuk tried to imitate his
gtealth, but his claws would not cooperate. He sounded like a scuttling cave crab.

Asthey neared the corner, the light ahead grew brighter as the source flowed toward them. “ Someone
comes,” Krai breathed.

“Beit Meric?’” With Tol’ chuk’ swords, asmall stone, glowing agreenish light, rolled around the corner
and bounced to thetip of Krai’sboot. “ Theev'in'sstone,” Tol’ chuk said.

Krai bent and picked it up. He turned to passthe crystal to Tol’ chuk. The buzzing had now grownto a
distinct hissing around them. Krai pointed to a smudge on the stone’ s glowing surface. “Blood.”

The howl shook Elena, echoing from somewhere be-yond the chasm. Even Uncle Bol seemed upset,
mumbling something about there having been no wolvesin these parts for ages. The wolfish cry split
through the hissing rumble of the rock’ goblinslike aknife thrown through fog. It buried itsdlf degpin
Elena’ s heart, rupturing her pocket of resolve. She stood on the steps that led from the first ledge, unable
to goad hersdf deeper into the chasm.

The gloom of the gorge danced with visions of tortured beasts and rending teeth. She trembled with her
eyelids stretched wide, aching from the strain to see what lurked just beyond the black vell. She expected
at any moment for clawsto reach out and pull her into the darkness, never to seelight again. Eventhe
lamp held by her uncle did little to cast back the smothering gloom.

A hand clamped down on her shoulder. “ Careful there, sweetheart.” Uncle Bol pulled her back from the
edge of the narrow gtairs. “ The edge iswesak, just crumbling stone held together by age. | don't trust it
supporting even someone as light asyou. Stay closeto thewall.”

Sheteetered back to the sheer wall.

Er’ril stood four steps down from her, where he had stopped when the howl echoed to them. His sword
pointed into the darkness beyond the edge of the narrow stairs. Theflickering lamplight cast weaving



shadows across the planes of his face, sometimes creating awicked appearance of sunken eyesand
dead lips. Elenashivered at the sight; then the lamp steadied and the rugged, road-worn warmth returned
to hisface, eyesdight with danger.

He caught her gaze upon him. “We must be quick if we areto catch up with our thief,” he said.
Uncle Bol nodded, and Er’ril swung his sword forward and followed itstip down the dark stair.

“Uncle,” Elenawhispered as she stayed closeto hislamp, “if those goblins want usto go thisway, like
Er'ril said, what do they want of us?’ Behind her breastbone, afear she fought to keep tightly bound
wiggled free. After dl that had happened since the sun set yesterday, she suspected she knew the answer
to her own question. Her fears were confirmed by the concern shining from her uncl€ seyes. It was
Elenathe goblinstruly coveted.

But, of course, he denied it. “Honey, there' s no reading the thoughts of these sunless creatures. It's most
likely just mischief. They’re known for their thievish hands and wily ways.”

Though she didn’t believe his words, she nodded anyway; Uncle Bol needed no further worries.
Swalowing adry lump like an old crust of bread, she even offered him aweak smile.

Uncle Bol nudged her forward after the swordsman. Er'ril had by now crept farther down the sairs,
amogt to the edge of the lantern’ sreach. There at the last strand of light before the sea of darkness, he
had stopped. His face was turned toward them, alook of puzzlement wrinkling up his normally smooth
features. But his eyes were not on them but stared at something behind Elena. His words quaked the fear
in her chest. “ Something comes.” His sword pointed to the darkness behind her.

She and Uncle Bol spun around. The blackness behind them now had aglowing eye. A spark of light
swvung in dow svoops, searching.

“Who—7?" Uncle Bol began.
Er'ril hissed him quiet.
The eye of light stopped its wavering and stood fixed in the wall of darkness, then darted toward them.

Er'ril dipped like aghost beside Elenaand shoved her back. All three ducked to thewall. Elena,
protected by the two men, cringed. What new horror now?

Then it was upon them. Elena gasped, not with horror, but with awve. A bird aglow with alight the color
of sunshine on water swept before them, wings spread wide, plumage bright with a soft radiance. Asit
winged closer, subtler hues of rose and copper could be seen playing acrossits feathers. It hung inthe air
before them, dightly risng and falling with unseen currents of air, wingsflexing asit rode the darkness.
Eyeslike pebbles of cod studied them where they hugged thewall.

“Amazing!” Uncle Bal said, hisvoicelow with wonder. “1 thought them long dead to our lands.”
Er'ril ill had his sword raised toward it, ever cautious. “What isit, some cave bird?’

“No, it isacresture of the upper world. It trgps moonlight in itsfeathers, giving it light to hunt the darkest
night.”

“Indl my centuries of travel, | have seen many sghts, but none such asthis.”

“It isfrom before your time, Er'ril, long before even your oldest ancestor.”



“What isit then, Uncle?” Elenaasked. By now theworry of danger from the intruder had faded. The men
had relaxed their guard on her and allowed her to push between them to get acloser look at the bird asit
continued to hang above the well of the chasm. She stood near the edge of the stair—but not too near,
mindful of her uncle swarning.

“I believeit'samoon’falcon. | have only seen them described on ancient, crumbling parchments.” Her
uncle swordstook on afaraway tone, asif he was searching deep within himsdf. “The nature of the
beast is gpoken in some texts as a glorious creature of noble intent and in others as afiend of foul omen.”

Her uncle continued droning on, but Elena heard little past the naming of the bird—moon’ falcon! Drawn
by its beauty, Elenafound her hand reaching over the stair’ sedge. If only she had acrust of bread to lure
it to her as she did the fat goose on the pond near Maple's Corner. Or maybe a piece of meet, she
corrected hersdlf, for surely from its hooked beak and sharp talons this was ahunting bird. But what did
it hunt in so dark a.cavern?

Shereached even farther toward the bird, leaning dightly. The facon banked on awing tip and swung
toward her. Moonlight flashed brighter asit beat itswings and pulled higher above her. She stretched her
arm up, following itsflight. She could dmost reach it, her fingertips close enough to brush the azure light it
shed. Cooing sounds of comfort dipped from her lips. She prayed for it not to fear her.

“Careful, Elena,” her uncle warned asthe bird dipped abresth lower.

Elena s hand was now awash in its glow. Delight crowded the traces of fear from behind her
breastbone—until the falcon screamed.

The bird had seemed about to aight upon her outstretched hand; then itsintended roosting spot had
vanished.

Elena s hand was gone!

A cry escaped her own throat, mimicking the falcon. The screeching bird fluttered upward. Elenaignored
the creature, her attention focused on her arm. Beyond her wrist lay only darkness, asif the chasm’'s
blackness had swallowed her hand.

Y anking back her arm in fright, she expected aflood of blood and pain. But as she pulled her arm to her
chest, her hand reappeared, attached to her wrist asusua.

She groaned. The skin of her hand, bright in her uncle' slamplight, again flowed aruby red. Whorls of
deeper red, dmost black, swirled acrossits surface.

A sob escaped her throat. Not again! She held her hand out to her uncle in supplication, her eyes begging
him to take it away. With her arm held up to her uncle, the falcon swooped in a streak of moonlight and
landed upon her blood-colored hand. The suddenness of its weight almost caused her arm to drop. But
before the bird could be didodged, its black claws dug deeply at her palm, fierce enough to pierce the
skin for a heartbeat. Blood welled like fat tears around the talons of the falcon. With an effort she
steadied her arm, and the bird loosened itstight grip, its claws dipping from her flesh. The claws now
shoneslver in the lamplight. Wonder at the bird' s beauty momentarily muffled her shock.

Thefacon cocked its head from sdeto Side asit Studied her fingers. A sudden thought that perhapsit
was congdering one of them asamed flitted across Elena smind. But it merdly bent its head down and
rubbed its crown of feathers on her trembling hand.

Satisfied, it suddenly perched straighter on her hand, spread its wingswide, and screeched acry of



triumph acrossthe cavern, light bursting brighter fromitsflared plumage.

“SOWHAT DO YOUR ANCIENT TEXTS SAY OF THAT?' Er'RIL asked Bol. He nodded to the
facon perched on the child’ swrist. After itsraucous outburg, it had quieted down and begun smply to
preen its feathers with ahooked beak. Er'ril was unsure what bothered him more, the bird’ s behavior or
actually witnessing awit’ ch ripening to power. His eyes kept drifting to the girl’ sred hand. He had
accepted the old man’s claim of Elena s heritage, but to seeit proven till Sartled.

“Asl said,” Bol scolded, drawing Er'ril’ s eyes from the child’ s hand, “ concerning the moon’ falcons, the
scrolls speak different tongues—some bright, some dark.”

“And what about her hand? | thought mages required sunlight to initiate aquickening. How did she
manage to renew her Rosein this pit?

Bol scratched behind an ear with afinger. “Perhgpsthe bird' slight.”
“Moonlight?’

“I remember reading atext of along dead achemist which supposed that moonlight was merely reflected
sunlight.” Bol waved the fingers of one hand dismissvely. “Of course, the achemist was burned for such
blasphemy. Still, onewonders.”

Both men’ s eyes settled on the bird. Elena caught the direction of their attention. “Can ... may | keep
him?’ she asked, her eyes aglow with reflected moonlight from the bird’ sfeathers.

“It'sawild creature,” Bol answered. “1 don’'t think I, or anyone else, can control its heart. It makesits
own choices, and for some reason, it has chosen you.”

“Doyouthink he'll stay with me?’

Bol shrugged. “Who can say? But I'm afraid, honey, that the bird may just be spooked by the dark halls.
It probably wandered into these tunnel s to escape the storm outside and becamelost. Once out in the
foredt, | expect it will taketo wing again.”

Er'ril turned his back on the two, his eyes again studying the dark stair. Enough about some stray bird.
Rare or nat, it did not bear on his pursuit of the iron ward. The thieving goblin was by now far down
these stairs and likely impossible to find among the warren of hals and passages. Further pursuit was
probably futile, but Er'ril could not forsake histrust. The ward, one of only two, had been bestowed on
him by the Brotherhood as an honor to hisfamily... and for his sacrifice. Hefelt an itch at the ssump
where hisright arm once sprouted. His eyes closed with the memory. The price of the ward had been a
costly one.

He shuddered, opened his eyes, and raised his sword. No, he would not |eave the ward to these dinking,
hissing creatures. “We should continue. Thetrail grows cold.”

Bol nodded and picked up hislantern, which he had set down on the stair. “Well, at least we now have
two sources of illumination,” he said, raising hislamp and nodding to the moon’ fa con. * Perhgps we can
better light thiscold trail.”

“If wewait much longer, even the midday sunwon't help us” Er'ril swung forward and led the way
down the gtair. His boots ssomped on the rock, followed by the lighter tread of the others. Asmuch ashe
regretted the delay dueto the bird, Er’ril found Bol’ swords proved true. With the increased light, the
mud and grime now glistened with the growing dampness, warning of treacherousfooting. Thelight also



reveded smal prints with wide-splayed toes patted into the thin layer of Silt.

Er'ril pointed to the prints with the tip of his sword but kept silent. Bol nodded. To see evidence of the
creature they pursued hushed the party. Here was proof that what they chased was not an illusory
phantom, but a creature of bone and blood. Asthey continued in silence, the air itself dampened with a
thickening mist. Soon Er'ril found the dense air difficult to breathe; each lungful had to be bit and
swallowed.

Bol whispered behind him, his bresth wheezing between hiswords. “Areyou... sure... there'snot
another way to... unlock A’loa Glen’smagickal walls? Do weredly... need thisward? Perhaps Elena' s

magick—"
“No!” Er'ril cracked at him. “1 must... we need theward.”
“I don’t want to do any magick,” Elenasaid, bolstering Er’ril’ swords, her voice sour with dread.

Her uncle patted her on the head, trying to reassure the child, but instead raising a sharp chirp of warning
from the falcon. The bird' s chest puffed out, and its black eyes needled toward the old man’ sfingers.
Clenching hisknuckles, Bol pulled his hand back. “I guess I’ m outnumbered.”

Er'ril increased the pace down the stairs, worried that further delay might fade the feeble track they
followed. But another concern sped his pace. With enough time, the old man might eventually convince
him to abandon his pursuit. Hismind aready dwelled on Bol’ swords. Perhaps there wer eother ways
into thelost city. Perhaps Elena swit’ chings couldpierce the magicka veil around A’loa Glen. Maybe
they didnr redly need the ward.

Gripping the hilt of his sword until hiswrist ached, Er’ril marched down the steps. The ward was hidl

“Slow your pace, Er'ril. My bones are not as agile asyours.” Bol’ swords had a strained edge, and the
old man' s breath rasped in the thickened, damp air. “Thisrock isas dick as a sdamander’ sback.”

Er'ril dowed his pace. Not so much at the old man’ s request, but because the last of the stairs had
appeared out of the gloom ahead, lit by the twin fires of bird and lamp.

They had reached the bottom of the chasm.

He raised awarning hand to keep Bol and Elenafrom following until he checked what lay ahead. With
his back gliding along thewall, he did down the last of the steps and crept to the limit of the lamplight
with his sword dicing the way forward. Gloom forced his eyeswide.

At the bottom of the stairs, awide floor of tumbled rock and littered rubble spread ahead. A thin path
wound through the debris. Barely discernible on the far wall of the chasmwasarip of blacknessfar
blacker than the dark rock. Wasit the entrance to another tunnel? Er'ril guessed the narrow path led to
that spot.

As he studied the way ahead for hidden attackers among the scattered boulders, he heard the scuff of
boot on rock behind him. Thelight brightened as his two companions disobeyed his command and crept
closer.

Bol stepped to his shoulder. “Well, what do you think?" he whispered.

Er'ril restrained the sharp retort on histongue. Why couldn’t they smply mind hisdirections and stay on
the stairs? He kept his eyes focused forward. His gaze settled on the distant tunnel. With Bol’ slantern
now closer, theimproved light illuminated the opening in the far cliff wall.



It was atunnd opening, not like the man-made halls of the old school, but a natural fissurein therock. A
crack inthe rock face arted at twice the height of aman and split wider asit reached for the floor.
Sudden motion near the wide entrance to the tunnel caught hiseye.

Er'ril tensed.

He saw asmall, dark shape dart down the last of the path. It paused at the entrance of the tunndl.
Somehow Er’ril sensed thet it stared right back at his own face, laughing at him. Then the diminutive
figure bounced into the fissure and was swallowed away.

“Hurry!” Er'ril said, hisvoicethick with threat. “We' re close! But watch the shadows. | don't trust these
goblins”

Elenaalowed the falcon to climb up to her shoulder. Its claws dug through the thin fabric of her shirt and
pinched her skin asif refusing to let even the wisp of the woolen cloth stand between it and Elena sflesh.
It nestled close to her neck, but asif obeying the swordsman’ swarning, its head kept swiveling back and
forth, studying the chasm floor ahead.

Without further ingtruction, Er’ril led the way into the tumble of rocks and boulders. His heavy boots
thudded forward down the path. Bol gently nudged her to follow, though she noted his hands kept well
away from the bird’ s beak. She aso noted that her uncl€e' s breathing had become darmingly raspy inthe
damp, heavy air. Even shefound hersdlf having to suck air through her mouth to keep from fedling
suffocated. She glanced up to her uncle, who offered aweak smile. His color seemed more ashen, but
maybe it was just the lantern’ s light making his face agppear so pae.

“We d better not let Er'ril get too far ahead of us.” He nodded for her to proceed ahead while he kept
watch on their back.

Elenamarched after the retreating swordsman, who set afurious pace across the flat ground. Without the
fear of breaking aneck on dippery sairs, the need for a cautious gait had vanished. Elenaamost had to
run to keep up with Er'ril.

Glancing over her shoulder, she noticed her uncle lagging farther and farther behind. He walked hunched
over, wiping at his brow with the back of ahand. Was his hand trembling? Maybe she should cdl for the
swordsman to dow down. Just as she was working up the courage to spesk, Er'ril raised hishand in
warning.

Shewasrdieved hewas caling abreak in their hurried march. She closed the distance to Er'ril. “My
uncle—" she sad, pointing behind her. She swallowed another mouthful of air, surprised how short of
breath she was herself, and continued. “—he needsto rest.”

The swordsman made anoncommittal grunt, his eyes studying agroup of large boulders clustered like
dragon’ s eggsto theright of their path. “ Stay here,” he said and started toward the boulders.

She stood, shifting from one foot to the other. She twisted her neck. Uncle Bol was till severa spans
away, and he waked with one hand clutching hisleft sde. He dowed even further once he realized they
had stopped. Grimacing, Elena crept after the swordsman.

He must have heard her footsteps or maybe noticed a shift in the light. He swung to her. “Listen, lass.
Y ou need to stay put. | must check the boulders ahead for any ambush, and | don’t need you to dow me
down if there' strouble.”

“But it'sdark over there. My light will let you see better.” Tearsthreatened at the thought of



abandonment. She glanced far back to where her uncle had stopped and was leaning on alarge rock.

“No, if there are any of those goblins out there, your light will sgnad my gpproach like ahundred flaming
brands. | go done. Return to your uncle.”

She nodded acquiescence and pushed back her shouldersto show shewasn't scared of anything. Her
lower lip trembled dightly and ruined her effort at bravery.

He gave her atiny amile. Hisusudly stark features cracked in lines of sympathetic amusement, lineswell
worn into hisface. Sheredized hisface must once have smiled eadly, though that had clearly been along
timeago. “Weal fear, Elena,” he said. “ Sometimes we have to put it asde and go on. Don't let it control
you.”

“Are youever frightened?’

He gtared a her wordlessly for the longest time, then merely shrugged. His eyes seemed to look far
away, and hisvoicewassmall. “ Since | lost my brother, | don't think I’ ve ever felt completely safe”

She touched him on the elbow. “Me, t00,” she said meekly.
Her words seemed to puzzle him, then redlization dawned behind hiseyes. “We |l find your brother.”
“I miss Joach so much.”

“Wall, we re not going to find him down here. We need to forge ahead. Now go help your uncle—it
looks like he could use a shoulder to lean on—while | check the boulders ahead.”

She nodded, her trembling calmed. He studied her for amoment, then siwung on ahed and continued
toward the maze of boulders, his sword raised. She watched him duck and disappear behind arock the
shape of asmall cottage. Waiting for severd heartbests, she searched for any sign of the swordsman.
Nothing moved, but the shadows clung everywhere among the boulders. Anything could be lurking there,
hidden from sight. Standing with the moonlit bird, she redized how she must blaze like astar to any eyes
watching from the cluster of rock.

A shiver passed down the back of her neck, asif someone lightly waved afinger over thetiny hairsof her
nape. She suddenly felt hidden eyes staring at her. She backed from the line of boulders, toward where
her unclewaswaiting.

Was that something moving in the shadows bel ow the rock shaped like a broken barn? As she moved,
al the shadows shifted with the movement of her light. The shadows themselves seemed dive, wriggling
with foul intent. Maybe they had swallowed the swordsman and now wanted more.

Her feet began retreating faster. Her hedl struck aloose stone, and ayelp escaped her throat asit
skittered away. It wasn’t astone! She watched it scuttle from her, its clawsticking open and closed. The
creature—some sort of cave crab— vanished into the shadows.

Her flesh crawled now with imaginary cave creatures. She sped away toward where her uncle had last
stood. A medium-sized boulder blocked her view of Uncle Bal, but hislight shone like a beacon just

beyond.

“UncleBal,” she cdled as she rounded the edge of the boulder. She spotted her uncle just afew steps
away and skidded to astop. Hislantern lay on itsside, and her uncle sprawled besideit. Helay limp on
the cold stone.



Shock froze her feet for severa heartbesats, her breath trapped in her throat. Uncle Bol! She could not
face the thought of losing another of her family. She even took astep away, asif fleeing from the sight
would undo it. Then she saw his chest move up and down. He wasn't dead! He till breathed, but
consciousness had fled him. Rdlief dmaost cut the cords holding her upright. Her knees buckled dightly,
but she fought to keep her feet. She haf ssumbled, haf fell down beside her uncle. The falcon squawked
awarning at the sudden motion, flgpping itswingsin agitation. Moonlight bloomed brighter on her uncle.

She reached for his hand. His skin felt cold and oddly moist. His cheeks were pae, like those of a corpse
laid out for viewing. Shefound hersdlf patting his hand and mumbling, “ Uncle Bol, wake up. Don't leave
me here. Please, wake up.” She reached to hisface next and laid ahand on his brow. He was hot. The
touch of her hand on hisfeverish forehead stirred him. A low moan escaped histhroat, rising like steam
from abailing pot. Even this soft noise sounded loud in the quiet cavern.

Uncle Bal rolled hishead from Sdeto Sde asif suffering anightmare. But her touch did not awaken him
further. She rubbed his cheeks and massaged hiswrists, but nothing drew him to consciousness. She
glanced around her as a sob escaped her lips. She needed help. Where was Er'ril? She feared calling to
him, afraid of what € se might answer her summons from these shadowed rocks.

As shelistened for any sign of the returning swordsman, she heard the soft tinkle of flowing water. Hadn't
there been a spring-fed stream near here? She studied the surroundings. It should be just past that pillar
of rock!

She returned her attention to Uncle Bol. Maybe a bit of water on hislips might help. But did she dare
leavehim?

Her uncle settled back down asif hisfoul dreams had dipped away, but his breathing had a more ragged
edgeto it now, athroaty gurgle that caused her to clutch at her own neck. She could not just stand and
watch him die. Shefound her eyes drifting toward her right hand, where whorls of red hues seemed to be
swirling faster with her agitation.

Could her magick aid her uncle? Her mind’ s eye drew up the picture of her parents buried in flames. No,
she dared not risk it. She lowered her hand. She needed to go for water. If sheran, it would only take a
moment to reach the small stream.

Before fear could keep her frozen forever, she darted away. Again the falcon spat a squawk of protest
and dug his claws deep into her shoulder to keep its perch. Elenaignored the pain and ran.

Her feet flew with the knowledge that her goa was so close. It was for that reason that when she saw
what stood by the stream, she could not stop in time and fell to her knees, scraping them savagely on the
coarserock. A scream locked in her chest at the Sight. Her falcon, jarred from her shoulder by the
sudden stop, flapped up and circled above.

The stream lay an arm’ slength away, but something €lse had reached it fird.

She watched the shaggy beast raise its head from where it had been lapping water. Huge yellow eyes
reflected back her falcon’slight. She knew thistype of beast. She had seen hunters from the highlands
carrying their petsto town. It was awolf.

It growled at her in warning but did not approach any closer, apparently as cautious about her as she was
of him. It took afew steps back, limping onitsright front leg. The remains of some sort of bandage hung
from theinjured limb. It was hurt. She saw that one of its ears was torn, shredded and matted with

blood.



She remembered the howl they had al heard earlier. She guessed this was the creature that had voiced
that pain.

Both stared at each other warily. The wolf had stopped growling and now just stood, dightly wobbly, on
threelegs. She studied the traces of the old bandage. The wolf could not have done that itsdlf; it must
have been cared for by someone. She knew some woodsmen used wolvesto aid their hunting. Wasthis
someone' slost pet?

As sheredlized the wolf was not going to legp at her throat, she alowed hersdlf to bresthe again. She
leaned away, meaning to retreat, then paused. Fear kept her ready to bolt, but the swordsman’ swords
about not letting fear control one' s actions kept her crouching in place. Maybe the wolf needed help, like
her uncle.

And another thought occurred to her. Maybe its keen nose could even lead them all out of here! Elena
pictured her sick uncle. They needed away out quickly. If she could coax thewolf...

Taking achance, she bit her lower Up and crawled a step forward to the stream. Using both hands, she
cupped a scoop-ful of cold water and held it out to the wolf. Surely it would take thisgesture asa
friendly one. The wolf’ s eyes narrowed dightly with suspicion.

She forced her arms not to tremble as she held her position firm. At that moment, the fal con flapped
down and gently landed on her shoulder.

Thewolf eyed the bird, then looked again at the offered water.
It took astep forward.
“Comeon,” shewhispered. “Don’t be afraid.”

The wolf padded another step toward her, its nose now so close she felt its hot breath on her ringers. It
craned its neck forward. A tentative tongue supped from between exceptionaly long fangsto touch the
water. Though wanting the water, its eyes never left hers. The yellow eyes, she now noted, were odd.
The irises were ditted up and down, not round, morelike acat’seyesthan adog’s.

Asshe stared in fascination and awe, its eyes suddenly dilated black and darted to her right. It pulled its
neck back with agrowl.

“Get back, Elenal Now!” She glanced over her shoulder to see Er'ril stepping from around a boul der
behind her, his sword raised in menace toward the shaggy wolf. “Run behind me.” Er'ril lunged at the
wolf with the sword.

Without thinking, Elenathrew hersdlf in front of the swordsman’s wegpon. She knocked hisblade asde
with the flat of her hand. “No!” As her right hand made contact with his sword, aflash of ice blew out
from her pamto swalow Er’ril’ ssword.

Er'ril gasped and shook the frigid wesgpon from his hand. Theiron sword crashed with aclang to the
stone, and like aglass vase, it shattered into athousand frozen pieces.

Elenawatched the swordsman' s eyes settle on her face. He wore an expression of red-cheeked anger
mixed with shock. “My sword!”

“I didn't meantodoit,” Elenasaidinasmal voice, hiding her right hand behind her back. Theredlization
that she had just destroyed their party’ s only weapon dawned on her. Tearsroseto her eyes. “I'm
wrry.”



Behind her, she heard the wolf growl.

Er'ril grabbed the stunned girl and swept her to the side, prepared to do battle with the huge wolf. The
beast wasinjured, so perhaps he still had a chance of driving it away with aswift kick or the strike of a
fid.

Thewolf, though, was not growling at them, but had his back turned and faced toward the dark trail they
had traversed earlier. The wolf’ s hackles were raised, and along, steady rumble flowed out to the
darkness.

“Something’scoming,” Elenasaid.

Now Er'ril could hear the scuffle of disturbed shae and amore familiar noises—hissng. “Goblins” He
pulled Elenaaway.

Thewolf backed toward them, doshing through the small stream.
Elena pointed to the beast. “He knows, too. They’ re probably the ones who injured him.”

Er'ril ignored her words and pushed Elenaahead of him as he retraced the route back toward the fissure.
“We need to get to your uncle and keegp moving. Without awegpon, we have no chance of breaking out
of here. We need to keep ahead of them.”

Elenawas gtaring back. “The walf isfollowing us”

Er'ril spotted the wolf, too. It kept awary distance away, somewhat hidden, and clung to the shadows of
the boulders. It kept pace with them, padding silently.

“He sprotecting us,” Elenasaid.
“No, he sjust fallowing thelight.”
“He hasan old broken splint on his bad leg. Someone must havelost him.”

The girl wasright, but there was no telling if the wolf had gone feral on its owner. The splint looked old
and westherworn, asif the creature had been traveling some distance with it. Wild or not, it did not seem
animmediate threat, and if the goblins should attack, itslong teeth might prove useful, perhaps buying
them timeto flee. So Er'ril et it follow behind— aslong asit kept its distance.

Oncethe old man and hislantern cameinto view, Elena dashed ahead to knedl beside her uncle. Er'ril
joined the girl, noticing that Bol’ s chest ill rose and fell. He placed afinger on the old man’sneck. The
pul se was wesk.

He straightened and searched the darkness. After they had fled the stream, the hissing had faded. At least
the goblins were again keeping their distance.

Elenaraised her eyesto Er'ril. “Ishe going to die?’
“I don’'t know. He' san old man.”

“What can we do?’

“I can carry him.”

She eyed his single arm with doubt in her eyes.



“He slight. I'll manage.”

Elenanodded, resting apalm on her uncle' s chest. The hand glowed arich ruby in the double light. Er'ril
recalled the strength of the power that had frozen his sword. He had barely dropped it in timeto keep his
hand from being consumed by theice. She had powerful magick, but her control waswegk. Still...

“Thereisone other way,” he said. “But there are risks.”

She brightened. “What?’

“Y our magick.”

Hope died in her eyes. She sagged her head. “No. | can’t make it do what | want.”
“Y ou kept me from harming the wolf.”

“Maybe, but | didn’t mean to destroy your sword. The magick iswild.”

“In my time, young mages were always fouling up. | had abrother, Shorkan. He cameto his Chyric
power the same age as you. Once when he was young, he burned down our kitchen as hetried to light
our hearth with hismagick.”

“He got better, though, right?’

He nodded. “With practice and training, he became a great mage.”
“But who can train me?’

Er'ril knelt besde her. “1 was my brother’ sliege man.”
“What'sthat?’

“His protector. Each mage was assigned aliege man to keep them from harming themselves with their
early magick. | was beside Shorkan during hisinitid training, pulling him out of many scrapes. Weliege
men were not privy to the higher arts but were ingtructed in the lessons of control— how to manage the
flow of power. We learned these lessonsto assist those in our charge.” Er'ril tried not to wince as he
picked up her red hand. “1 can perhaps help you.”

“Reglly?’

“I will try. But what you must do to help your uncle, though it isasmplething, requires a subtle touch of
magick.”

“Will thissavehim?’

“I don’t know. What I’'m going to teach you is not atrue heding—that is beyond my knowledge. What |
can show you is how to passasmdl drop of your magick to your uncle. Thiswill boost his spirit and
maybe alow him to escgpe thisfainting illness”

Elenagared a him with doubtful eyes. “What if something goeswrong?’
“Then hewill die”

Her eyestwitched wide with fear. She stayed silent and hugged her arms around her chest. After severd
slent moments, shefinadly spoke. “But Uncle Bol could dieif | don’t try.”



Er'ril nodded, impressed with the resiliency of the child. Her hand trembled as she unclasped her arms
and studied the whorls of color on her ruby palm, but a determination and resolve shone forth from her

eyes.

She stared directly at him, her jaw tense. For thefirst time, he saw in that small face the woman she
would become. Bright green eyes, awash of red hair, strong lips. She would grow to be awoman of fair
beauty—if shelived that long. “ Show mewhat | must do,” she said.

He knelt and beckoned her down beside him. “It requires blood.”
Shewithdrew from him dightly.
“Fear not; thisissmall magick. Just adrop.” Er'ril pointed to the sheathed dagger Bol had given the child.

Elenarductantly withdrew the wit' ch’s dagger from her waist. Itssilver glowed inthe bird' slight likea
diver of the moon.

“Passmethe dagger,” Er'ril said.
Thechild did, more than willing to relinquish the wespon.

Er'ril took one of the old man’s hands and laid it on his own knee. Then, using the knife, he poked a
small holein thetip of Bol’sthumb. Thick blood welled like ablack pearl from the wound. He offered
the knife back to Elena. “Y ou must do the same.”

He saw her wince and clench her fist away. Her expression sparked a sudden memory of the small boy
sacrificed to forge the Blood Diary. He, too, had worn the same shocked ook when faced with hisfirst
cut. Er'ril sared at the smdll girl and prayed she wouldn't share the boy’ sfate.

“Youmugt do this. Y our uncle performed theinitid cut in christening your dagger. This next must be by
your own hand.”

She nodded and fought to unclench her fist and reach for the knife. With asurprisingly steady hand, she
raised the blade above her red thumb.

“Just anick. Too much blood will be hard to control.”

She took a deep breath, darted one quick look at him, then stabbed the tip to her thumb. He noted she
was careful not to dig too deep. Once done, she sheathed the knife casualy, asif she had just buttered a
dice of bread. Her eyes remained fixed on the blood seeping from her injured thumb.

“Good girl. Now place your wound atop your uncle’'s.” As she reached to do so, he stopped her hand.
“When you make contact, you will be ableto... ableto fed your uncle”

“F@?’

He scrunched up his brow. How could he describe something he had never experienced?“My brother
oncetold meit waslike suddenly becoming that person. Y ou don’'t sense their thoughts, but smply know
what it' slike to wear their skin.”

Her eyes narrowed—whether with worry or doubt, he couldn’t tell. “Then what do | do?’

“As soon asyou fed this contact, allow no more than abreath to pass, then you must immediately sever
the connection by removing your thumb. The longer you stay connected the more magick will flow into
your uncle. Y ou must not let more than a heartbest of magick seep into him.”



“Won't alittle more help Uncle Bol hedl quicker?’

“No. Thisisraw magick, not acontrolled spell. Only the chosen, like yoursdlf, can be avessd of so
much power. No more than adrop can berisked.”

“What if | give him more?’
“Do you remember my sword?’

Elena pictured the sword encased in an ice so cold that it madeiron brittle. She stared at her uncle
spread out on the rock floor. She would not let that happen to him.

Sheremained knedling, fixed and afraid to move, fearful of harming any more of her family. From the
corner of her eye, she spotted the wolf buried in the inky shadow of anearby boulder. His amber eyes
glowed from hishiding place, reflecting back the moonlight from the falcon on her shoulder. The
swordsman held her uncle’ sbloody thumb toward her, staring. So many eyeswere on her.

She closed her own eyes and took a huge breath, willing hersaf cam. She opened her eyes and looked
only at her uncle sface. He—the man who had regaed her with countlesstaes by firelight—needed
her. And now shewasliving in one of hisfanciful stories.

As she stared, she suddenly redized how much her uncle looked like her own mother, with the same
cheekbones and set to the eyes. And his nose, broader than her own, was so like her brother Joach’s.
So much of her family wasin the lines and planes of hisface. Asthisthought dawned on her, her heart
grasped some diver of hope. If she saved him, perhaps in some measure she could keep asmall piece of
esch of them dive.

She lifted her face to the swordsman. He wiped away atear from her cheek. She pushed his hand away.
“I’'mready.” Holding out her uncle' shand, he reminded her, “Only asingle drop.”

With afina deep bresth that sounded more like amoan, she pressed her thumb on her uncle’ swound.

At first nothing happened, and she dmost cried with acombination of relief and hopelessness. Then she
felt apart of her drawn through the wound into her uncle. She gill saw out of her own eyes, saw how her
touch seemed to tense her uncle’ sbody, felt the falcon fly from her shoulder with a startled cry, and saw
it perch on aspur of rock. Y et a the same time, shefelt thetickle of beard on her neck and how her
joints ached in protest to tensed muscles. She dso felt the cold stone under her back as she lay sprawled
on the rock.

Mostly, though, she sensed her heart straining to best, struggling and quivering; but she was unableto tell
if thiswas her own heart or the shadow of her uncle’s. She was lost somewhere between thetwo. The
line between Elend s awareness and her uncle€' s sensations blurred.

Fear and the swordsman’ s warning caused her to yank her thumb away. As soon as contact was broken,
she snapped fully back into her own body. Shaking her head loose of cobwebs, she sat back on her
hedls, suddenly feding very small and, for some reason, starkly aone.

A groan drew her attention outward to where her uncle was struggling to sit up. Heraised ashaky hand
to hisforehead. “What happened? Did | fal adegp?’

He seemed to be much better. His color had pinkened and his bresthing sounded clear. But Elenaknew
better than to expect that he was healed. She had felt his heart. Uncle Bol was till sick.

She hugged her uncle but found no words. Er'ril, though, related al that had happened to her uncle.



Once the siwordsman had finished explaining, Uncle Bol took Elenaby the shoulders and held her at
arm'’ slength so he could study her. “Y ou saved me with your magick. | fedl about ten years younger,
ready to take on abattalion of goblins.”

His smile wasinfectious, and an embarrassed grin appeared on her face.

“See, | told you that Fila' s strength wasin you.” He pulled her back to hischest in afierce hug. Asshe
lay within his embrace, she listened to the old man’ s heart. She remembered the straining beat, the weak
flutter of his pulse. Each beat made her shiver, afraid it would be hislast.

Of what use was this magick? How could it save aworld when it couldn’t cure an old man? She
suddenly felt the weight of the last two dayswithout deep. She dlowed her uncleto hold her up.

As she dumped in hisembrace, arumble of hissng arose around her again, sibilant and
demanding—rock’ goblins. Her uncle pulled her to her feet. When would she be ableto rest?

“Hurry,” Er'ril called. “The beasts grow impatient, and the path stales.”

AsElenafollowed, her feet dragging asif they werefull of sand, the moon’falcon flitted acrossthe cavern
to dight on her shoulder again. From the corner of her eye, she noticed the wolf trailing in the shadows
on her hed's. What made these creatures of thefield trust her?

She glanced to her ruby hand, the wound on her thumb gone.

And what of the unknown spirit who had granted her this magick? Why did this spirit trust her, too? She
was only afarmer’ s daughter; what strength of substance did these creatures al seein her?

Tears suddenly appeared in her eyes, but she wiped them away before anyone noticed them. She did not
want this responsibility. She sniffed back her tears. Was there no one to whom she could pass this duty?

She stared at Er'ril’ swide back as he marched ahead. Her liege man, he had caled himself. In her heart,
Elenaknew the magick was her burden to bear, but maybe she did not have to bear it alone. This
thought dried her tears. Maybe there was someone she could |ean on, someone she could trust.

“My liegeman,” shewhispered to hersdlf, allowing her tongue to taste the words.

Kra passed the radiant green stone to Tol’ chuk and wiped the blood from his fingertips onto his
trousers. The strange hissing had faded to awhisper, then vanished. The resulting silence weighed like the
heavy ar before asummer storm. He left the og' re to examine the v’ in’ s stone and crept farther down
the crumbling sonehall.

The greenish glow from the smal gem lit the black hall, swamping the walsin an unnatural sheen. Ahead,
strings of moss and rootlets festooned the ceiling, while the floor was littered with ancient rock that
ground to powder under his hedl.

Kra dapped asde aroot trying to lodge in his beard. Ducking his head, he rounded a corner. Tol’ chuk
and the light followed. The hall ended just ahead with alarge chamber beyond. Kra motioned for the
og'reto stop and wait.

He unhitched the ax from hisbelt, and with its leather-wrapped hickory handle firmly in hand, he dunk
forward. The greenish glow lighted the dried blood gtill on the ax’ s blade. It shone apurplish black, likea
bruise on the iron. He ground his teeth at the reminder of his dishonor, the lie that had passed histongue.
He tightened his grip on the wegpon. Maybe fresh blood would hel p wash away the foulness upon his
blade and heart.



Krd reached the entrance to the large chamber and crouched with his back against onewall of the hall.
He darted a quick glance into the room ahead. The room had once been agreat hal of somekind.
Vaulted cellings spanned into the darkness above, and on the walls, faint frescoes whispered with echoes
of adistant past. The hall must have been a meeting chamber: The walls were pocked with the openings
to many other passages. The chamber was so large that even the sharp green light from the stone could
not pierceto the far wall of the room.

Kra stayed crouched and searched for any sign of the élv’in. The strange man must be near, since his
glowing stone had rolled back to them, but as much of the floor as Kral could seelay empty. Maybe he
was deeper, beyond where the light reached. Kral stood and waved Tol’ chuk closer to him so the stone
could light the chamber morefully.

The claws of the og're scraped loudly as he lumbered up to Kral. They entered the hall together.
“I amdl... something odd,” Tol’ chuk said. The og' re had his nose raised and splayed wide.

Kra stopped and eyed the room ahead. With the better lighting, a splash of wet blackness could be seen
gtaining the gray stone. He pointed. “Blood.”

The two stepped forward together, but the og're’ s eyes kept wary watch on the walls around them,
rather than on thefloor. Kra alowed him to keep guard and kndlt to confirm that what lay on the floor
was indeed blood. He dipped afinger to the stain and raised it to hisnose. It smelled of musky iron. A
smeared trail disappeared into the hanging blackness at the deep end of the chamber.

“Theblood isgill warm.” Krd straightened up. “Meric must not befar.”
The og' re seemed to be ignoring him. Hisgrinding voice just warned, “ The amdll... it grows stronger.”
Kra sniffed. He smelled nothing but dust and mold. Impatient, he nodded to thetrail of blood.

They followed the path into the darkness. Within five steps, Krd realized why the light from the stone had
failed to penetrate to the far wall of the chamber. Therewas no far wall. Beyond the floor ahead lay only
open space, asif some monstrous god had cleaved away the back half of the chamber, leaving adeep
gorge ahead.

Kra walked to thelip of the chasm. The blood trail led over this edge and into the tumble of rocks
below. He glanced at the smeared path again. Had Meric dragged himself here, seeking safety below, or
had his bloody carcass been hauled and dumped? And what had attacked him?

Tol’ chuk hissed. “They come. Thesmdl!”

A strange odor suddenly hit Krai’ s nose like ablow. The odor of festering wounds enveloped him. Krai
rased hisax. “What isit?’

“Not it, them!” The og're raised aclaw and swept across the room.

From the passages dl around them, pairs of red eyes—like hundreds of angry red stars—reflected the
light back toward them.

A hissing arose around them.
Krai backed a step, hisboot’s hedl dipping over the lip of the cracked floor.
Suddenly the hissing blew toward them with afury, and the pack of beasts raged from the tunnels.



ROCKINGHAM RUBBED HIS SORE WRISTS AND CRACKED HIS neck to loosen his bones. A
mixture of anger and relief fought in hisbreast. “I thought you had left meto the crows,” he said sourly.

Nee'lahn kept in one hand the knife with which she had diced his bonds, obvioudy still wary of him. “I
would not have done that. Besides, we need the horses.” She gathered thereins of Mist and of Er'ril’s
gallion. Krai’ s huge war horse glowered at her as she approached.

Rockingham took amoment, still massaging the muscles of one arm, to gppraise Nee' lahn’s companion.
The man stood astall as Rockingham, and as thin. Hislanky brown hair hung loose, not tied back in any
typica fashion of thisregion. An outlander, Rockingham guessed. The angles of the Sranger’ sface were
sharp and his narrowed eyes even sharper. He wore a hunter’ s coat of sewn leather over gray leggings
and jerkin. Strange fashion for these parts.

“Who isyour friend?’ Rockingham finaly asked Neg'lahn.

Nee'lahn finished checking the security of the packs on the horses. She wiped ahand over her forehead,
sweeping back gtray hairs. “Kral isheping him find hislost companion.”

The stranger stood silent, asif trying to fade into the wet wood around them. Rockingham faced him.
“What' syour name, friend?’

“Mogweed.” Hisvoice was edgy, nervous.
“Y ou’re not from these parts, are you?’
He shook his head.

“Wheredo you hall from?’

He stayed slent.

Rockingham recognized when someone was trying to work up afabricated story. This man had secrets.
Heliked that. A person with something to hide could be coerced—if only Rockingham could discover his
Secret.

“I... | comefrom the southlands,” Mogweed finaly said.

Rockingham nodded but did not believe aword. Even Nee' lahn must have sensed the lie on the
sranger’ stongue, because she glanced up with a sour expression on her face.

What was this man doing here in these drenched woods? What did this stranger want? The desireina
man’s heart was the price of hissoul. If he could just discover tht...

As Rockingham studied M ogweed, the stranger suddenly tensed and cringed down. A heartbest |ater,
the horses began to nicker in agitation. The war charger ssamped an iron-shod hoof.

Then both he and Nee'lahn heard it at the same time. The begting of heavy wings approached from the
deeper valley. It came from the direction of the cottage. Neither had to speak the name of what flew this

way.
“They must not have found the girl,” Rockingham said.

“Hurry!” Ne€'lahn urged. “ The cavern’ s not far from here. It stoo smal for the ska’tum. WEe |l be safe
there. Krai isdready insgde”



Mogweed must have known of the shelter she mentioned. He gripped at Ne€' lahn’sdeeve. “No, it’snot
safe. My brother—"

“Trust us,” Rockingham said and caught the reinsto the gray mare that Nee' lahn tossed to him. “Nothing
in those caves can be as bad as what hunts us now.”

Mogweed hesitated. His eyes searched the wood as if seeking away to bolt. Like afrightened deer,
Rockingham thought.

Nee lahn spoke to the man, dipping her deeveloose from hisgrip. “ Thisis of no concern to you,
Mogweed. They seek us. If you flee, | doubt they would follow.”

AsNee lahn swung atop the stallion, Mogweed' s eyes continued to sweep the dark forest. Fear shonein
those strange amber eyes.

Nee'lahn spoke again. “I know who you are, Mogweed. Y ou’ re from the Western Reaches, like me.
But you're not aman. Y our ditted eyes spesk what your tongue does not. You are s’ lura”

Rockingham choked on her words. “ Shape-shifter!” He backed from the man. So thiswasthe stranger’s
secret. He scurried atop his own mount, wishing to escape a creature of such foul legend.

Nee' lahn spoke again. “S’ lurg, it iseasy for you to hide here. Just shift into awoodland beast and
disappear. Thisright isnot yours.”

“No,” theman said, hiseyeswild. “Y ou do not know me. | cannot change! | am trgpped in thisform.”

Hiswords seemed to surprise Nee' lahn. She paused in her saddle, her eyebrows arched. The noise of
the beating wings grew louder. She reached a hand toward the shape-shifter. “Then comewith usor fleg;
we cannot wait.”

Mogweed took a step away, then stopped. Just as Nee' |ahn began to pull her arm back, he darted
forward and gripped her hand. She yanked him up behind her seat.

Nee lahn kicked her horseto agdlop and led the way. For amoment, Rockingham thought of fleeingin
the opposite direction to gain his freedom. He listened to the begat of wings on cold air and shuddered.
He spurred his own horseto follow. To land in the hands of the Dark Lord' slieutenants after failing to
retrieve the girl was purefolly.

He thundered after Nee' |ahn. He needed the cursed child.

Rockingham stared at the back of the man seated behind Nee'lahn. Hisinitid shock of the s’ lurahad
waned. What was there to fear from a shape-shifter who couldn’t shift? He was just a man then—aman
with a secret and a need, aman who could be manipulated. Rockingham recognized akey when it
landed in hislap. Perhaps with such an dly he might yet unlock his bonds and escape both his present
captors andthe wrath of the Dark Lord.

He kicked his horse to narrow the distance between the racing mounts.
The clapping of wings echoed from the valey walsin pursuit.
If only he had enoughtime....

Tol’ chuk knew these beasts. The og' re tribes were often plagued by runs of rock’ goblins through their
lower caverns and tunnels. Rarely were they more than mere nuisances. stealing bright objects, breaking



stoneware, fouling corridors with both their stench and spoor. Never had he heard of them brandishing
WeapOons.

Asthese goblins swarmed up toward them, though, flowing from the surrounding tunndslike aflash flood
down adry gully, each of the small crestures bore awicked blade that glinted green in the stone’ slight.
Each goblin alone posed no threat—not to an og' re, or even to the large mountain man beside him. But
these were not |one bessts.

Tol’ chuk remembered a spreehawk he had seen asachild. It had made the mistake of chasing a
gingermouse to its warren home. Alonein afield, the mouse would have made anice med; but when its
brethren had boiled from the many neighboring burrows, the hawk had become the prey, set upon by the
tiny teeth of hundreds of mice. All that was |eft of the mighty hawk were cleaned bones and a hooked
beak; even the eyes had been plucked empty. This memory flashed across his mind’ s eye asthe swarm
burst from the tunndls.

Now he was that hawk.
Kra growled something low in histhroat, unintelligible. He had his ax hefted for bettle.

Usdless, Tal’ chuk reasoned. The og're did the only thing he could. He scooped the large man beside him
inoneof hismassve arms and hauled him up in afirm embrace. Shock at his action stunned the mountain
man for ablink, then the man began to thrash, believing himsdlf attacked. With Kra in hisarms, Tol’ chuk
legped into the black gorge.

To the mountain man’ s credit, Krai did not scream, only frozein the og're's embrace as they plummeted.
A jutting rock crashed into Tol’ chuk’ s shoulder, tumbling him to the side. Tol’ chuk fought for balance
and barely kept hisfeet under him as he smashed onto aledge of sone. The force of their combined
weight crushed the og' re to the rock. Air exploded from his chest as he struck the floor, though he was
careful to protect the human man, cushioning Krai from theimpact with his own bodly.

Krai rolled off him—to the greet rdlief of Tol’ chuk’ s bruised lungs. The mountain man pushed to his
knees and glowered at the og're, his eyes red with rage. “What do you think you do, og're?’

“There be no hope above. There lay only death.”

For amoment, aflash of regret crossed Kra’ sfeatures, asif he had welcomed the fight—or maybe just
the outcome. “1 make my own decisons,” hefindly said, hisvoice straining high. “Don’t do something
likethat again.”

“I be... sorry.” Tol’ chuk struggled to sit up. The effort must have shown on hisface.
“You'reinjured.”

“Not bad. Og'res be thick boned.”

Krai’svoice now had atrace of concern. “It was afoolish act, legping blindly.”

“I saw...” Hismouth struggled with the common tongue. “1 spotted this|edge from above, man of the
mountains.”

Krai looked doubtfully at him.

“Og're eyes pierce the dark better than humans'.” By now, Tol’ chuk had managed to get hisfeet under
him. He pushed upright but swayed.



Krai placed ahand on the og' re' s shoulder to steady him. His other hand still clutched his ax. He had not
dropped it, and Tol’ chuk doubted even death would ever pry the weapon from his fingers. Ax and man
seemed one.

The mountain man stayed quiet until Tol’ chuk took afew deep bresths and hisfeet steadied. “1 owe you
an gpology,” Krai findly said in acamer tone. “And | oweyou my life. | migudged you sordly.”

Tol’ chuk fingered abruised rib. “Y our people dways have.”
“I won't repeset that mistake.”

Tol’ chuk clgpped him on the shoulder. “Then | will try to... try to warn you before | push you off acliff
agan.”

A crack of asmile broke acrossKrai’ sfeatures. “ Y ou are astrange og're.”

“More than you know.” He released the man’s shoulder. “ But where now? | jumped... but did not think
whereto jump next.”

Kral retrieved the glowing stone that had dipped from the og're’ sfingers on impact. Luckily, Tol’ chuk
thought, it had not rolled from the ledge. The mountain man held up the stone. “Whatever we decide, we
had better hurry. Thedv'in’slight fades.”

Tol’ chuk noted that the stone, which before had stung his og're eyesto look at directly, now caused no
discomfort. “The goblinswill not let usres, either,” he added. Stepping to the edge, Tol’ chuk searched
theterrain below.

“Do you seeaway down?’ Kral asked at his shoulder.
“| see the chasm’sfloor. It betoo far to jump.”

Kra had backed to thewall and ran ahand adong the stone. “The cliff isrough. There are many
handholds and protruding rock. We could try climbing down.”

Tol’ chuk turned to Krai. “1 seeafdl of boulders balow us. If we could scaleto there, we could climb to
the chasm’ sfloor.”

Kra nodded and seemed to be weighing the various risks, his eyes far away. Suddenly he pointed his ax
to thefar end of the chasm. “ Are my eyes casting phantomsin thisgloom, or isthat alight yonder?’

Tol’ chuk swung around and stared where the mountain man pointed. Y es, a glow—two
lights—bloomed in the distance. He watched, the lights bob. The twin flames approached the samewall
upon which their ledge rested, but much farther down the chasm floor.

“Goblins?’ Kra asked.

“No, goblinsdo not like light. It weakenstheir blood.” Tol’ chuk remembered how the og' re tribe kept
powder pots burning to keep the rock’ goblins from sacred areas of their caves.

“Thenwho?”’
“| know not.”

“You said your og're eyeswere keen in dark places. Can you make out any details?’



“The distance be great,” he said and strained his eyestoward the light. He caught occasiond glimpses of
shadows moving in the glow but failed to make out any details. “No, nothing. It betoo—" The og're
tensed.

“What?’ Kral’ svoicerose with concern.

The og'reraised aclaw. Odd images formed in his head, yet the touch was familiar: Fardde. The
wolf-brother was below, atempting to tell him something: A wounded cub finds protection. A strange
scent sparksartrail . A few other images haf formed in his head but were too fleeting to register fully.

Only one other image coalesced: Blood flows with sparks of lightning.
Tal’ chuk did not understand the meaning of thislast image, but the wiry hairs of hisback ridge bristled.
“What do you see?” Kral asked impatiently.

“Not see, fed. Something strange be happening down there.”

“How do you know this?’

“A friend... abrother... be down there. Not alone.”

“What does hetdl you?’

Tol’ chuk shook his head. “He betoo far away to be clear.”

Asthey watched, the twin lights vanished into adistant tunnel below.
“Wemust follow,” Tal’ chuk said, his voice suddenly strained.

“Why?'

“I... 1 do not know,” Tol’ chuk lied.

Kra’sbrowslowered suspicioudy.

A twinge of guilt stabbed Tol’ chuk, but he did not offer further words. How could he describe the
sudden pull on hisheart? Tol* chuk knew that if he uncovered the heartstone hidden in his pouch it would
be shining bright enough to eclipse the fegble glow of theev'in stone.

The Heart of his people was caling him forward.

Hemust follow.

MOGWEED FOUGHT TO KEEP HIS SEAT ATOP THE GALLOPING horse. How strangeto ride
the back of another beast. He had never seen such athing. Once, from the safety of their forest home, he
and Fardae had spied on the herds of wild steppe horses grazing on the plains north of the Western
Reaches. Doe-eyed mares guarded by fiery-eyed stallions had spread in dappled colors across the
yellow steppes. He could not imagine those horses mounted and controlled by leather and iron.

How strange the peoples of these lands were. Did they control dl the beasts of the field? He
remembered how thetall, thin man claimed to control the glowing falcon and how the hunters had leashed
the snarling sniffersto their will. What drove other racesto contral living things? Among the 5’ lura, where
other beasts shapes were theirs to experience, the thought of capturing and endaving creatures of the



wild seemed foreign.

But if he wore this human form much longer and the will of man consumed his own identity, he might
begin to understand. Then he, too, like the horse beneath him, would forget what it waslike to run free.
Ashe clung to the waist of the nypha woman, he prayed he never would.

The horse suddenly jolted under him. He clutched tighter to Nee'lahn, not trusting hislegsto hold him
atop the stallion. Mud and decaying leaf had betrayed the horse’ sfooting.

“This steed will not drop you,” Nee'lahn said, wiggling to loosen hisgrip on her.

He relaxed hishold a bit, but maintained awary watch. How could he trust an endaved beast? He kept
hiseyesand ears dert.

Y ears of accumulated humus muffled the thunder of the horses' hooves as they raced up another ridge.
The beet of wings till echoed from the hills around them. He could tell—even with hisdull human
ears—that the sound swelled rapidly.

The nyphal woman must have redized this, too. “Wewill makeit,” she said, though it sounded more asif
shewastrying to reassure herself.

The other horse pounded abreast of them, the mare’ slegs less burdened than the double-weighted
galion’s. It lurched to the top of theridge first. Rockingham pulled his steed to a stop and pointed.
“Thereisaclearing ahead. Isthat the one?’ he yelled into the wind. Rain had begun to lance again from
swollen clouds. “I see no cave.”

“Itisthere, hidden,” Nee'lahn answered asthe stallion clambered to the ridgeline and swept past the
stopped rider. “Hurry!”

The pair of horses more stumbled than galloped down the steep hillside. Sodden branches kept trying to
bat Mogweed from his perch. He found he could only keep from screaming by squeezing hiseyes
closed. Thunder again pounded from above, only barely drowning the hammering of hisown heart. In
brief gapsin the thunder, he redized a keening whine flowed from hisown lips.

Just before panic threw him from the horse’ s back, the crashing ride came to a sudden stop. Mogweed
dared to open his eyes. Before them lay the smal clearing. Afraid the horsewould again begin itswild
race, he tumbled off the mount and took severa steps away.

Nee [ahn pointed to the cavern opening, guarded by the roots of the sentinel oak. “ There sthe cave,” she
said to Rockingham as he pulled his mare to a stop beside her.

“Hush!” he answered her, ahand raised in warning.

Mogweed' s quivering legstensed to run.

“What?" Nee lahn whispered. Her eyes searched the clearing.

“Ligten.” Rockingham jumped from his horse and motioned her to do the same.

Mogweed forced his human earsto strain. He heard nothing but the spat of rain on leaves. Even the
thunder had died away. M ogweed sensed, though, from the pressurein the air, that it was but alull
before the true storm that was about to bresk.

“I hear nothing,” Ne€ lahn said, tethering their mounts. She looked confused, then her eyesflew wide.



“Thewings! | can't hear them. Run!”
Rockingham was dready running.

But it wastoo late. Asthey al darted toward the cavern opening, two huge figures dove on widespread
wingsto crash to the dirt before them. Claws sank deep in the mud, leaving raked furrows asthey came
to astop.

Mogweed screamed at the sight of them. He sank to hiskneesin fright. Twin sets of red eyes studied
him. Wings of black bone folded behind shoulders, and afoul stench of rotted carrion flowed from them.
A sick maevolence could betasted in the air. Never in hisworst nightmares had he imagined beasts so
foul.

“Little mice, where do you ssscurry to?” one of them hissed asthe other laughed sibilantly. “Do you think
you can escape the hungry cat?’

By now the horseswere whinnying in terror behind them. The mare thrashed againgt itslead, but both
rope and tree held firm. The stalion, though, snapped its lead and dashed acrossthe clearing, its eyes
rolled whitein panic.

Quicker than an eye could follow, one of the two beasts pounced on the fleeing horse and sank its claws
into its back. Fangs and claws ripped the gtallion’ s belly open, spilling red entrails across the cold mud.
The mongter then rel eased the horse, dlowing the stallion, not yet dead, to ssumble away, dragging its
bowels behind it. The attacker laughed at the sight, bloody foam on itslips. Before the horse took more
than afew waobbly gtrides, its neck stretched taut with pain, the creature again lunged and swallowed the
horse within its stretched wings. Thankfully, the wings blocked the Sight as the monster savaged the
horse. But the pitch of the horse' s scream passed through the wings to them al. Mogweed covered his
ears. At that moment, he wished for his own degath, just S0 he would never have to hear such anoise

again.

Then, just asthe scream reached its highest peak, it abruptly cut off, and the beast stepped away fromits
kill. What lay steaming on the frigid ground now bore no resemblance to ahorse: just amound of raw
meat, broken bone, and ripped bowels.

Mogweed pressed hisface to the ground, hisgorge rising in histhroat. Nausea overcame his horror. He
emptied hisbelly on the ground.

As his stomach stopped convulsing, Mogweed felt the creatures’ red eyes on his back.
“Ssee, at least one of you knowsss how to bow before your masters,” one of them laughed.

The other spoke as Mogweed raised hisface. It was the one who had attacked the horse. Blood stained
itsface black, while its fangs glowed white uponitslips. “Now where isss the child we ssseek?’ It
pointed to the cooling mass of shredded horse. “ Or would sssomeone like to be my next ride?’

Nee lahn answered. But her words did not comfort Mogweed. “Wewill tel you nothing, dogs of the
Dark Lord.”

An angry hiss spat toward her from the nearest besst.
Rockingham, though, spoke quickly behind her. know me, O Lords of the Black Blood.”

Nee' lahn swung to the man, her eyes efire.



Heignored her. “I will tell you wherethe girl hides”
“You

Er'ril tried not to push the old man to afaster pace. If Bol collapsed again, more time would be lost than
adower pace wasted. So he kept the march to a sedate walk, even as his heart pleaded for speed.

Y et, as Er'ril watched the gray-bearded elder, he redlized his concernsfor the man’ sfrailty might bea
fdseworry. After the girl’ sminigtrations, Bol seemed remarkably revitaized. His hedls no longer dragged
through the shale, and his breathing and humor had greetly improved. Er'ril might even have braved a
quicker gait had Elenanot kept darting sharp looks toward her uncle. In her eyes Er'ril saw wary
concern, mistrust in her uncle' s sudden vitdity. It was this suspicious ook, not his own appraisd, that
dowed Er'ril’ s march toward the far wall of the chasm.

Even Bol protested the crawling pace. “The cave crabs are making better time than we are. Listen to that
hissng. The rock’ goblins grow impeatient.”

“No, Uncle. They keep their distance. And besides, the wolf guards our backs.”

Er'ril noted Elena placed much confidence in this dog of the wood. She had even inssted they wait when
the wolf seemed to smell something in the dank cavern breeze and paused in hislurking pursuit, nose
raised. He had stood gazing with those strange amber eyes into the darkness, then continued to follow.
Only then did Elenadlow them to press forward.

“A wolf at our backd!” her uncle huffed. “ That does not offer much comfort.”

“Weare not going any fagter,” Elenasaid in atonethat did not brook argument. The moon’ falcon on her
shoulder flapped itswingsin asingle snap, punctuating her satement asif irate that anyone should
question the human it had chosen.

Even though he and Bol wished for aquicker march, Er'ril kept the pace steady. He suddenly redlized he
trusted Elend singtinct in this matter more than her uncle' sor his own, and thisthought ssumbled hisfeet.
Hetrusted a wit ‘ch.

Er'ril thought back to hundreds of other young mages fresh to their apprenticeships. Many had grown
haughty and willful after thefirgt taste of their magick, full of their new power. Time had eventudly
tempered most of those proud souls asthey redlized there were limits, dangers, and responsibilities that
went aong with donning the white robes.

Er'ril watched Elena. She kept one hand on her uncle€' s deeve, restraining his pace, as her eyes swept
across the cavern, noting where the wolf padded in shadows, studying thetrail ahead. Her keen eyes
settled on his own as he studied her. She did not look away. She had learned much of magick ina
sunningly short time, learned its capability for destruction and salvation, itswildness and its control. But
most of al she had dready had ataste of its respongbility.

He judged the stubborn and weary st to her eyes. There lay awillfulness not born of pride and conceit,
but of lessonstaught in fire. In just two days she had learned more of what it meant to be amage than
had many an apprentice after years of schooling. Maybe not in the knowledge of spells and cords of
magicks, but in something more essentia—the consequences of power.

Y es, wit' ch or not, hedid trust her.

He broke from her stare to continue toward the fissurein the far wall. Ahead lay mysteries and other
dangers, and without his sword, he would face them with an empty hand. Y et, oddly, he found asmall



comfort in thewit' ch behind him.

He led the way across the uneven track, warning the others of patches of dippery mud or treacheroudy
looserock. The hissing of the rock’ goblins harried their trail, but not one approached close enough to
their idand of light to reved itsdf. Only shadows and the creep of the dark wolf moved about them.

“Almost there,” Bol commented asthey neared the fissure.

Did the old man’ s voice have an edge of fatigue? Er'ril eyed him. He seemed to be bregthing fine, and his
color gill remained ruddy.

“Andtothink | dwaysliked exploring these old ruins.” He made arude noise with hislips. “ After this
night, | an well rid of these dank and dripping halls”

“WE |l be out of here soon,” Elena said aloud, then added a softer, “I hope.”

Er'ril reached the entrance to the dark fissure. “Pass your lamp up here, Bol.” Unencumbered by his
sword, he could light the way forward; he sensed that more danger lay ahead than behind.

Bol handed thelantern to him, and Er’ril checked its oil with afrown. “Whatever game these goblins
play, they had better be quick,” he said. Thelamp was amost dry. Er'ril twisted the flame lower to dow
the consumption of fuel. With the addition of the falcon’s moon glow, the lamplight could be spared.

Heraised the lantern to the yawning gap in the chasm wall.

Before entering, he studied the way forward. From across the chasm, he had thought the fissureto be a
natura crack intherock face. But with hislight now illuminating the interior, he discovered his mistake.
Arches stood between walls of rough-hewn rock, marking the way forward. Neither nature nor the gods
had created this passage, and from the handiwork, this was not the work of humans either. The pocked
and scraped surface of the raw rock bore the distinct scratch marks of ancient claws, and on the firgt of
the arches, crude images of goblinstangled together.

Er'ril fingered one of the gouged tracks on thewall. As hisfinger touched the wall, the hissing from the
trailing goblins suddenly stopped. By now their noise had become so constant that when it ceased, the
slencewaslike aclap of thunder on the ears.

“I suspect we are nearing the end of their game,” Bol whispered, though hisvoice till rang loud in the
now quiet chasm. “1 think we need not worry about the lantern’s oil.”

“Come,” Er'ril said and led the way into the tunnd. “I tire of thischase.”

After only ahandful of stepsinto the tunndl, they passed under the first arch. On closer ingpection, Er'ril
noticed the tangle of goblins carved on the arch werein various acts of sexud union. The entire span was
one continuous orgy of profaneintimaciesin every possible contortion, including somethat Er'ril had
never imagined or wished to imagine.

Er'ril noticed the girl’ s eyes grow wide as she redlized the content of the artwork. She blushed and
looked away.

The only comment from Bol as heleaned closer to ingpect apair of mae goblins sharing one of their
femaeswasasmple, “Interesting, very interesting.”

With both men’ s eyes on the arch, Elenawasthefirst to notice achange in the tunndl. “There slight
coming from up ahead,” she said.



Er'ril turned and findlly noticed aweak shimmer flowing around a curvein the tunnd ahead. He shaded
his own lamp to better judge the light. In the degper darkness, the meager glow took on a sharper
brightness. Though the light was diffuse, its color and quaity seemed to awaken amemory in Er'ril.
Where had he seen such asivery, pure glow?*1 thought the goblins shunned light,” Er'ril said. “Yes,
bright light,” Bol answered. “ Some say their eyes are attuned to adifferent type of illumination, alowing
them to move through the dark paths of the mountains hearts. Some say it’ s the emanations of elemental
rock magick that attract and light their ways. For this reason they plague many crystal mines and infest
many sacred cavern systems. Rock magick draws them as alodestone drawsiron.

“My ironward,” Er'ril said, suddenly redizing. “It is carved from demental magick. | hid it very well. But
if they can sniff magick—"

“Not sniff, see. Some say—"

Er'ril shook hishead. “ * Some say, some say’—enough of this prattle! The source of that light should be
bright enough to blind even adesert warrior of the southlands. The answer to what the goblins are doing
with such alight liesahead.” Er'ril moved down the tunnd. ” And elemental magick or not, | mean to get

my ward back.”

Hefollowed the slvery trail. Asthelight grew around him, its sheen kept nagging a him. Where had he
seen such alight? Its purity seemed to suck the drab color from the surrounding walls, reveding the spirit
of the rock underneath. The glow even drew acertain beauty from the rudely carved arches. Where—?

A sudden memory intruded and stopped his feet. He now remembered where he had seen asmilar sight!
A shiver passed through him. He shook his head. It wasimpossible. Not here. Maybe it wasjust atrick
on his eyes after the hours spent in this black hole with only the yellow flame of the lamp and the cold

blue light of the falcon to guide them. The purity of thislight could not be what he suspected.

Hefound hislegs hurrying.

“No,” Elenasaid from farther back in the tunnel. Concern for her uncle rang in her voice. “We do not
race. What lies ahead can wait.”

No, Er'ril thought, it cannot. Y et he heeded her and dowed his pace. He would trust thiswit’ ch.
“What' sgot you so riled?’ Bol asked asthey caught up with Er'ril.

Elenawatched her uncle for any sign of deterioration. She did not trust her magick’ s balm, and she
prayed hewould last long enough to reach atrue hedler. Like the lamp’s dwindling oil, she knew her
magick would eventudly lesk away and leave her uncle hollow again, susceptible to hisweakened heart.
But right now he still seemed hae and strong.

Uncle Bol reached ahand to the swordsman. “ Slow down, Er’ril. The girl’ stired. She can’'t keep up this

A whisper of asmile dipped to Elena slips. Here she was so worried about him that she had never
thought he might be harboring the same fearsfor her. “I’'m fine, Uncle. But we should till proceed with
caution.”

“Elenaisright,” Er'ril said. “ Something odd lies ahead. Whether it means us harm or not, I’m not sure.
But we should conserve our wind and strength for the worst.” Er’ril continued down the tunndl toward
the light, hislantern raised.

Uncle Bol waved Elenaforward, and since the tunnel was wide enough, he walked beside her. “1 saw



that ook on your face,” he called to Er'ril's back. “Y ou have a suspicion of what lies ahead.”

“There you arewrong, old man.”

“Old?You'refive or six timesmy age. Now out with it. What do you suspect? What is bothering you?’
“Jugt bad memories.”

“Of what?’

“Don't you find the... the qudity of the light strange?’

Her uncle narrowed his eyesto stare ahead.

“I think it' s pretty,” Elenaanswered.

Er'ril shook hishead in such away that Elenafet foolish for her words. But it was beautiful! Thelight
seemed to wash everything clean, and asthey continued deeper into its glow, the very air seemed less
heavy and damp, asif they were walking into aspring morning after along winter’ snight.

“It'snot naturd,” her unclesaid. “Itisn’'t dementa mag-ick, ether: 1t'smuch too strong. Maybe some
type of conjured light? Though | have never heard of sorcery performed by goblins, little is known about
the species.” He pointed to the grotesqueries carved into an arch they passed. “For instance, | would
never have guessed a their... their imaginative gppetites.”

“Itismagick,” Er'ril declared. “1 can practically smdl itsstink.”

“Surely not. As| said, emental magick isa subtle working. Nothing elementa could generate such a
power.”

“It'snot elementd,” Er'ril said. He spoke between clenched teeth. “It’'s Chyric!”

Uncle Bal tripped to a stop. “Nonsense! Down here? Once Chi abandoned our land, no such pool of
power survived in these parts. Maybe a A’loa Glen, but not here.”

Er'ril turned to Elena suncle, hisfacetight. “I have seen alight of this character once before.”

Elena spoke up. “Where?’

The swordsman remained quiet. His eyes did not even brush toward her. “Where?’” her uncle echoed.
After afurther pause, he answered, his voice low. “When the Book wasforged.”

“What? Areyou sure?’

“I would not forget.” His eyestook on afaraway ook as he remembered another time and place. “I1t was
my assgnment during its cursed binding. Look for the Sgn, Shorkan told me: aflash of blinding white
light. Then | must close the Book and end the spell.” His eyesfocused back on Uncle Bal. “Thelight. ..
youcan't mean... 7’

“I can never forget it. Not even after five hundred winters. It burned through my eyesto sear my mind.
Thelight isthe same, rich with Chyric energy.”

Her uncle scratched at his beard and murmured, “Odd. Perhaps thereis another explanation.”

“The cursed goblins can keep their explanations and secrets. | just want my ward.”



“Maybethat’sit,” Elenasaid. “Maybe your ward-thing plays somerole.”
Her uncl€’ s eyes sparkled with her words. “The girl’ sright! It'sso obvious.”
Er'ril'sface just frowned deeper. “It is of no matter.”

“No, Er'ril, itis. Why did the goblin show you the ward and run? Why have the goblins not attacked us
and only driven usforward? That is unlike them. What do they want?’ Er’ril's eyes glanced at Elena, then
quickly away. Uncle Bol must have caught hislook. “ That’ swhat | thought. It had something to do with
EG,HH

She cringed. She had suspected as much hersdlf, but to hear it voiced doud stung. Please, she prayed,
don't lay thisat my feet. She had so much to be blamed for aready—her parents, her home, Aunt Fila,
Joach. Uncle Bol continued. “But | waswrong.” Er’ril's brows rose with adoubt Elenafdlt, too. “Then
what do the goblinswant?’ he asked. “I1t' s so obvious!” He reached ahand and touded Elena s hair.
“Yet if shehadn't added her ingght, | would' ve never seenit.”

“What?’ Thiswas echoed by both Elenaand Er’ril.
“Not what, who?*

Er'ril’ s nogtrilsflared in exasperation. Elenajust waited. As Elenahad warned the swordsman at the
supper table— only last night, though it now seemed like ages ago—Uncle Bol would only let his stories
flow at his own pace.

“Out with it, old man!” Er'ril findly blurted. “Who do they want?*
Her unclerolled hiseyesasif it was so smple. “Why, you, of course.”

Elenakept one ear cocked to the two men’ s argument. She hoped in her heart that Uncle Bol was
correct. If the rock’ goblins wanted them, let it not be because of her.

“You are daft, old man!” Er'ril said. “Me? They want me? |’ ve never even encountered rock’ goblins
before—not once during the hundreds of winters | have wandered the land. What would they want of
me?’

Bol ran acomb of fingers through his beard and shrugged. “ The answer lies ahead.”

Elena, relieved that the burden of responsibility for their plight was taken from her shoulders, had let her
gaze wander back behind them. She spotted a darker shadow close to one wall; the wolf still followed.
Poor creature, he was probably just as scared and lost as they were and was trusting them to find away
out of thismaze of tunnels. She prayed he hadn’t misplaced histrust.

“Thenlet’sget going,” Er'ril said. “If they only want me, maybethey’ I grant you both free passage out of
here”

“No, weleave here together,” her uncle said. “ Thewolf, too,” Elenaadded, but except for adistracted
pat on the head from her uncle, they ignored her words.

She walked beside Uncle Bol asthey set off once again down thetunnd. Er'ril led theway, till carrying
the lantern even though he extinguished the lamp’ sflame to conserveitsfud sincethe silvery light had
now grown sufficient to light their way. The only other illumination came from the moon’ falcon drowsing
on her shoulder.



Asthey continued down the tunnel, she kept an eye on the walf trailing behind them. The beast would
wait until they had worked afair distance aong the tunnel, then dart forward to his next hiding place,
trying to disappear into shadows. But the light grew around them. As shadows grew fewer and fewer, the
wolf could no longer completely vanish into the blackness.

Now that Elena could see more of their lingering companion, she studied him more closdy, dmost
walking backward. She was surprised to see that his coat was not solid black as she had first supposed,
but actualy streaked with lines of browns and golds. Hisfur glowed lustrousin the light, and his eyes
were chunks of shining amber. She dso noticed that his limp seemed to be worsening. His head bobbed
in pain as he placed weight on hisinjured forelimb. Poor thing!

As she watched, she felt the wolf’ s eyes on her and knew he studied her, too. For amoment, those
yellow and gold eyes met hers acrossthe tunndl. As eye met eye, she suddenly fdlt light-headed, and her
right hand grew warm and tingled. She suddenly tasted the wild wood of his home and sensed his heart
beating to run free under the forest’ s dappled shadows. Her eyes grew wide with these sensations, and
the tunnel wallsfaded around her. Animage formed: A baby bird falls from a nest and tumbles
toward the ground, but just before crashing, its tiny wings spread and it flies. Asit sweeps up, the
small bird grows into a huge eagle, its wings blocking the sun, swallowing the world.

Just as quickly as the image had appeared, it broke apart. The tunnel reappeared and wrapped around
her again. All she now saw were those amber eyes of the wolf glowing toward her. Elena sfoot ssumbled
on aloose rock.

Uncle Bal caught her before shefell. “ Careful, honey,” he mumbled.

She barely heard hiswords, her eyes still on the wolf. What had just occurred? She rubbed her eyes.
Thewolf il stared a her from where he crouched, his eyes narrowed. Somehow she knew the wolf
was aware of what had just happened to her—the sensations, the image of the baby bird.

Elenawatched the wolf’ slids dip lower, shadowing those strange amber eyes.

No! It was more than that, Elena suddenly knew. Thewolf did not just knowof these visons, he had sent
them to her!

But how? Why?What did it mean?
She grabbed at her uncle sdeeve, pulling him to astop. “Thewalf... thewalf... he...”
“Shh, Elena. We re dmost to the end of the tunnel.”

Elenasaw Er'ril glance toward the wolf at her words. The swordsman’ s face tightened with menace, asif
suspecting the wolf might be attacking. As he saw that the beast till crouched well away from them, his
eyes swept to her in question. But Elenafound her tongue twisted by Er'ril’ s stern face. How could she
put into words what had just happened? With her silence, the swordsman returned his gaze forward.

Uncle Bal’ seyes had never budged from where they stared at the blinding light shining through the arch
of sone marking the exit to their tunnd. “1t's so beautiful,” he said softly.

Elenafinaly noticed how bright the light had grown around them.
Uncle Bol nodded Er'ril forward. “Let’'s seewhat lies ahead.”

The swordsman again led the way, but more dowly, hesitantly, asif fearful of what he might discover.
Elenanoticed as shetried to follow that her feet were just as reluctant to move. It wasn't fear: Somehow



the light itself, now so very bright, seemed like astrong wind in the tunnel. She found she had to push
againg it to continue farther down the hal toward the arch.

“Mogt interesting,” Bol said behind her. Her uncle leaned forward to presson, likeamaninagde.
Er'ril had ahand held before his eyes, pressing outward, as he approached the arch.

Elena glanced behind her to seeif the wolf il followed. She caught him just darting ahead into this bright
section of the tunnel. Now there were no shadowsto hidein at al. Still, he kept his nose closeto the
ground, earslaid back flat to hishead. As he pushed into the light after them, she saw him suddenly stop.

His body twitched. He took another hesitant step forward. As he moved, the light bathed over him, and
his flesh seemed to ripple. He took another step, obvioudy in pain, his neck tight and bunched. Elena
gasped. The wolf’sform now flowed like thick syrup. The light seemed to be blowing the shape of the
wolf away from the arch. What was revealed undernesath was not wolf, but something that flowed in
streams and channels. Meted wax, Elenathought.

The only part of its body that remained untouched were its eyes. The same amber eyes stared a her from
amassof rippling, flowing flesh.

Stunned, she watched it try to dide farther toward them. But movement seemed to take too much effort,
and somehow Elenaknew it was excruciating. Lines of pain seemed to flow through itsrippling tissue. It
backed away a step, then another. Asit retreated from the light, the wolf form grew back into
place—ears, limbs, tail, fur—until Elenacould not tell that anything had happened.

Thewolf stared after her as she followed her uncle deeper into the light, toward the arch. But she knew it
was hotawolf. Shewatched it back another step away. Its eyes never |eft her face, and a deep sadness
enveloped her. But whether this came from the wolf or from her own fedling, she could not tell.

“Sweet Mother!” Er'ril said behind her. Elenatwisted to seeif the swordsman had aso witnessed what
had happened to the wolf-creature. But the siwordsman had his back to her. He had reached the exit to
the tunnel, stlanding with one hand on the last arch of stone. He stared beyond the opening at something in
the next chamber.

She watched him sink to hisknees. “No, Sweet Mother, it can’t bel Anything but this” he cried. “Not
here! Not after so long!”

“Whereissthe child?’ the ska’tum repested, step-ping closer to Rockingham. It held a haunch of horse
thigh in one claw and toreinto it.

Not able to suppress a cringe, Rockingham took a step away, nearer the nyphai woman. Nee'lahn's
scowl marred her soft lips. He held up ahand toward Nee' |ahn. He knew she might burst forth at any
moment with something to ruin his scheme with the ska’ tum—Ilike the fact that he had no ideawherethe
foul wit'ch was! Curse those without deceit. How did they live to an old age? He pressed his open pam
toward her, willing her slent.

Sheignored him. “Y ou are the lowest of beetlesdigging into dung,” Nee' lahn hissed, obvioudy believing
he was about to betray them. And hewould, if betraya would alow himto live; but the time was not ripe
for that quite yet.

Herisked removing his eyes from the skd’ tum and turned to face Nee lahn fully. He forced hisvoiceinto
adeep-throated timbre. 1t was said among those of Blackhdl that the Dark Lord' s lieutenants had
difficulty hearing in the lower ranges. Their sharp ears, like afirebat’s, heard best in the higher pitches.



Whether thiswas gossip or fact, Rockingham still kept hisvoice quick and low. “Hush! If you wish to
live, let me handlethis Trust me”

“Trust you!” shesaid too loudly. “I would sooner trust the Black Soul himsdlf.”
“If you don't wish to be dinner, keep your tongue still.”

The cowering figure of Mogweed sidled closer to Rockingham. The shape-shifter’ s eyeswere il fixed
on the steaming mass of bone and gore that was once a proud stalion. The remaining mare nearby had
stopped yanking onitslead and just stood shaking. Its eyes rolled white with fear, but it kept quiet.
Smart horse, Rockingham thought.

Mogweed leaned into their conversation. “If this man knows these beasts, perhaps it would be best if we
heeded his counsd.”

The tiny woman dismissed the shape-shifter’ swords with a shake of her head. “He knows nothing.
He—’

“Exactly!” Rockingham said, determined to keep her from further voicing aoud how little he actualy
knew. He drilled her with his eyes and spoke low, his hushed words more an exhaation than speech. “I
don’tknow. That'sjustit. | can't reved anything useful to them—only save our hides. | have nowish to
fal into their capture. Degth at their clawswould be pleasant compared to being dragged before the
Dak Lord in disgrace.” Hisglancetook in the ravaged horse. That was merciful compared to what could
occur within the bowels of Blackhdl’ s dungeons. He forced his eyesto pierce Neg' lahn to silence. “Let
medo my job.”

And what he did best was survive—by hiswits and histongue.
She glowered at him but kept her lips pressed tight.

He turned to face the ska’ tum, who had finished cracking the bone of the haunch and stood sucking at its
marrow. The beast knew they were trapped and seemed to enjoy drawing out the tension. The other
creature crept closer, its eyesfixed on Rockingham. “I hear gnatss buzzing, but no answers. Tell us
wherethegirl hidess.”

Rockingham straightened hisriding cloak, trying to appear confident and cam before the towering bulk
of the twin ska’tum. He cleared the tension from histhroat with a cough, then began. “Like you, great
lieutenants of the Black Heart, I, too, am on thetrail of thewit’ ch-child.”

“Y ou havefailed. Word has reached Blackhall. We were dispatched to correct your misstake.”

Rockingham spread his pdmswide asif in shock and hurt. “It was no mistake of mine. Thefault liesat
the feet of the old maimed one, Dismarum. He would not heed my desire to use force and blade to nab
the girl, instead relying on tricks and deceit. That was hisdownfdl, and aas, our failure! Thischildis
steeped with wicked cunning. She eluded the dark-mage' s many traps.”

“ And where were you during dl thiss, little man?’

He rested his hand upon his heart. “ The Black Heart gave me to the darkmage. | had no choice but to do
Dismarum'’ s bidding—as mistaken asit was. Y et once Dismarum failed and used his arcane magick to
flee from hisdisgrace, | wasfreeto pursuethegirl. And so | do.”

“Thenwhy isssheyet free?’



“She' squick and protected by strong alies and stronger magick.”
“Sheissachild.”

Hejabbed afinger at the closest beast. “ A childwho killed one of your own. Y ou would do best not to
underestimate her skill—as did your unfortunate brother.”

The other skal’tum, his claws till red with horse blood, sprang closer. Rockingham fought to keep from
backing awvay. Now was acrucia timeto show strength. “Y ou lie to us, man of weak flesh,” the skal’tum
said. “We have met the killer of our brother. It was no girl. He even knew the breaches of our black
protections.”

Cursethat hill of aman! Why was everyone so free with their tongues? Congternation laced with fear
coursed through hisveins, but he kept hisface fixed in alook of benign disinterest as his mind spun on
threads of deceit. He sharpened hisvoice to answer the creature. “ And who did you think gavethisman
your secrets?’

Thisthought gave the skal’ tum a pause. It glanced to its companion, then back to Rockingham. Itsvoice
waslessmdignant. “ Y et sheisstill not captured. Here the blame lies solely upon you.”

“Ah, true sheisnot yet chained at your feet, awaiting the master’ s pleasures.” Rockingham could not
stop a shiver from passing through hisbody at theimage of what pleased hislord. His tongue stumbled,
but he continued. “Bu... But... | have harried her and driven her before me like aleaf before astorm,
and now have her boxed and trapped. | have only to retrieve her.”

“Where?

Rockingham pointed to the root-shrouded entrance to the tunnel. “ Sheis trapped, too deep for you to
reach by digging. Y ou will never get to her before dawn’slight.” Both skd’tum glanced to the eastern
horizon; their wings twitched in a protective gesture. So some things gave even aska’ tum pause.
Rockingham dlowed the ghost of asmileto play upon hislips. “Only | can coax her from her hole.”

“If sheiss sso fierce, how can you, awisp of aman, hopeto drag her here?’

“I have something she wants.” Rockingham nodded to Nee' |ahn, whose face was frozen in distaste and
hate. The next liewas crucid. “| have her beloved sster.”

He watched Nee'lahn' s eyes grow wide with shock. His smile grew full. Sometimes even the righteous
fell into step with his deceptions by pure chance. Her ook of hate and open-mouthed shock seemed so
genuine. He swung to face the twin skal’ tum. “1 am actualy glad you arrived so opportunely. Now | can
leave her in your capable care as| flush our quarry out of her warren.”

Rockingham waved Mogweed from Nee'lahn’s side and indicated he should approach. The s’ lura stood
dtill. Rockingham saw him tremble. “With you two minding the Sster,” Rockingham said to the skal’ tum,
“my guard and | can pursuethe girl with quicker feet.”

He again waved to Mogweed. Thistime the shape-shifter broke the ground’ s hold on hisfeet and
stumbled to Rocking-ham' s Sde. He stood amost too close, like aclinging shadow.

One of the skal’tum dipped closer to Nee'lahn. To her credit, she did not even shrink asit loomed over
her. She only glared a Rockingham.

“Keep her safe” he said. “ Sheisvita to capturing the wit' ch.”



“Wewill do our duty,” the skal”tum near Nee'lahn said.
“And you do yourss, littleman,” said the other.

Rockingham bowed his head in acknowledgment, hiding hisgrin of success. Then he hooked the
shape-shifter’ selbow in his own and guided the stunned man to the black tunnel entrance.

From behind them, the bloody-clawed ska’ tum who had shredded the horse called to them, “1f you
betray uss, do not think because you are the master’ ss creation we will not tear your limbss from you and
feast upon your eyess.”

Rockingham’ s shoulders twitched up to his neck at itswords. He did not understand what the creature
meant by “the master’ s creation,” but considering how easily he had duped them, there was no fathoming
what mistaken ideasfilled their alien minds. He pushed M ogweed through the drape of roots and into the
tunnd.

He then turned to face the skd’ tum again. “ Trust me,” he said loudly to them. Then his eyes settled on
Neg lahn, but he quickly tore them away. Betraya was adinner best served cold. Still hisheart did
quiver abest. He seemed to remember awoman who had once looked a him with smilar eyes of hurt
and rage. But who? He squeezed between the roots and followed M ogweed onto the carpet of leaf and
rot that spread into the entrance of the tunndl. And when? He could almost pull up the woman’ simage
from his past—even a scent, daffodils, and sunlight on golden hair—but like aflutter of butterflies, the
memory broke apart. He shook his head; probably just some whore he had bedded and was too drunk
to remember. But in his heart, he knew he was wrong.

Mogweed cleared histhroat, drawing his attention. The shape-shifter’ s eyes were wide and amost
aglow. “Where do we go now?’

Rockingham scowled and pointed. “Asfar away from those mongters as possible.”

Mogweed did not move until Rockingham shoved him onward. The shape-shifter mumbled, “Buit... but
no one has come back who went thisway.”

Tol’ chuk scrambled down the last of the bouldersto reach the chasm floor. He glanced up to where Krai
still struggled atop aprecarioudy perched granite dab. It teetered under the mountain man’ sfeet.

Tol’ chuk had |eft the glowing sone with Kral to better light the mountain man’s climb, but the eementa
magick in the stone had faded to awhisper of itsformer glory. The stone, sinceit had to be carried in one
hand, was more a burden than an aid in the mountain man’ s journey down the tumbled wall of the chasm,
but Kral clungtoit likeadrowning og'reto alog.

“Gotoyour left!” he caled to Kra. “The climb be steeper but craggier. Easier to find footholds and
clawholds”

“| don't have claws,” Krai grumbled but took his advice and siwung to the other side of thefall of
boulders.

Tol’ chuk waited. He could do nothing else. He studied the mountain man’ s progress. Krai was a skilled
climber, as he supposed al mountain men must be to survive above the snow line of the Teeth. Even with
the weak eyes of his kind and one hand burdened with the stone, Krai was managing the last of the dark
cliff face with surprising speed and kill.

Still, his descent was not fast enough for Tol’ chuk’ staste. The og're shifted hisfeet with impatience. To
wait patiently after so much exertion was hard. His back muscles ached, and aripped claw on hisright



hand pulsed with pain. Even hislegs—two trunks of muscle, tendon, and bone—quivered at the sudden
cessation of activity. But worst of dl, he till felt astrong pull on his heart to continue the pursuit of
Fardde. Ever snce the wolf-brother’ simages had dipped into his skull, the occasional pangs asthe
Heart of his people called him forward till tugged on his spirit, mostly when he stopped or rested—Ilike
Now.

Hefought to distract himsdlf, to ignore the drive to abandon the mountain man on the cliff and strike out
on hisown. That was not the way of an og're. One tribe member did not leave another in danger, a
sentiment ingrained into the bones of al og' res—even ahalf-breed. A nobletrait, Tol’ chuk thought, but
unfortunately it was aso the chief reason the clan wars among the tribes had been historically so vicious
and protracted. To injure one member of atribe was like attacking the whole. No affront was | eft
unanswered, no threat |eft unchallenged, until the entire male population of one of the two warring tribes
was destroyed. Tol’ chuk scowled at his sour thoughts. Except for religious ceremonies, there had never
been atime when all the og' re tribes had united. And considering the drive of his people and the honor
code of the warriors, he doubted they ever would be.

Sometimes honor and loyalty, he redlized with asigh, were not such nobletraits.

Still, he did not abandon Krai, even as the hooks dug deep into his heart to pull him onward. He could
not ignore countless generations of og' re blood flowing through hisveins. Honor and loyalty, though the
sentiments had killed thousands of hisfellow og'res, were still as much a part of him as bone and tendon.
Hewaited.

Thankfully, Tol’ chuk did not have much longer to wait. Krai, with his chest heaving, hopped off the last
boulder to land beside him.

“I hope we are making the right choicein pursuing this path,” Krai said, forcing words out between
gasps. “WeE Il never climb back out thisway.”

Tol’ chuk shrugged his massve shoulders. “Wewill find another way back up.” Heled off in thedirection
where Fardale and the lamps had |ast been seen. He heard adight groan as the mountain man forced his
legsto follow. Krai could probably use arest after the climb, but Tol’ chuk did not want the wolf-brother
to get too far ahead of them. If this subterranean system was the same as Tol’ chuk’ striba cavern, with
itswarren of twisting and branching tunnels, then with only alittle distance, Fardae could be easily lost to
him. He urged the mountain man onward. “ Speed be our best chance to keep ahead of the

rock’ goblins.”

“Also the best way of running right back into them,” Krai added, but he kept up with the og're.

They proceeded in slence, conserving their breath for the hike acrossthe uneven terrain. Asthey
trudged, the air grew thick asgoat’ s milk. Tol’ chuk’s huge chest drank without difficulty. An og' rewas
built for the deep caverns buried under the mountains. Kral, however, had lived among the high, snowy
peaks and was accustomed to the thin air blowing through the Teeth. This stagnant damp air was not
making hisjourney easier. The large man labored to keep closeto the og're.

Tol’ chuk kept one ear turned back toward the mountain man, listening to his graveled breething. Krai
voiced no complaint, but Tol* chuk knew that arest would be needed shortly. He searched acrossthe
length of the cavern. A cluster of boulderslay acrosstheir path ahead. If they could at least reach there
before stopping, Tol’ chuk thought, then they would be close to the tunnel into which Fardale had
vanished. The urging from the heartstone of his people, though, made him reluctant for even this brief
delay. Now that Tol’ chuk was moving, he did not want to stop.

Krai coughed behind him, rattling and hoarse. Tol’ chuk bunched up his brow. Just abit farther, he



thought. He marched on, listening to the mountain man for any further sgn of exhaugtion.

Tol’ chuk, keenly attuned to Krai’ s breathing and to the dippery terrain of loose rock, did not noticea
shadow detach itsdf from aboulder and step toward him until the figure stood directly in his path.

“I'll have my stone, please,” thefigure said.

Kra rounded the wide body of Tol’ chuk with thelight. In the greenish glow, the figure was reveded to

be the one called Meric, the v’ in man. Hiswhite shirt, torn, was marred by mud and by darker stains
that could only be blood. His green pants were ripped, and a scrap of his shirt was wrapped around his
upper thigh. Blood trailed down hisleg. A black bruise stood out on his white cheek. He repested his
demand, hishand held out. “My windstone.” Though hiswords were casua and his manner disdainful, his
hand trembled dightly.

“We thought you dead,” Kral said. He dtill clutched the stonein afist, obvioudy wary of thedv'in. “The
blood, thetrail over the diff. How did you survive the jump to thefirst ledge?’

“I didn’t jump to any ledge.” He ill held one hand out but used the other to wipe away a strand of silver
hair that had escaped hislong braid. “I leaped to here.”

Kra glanced up into the blackness through which they had jumped, climbed, and trudged to reach this
spot. “Nee' lahn warned of your lies,” he mumbled, but his eyesreturned to study the thin man.

“I donotlie”

Tol’ chuk’ s voice rang with suspicion. “Not even an og're could survive such afall.”
“I didnot fdl.” Disdain rang in hisvoice.

“What did you do then?’ Krai asked. “Fly?’

“No, the ev’'in may be masters of wind and air, but not even we can achieve flight. The dementa magick
isnot that strong. | could not fly, but through the use of elementa power, | could control my plungeto
thischasm floor. | dowed it, spread its energy into aglideto here”

“And you waited for us?’

A dight scowl twisted hislips. “I tended my wounds.” He pointed to hislegs. “ Those creatures caught me
off guard, and | took severd stabs before | was able to escape. As| stanched the blood, | saw the glow
of my windstone a the top of the cliff. | Watched you jump and climb here—and waited. Not for you,
but for my stone.” Hethrust his hand farther toward Krai. “ Please return my property.”

Kra dill kept therock in hispam. “Thisisthe only light. We have afriend to find.”
“Asdol.”

Krai and Meric stared at each other.

“Wecan go... together,” Tol’ chuk said. “If the goblins attack again, we will need everyone.”
“I'll keep the stone,” Kral said.

“Youwill kill itslight. I can warm itsglow back to bright.”

Kral clutched the stonetighter. Tol’ chuk noted that the glow had waned rapidly since leaping into the



chasm. The mountain man hesitated, then dowly reached out and pressed the crystd rock into Meric’'s
pam. He held the stone and the ev'in’ s palm in hislarge hand as he spoke. “We stay together. Swear it.”

“We do not swear lightly among my people, man of the mountains.”
“Neither dowe.” Krai’s hand tightened its grip. “ Now swear.”

Meric's eyes narrowed with threst, and he spoke between clenched teeth. “1 give my word. | will help
you find your friend.”

Kra maintained hisgrip for aheartbesat, his eyes boring into the ev’in. Then he nodded and released his
hand.

“Wemust go,” said Tol’ chuk.
“Where?’ thedv'in asked.
“We seek our friend in the tunnel yonder,” Tol’ chuk said. “He be with otherswho have lights”

“Lights?” Meric asked, hisvoice swdling with hope. “ Did one float upon thewinds? It could be my
bird.”

Tol’ chuk scratched the bristled hairs atop hishead. “No.”
This brought afrown to Meric' sthinlips. “Y ou saw no other light?’

Tal’ chuk shook hishead. The dv'in seemed distraught with the news. “Why beit so important to find this
bird of yours?’

“He scented roya blood. | could tell when | entered thisvaley.”
“I do not understand.”

Mericignored Tol’ chuk, scanning the dark chasm. Kral explained. “He clamshisbird islike ahound on
atrall. It seekstheir lost king.”

“Descendant of our king,” Meric corrected. He rubbed his retrieved windstone and blew on it. The stone
bloomed brighter, highlighting the silver hair and white skin of the v'in. He faced them. Old hate burned
in hiswords. “ Our queen was alowed to |eave when we were banished from our lands, but our king was
kept hostage.”

Krai waved a hand to encompass the chasm and lands beyond. “How do you know a descendant till
survives after so many centuries?’

“Theking swore hewould keep the line divein our lands.”

“But what if hecouldn’t?’

“| said he swore, mountain man,” said Meric, venom in hisvoice. “And our promises are kept.”
Sensing agrowing tension, Tol’ chuk changed the tack of the conversation. “ This hawk—"
“Moon'facon,” the Vv’ in corrected, swinging his eyes away from Krai.

“Yes, thishird,” Tol’ chuk continued, “how can it seek someone it has never met? Even asniffer needsa
Kcent.”



“It isnot so much a scent as abond. The eggs of moon’ fal-cons are bathed in roya blood. Bird and
blood are linked. Thisfacon isadirect descendant of the moon’ falcon originaly bonded to our king.
Descendant will know descendant. 1t will only aight on someonewith our lost king' s blood.”

“But | saw it withyou,” Kra said.

Meric Sghed heavily, asif thiswereall so obvious. “I am of roya blood, the fourth son of Queen Tratdl,
the Star of the Morning. It isour peopl€ s dream to reunite the two houses of our race—the present
queen'slineand the ancient king' sline.”

Krai burst forth with ahoarse chuckle. “ So, Meric, you' re aso amatchmaker seeking a husband for one
of your sgters.” He laughed again. “ To reunite your noble houses! Gads, I'm glad my clans left that all
behind. We bow to no one.”

Meric sface reddened at Krai’ sridiculing attitude; histhin lips pulled thinner and his eyes spat hate.
Tol’ chuk sensed currents running deep in thisthin man that if brought to the surface would be more of a
danger than ahundred goblins. Tol’ chuk decided it wastimeto end this conversation. Besides, the
compulsion to continue the journey was again beginning to throb in his chest. “ There be atunnel ahead.
My friend went in there. Maybe your falcon went that way, too.”

The blood dowly drained from Meric' sface as he turned to him; then he gave adight shrug. “1 will go
with you—as | swore.” He darted a narrow-eyed glance to Krai. As his eyes settled back on Tol’ chuk,
he continued, “I will let the bird hunt abit longer.”

“Thenwego.” Tol’ chuk led theway before Krai could say something to further aggravatethe ev’in.
Meric stayed closeto Tol’ chuk, alowing Krai to trail behind.

The silence wrapped around them as they forced their way through atight set of stubborn boulders.

Tol’ chuk had to hoist the smaller men over some of the bigger rocks. Krai would only let him do thiswith
much frowning and areddening of cheeks. The independent mountain man bristled a needing help, but
he was not too proud to recognize the redlity of the Situation. In brooding silence, he dlowed himsdif to
be hauled up and pushed to the top of the steepled rock.

Meric, on the other hand, accepted Tol’ chuk’ s aid without even anod of thanks. He had apam held out
for assistance even before Tol’ chuk offered, asif he were well accustomed to being cared after by those
stronger of limb. Tol* chuk lifted him, surprised at how light the v’ in was, asif his boneswere hollow
like some long-legged wading bird. He pushed Meric high enough for thedv’intoreechanarmupto
Kra. Kra ignored the arm and just stared into the darkness. After redlizing the mountain man was not
going to help, Meric grasped a spar of rock and pulled himsdlf up.

Thiswasdl accomplished in silence. Tol’ chuk’ sarms and legs, busy with the climb, alowed hismind to
ponder the ev'in’ swords. Something bothered him, but he could not quite place aclaw on the
scrambling bug of his concern. The quiet hike through the boulders alowed him to review what he knew
of the dV’in. Histhoughts backtracked to their first meeting, and by the time they had cleared the nest of
rock, he finaly remembered what bothered him.

Heturned to Meric. The év'in was hunched over, bregthing heavily after the passage through the stones.
Even Krai leaned on aneighboring boulder, massaging akink from hisleft thigh. “When firg wemet in
the clearing in the woods, you mentioned nothing of aking' s descendant. Only something about some
wit'ch. What be that all about?’

Meric nodded, trying to catch his breath. “ Y es, the other reason | was alowed to seek the king. Our
oracles spoke of awit’ ch in thisland who would appear in the same valey as our lost king. Thiswit’ch



will draw protectorsfrom al the lands like mothsto a deadly flame, and she will grow to ravage our
ancient homes. So besides seeking our king, | am to search for signs of her.”

“Why?’ asked Kral, sepping forward, limping dightly on hisleft leg. “Tokill her.”

Elenawatched her uncle step to Er'ril’ sside. The swordsman had sunk to his knees at the threshold to
the next chamber. He held hisface away from the light shining forth from the room. On Er’ril’ s cheek
rested asingletear, glinting like ajewd in the radiance.

“What isit?’ Uncle Bal sad, placing ahand on the swordsman’s shoulder.
Er'ril did not answer, but smply pointed into the next room.

Elena crept within her uncl€' s shadow. She peered from around his back into the face of the light. The
source of the radiance stood in the center of acrudely circular chamber. The room was otherwise empty
and unadorned.

“Amazing handiwork,” her uncle said, squinting into the chamber. “But what troublesyou so, Er'ril?’
Er'ril shook his head and stayed silent.

Elenadipped from around Uncle Bol’ s back to better view the chamber. In the center of the room,
resting on the bare floor, ood acrystd statue that fountained forth with silvery light. Even though the
stone of the statue wasthe well of this pure light, Elenafound the radiance did not blind her to the
features of the sculpture; actualy, the opposite was true. The light seemed to drape and fold around the
statue, adding a certain detail and substance to the work.

“The artisan who created this piece was one of astounding skill,” Uncle Bol said, hiswords mumbled as
his eyes kept drifting with concern toward the swordsman. “ Surdly thisis not the work of goblins. The
smoothness of the stone, the fine details around the eyes and lips, are nothing like the crude carvings on
the arches.”

Elenafound hersdf slently agreeing with her uncle. It was athing of exceptiona beauty—though a crud
beauty.

The statue was that of asmal boy. Elenajudged him to be no older than ten winters. The figure knelt
with one hand resting on the floor, the other arm raised high, asif in supplication. The boy’ sface,
contorted with pain, was a so turned to the heavens. The reason for the boy’ s agony was clear.

“See how the sculptor chose to mix his materialsfor dramatic effect?’ her uncle said, laying ahand on her
shoulder. “Theboy iscrystd, but the sword isslver.”

Elenanodded. From the corner of her eye, she saw Er'ril wince at the mention of the sword. Like Er'ril,
shedid not like thisfesture of the sculpture.

Thrust through the back of the crystal boy, piercing chest and heart, stood a silver sword. I1ts pommel
protruded a handspan above the boy’ s back, its point buried into the rock of the floor. The boy seemed
to be struggling to escape hisfate, asif till unaware of thefatal nature of the sword' s blow, only aware
of itspain. Hisface, innocent and lost, searched the heavensfor rel ease from the agony. Hiseyes
stretched wide, pleading for an answer as to why this had to happen.

Elenafound her own eyeswelling with tears as she stared at the boy’ sface. An impulse struck her to go
out and comfort the child, try to relieve his suffering. But she knew it was only a statue. The pain
expressed here was from an eralong ago, but the sculpture was so fine, the agony reached up from the



agesto touch her own heart.

“Itisashamethe statueis marred,” her uncle said sharply; asascholar of ancient histories, he had
aways hated to see hits of antiquity damaged. He scowled now as he pointed. “ One of the goblins must
have broken it when dragging it here”

Elena could not fathom at first what her uncle meant. Then sheredlized the boy’ sleft arm, which was
raised toward the roof of the chamber, was missing its hand, asif it had been chopped off with an ax.
How odd she hadn’t noticed that immediately. Still, as she studied the piece, somehow shefelt her uncle
waswrong. The statue was not damaged, just unfinished—Ilike a sad song ending afew notes short of its
completion, the ear dill waiting.

Her uncle had by now turned again to Er’ril. Uncle Bol’ sface was stern, hislipsiron hard, and his cheeks
sunken with determination. “Enough of thisfoolishness, Standi! What so troubles you about a bit of
sculpted crystd?”

Er'ril remained slent with his shoulders humped in sorrow. When he finally spoke, his voice waslow and
directed to therock floor. “It ismy shame,” he mumbled, “my shame given form.”

AsEr’ril bowed his head, he now knew in his heart that Bol’ s earlier words were true. The goblins had
not herded them here because of the girl but because of him. Somehow the rock’ goblins knew of his
shame and had driven him hereto faceit.

If that was what these creatures wanted, then he would grant them what they asked. Knowing he did not
deserveto hidefrom it anyway, he finaly raised his eyes again to stare at the statue. The boy’ sface,
carved in such fine detall, burned with bright light, and his own mind flamed in memory. He could never
forget that face—and never should, he thought. In some small manner, he could at least honor the boy’s
sacrifice by not forgetting him.

Ashiseyesrested on the small raised face, he remembered the room in the inn and the night the Book
was forged. So much of that night had come hometo him again in the past day. First Greshym
reappearing on astrest, black with dark magick. And now this: asculpture of the boy mage who had
been sacrificed on the point of Er'ril’s own sword so the Book could have its blood. The players of that
fateful night were again being drawn together.

The mystery of why dl thiswas hagppening and why he had been lured to this chamber findly penetrated
the shameful achein his heart. He pushed to hisfeet. He had lived with the memory of hisfoul act for
centuries. Though the sight of the statue had shocked and thumbed this old bruiseto life, an anger now
began to build in his breast, burning back his throbbing guilt. He straightened his back. Whoever had
sculpted the statue had much to answer—and Er’ril was determined to be the one to pry those answers
forth.

Bol spoke up as Er'ril stepped into the chamber. “ Out with it man! What iswrong?’

Er'ril nodded to the satue. “ Thet is the young mage whom | dew the night the Book was forged.” He
saw Bol’ s eyeswiden with hiswords, and even the girl shied from him; but he did not look away this
time. Hisvoice held steady. “1 do not know what gameisbeing played here. But | meantoend it.”

Er'ril strode closer to the statue. As he approached, the pain on the boy’ s scul pted face seemed to
worsen, asif the statue recognized him and feared meeting him again. Just atrick of thelight, he thought.
He reached afinger and touched the hard crystal surface. For amoment he expected it would burn or in
someway harm him, revenge for his previous crime, but the stone was merely cool and smooth, its
surface dightly damp with dew from the moist cavern air.



Er'ril found hisfinger brushing the boy’ s cheek. He had forgotten how very young the lad was. And how
small— Er’ril towered beside the kneded statue. Surely the child had not deserved thisfate. Er'ril tried
to find wordsto ask hisforgiveness, but he had never learned the boy’ s name.

“It had to be done,” Bol said softly behind him. “I read the old texts. Innocent blood had to be shed.”
“Butdid | haveto doit?’

“Weadl have burdenswe must carry in life: my sister Fila, Elena, the boy. These are dark times, and if we
pray for afuture dawn, we must get on our knees, no matter how tired our bones or how sore our
joints”

“I am done with praying. Who lisens?’ He placed his pam on the boy’ s raised and anguished face.
“Who ligtened to thisboy?’

“The path you have waked has been one full of heartaches and sorrow, and | will not say where you
walk next will beany easer. | canonly tell you this—it isthe onepath that will redeem al you' ve done
and justify al who were sacrificed. Do not lose your heart, Er'ril of Standi.”

Er'ril let hishand dip from the boy’ sface. “It istoo late. My heart was |ost long ago.”

“No.” Bol reached ahand and squeezed Er'ril’ s shoulder. “ It may be hiding, grown hard over hundreds
of winters, but down this path | wager you will find your heart again.”

Er'ril’ sface tightened. He had no wish to find his heart again. That would be apain he could never bear.
Elena ssmadl voice suddenly rang with darm. “Ligten!”
Er'ril raised hishead. A familiar noise was again flowing toward them—hissing.

Goblins approached! Er’ril glanced toward the tunnel. No sign yet of the beasts. He glanced around the
chamber. There was one other tunnel opening onto the chamber, and from there, too, flowed the sibilant
hissof goblins.

“They have usboxed,” Bol said.
“And we retoo exposed out in the open,” Er'ril said. “ Our best chanceisin one of the tunngls.”

Boal turned to Er'ril. “We have no chance of fighting them. We don’t even have awegpon. They drove us
here for areason, surely not to kill us. They could have done that at any time.”

Er'ril swung from Bol’ s side and stepped again toward the statue. 1 am not trusting to thelogic of a
rock’ goblin. All I know iswe need aweagpon.” He dipped to the back of the statue. Leaning forward, he
grasped the pomméd of the silver sword and pulled on it. For amoment, it stayed caught within the grip of
the sculpted crystd, and Er'ril feared he did not have the strength to yank it free, but as his muscles
knotted tighter, the sword suddenly dipped free asif aghostly hand had smply released its hold.

Er’'ril staggered backward, sword in hand. Steadying himself, he raised the wegpon up. Itslong blade
shone so bright the silver itsalf seemed to be forged of glory. “Now we fight. Enough of dinking shadows
and hissng threats”

“That won't be necessary.” The voice came from behind him.

Er'ril twirled around, his sword shearing through the air to point at the speaker. From the other tunnel
stepped a hunched figure. Crookbacked and gray with shaggy hair, the speaker raised his face toward



the light. It was aman. He stepped toward them. He wore only aloincloth, foul with mud and filth. His
chest was scarred with the raking of many claws, and he limped on the club of atwisted foot. Hisright
arm had been torn off at the elbow and now ended in a scarred mass of pink tissue.

“Who areyou?’ Er'ril asked.

With hiswords, arush of goblins burst into the room from the tunndl behind the man. They clustered
around the man’ slegs like nervous shadows. Elenahad crept closer to Er'ril by thistime. He heard her
sgueak beside him and glanced to see red eyes staring out from the other tunnel. They were trapped.

He faced the decrepit man again. “Who areyou?’ he repeated, his voice thick with threst.

The man pushed back hismuddied hair to reved agaunt face pocked with scars. His nose had been torn
and had healed crookedly; one eye was gone. He smiled to reveal amouth barren of teeth. “Y ou do not
recognize me, Er'ril?" The man cackled, hislaugh bright with near-madness; his hand twitched asif it had
awill of itsown.

“I know none such as you, creature of the cave,” he said with disgust.

“Creature of the cave?’ The man tittered again. His hand climbed to his hair and picked a something
there. Hedug it out and examined it amoment, then pinched it between nails grown long and yellow.
“Y our brother was never so rude when last we met—him begging for aboon.”

Er'ril’ s eyestwitched with surprise. Shock held histongue. Who was this madman?
Bol spokeinto the silence. “Y ou live among the rock’ gob-lins?’

The man waved adismissve hand. “They fear me. They cdl me*the-man-who-lives-like-rock’ in ther
clicking and hissing tongue.”

“Y ou know their language!” Bol’ s voice rang with wonder.
“I've had plenty of londly timeto learn.”

Er'ril had by now overcome his shock. He cared little for the rock’ goblins and their speech. *Y ou spoke
of my brother,” hefindly sad.

The man' s bright eye settled back to Er'ril. “Oh, yes, Shorkan was always a mixture of delight and
frugtration. Such apity we had to lose him.” His eyes shifted to the satue. “Welost so much that night.”

“Enough of thisfoolery, old man. Who are you, and why have we been herded here?’

The man sighed heavily. “1 was once cdled Re ato, Master Re dto by my pupils. Do you il not
recognize the headmaster of the school ?’

Er'ril could not stop agasp from escaping hislips, his sword point dropped to the floor. Master Re' dto!
Impossible, but Er'ril spied avague resemblance under the scars and filth. How could this be? How
could the headmaster till be alive? All the mages had been thought destroyed the night the school was
purged by the skal’tum and dog soldiers. The boy was supposed to be the only survivor. “H-How?’

The man stayed silent as his strained smile faded to asad frown. A certain lucidity entered his bright eye.
Hisvoice lowered with the weight of memory. “On that night... | sent your brother after the boy inthe
apprentice wing and tried to escape. | meant to flee mysalf, but the dreadlords caught me. Luckily, they
decided just to play with me.” He pointed to his shredded arm and scarred chest. Suddenly the old man



looked dazed. He searched around himself asif he had lost something. His eyefixed on atiny goblin,
much smdller than the others. He snatched the squirming creeture up by onearm. “ Aren’t they cute when

they' reyoung?’

Er'ril’smouth sneered in disgust. He had never respected the headmaster, having thought the man too
craven and whining. But now... “Master Re ato, enough of this nonsense. What happened?’

Er'ril’ swords snapped him back. He dropped the goblin, asif surprised to be holding it. He wiped his
hand on hisloincloth and continued. “I... | ill lived when word reached my dreadlord captors that
Shorkan had escaped with aboy. They left mefor dead, as| wasthick with their poisons. | dragged
mysdlf off to one of the degpest cdllars, and from there, | knew away into the underground caverns.”

“Y ou abandoned your school.”

The man’svoice grew stern. “1 am no sea captain to die with his ship! The school waslost. All that
roamed the halls were the screams of the dying and the dogs of the Dark Lord.” The old man wiped at
his brow asif to erase the memory. “I just wanted to diein peace, not fill the belly of adreadlord. So
dragged mysdlf here.” He waved his hand to encompass the chamber.

Bol spoke next. “Y et you did not die—not of your poisoned wounds or age.”

Master Re dto’ s eye settled on the statue. His eye became lost and the old man began to hum to himsdlf,
rocking dightly on hisfeet.

When it was clear no answer was forthcoming, Bol cleared histhroat.
Re dto blinked at the noise, then spoke, hisvoice awhisper. “No, | didn’t die. Instead hecame back.”
“What do you mean?’ Er'ril asked.

“The boy needed me. Somehow he knew where | was and he appeared, rich with Chyric power. His
light heeled me, and aslong as | kept near the light, its magick kept the years from aging me. He needed
aguardian, someone to watch over him.” He pulled his eye from the statue and spoketo themin a
congpiratorial tone, asif afraid the statue might hear. “At first | balked at his request, but | had so poorly
kept my school from harm.” The man sagged with exhaustion. “How could | refuse?’

“How do you know dl this?’ Bol asked. “Does the Satue speak to you?’

Re ato’s one hand fluttered about his head asif waving the thought away. “ No, he speaksto mein
dreams. He isthe only thing keeping me sane down here.”

Bol turned to Er'ril, hiseyesfull of doubt, questioning the man’s current sanity.

Suddenly the man sprang straight and screamed at them. “Keep her away!” The goblins erupted in angry
agitation around hisfeet.

Er'ril glanced beside him to see Elenareaching a hand, her ruby-stained hand, toward the statue. She
seemed only curious. The man’ swords froze her. “ Y ou' d better leaveit be,” Er'ril said to her.

The moon'facon on her shoulder squawked at him, but she dropped her hand and dipped closer to
Er'ril.

As sheretreated from the statue, the man calmed down, and after afew breaths, the goblins settled to a
low hiss. “She must not touchiit,” the man said.



“WI,]y?l
“The boy waits only for you, Er’ril, no other. We have both been waiting along timefor this meeting.”
Er'ril’s eyes narrowed. “ For what purpose?’

The scarred man pointed with his one good hand toward the boy’ sraised limb. The statue’ s arm ended
at thewrist. When Er'ril just stared at him in ignorance, Re ato started to jab vigoroudy toward the
gatue. “ To complete the statue, you fool!”

What was he talking about? Er’ril thought. The man clenched hisfist and shook it a him. Then, likethe
bursting of alog inahot fire, Er'ril suddenly understood! He spat toward the man. “ So that’ swhy you
gole the ward?’

“About timeyou figured it out,” Master Re dto said, then continued to mumble something ese, asif he
was arguing with himsdlf. Suddenly heraised hishead and ydled at Er'ril. “Y ou were ways so
thick-headed!”

Before Er'ril could respond, the old man swung to face the plague of goblins behind him. He clucked and
hissed at them. One of the goblins near the back darted away. Re ato spoke with his back to Er'ril.
“Their sensefor magick isstrong. That is how they found me. The light scares them, but the magick
attracts them. They think me some sort of god.”

Down the tunndl, acommoation arose. A goblin pushed through the others. Its hands were clutched
together, laden with something heavy. Itstail flagged back and forth in agitation asit stepped up to the
old man. With its head bowed, it offered what it held in its clawed hands. Re ato accepted the gift with a
hissand asnort.

The goblin dunk away, and Re dto turned to Er'ril. “It was easy for them to find where you had hidden
the ward. The boy spoke to mein dreams, and | sent them to fetch it. We knew you would come back
for theward, so we just waited. When word reached me that you had arrived, | had that little goblin use
it to lure you down here.”

“Why didn’t you fetch me yourself and save usdl thisgame of chase?’

The headmaster frowned and rolled hiseyes. “I must not leave the light’ stouch. It' s not safe for me.” He
held theward out to Er'ril. “1 have waited long enough. Finish the Satue.”

Er'ril stared at the ward. He had risked so much trying to retrieve it, but now that he knew to what
purpose he was meant to put it, he balked. The chunk of metal melded out of theiron digtilled from the
blood of athousand mages glinted afiery red inthe slver light. Er'ril studied it and knew what he had to
do.

The ward was forged into the shape of afis—asmal boy’sfigt.

Er'ril handed his sword to Bol, whose eyes were wide with questions. With his hand shaking, Er'ril took
theward, theiron fist dmost dipping from hisnumb fingers. He clenched it tighter, hisfist wrapping
around the smaller fist. He stepped to the statue.

“Only you could do this, Er'ril,” the headmaster of the school said. *Y our hand took hislife.”

Er'ril reached and balanced the fist upon the empty wrist of the Satue. It fit perfectly. When hisfingers
dipped free of the ward, the fist remained in place. He stepped back. With the statue complete, a new
nuance shaped the sculpture. Where before the boy had appeared plaintive and his face pained with



supplication to an uncaring heaven, with the fist raised high, the piece was transformed into one of
defiance. The boy’ s face now shone with the agony of responsbility, the fist raised in rage and
determination.

It was no longer aboy who knelt, but a man.
AsEr'ril sared, tearsin hiseyes, the crystal face swung to stare back at him, gaze meeting gaze.

Behind him, Elenacried out in surprise, and arattled gasp escaped from Bol. But Er'ril’ sears only heard
the mumbled words of the old headmagter, his voice bordering between exatation and madness. “Only
you could do this, Er'ril of Standi. Y our hand took hislife. Only yours could give it back.”

MOGWEED HUGGED THE STONE WALL OF THE TUNNEL AS Rockingham fought to light a
brand made from adried branch and atorn piece of Mogweed' s shirt. The 5’ lurafeared the thin man,
with his quick movements and suspicious eyes, but found he could not help but respect the man's
tongue—and few had ever commanded M ogweed' s respect. Not even his own brother, with his stout
heart and loydlty, had earned more than asneer from him; this man, however, was worth studying. With
only hiswords and hiswits, Rockingham had won them freedom from the claws of the winged beadts.
Fardale would have fought them with teeth and muscle, and only won them al a savage desth.

There was much Mogweed could learn from this man.

“Blast thisthing!” Rockingham cursed as he struggled, trying to ignite the oiled shirt with histinderbox. He
struck theflint again, and at last athick spark jumped to thetinder. “Finally!” He blew the spark to a
week flame. Soon the shirt blazed, blooming like arosein the gloom; the sudden light cast dancing
shadows across the thin man'’ s features and stung Mogweed' s eyes. “ Collect afew more branches and
rip that shirt. We may need to replenish our torches. | don’'t know how long we' |l be down here.”

Mogweed glanced the length of the tunnél, first in the direction of the wood where the ska’ tum waited,
then toward where his brother had vanished. Fardal€' s howl till echoed in his head. “Where do we go?’

“Wekill time. Dawn isnear. The skd’tum will only wait so long before the sunlight chasesthem to
shadowed roosts.”

“Areyou sure?’

Rockingham shrugged. “Just in case, we can use the time to seeif there’ s another way out of here—an
exit well away from those beasts.”

Mogweed' s respect for the man flared higher. He dways seemed a step ahead, hismind cunning evenin
the face of such mongtrosities. “We need to be careful,” he said, trying to be of use. “Thereis something
down here, something that hisses. | think it attacked my brother.”

Rockingham raised hisflaming brand. “ Creatures of the dark usudly feer fire. Aslong aswe go dowly
and keep the torch blazing, we should be safe”

Mogweed nodded and followed the man deegper down the tunnel. Their muffled steps echoed around
them. Moss and . roots hung in drapes from the low roof. Asthey crept farther along, Rockingham's
torch occasiondly caught adry tendril of hanging rot, igniting it with ahissand a crackle. Each time that
happened, Mogweed' s heart jJumped to histhroat. The hiss reminded him of the sound that had drawn
Fardae away.

After agtretch of silence, Rockingham whispered, “Ahead there. | think the tunnel ends.”



Mogweed' sfeet stopped. He could not follow.
“It' saroom,” Rockingham said, continuing, unaware his companion had halted.

Darkness quickly wrapped about Mogweed' s shoulders as Rockingham and the torch dipped farther
away. The gloom began to whisper wordlesdy in his ear with avoice of its own. Mogweed knew it was
only hisimagination, but still the blackness could not be ignored. Hisfear of the darkness clashed with his
fright & what might lie ahead.

But alarger fear findly drove Mogweed onward. Ever since beginning thisjourney, Fardade or theog're
had aways been at hisside or close by. Now with hiswolf-brother surely dead and Tol’ chuk lost among
the runndls, the thought of being down here aone, with only his own heart and mind for company, finaly
freed hislegs. Hisfeet whispered across the stone floor to close the distance to the torch.

“Yes, it' salarge chamber,” Rockingham said, examining the room from the tunnel’ s mouth. “ L ots of
other tunndslead from here, though. Who knows which way |eads out—if any of them do.”

Mogweed furtively poked his head into the room. There was no sign of Fardae, or any of the others. His
ears srained for evidence of the hissing that had flowed through the tunnds earlier. It was difficult with his
heart thundering blood past hisears. “Maybe,” he mumbled, “whatever is down here dready ateitsfill.”

“We can only hope so, but can’t count on that,” Rocking-ham answered.
“What should we do?’

“There are too many ways out from here. We run agood chance of becoming lost. | say wewait here
until sunrise, then try to snesk back out the way we came.”

“What about the woman?’
“Neglahn?’
[13 YS”

Rockingham' s face took on a pained expression, but Mogweed could tell it was mostly feigned. “Her life
winsusour freedom.”

Genuine sorrow winced for abest in Mogweed' s breast, but he quickly pushed it away. Helived. That
was all that mattered. Besides, the nyphai race had always been cold to his people.

The silence became awkward after only afew moments. Neither wanted to dwell on thislast thought.
Words were needed to free them from the memory of Ne€' lahn’sviolet eyes.

“You're truly ashape-shifter?” Rockingham asked. He had settled his back to the wall so he could rest
and keep afull view of the chamber.

Mogweed' s head bowed dightly, suddenly shamed by his heritage—or at least by the reputation of his
people, as undeserved asit might be. “Wearecaled 9’lura.”

“And you can just change your shape whenever you want.”
“Yes, oncel could.”

“How wonderful that must be.”



Mogweed raised his head, shocked to hear such athing stated by a man. Humans had always hated
them. Surely the thought of shifting disgusted them.

“To shed an old form and pull on anew one; | wish | could do that sometimes. Smply wak away from an
old lifeand start anew one. New face, new body.” Rockingham'’ s eyes drifted inward at some private
memory. His eyes quickly focused back. “ That would be one way to get out of my present predicament,”
he sad with adight laugh.

This man was odd, nothing like the people Mogweed had expected to find on thisside of the Teeth. In
his wood, humans had aways been the hunters, the terror of the forest paths. He wanted to know more
of this strange man. “What isthis predicament you speak of 7’

Rockingham stared at him, his eyesjudging and suspicious. Then he sghed and grew resigned. “What
doesit matter if | tell you? | was sent to fetch agirl from the valey here—achild thelord of thisland
suspected was awit’ch.”

A tentative smile crept to Mogweed' s lips. Surely the man jested with him. He had heard stories of
wit’ ches, but everyone laughed at such tales.

Rockingham caught his expression. “Thisisnot afiresdefable. The Dark Lord wasright. Sheisa
wit'ch.”

Doubt thick in his heart, Mogweed wondered if the man was using the trickery of histongueto try to fool
him. “Thisisthe girl the winged monsters asked about?’

“Y es, but she escaped me, and the master will not let that go unpunished. | must either run far away,
beyond the Black Heart’ sreach, or retrieve the girl.”

“Whereisshe?’

Rockingham’ s features hardened. “How in the Mother’ sfoul grace do | know? If she's smart, she’ s out
running with her tail tucked between her legs and won't stop until she crosses the Great Western Ocean.”

“But if you could catch her, you d be safe?’
“Not only safe, the Dark Lord would shower gifts upon me—qgifts of magick and riches.”

Mogweed' s mouth dried. He dipped beside Rockingham to lean on thewall, too. “Magick? Thislord of
your people, he has ill inthis?’

“Oh, yes, I'd say he has skill.” Rockingham shuddered. “He can do some... amazing things.”
“He must be grestly revered.”

Rockingham looked at Mogweed, his face wide with shock, then burst out laughing. “ Revered!” hesaid
between gasps. “Y ou know, | never heard anyone use thatword in connection with my august lord.” He
clapped Mogweed on the shoulder. “I like you, shape-shifter. Y ou have an interesting view of lifein our

lands”

Mogweed did not know how to respond to this praise, unsure if he was being mocked.
“What brings you to these |lands anyway—a shape-shifter who can’t shift?’

“We... | seek acure. Books mention aplace caled A’loa Glen, where powerful magick still resdes.”
Suddenly light dawned in Mogweed. He stood straighter and faced Rockingham. “Is that where your



gredt lord reigns?’

Rockingham’ s eyes suddenly looked sorrowful, and he shook hisheed. “I hate to tell you this, friend, but
A’loaGlenisaplace of myth. | have traveled much of these lands. Such acity doesnot exist.”

The man’ swords were like stones tossed against Mog-weed' s chest. It didn’t exist? His voice choked in
histhroat. “Are... areyou sure?’ He glanced at hisbody: the thin arms, the wan skin so week that
clothing had to be worn to protect it. He couldn’t be stuck like thisforever! “Y ou must be wrong!”

“I don’t wish to hurt you, and would let you have your dreams, but such a place truly was destroyed long
ago, sunk under the sea.”

“Then how am | to free my body?” This question was not meant for Rockingham, only for hisown crying
Spirit.
Still the man answered, hisvoice ashrug. “My master could do it, I’'m sure. His magick iswithout equd.”

Mogweed's heart tensed. He grabbed at this hope and clutched it to his chest. “He would do this?’

“My lord isnot oneto grant wishes easily. But who knows? If | presented you to him asafriend...” His
voice suddenly soured. “But that’ simpossible. | could not show my face in that court, not after failing
him”

“But if you had the girl!” Mogweed said. His mind ground on this new hope. Maybe dl was not lost.
“Y ou mentioned a shower of gifts—including magick.”

“Of course, with the child we could ask for anything. But | see no girl here.”

Mogweed sagged. There had to be away!

“But who knows?’ Rockingham said. “1 gill might come acrossthis girl. And with you helping me,
perhaps we could yet catch her.”

Mogweed' sfists clenched with the hope. He turned to Rockingham, hislips determined, hisvoicejust as
aure. “1 willhep you.” For amoment, Mogweed thought he caught the hint of ady smile behind
Rockingham'’ s eyes, but then in abresath the man’ sface seemed guileless again, open with invitation.
Mogweed added, but now with less certainty, “I will help you catch thegirl.”

“YOU MEAN TOKILL THISWIT' CH?" KRAL ASKED THE ELV'IN, struggling not to reach
across and throttle Meric’ sthin throat. He knew the v’ in referred to the girl Elena. What wasthis
madness concerning the child? He had been with her amost an entire day, and she seemed no different
than any child of her age: no magick, just ascared wisp of agirl.

“What concernisit of yours, man of the mountains?” Meric said as he followed the ridged back of the
og're acrossthe last of the chasm floor. Their destination lay just ahead— afissure cleaved into the
chasmwall. “If | should daughter thewit’ ch, | would beridding thisvdley of aplague.”

“Thisisnot your land, ev’in. Y ou will not kill anyone of thisvaley on the whim of prophecy.”
Meric twisted to face Krai. “ Do not try to stop me, or you will discover how swiftly an ev’in can kill.”

“Y ou threaten when you should be begging forgiveness,” Kral said and thumbed his ax free of its catch at
his belt. Without his even glancing at it, the ax’ s haft dropped snugly to his pam, the handle cold in his



hand. If afight waswhat thiselv’'in wanted, he would be glad for the chalenge.
Meric' s eyes glanced to the ax, and hisface closed darkly, his eyelids hooded with threst.

Though the man seemed dight of muscle, Krai recognized a snake when he stepped on one. The ease
and sharpness of this fellow’ s movements suggested hidden dangers, like the folded fangs of the pit viper.
Kra tightened hisgrip, leaving histhumb free to pivot his weapon. Hewaited. In the ways of the
mountain, hewould let the eV’ in make thefirst move.

And Meric did—with amazing speed.

The dV'in vanished from where he stood and appeared crouched atop anearby boulder. A blade so fine
and thin it seemed more shadow than substance now stood in the man’ sfist. The elv'in had jumped too
quickly for Krai’ seyeto follow. Only awhine of warning in the back of his skull had derted Krai to the
motion of his opponent.

The warning sounded again, and Krai barely had timeto raise his ax and deflect athrust toward hisbelly.
He did not even see the attack, only reacted ingtinctively. His ax struck the sword with such force that
Meric’ssword arm flew backward. The v’'in stumbled back afew steps, catching his balance, hisface
bright red with exertion.

Kra judged that these lightning movements taxed the v’ in. No man could move with such unnatura
swiftnessfor long. The v’ in must be drawing on some strange elementa powersin his blood.

Meric panted between clenched teeth.

Krai hoped he could survive until the man tired. He carried the ax in both hands now, and the muscles of
his arms bulged with tenson. Meric squinted one eye a him and raised the tip of hissword.

Suddenly the character of the light in the cavern blew gpart. The weak ev’in’slight was engulfed by a
blood radiance. Both combatants swung to the source of it.

Tol’ chuk stood fully upright, towering over the two men, with an arm raised high above hishead. In his
hand rested astone the size of abull’ sheart. It blazed forth with ablinding radiance, asif the og’'re srage
was given form. “ Stop!” he boomed into the cavern, hisvoice echoing to thewadlls. “Y ou swore oaths!

Y ou be brothers now. Among og' res, brother does not kill brother!*

It was not Tol’ chuk’ swords or even the blazing red stone that dropped Krai’sax arm. It was the pain
laced with shamein the og're’ s expression. Suddenly Krai’ s face flushed with ashame of hisown. Meric
also lowered his head, and the sword vanished from his hand. Where it had disappeared to, Krai could
not say. No scabbard hung from thed’ vin'sbelt.

“Why do you fight?’ Tol’ chuk said, lowering hisarm. “ Over thiswit’ ch? Kral, you spesk and act asif
you know thisfemde”

Krai could not lie, at least not again. He kept hisvoice low. “I suspect | know who the €v'in spesks of.
Sheisbut achild.”

Meric spoke next. “ Child or not, sheisamongter. | will kill her. All who aid her are creatures of evil and
will diebeside her.”

“I' know thischild. | saw what tried to kill her—there lie your monsters! Those who help her have shown
themselves to be honorable and of noble spirit. | will gladly stand by their sde and dieif need be.”



Krai’ swords shook the tight resolve of Meric' s fegtures. “ But the oracle of Selph warned—"

“| care not for the words of some soothsayer,” Krai said. “Words of prophecy are often spoken in such
twisted tongues. Only rock spesks plain and true.”

Tol’ chuk’s crystal had begun to fade. He folded it into a pouch on histhigh. “I agree with the mountain
man,” he said, his expression sour with memory. “Oracles do not always spesk plain.”

Kra added, “And innocent blood once spilled cannot be returned. The child has done nothing to warrant
aknifeto the heart. | will judge her by her actions, not by prophesied words from acrossthe sea.”

Meric, hisface held tolid, swung his eyes between Tol’ chuk and Krai. “Y our words are spoken from
your hearts,” hesad. “I will give them thought.”

“So, wit’ ch or not, you will not harm the child?’

Meric stared a him, darted a glanceto Tol’ chuk, then spoke. “I will hold my sword—for the moment.”
Tol’ chuk clapped his hands together. “ Good. We go.”

Kra nodded and hitched his ax.

Meric turned on ahedl and followed the og're. Kral studied the man’ s back. Behind hiseyes, Kra’s
skull il buzzed with echoes of adistant warning. Asaman of the mountain, one with the rock, he had
probed Meric when the eV’ in had promised to stay his hand, judging for the truth behind the man’s
words. Nee'lahn’ sfina wordsto Krai had been proven correct: Meric was notto be trusted.

Thedv'inhad lied.

Elena gasped and backed against the wall of hewn rock, her eyeswide on the awakening statue. As her
shoulder struck stone, the moon’ falcon flew from its perch with a squawk and winged away, a streak of
light fleeing from the miracle before them. From the corner of her eye, she saw it flash into the tunnel
exiting the chamber, escaping back the way they had come. A few goblins jumped at the bird asit flew,
but a piercing screech retreating down the tunnd told her the falcon had escaped.

Y et even theloss of her bird did little to sway her attention. Before her eyes, crysta ssone melted to
liquid light—first the sculpted head, then the boy’ s body. Like arose whose petas were opening to the
sun, the scul pture stretched up on legs of radiance.

As stunned as Elenawas by this miraculous event, one other sensation intruded—ypain. She clutched her
right hand to her chest. It blazed with afire asradiant asthe boy’ slight, asif the ruby color in her skin
had become aflaming glove too tight for her hand. Tearing her eyes from the boy, she stared at her hand.
It looked the same. No flames engulfed the fist held to her breast.

She tucked her hand within the folds of her shirt, trying to stanch the ghost fire. In the shadows of the
cloth, the burning skin faded to a bruised ache. Holding her hand there, buried close to her heart, she
redized that it must be shielded somehow from the boy’ slight. Still, apart of her tingled with an insane
urge to rush to the source of the light and merge that power with her own. Shetrembled. A strange
combination of attraction and repulsion fought within her breast. Y et, remembering the madman’s
warning to her not to touch the statue, she kept her feet in place and her hand hidden.

She glanced to where the scarred man named Re ato stood among his goblins, and found him staring at
her. Goblins pranced in agitation about hislegs, their tailslashing back and forth. The changein the Satue
had obvioudy spooked them. One goblin tried to scramble up the headmaster’ sleg, digging gougesin his



thigh with its sharp claws. The man did not move except to bat the beast away. Blood ran in thick rivulets
down hisleg, but dill his eyes remained fixed on her.

He seemed to know he had caught her eye. From across the distance, he mouthed aword to her.
Though no voice spoke, she knew what word his mouth formed, hislips twisted with hate: Wit' ch.

She cringed from his sneer and mad eyes, trying to pull back into the rock itsalf to escape hisloathing.
Fortunately, Uncle Bol dipped to her side, stepping between her and the madman’s gaze. He placed an
arm around her shoulders. Relieved, she hid within his embrace.

“It'sasif Chi ishere,” her uncle mumbled beside her, his eyes never leaving the Satue. “ You canfed a
trace of the ancient spirit intheair.”

Elenasank deeper into hisarms. She, too, sensed the echo of some force from ages past. This spirit
caled to her blood, urging her forward. Y et her hand still ached and throbbed with remembered flames,
awarning to stay away.

She heard her uncle mumble something. The tremble she heard in hisvoice drew her attention from her
thoughts. Uncle Bol wore asad amile, hiseyes shining moist in thelight. “1 wish Filawere hereto see
this” he said as he hugged her tight.

Hiswords and touch awakened the sorrow Elena had boxed away in her heart for all those she had
lost—her mother, her father, her aunt, her brother, and in some ways, even hersdlf. Through tears, she
stared toward the center of the chamber.

Er'ril remained frozen before the Satue, asif he had become the sculpture instead. The swordsman's
eyes adso shone bright in the light, but not with awe or wonder: His face was etched with lines of shock
and horror. As Elenawatched, Er'ril sank to his knees, hisface now even with theboy’s. “I’m sorry,” he
said so hoarsely Elenabarely heard the words.

The statue reached toward the siwordsman with itsiron hand. The sculpted fist opened, and the boy
placed the metal palm on Er'ril’ s shoulder. Itstouch sent ashiver through the man. “No,” the boy said,
hisvoice awind whistling through acrysd flute. “1 am theonewho issorry. | failed you al.”

Er'ril watched the boy’ s pained expression deegpen. He was sure his own face mirrored the boy’s.
Er'ril’ svoice cracked with tears. “1 killed you, daughtered you upon my sword.” In hismind’ seye, he
pictured the spill of blood welling across the oiled wood.

Theboy’sgrip on his shoulder tightened, and his voice gained substance. Er'ril even heard the accent of
the boy’ s coastal home. “1 have not much time to speak. Unleashed of the crysta, my spirit will soon
disspate. But know this, Er'ril of Standi, you did not kill al of me. | till live. Y our blade only cut from
me that which every good man would wish killed in themsdlves”

“Y our words make no sense. | remember you lying dead on the floor of theinn.”

Crystd lips smiled sadly on Er'ril. “Have you never discovered the truth of what happened that night?”
The boy seemed to pull inward. “ So much time has passed, yet so little wisdom has been gained,” he said
softly. “1 should never havefailed my brothers”

“Fail? It wasthefoul traitor Greshym who played black tricks on usal. Y ou were but an innocent pawn
inhisgames”

“I wish it were s0, knight of the Order. But you are wrong. Greshym and your brother did not shirk their
duties. When the spell was cast and the magick unleashed, we dl findly knew what wastruly asked of



us. At first, we had thought our desths would be the only price. But asthe magick swirled, we learned
the cost was much steeper.” The boy choked on his next words. "1 saw and panicked. The other mages
stood their ground while | fled.”

Er'ril pictured again thering of wax, his brother Shorkan yelling in shock, and the boy fleeing hisplacein
the circle. “What happened? What was so direly asked?’

The boy’ s voice lowered to a strained whisper. “ For the Book to be forged, we al had to make a
sacrifice. The pure and good in each of us had to be drawn out and imbued into the Book.” The boy’s
voice cracked to a stop.

Er'ril stayed quiet and waited for the grip of old memoriesto loose their hold on the boy’ stongue.

“B-but more was asked! When al that was good in us drew to the Book, we would notdie!” 1 Tie boy
glanced to Er'ril, hiseyeswide with horror. “The evil and foul in uswould yet live't’

Hiswords chilled Er'ril. He remembered Greshym' s ruined face cowled in shadow on the streets of
Winterfell—a sicknesswalking in theform of hisold friend. “I saw Greshym,” he mumbled, “drgpedin
therobes of Gul’ gotha: adarkmage.”

The boy lowered hishead. “That was thefina price. For usto forge abook to defy the Dark Lord, a
part of us had to be given to him. A baance had to be achieved. For our goodness and light to become
the Book, a debt had to be paid. That which wasfoul and sick was gifted to Gul’ gotha, atool to be used
asthe mongter saw fit.” The boy’siron hand tensed on Er'ril’ s shoulder. “I could not pay that price.”

“Soyouran.”

“I wastoo late. The splitting of my spirit had started and could not be stopped. As| broke the warded
ring around us, that which was evil in me broke through and attacked you.”

Er'ril remembered the shaggy, fanged cresture. “ Thebeast | dew intheinn,” he said, “that foulness came
from you?’

The boy nodded. “While you fought, | fled through the breach in the ring, denying the Book my
goodness. In my panic, my spirit, imbued sill with Chyric energies, sought afamiliar place. | found mysdf
back at the school and sensed that amage yet lived—Master Re' ato, dying of wounds herein this
subterranean hold. | cured him and held hislife with my magick. | sensed there would come atime when
| could undo the damage my fear created and absolve my shame. So | crystallized my spirit, hid it here
with aguardian, and waited. | knew you would come. When you dew my evil hdf, wewere linked, you
and |, by bonds of time and place.”

“For what end? What do you want of me?’

“We must both finish what your brother Shorkan started. The Book is not complete. | must join my spirit
with the others to complete the spdll started five hundred winters ago.”

“But how?’

Y ou mugt take me to’ fhe Book—" The boy swung to face the girl. Elena cowered againgt thewall.
"—with thewit’ ch. All must be brought together.”

Er'ril pulled his shoulder free of the boy’ s hand. “The Book isfar from here. To carry your statue—"

“You will not haveto. Y ou have brought meataisman.” The boy held up hisiron hand, which had once



been the ward of A’loaGlen. He clenched it back into afist shape. “Y ou must carry thisto piercethe
magicka veil around the sunken city. But | will make your ward more than alump in your pocket. |
will—" The boy suddenly winced with pain. Hisimage seemed lessfluid, thicker, like clotting blood. It
seemed more an effort for the boy to move now. “I cannot hold my spirit free of the crystal much longer.
Timerunsshort. | must moveinto anew vessd or return to crystal form.”

“What must | do?’ Er'ril had his hand raised asif to help, but his hand hovered, unsure what to do.

“I will jointheward.” The boy held theiron fist toward Er’ril. “Thiswill be my new vessdl. Oncel join, |
will not be able to speak to you again.”

“But | have—"

“I must leave you.” The boy’ svoice had grown faint. His light faded adong the edges, and the crystal lost
its sharpness. The boy’ simage blurred. As Er’ril watched, the light and substance that had once been
both boy and statue began to draw into theiron fist. The boy’ s voice came back to him, asif far away. “I
can answer only one more question, swordsman.”

Er'ril’smind whirled with athousand questions. There were countless answers he had wanted for five
centuriesto hear. As hefought histongue free of the tangle of questions, each vying to be asked, one
question dipped from hislips. For endlesswinters, he had regretted never asking this before. Hewould
not lose his chance now.

“Boy, what isyour name?’

The boy remained quiet for amoment. Er'ril saw asingletear dide across the boy’ s cheek, atear of
thanks. “De nd. My nameisDe na.”

“I will not forget.” Er'ril bowed his head.

When heraised his eyes, the boy’ sform had faded to an insubstantia haze, crystal giving way to pure
power. Theiron ward hung in the air and drew the energies of soul and magick into itsdlf. Just before the
light fully faded, he heard D€ nd’ svoice whisper in hisear, “Y ou areforgiven.”

Then, inthe last spark of light, amere nimbus around theiron fist, Er'ril saw theward fdl to thefloor. As
iron struck rock, the light vanished and blackness swallowed al away. In the darkness, Er'ril alowed
himsalf to weep for aboy dain on hissword so long ago.

Book Five
THUNDER

Tol’ chuk stared into the fissure and scratched at the ridge of bone above his eye. He could have sworn
he had spied awisp of light flowing from far ahead, aradiance of unusua character. The language of the
0og'res had over adozen words describing the quality of light in tunnels and caves, yet Tol’ chuk found his
tongue unable to describe what he had seen. When he had finally reached the mouth of the fissure,
intrigued by the radiance, the light had suddenly blinked away. Tol’ chuk continued to stare. Wasthe
darkness playing tricks on histired eyes?

He knew, though, that his eyes were sound and his sight sharp, and one other factor gave substance to
theredity of the glow: With the vanquishing of the light, the pressure upon his blood to pursue this path
had suddenly vanished. He suddenly felt no compulsion from the Heart of his peopleto continue. This
intrigued him more than the light itsalf. What had happened?



Behind him, Tol’ chuk heard the plodding tread of Krai and Meric asthey caught up to him. Tol’ chuk
sighed. The og're had hurried forward, tired of the heavy-edged silence that encased histwo
companions.

“Sowhere sthislight?” Kral said. The mountain man placed one hand against the chasm wall, his chest
heaving deeply inthethick air.

Meric ran his palm across his shredded shirt, trying to put some semblance of order to the scraps that
hung about his shoulders. The black stain aong his pant leg had grown, hiswound beginning to weep
again. Meric stood leaning al hisweight on his uninjured leg, too short of breath even to speak. His eyes,
though, spoke of hiswaxing irritation with their Stuation.

“Thelight begone,” Tol’ chuk said. He stood staring into the tunnel ahead, unsure where to go next, his
heartstone offering no direction.

“You said your friend went thisway,” Krai said. “Maybe he found away out.”
“I fed no breeze,” Tol’ chuk said. “1 smell no nelodar ”
“Smdl what?’

“Og'reword. Air outsde acave, clean of tunnd smells,” he mumbled, suddenly distracted. Tol’ chuk
squinted his eyes. The shadows deep in the tunnel, along the left wall, had seemed to shift toward him for
amoment. Tol’ chuk tensed as he studied the path ahead. The shadows continued to lie ill. Maybe he
was mistaken—then he noted movement again! A growl of warning burst from histhick chest.

“What isit?’ Kra said, hisax aready in his hand.
“Something comes.”
Meric hobbled beside them, histhin sword now aso pointed down the tunndl. “ Goblins?’

Tol’ chuk was not sure and left the v’ in' s question unanswered. The three stood across the fissure
mouth.

“Can you makethat foul light of yoursany brighter?’ Kral hissed at Meric.

Thedv'inraised hisgreen soneto hislipsand blew acrossits surface. Like an ember of cod in afading
hearth, it flared brighter. Meric held the stone higher, cagting itslight deeper within the tunnel.

With the increased illumination, two eyes reflected back the light from a cloak of shadows—eyes of
amber.

“What isit?’ Kral whispered.

A ston€e sthrow down the tunnd, it stalked fully into thelight. It glared at thelight and growled at them.
“A wolf!” Kral tensed and shifted hisax for abetter grip.

Tol’ chuk placed aclaw on the mountain man’sarm. “No, it be my friend.”

The og're’ swords reached the wolf, and its growling waned to alow rumble that showed the beast to be
wary of the others.

Tol’ chuk called to hiswaolf-brother. “1t be safe, Fardale. Come.”



Fardde padded forward dowly, still careful. Hiseyesmet Tol’ chuk’s, and images flowed into the og're's
skull.

Tol’ chuk heard Meric complain, the sound seeming to come from a distance away. “We camedl this
way and risked our livesfor that? Y our dog?’

“Fardae be not awolf,” Tol’ chuk answered in adistracted tone, trying at the sametimeto interpret the
thoughts of the 5’ lura. “He be my bloodbrother. We share heritage.”

Theimages from Fardde fought to sort themselvesin Tol’ chuk’s skull. A seed of understanding dowly
bloomed. Something miraculous had happened down thistunnd, but the detaillswere unclear. A light
that burned. Flesh that flowed like a river . The images were mixed with sorrow and pain, asif
something Fardale had fiercely desired had dipped from his grasp. Heartache and wonder were etched
on theimages from his brother in blood.

“Where are the others?” Meric asked beside him. “Y ou said they had lights.”
Tol’ chuk nodded. “Fardale, where be they?’

The wolf twisted his nose and looked back the way he had come, indicating with his nose the direction of
the others.

“Lookslikethey kept on going,” Krai said. “ And so should we. We found your wolf. Let’sfind our way
out of here”

Fardal€ s eyes sattled back on the og're. Tol’ chuk spoke. “Did the others find away out?’

Oneimageformed in Tol’ chuk’smind: goblins. Hundreds of goblins. Fardae sent him an image of awolf
retregting down atunne as goblins scurried past in such afrantic hurry that they ignored the dinking wolf.

“Wdl?" Kra asked. “What are we waiting for? The wolf is not going to answer you.”

Tol’ chuk broke his gaze from Fardae to face Krai. “He did. There be goblins ahead. They have trapped
the others”

Kra nodded to the wolf and snorted. “He toldyou that?’
“There be much in these lands you have yet to learn, mountain man.”

“Perhaps, but what | doknow isthat we need away ouit. If goblins are busy that way, we'll try another
way. Maybethe far wall of the chasm hasaway up.”

“Y ou would leave the othersto the goblins?’

“Itisno concern of mine.” Krai waved Tol’ chuk’ swords away. “1 have friendswho are in danger above.
That iswhere my respongbility lies”

“But Fardale has sent me pictures of the others. They be of your race and be guarded only by awarrior
with one arm. Y ou would leave them to such weak protection?’

Tol’ chuk’ swordsforced Kra’ seyeswide. “One-armed!” Krai glanced to the wolf with anew measure
of respect in hisgaze. “1t cannot be. Down here? Did your wolf tdll... send... do whatever the blasted
thing it does... about the others?’

“Thewarrior guards afemae child and awhiskered old man.”



“Sweet Mother above, it has to be them!”
“Who?’

“My friends. We must hurry!” Kral started down the tunnel, edging past the wolf. Fardae aso swung
around to follow.

Tol’ chuk took a step in pursuit when avoice raised behind him. “1 will not go with you,” Meric said.
Kra spun onahed. He still had hisax gripped tight. “Y ou swore an oath.”

Meric shrugged. “I have kept my sworn promiseto aid you until the og're’ sfriend wasfound.” He
pointed to the wolf. “Thereheis. That is alll swore, and | am now free of my word. | will take my light
and search esewhere for my bird— aone. | find your company tiresome.”

“You monger!” Krai spat. “We need your light.”

“Itisno concern of mine,” Meric mocked, using the same words Krai had spoken but a breath ago, even
the same disdainful tone. Meric took a step away from the fissure mouth. “I will give you onething to
help you on your way...”

Kra waited, his brows bunched like thunderheads.
Meric smiled, but there was no mirth in hiseyes. “I give you my best wishes.”
Kra howled in rage and lunged toward the ev’in.

Tol’ chuk caught the man across the chest as he tried to barrel past him. “No! Do not shed blood.” Krai
tried to plow hisway forward, but Tol’ chuk did not budge. It was said an og’re could take root in rock
and hold his place. “Meric be afree man, not athrall. He has honored hisword to us.”

Meric nodded toward the og're, but hislips still sneered at Krai.

“We cannot hopeto help my friends without alight,” Kral argued. “Y ou would have them diefor this
one' s convenience.”

“My eyesbesharp inthedark,” Tol’ chuk said. “I will lead you to your friends. The others have lights. If
we reach them, then we will not need the ev’in’s stone.”

Krai till seethed, far from convinced by the og're’ swords.
“I will begoing,” Meric said from behind. “Good luck, og're. | wish youwdl.”

AsTol’ chuk struggled againgt the renewed effort of the mountain man to passhim, hisog're eyes spied a
glint among the shadowsfilling the tunnedl ahead. “Wait!” hesad. “Look!”

All eyes swung down the tunnel. Asthey watched, the glint became aglow, and the glow grew to a
digtinct light, an azure radiance that wafted up and down and swung in wide swoops.

“Itismy facon!” Meric cried, asthe bird flew closer.

Inastreak of brilliance, the moon’ falcon swooped over Tol’ chuk’s head and landed upon thedv’in’'s
rased wrist. The bird held itswings dightly spread asits breast fluttered in exhaudtion. Its light waxed and
waned dightly asit danced upon its perch.



“He can now spare hisstone,” Krai mumbled sourly at Tol’ chuk’ s shoulder. “He sfound hislouse-ridden
bird and can use itsglow to light his coward’ sway out of here.”

Meric must have heard the mountain man. He spoke as he studied his bird and picked aloose feather
fromitswing. “No, | will till keep my stone.”

Kra swore and dove forward. Tol’ chuk still succeeded in restraining him, but only halfheartedly. Even
Tol’ chuk found the eV'in’ s actions more than allittle petty. Krai’ swords had been fair and correct. Meric
did not need the stone, while they needed it sorely.

The dv'in’s next words restored the og' re sfaith in the thin man. “I willkeep my stone, but | will aso go
with you.”

“Why?’ spat Krai. “1 suspect this sudden change of heart and charity. Why help us now?’

“| offer no charity.” Meric fingered the bird' s crown of feathers. He nodded to the falcon. “Thebird's
nailshavesilvered. Itisthesign.” Merictried to keep hisvoiceinitsusua detached tone, but his
excitement could not be hidden. “He has found our lost king.”

Nee lahn kept her back againgt the trunk of the old em. Her fingers delved the crannies of its bark.
Nearby, she heard the mare nicker with fear asit hid at the edge of the wood. The horse had skittered
into the forest asfar asitstied lead would alow, attempting to blend into the trees’ shadows.

What the mare shied from loomed near Neeg' |lahn’ s shoulders.

Shetried to ignore the skd’ tum’ stowering figure. The creature ill licked itslips with along black
tongue. The other ska’tum, relieved of guarding her, had itsturn to feast on the remains of the
daughtered stallion. The sound of snapping bone and sucking lips drove her eyesfar from the sight.

Her fingers worked the bark harder with her nails; the pain kept her from running in terror from the
creatures. The beasts had not even bothered to tie her up, confident that escape from them was
impossible. And they wereright. They moved as quickly as striking snakes, and their eyeswere sharp in
the dim moonlight. Escape for her wasimpossible.

Asshewalited, her eyes kept drifting to the root-shrouded entrance to the tunnel. Rockingham had
betrayed her, but as much as she hated the scoundrd, at least he had been able to help the 5’ lura escape.
And if Rockingham found Krai and the og’ re among the twisting tunnels and could warn them, they too
might be able to find another exit to the caves and dip away from the claws of her captors. Her life could
at least buy these others their freedom—or so she hoped.

She sighed as her fingersworked. For aslong as possible, she must maintain Rockingham'slie. Let the
skd’tum think she wasthe sster of the child they sought. It kept her dive and kept the beasts
here—away from the cottage. She hoped Er’ril and the girl had been able to escape the old man’sfarm
and had run far away from here. The longer she helped maintain the ruse the better their chance of
escape. So she bit her tongue and waited.

Besde her, the skal’ tum must have caught her eyes on the tunndl. “Fear nat, little one, your sssster will
come.” It laughed at her. “ Such a ssweet reunion. | may even let her taste your heart.”

She did not answer the creature, just ignored it, refusing to let her fear show. They might kill her, but she
would offer them no sport.

Her nailsfinaly dug through the last of the em’s bark to reach the mesaty pulp. She rested her fingers
there, thetree’ s cool flesh soothing her torn flesh. She stood there. Lightning played upon the peaks of



the nearby Teeth. Thunderheads brewed. The storm that the black clouds heralded would be one to
shake the roots of the world. She closed her eyes on the warring sky and began her preparations. She
reached toward the tree’ s spirit.

When the skal’ tum camefor her, Neg'lahn planned on giving them no sport—but she would givethem a
fight!

Elena crouched in the blackness of the cave. The darkness was so profound shefelt it press against her
skin. If not for her uncle' sarm around her shoulder, she would have thought hersalf sucked to another
plane where light had yet to beimagined. Never had she experienced such tota darkness. Her eyes
sretched wide, seeking light.

Her uncle dipped hisarm from around her shoulder, bresking her tether with the world. Now only the
rock under her feet remained to convince her the world gtill existed. Her only solace was that the burning
in her right hand had completely faded with the light. She hugged hersdlf tight, suddenly wishing the
moon’ falcon had not abandoned her. Its light would be most welcome.

Asif the gods had heard her, brightness suddenly burst back into the chamber. Blinded by the explosive
return of light, it took amoment for Elenda s eyesto blink back the glare. Her uncle raised the lantern. He
had flamed the wick back to life and twisted the ail key to abright glow. He held the lamp high.

In the lantern’ slight, so much duller than the crystal radiance, Elenasaw Er'ril crouch down and retrieve
theiron fist from the stone floor. He studied the ward for amoment, a strange expression locked upon his
face, then carefully placed it into a pocket of hisshirt.

AsEr'ril sraightened and stood, movement drew Elena s eyesto the back haf of the chamber. A cry
roseto her lips. The mass of goblins squirmed and roiled around the prostrate form of the mad
headmaster. Re dto lay facedown on the stone floor, his good arm thrust toward where the statue had
once stood. He did not appear to be moving—or breathing. A single goblin crept up and lifted Re dto’s
hand. The arm hung limp within its claws. The goblin dropped the hand and scooted back in fear.

Er'ril by now had aso spotted Re' ato. He took a step toward the former headmaster.

Uncle Bol spoke from beside Elena. “Don’t, Er'ril. HE sdead. The boy’slight was al that sustained him.
With the magick gone, hislife hasfled. From the way those goblins are acting, | suggest we leave him
undisturbed.”

Er'ril nodded and retrieved the sword he had left with Bol. The sword, though no longer bathed in the
light of the statue, till seemed to shine with more than lamplight. Lines of radiance danced acrossits
surface.

“We should try for the passage through which we entered,” Er'ril said. “ There are fewer goblins.”

“Bewarned,” Uncle Bal said, “that any aggression on our part could ignite their wrath. They have just
seen ther statue vanish before their eyes, and Re' ato, whom they worshipped, lies dead at their feet.”
Uncle Bol nodded to where severa goblins huddled together, pointing claws toward them. “I believe we
are being blamed for their losses.”

“Then the sooner we vanish, the better.” Er'ril nodded for Elenato approach him. “We need a
digtraction,” he said. “ Something to spook them away for aheartbeat and buy ustimeto dip free.”

Elenanodded but could not fathom what the swordsman thought she could do.

Her uncle seemed even less sure of Er'ril’ s plan. He kept his voice hushed and his eyes quick upon the



goblins surrounding them. 1 don't think it' sagood ideato scare them in their present sate, Er'ril. The
creatures are stirred up enough already. A panic could—"

“Wewill be meet intheir bdliesif wedon't hurry.” Er'ril lowered to one knee beside Elena. He kept his
sword raised toward the clutch of rock’ goblins. “Now, child, | showed you the way of healing with your
uncle. Y ou now need to learn another small bit of magick.”

Elenabaked, her mouth going dry. She felt afist squeeze her heart. Wild magick scared her more than
the fangs and claws of the goblins. “Isthere no other way? Maybe Uncle Bol isright. We could just et
them cam down and maybethey’ |l go away.”

The hissing around them had increased to a screeching pitch. As she watched, more goblins flowed into
the room from the two passages. Their musk bittered the air with their fear. The goblins closest to the

collapsed body of the headmaster began stamping their |ft feet on the stone floor. Soon otherstook up
the cadence, the sound echoing around the cave. The beat throbbed, and the eyes around them burned.

Uncle Bal whispered, “Maybe Er'ril isright.”

She found both men staring at her. Her heart beat an intimate harmony with the goblins stamping. Still,
she freed her tongue from the roof of her mouth. “1 will try.”

“Good girl.” Er'ril passed his sword to her uncle. “Keep the sword in sight. They seem to respect it.”
Once Uncle Bol had awkwardly raised the tip of the blade, Er’ril turned to Elena, reached out, and
gripped her right hand. His urgency and tension flowed into her from the tightness of hisfingers, yet he
kept hisvoice cam. This she appreciated more than his sword. “ Thiswill work, Elena. Trust me. Magick
isclosely associated with light. Y ou saw thiswith De' nal’ s statue and experienced it when sunlight or
moonlight ignited your powers. Y ou know thisin your heart, don't you?’

She nodded.
“One of the easest workings of magick issmply reveding its presence.”

Er'ril must have sensed her confusion from the way her eyebrows scrunched together. “Magick runs
hidden through your blood and body. Only the red hand marks you as awielder of spiritua power.
Magick, liketheflamein alantern, desiresto flow free from you, to reved itsdf to those around you. But
like alantern door closed upon the flame, your body hides thistruth. Y et | can show you how to open
your door and let your light shineforth.”

Elenaremembered what could happen when her magick “shone’ through her. Both of her parents had
been burned by itsflame. “1 will kill everything around me,” she warned.

“No, | do not ask you to cast your magick out. That cankill unlessdonein acontrolled manner. | can't
teach you that. All | ask isthat you open yoursdlf and let others see what isinsde you, seethe flame
within”

“Why?How will that help?’

“Goblinsfear thelight and can sense magick. If you reved yoursdf to them, they may be baffled or awved
enough to alow usto escape.”

Her eyes studied the goblins writhing around them. She saw the headmaster’ s body picked up and
carried on the backs of severa larger goblins. It was done with atouching reverence. Others cleared a
path so the body could be removed unmolested from the chamber. The goblins seemed to have held the
headmaster in great respect, or at least the magick that dwelt inside.



Thisthought must have occurred to Uncle Bal, too. “It just might work. It seemsthey worship magick,”
he muttered as Re ato’s remains were shuffled away.

“How do | do this?’ Her voicetrembled, as did her shoulders.

“Easlly,” Er'ril said. “ Since you are not alowing magick to passfrom you, ablood ritua isnot even
needed.” Heraised his pam to her cheek and rested it there. His eyes |ooked down into hers, and she
felt aquaking in her kneesthat had nothing to do with the fear around her heart. “ Just close your eyes
and search ingde, asyou did with your uncle s body.”

She did as he asked, squeezing shut her eydids, but terror kept her closeto the surface. Her ears stayed
keen on the stamping and hissing around her, and her nosefilled with the acrid scent of goblin bodies.
Shedid not understand what was asked of her and shivered.

Suddenly hisarm wrapped around her body. He held her cheek pressed against his chest. “ Shh, ignore
all that isaround you. Shut off your senses.” The odor of the swordsman’s oiled hair replaced the stench
of the goblinsin her nose. Hiswhigpering rilled her ears, pushing back the echoes of the chamber.

“They'refinished with Re dto,” she bardly heard her uncle say. “If you' re going to do something, do it
quick.”

Hiswords should have panicked her, but Er'ril’ sarm tightened about her, pulling her away from her
fears. She dlowed hersdf to drift within his embrace. His breath, warm and calm, brushed her cheek.
“Seeyoursdf,” he said. “ See the woman in the child, like the oak in the acorn. Find your strength and
you will find your magick.”

Hiswords and heat created waves of sensationsin Elenathat she could not express. She did not even

try, dlowing hersaf smply to be, to put asde al she knew about hersdlf and just exist. Asshefloatedina
place without thought or substance, alight grew within the darkness. No, that was not true. The light did
not grow, she just drew near it, closed in upon it like aswalow swooping to its nest. The radiance had
not appeared out of the darkness: It had aways been there!

From afar place, she heard Er'ril’ svoice. “Open your eyes and show us. Show usyour flame, Elena.”

She now understood. Pushing Er'ril’sarm from her, she stood up. She did not have to hide who she
was! Once on her feet, she opened her eyes and unbound her heart, opening a door that had been closed
snce she was young and had learned the world does not want to see one' strue self. She put her
inhibitions aside and spread her arms wide, encompassing both the chamber and the world. Shereveded
herself without shame or remorse. Both who she had been and who she was now—but most important
of dl, who she would become!

Like awindow opened on the sun, her magick blazed forth, driving al shadows from the room.

Er'ril’ sfirst impulse on seeing the girl awaken with power was to snatch the sword from Bol’ s stunned
fingers and drive the blade through her heart. He even found the sword in his hand. But he fought against
this deadly impulse, his knuckles white upon the blade s hilt. Even Bol backed a step away from the
child. The old man’s mouth sagged open in surprise, her light etching hisfeaturesin stark lines.

Such power, Er'ril thought. He had never imagined. Even amage freshly renewed to Chi did not shine
with such brilliance. Elena stood with her armswide, her body bursting with a shattering light. Shadows
were not even cast by those who stood—instead the light seemed to bend around them, folding al within
itsheart.



Y et the child within the light frightened Er’ril. She was no longer ascared youngster clinging to those
around her, confused and wary of her power. A confidence shone forth from her face and body that
came closeto eclipsing her inner light. The release of her radiance had cast her to a place without fear or
doubt. Such was not the face of a child or even just awoman, but something close to agoddess. Er'ril
spotted flares of increased brilliancein ahao about her body asif the stars themsalves fought to be near.

Aswondrous as shewas, Er'ril found hiseyesfixing on asingle festure of the girl. Her lips, full and
parted dightly, smiled on sights beyond Er'ril’ svison. In that smile, Er’ril saw the woman she might
become: awise, strong woman no man could control. Er'ril found his breath thick in histhroat as he
dared. Something stirred in his chest, something he had thought long dead: hope. Thiseffect on his heart
shook him more than her power. Sheisbut achild, hetold himsdf. Y et he knew he was mistaken. Three
faces stared out from this one shining visage—the child Elena, the woman Elena, and something that was
not Elena, that was not even from thisworld.

Just then, agoblin wobbled up to Er'ril, its eyes glued on Elena, and bumped into hisleg. It clung to
Er'ril’s pant leg for amoment, like aship seeking asafe harbor. Before Er'ril could knock it away, it
loosened its grip and stumbled toward the girl. Er'ril meant to bring up his sword and stop it, but the
goblin suddenly crashed flat upon itsface. Itstiny form quivered for abreath then lay till upon the rock
floor—too till. Deed, thought Er'ril.

Hetore hiseyesfrom the girl and saw that the chamber floor wasllittered with a sea of collapsed goblins.
He watched other rock’ goblins drawn forward from the tunnels by thelight. Like blind moths, they
stumbled into the chamber’ s brilliance; but within afew bumbled steps, they weskened and fdll crying to
the stonefloor in atangle of limbs. Others grew wise to what was happening and fled back from the light,
disappearing down the tunnels.

“Thelight,” Bol said from nearby. “It daysthem. Is Elenadoing that?’

Er'ril found he needed to speak to keep himsdlf digtracted from the child. “1 don't think so. Thelight isa
mere reflection of her magick. It' s not aforce that should harm.”

“Goblins shun light.” Bol waved his hand over the piles of deceased creatures. “Maybe for agood
reason. Maybe light isinimica to their nature. Thismuch light, this much power, is perhaps deadly.”

Er'ril’seyes were drawn back to the girl. Their words must have pierced the glow around Elenaand
reached her ears. Her lipswere no longer smiling.

Elenahad heard her uncle speak. Though hiswords seemed like birds fluttering from far in aforest, their
meaning reached her. Her eyesfocused back to the chamber. She saw the goblins piled around her,
necks and limbstwisted in unnatura angles. There were so many! She had killed hundreds of the poor
creatures. She cried out, and the light shining from her crashed to the rock and vanished. She stood
quivering—an idand in adark sea of dead goblins.

Now only Uncle Bol’ slantern lit the chamber. He cameto her, bringing the light. She shied from its glow.
Theinner light, the core of who she was, had killed; now this smal brightness accused her of her foul
deed. Elena siwung from the lantern’ s glow and accosted the swordsman. “Y ou said it wouldn’t harm
them,” she cried in avoice that threstened aflood of tears.

Her words wounded him. His eyeswinced and hislipsfrowned. “I’'m sorry, Elena. | did not fully
understand the nature of these creatures or the brilliance of your magick.”

She covered her mouth with her hands. The brilliance of her magick! Hiswords sickened her. The
goblins had done them no harm except maybe harangue them abit, and they had also played arolein



returning theward to Er'ril. For their effort, she had brought them desth. Her eyes saw many smaller
figurestangled among the larger goblins. She had even dain their children.

She moved her pamsto cover her face. She refused to see any more.

Uncle Bal placed ahand on her shoulder. “I1t’ s not your fault, honey. We didn't know. If anyoneisto
blame, we are. We were the ones who asked you to do this.”

She shook free of hisgrip and lowered her handsto glare a him. “Y ou don’t understand!”
Her uncl€e' s eyes widened.

A bitter laugh dipped from her. “I enjoyed the power! | never felt so whole and free. | basked in my
magick, let it roll through me and freeze away al doubt. And while | embraced thislight, joyful initsglow,
it dew those around me.”

“Honey, it'sdl right. Y ou didn’'t know.”

She turned her back on her uncle. Not just because hiswords failed to offer any solace, but because she
was afraid he would see the truth in her eyes. She had dready said too much. Sobbing, shefdl to her
kneeson thefloor.

What she had not told her uncle and was even afraid to face herself was that she hadknown. Somewhere
deep within her being, she had sensed the death around her, felt their lives snuff out like blown candles.
And she had not cared, could not care. She had ignored the bodies crashing at her feet asthe magick
within her screamed, impossibleto ignore. Her heart sang for its release, for the force to flow out into the
world. Its song of power sorilled her ears, it drowned out the cries of the dying goblins.

Er'ril came and pulled her to her feet, hissword il in hisfist. He must have sensed what raged within
her. “Raw mag-ick is seductive,” hesaid. “Do not let it fool you.”

Shetried to pull away, but his arm was strong with hard muscle. He lowered hisface until he stared into
her eyes. Hisvoicewasfierce. “You are till Elena. Do not let your magick defineyou. Itisonly atool.”
Then hiswords softened to awhisper. “1t speaks with its own voice. That voice, | know, can be hard to
shut out and can often seem like your own soul—but you don't haveto listen. Y ou are dill Elena:
daughter of your parents, sister to your brother, niece to your uncle. Y ou are blood, not magick.”

She nodded. Hiswords gave strength to her legs. She dlowed herself to be led to Uncle Bol, whose
eyes shone bright with concern, and let him wrap hisarms around her. She sobbed into his chest, but this
time her tears hedled rather than ripped her apart.

As she sank into his embrace, the hissing that had been silenced by her magick began again. Only now,
no fear etched its surface. Elena pushed from her uncle’ sarms. The three of them stood among the dead.

“We had better get out of here,” Er'ril said.

It wastoo late. The goblins burst from the tunnds. With the light gone, they now sought the vengeance
denied them by the glow of the wit’ ch. For thefirst time, Elena heard agoblin scream.

Er'ril burst forward to meet the rush of beasts, push-ing his companions back to thewall. His sword sang
among the goblins' writhing bodies. Never had he wielded aweapon with such afine edge. Its blade
diced bone aseasily asair. Ashewhipped hissword to al sides, goblins piled before him, but others
leaped over the carcasses of their brethren to pressthe attack.



From the corner of hiseye, Er'ril saw Bol batting hislamp at the few goblinswho tried to get near Elena.
The swinging lantern bounced wild shadows across the chamber wals. The old man held hisown. The
goblinswere till wary of the child, asif expecting her to explode with light again. Silently, Er'ril hoped
Elenamight try but knew he could not ask it of her. She remained too shaken.

He pressed on. If the goblinswould let up for abreath, he might be able to forge a path to the nearest
tunnd.

They did not. Instead the battle became fiercer. Fearing the girl’ s power, the goblins targeted Er'ril with
their rage. Goblins attacked from so many sides Er’ril could not stop them dl. Clawsripped his chest;
teeth toreat hislegs.

As keen asthe edge of his blade was, the hopel essness of the situation touched his heart. He fatered.
Goblins swamped him, knocking him backward. He crashed to the stone floor, his head striking hard
enough to raise points of dancing light before his stunned eyes. Five goblins straddled his chest and legs.
Three pinned his sword arm to the rock. Teeth buried into hisforearm.

Biting back the pain, Er'ril struggled under their weight. If only he had his other arm, he thought uselesdly,
then perhaps he would gtill have achance of freeing himsdf. He heaved againgt the mass of goblins,
determined to roll loose. As he struggled, he felt the ward ripped from his pocket. Curse them, one of the
beasts wastrying to stedl theironfist again.

Hethrust his head up to see which of the thieving creatures was yanking on his pocket. With his neck
graining, he eyed the breast pocket of his shirt where he had hidden the ward.

No goblin claw lay there. Instead he saw asight that dmost startled him enough to fling the goblinsfrom
his body. Crawling free from his pocket like some metal spider wastheiron figt, fingers splayed and
digging for purchase. With thefist in Sight, Er'ril felt astabbing jolt at his sumped shoulder. At fird, he
thought agoblin claw had gouged him. But no, once before he had felt such aburning sting—Ilong ago,
when he had lost hisarm. It was the sting of magick! Asthe pain swept away, a new sensation bloomed
a hisstump. Er'ril could fed hismissng arm!

Hisfrantic eyes searched his empty shoulder and told his heart the limb was till gone, but Er’ril would
swear he sensed the phantom of an arm now linked to his shoulder.

An arm that ended at theiron fist!

He now felt the cold metd of the ward that gloved his ghost hand. He flexed the iron fingers. Sweet
Mother! The boy De' nd’ swords came back to him: | will make your ward more than a lump in your
pocket.

Stunned by the sight, he stopped struggling. Taking advantage of his sudden gtillness, one of the goblins
lunged for histhroat, fanged teeth bared to rip. Reflexively, Er'ril reached with an arm that had been gone
for centuries. Theiron hand flew up and clamped upon the thin neck of the goblin. The bones of its throat
cracked under the vise of iron as he squeezed the life from the attacker.

The other goblins saw what happened and piled away from him. They backed in atangled mass. Er'ril
rolled to hisfeet, sword in one hand. His other hand, the one of sculpted iron, till floated inthe air,
clutching the limp goblin. He willed the metal hand to open, and the goblin dropped dead to the stone. As
Er'ril moved his phantom arm, the iron ward swung through the air ssemingly on itsown, but Er’ril knew
it was not so—he controlled it as he would his own hand.

Therock' goblins shied from the floating threet, their large black eyes narrowed with fear.



But for how long?

Er'ril’ s question was answered immediately. Anew stream of goblins flowed into the chamber, and their
numbers bolstered the others' courage. With an angry hiss, they lunged from al sdes. Even their
wariness of Elenahad faded. Er’ril saw them accost her and her uncle.

Er'ril backed to help them, but even with the aid of hisiron hand, he found himsalf hard-pressed by the
mass of attackers. Limping from adeep gash in hisleft leg, Er'ril sruggled toward his companions.
Savagdly, heripped into the beasts with silver sword and iron hand, digging abloody path through the

goblins.
Y et even thiswas not enough.

Stone, now dippery with blood and gore, betrayed hisfeet. He dipped and tumbled to his knees, an
opportunity the goblins snatched up with bloody glee. The beasts engulfed him, swarming up his back,
clawed nails digging and ripping. He was again pressed to the cold rock. Asteeth tore at his neck, acry
of defeat escaped histhroat.

Krd followed the last of the goblinstoward the end of the tunnel. Swinging his ax, he cleaved the skull of
alarge onethat had twisted around to block his path. Kral tried to pull hisblade free, but it was caught in
bone. He stopped and wiped hiswet brow. He and the others had fought their way down the tunnel from
the fissure mouth. Strangdly, little true resi stance had been offered. The goblins had mostly ignored them
asthey ran. The beasts seemed as determined as his party to reach the tunnel’ s end.

Something there had the creaturesriled.

From the flickering glow ahead, Krd saw that the tunnel ended a ston€e’ sthrow away. A large chamber
lay beyond, and hundreds of goblins, living and dead, crowded the floor of that room.

“They could not have survived,” Kral growled, thinking of the small girl and the one-armed swordsman.
Heyanked his ax free of the dead goblin.

“Do not despair,” Tol’ chuk said. The og' re raked a goblin from hisleg and smashed it on the tunnd wall.
“Goblins hate light. Where there be light, there be hope.”

Suddenly the glow aheed flared brighter. A goblin aflame with burning oil danced in agony acrossthe
chamber floor. It ignited two other goblins who mimicked his prance.

“Someoneyet fights,” Meric said, pushing past them. The thin sword in his hand dripped black blood.

Onthedv'in'sheds, the wolf sped forward toward the chamber, itsinjured limb forgotten. A snarl
flowed fromitsthroat.

Hisax now free, Kra followed. Tol’ chuk kept the few straggling goblins from their backs.

The party burgt into the chamber, awar yell upon Kra’slips. Still the goblinsignored them, so focused
werethey on abattle a thefar wal. Krad saw the old man from the cottage doshing burning oil on
another goblin whilethe child hid behind him. But the most intense fighting was just ahead of the pair. A
tal pile of goblinswrithed upon someone crushed under their weight.

Like asurging wave, the pack of beasts swelled up asthefighter pushed to his knees. For amoment, he
seemed about to break free and regain hisfeet, but then another surge of goblins drove him back
down—yet not before Kral saw who fought. Er'ril’ sface, clenched with effort, one eye bloody and
swollen, flashed for amoment before being engulfed again.



Roaring, Krd hacked hisway forward; the moon' falcon circled above, apiercing screech issuing fromiits
beak. The othersthrew themsdves againgt the sea of creatures, but it waslike fighting asurging surf. As
soon as one ondaught was battered back, a second would strike them. Soon the party split into two.

Tol’ chuk guarded Krai’ s back while the wolf and elv’in spun together in a dance of death. The tides of
battle pulled the two pairsfarther and farther gpart.

“Hep the old man and the child!” Kral yelled to Meric. The mountain man dashed the neck of agoblin
with such might its skull flew acrossthe room. “We Il go for the swordsman!”

Krd didn’t know if the v’ in had heard him over the screams of the wounded and dying, but it seemed
Meric did shift dightly in the correct direction. Satisfied, Kra swung toward Er'ril. Over his shoulder, the
mountain man heard the crack of bone as Tol’ chuk kept guard. Kral smiled grimly. An og're, he thought,
was as good as having astone wall at your back. It left Krai freeto focus his ax and muscle on the battle
ahead.

The mountain man pulled in his rage and began forging a path toward Er'ril, hisax ablur, hismotions
more ingtinctive than planned. His mind retreated to a place of memory, to lessonslearned long ago.

Kra had mastered the art of the ax from Mulf, an ancient grizzled warrior of the Teeth. It was said that
the old man had fought during the D’ warf Wars and had held the Pass of Tears by himsdlf for afull day
and night. Asalad of only eeven winters, hiseyesfull of future glory, Krai had sought the elder in his
cave highin the Teeth. When he had first caught sight of Mulf, Krai’ s hopes died in his heart. Mulf, back
bent, looked as ancient as the roots of the mountains. His beard, white as early snow, hung so low the
old man had to tuck it into his belt to keep from tripping. How could this decrepit wreck teach him
anything? Mulf had seemed too wesk even to heft an ax, let donewied it in battle. But after hisfirst
lesson with this ancient teacher, the young Krai had found himself seated on his backside in muddy dush,
alarge bruise on hisforehead from where Mulf had clubbed him with the butt of hisax handle. The last
thing the youngster remembered was the ax’ s blade dicing for hishead. But in amotion too quick for his
eyeto follow, the old man had flipped the ax around a thumb and only wood struck his skull instead of
sharp iron. That cold morning, ice chilling hisbackside, Kra learned thefirst of many lessonsfrom his
sharp-eyed teacher—do not underestimate your opponent.

And today he did not!

The goblins might be small of stature, but they werefierce, adl muscle and sharp edges. Krai did not let
hisarm dow or hiseye stray from theflurry of claws. Hiswariness kept more than one goblin’ sknife
from his chest. As he neared where Er'ril fought, the goblins flashed spiked daggers like those that had
assaulted them atop the chasm and driven Krai and Tol’ chuk over the cliff.

He knocked aside ablade by dicing through the goblin’ swrist. The beast howled. Itsknife, aclaw ill
wrapped around the hilt, tumbled away. Krai swung hisface from the spurt of blood jetting out its
amputated wris—not in disgust, but smply to keep the hot blood from blinding him. Another
knife-widlding goblin attacked from the opposite side. There was no time to swing his ax around, so he
borrowed his old master’ strick and dammed the butt of his ax handle into the beast’ s eye. Bone cracked
under hiswood, and the goblin collgpsed to the rock.

Krai stepped over the creature and continued his march of death.

Er'ril sank under the mass of the beasts, wrestling with more than just the goblins. A part of his spirit was
ready to surrender to the struggle—it seemed like he d been fighting ever since the forging of the Blood
Diary. Y, in hisbones, the stubbornness of his Standi roots would not let him truly succumb to despair.
No, the centuries of winters weighed heavier upon his shoulders than these dathering goblins. He had



aready sacrificed so much, waited for so long—hewould not die here, not this way!

With a scream on hislips, he kicked goblinsfrom his legs and used hisiron hand to throttle beasts that
tried to rip histhroat or face. His sword arm, when not pinned under the flailing bodies of the creatures,
cleaved an areaclear for breaths at atime, but never long enough for him to regain hisfeet or see how
Bol and Elenawerefaring. A wall of rock’ goblins continualy surrounded him.

Y et, he did not relent, refusing to listen to the whispers of despair.

For amoment, he heard a cry and the word childshouted out from across the room, but the hissng and
screaming quickly drowned out the voice. But who could have shouted? Had he imagined it?

In astresk of light, he saw the moon’ falcon swoop across the cavern roof. The cursed bird must have
returned, confused by the tunnels. He thanked the gods for this small blessing. Its sudden light gave the
goblins a pause, and he managed to free hisarm. Swinging his sword in asavage arc, Er'ril drovethe
beasts back.

Standing once again, he saw asight that froze his heart.

A goblin twice the size of aman loomed just aspan away. Itsarms ran with blood; its fanged mouth
grinned with desth.

Er'ril ssumbled back. Suddenly ajabbing pain blasted up hisright leg. Hislimb gave out. Ashefel, he
saw agoblin with adagger driveits blade a second timeinto histhigh. Knife hit bone, and hisvision
swelled tight with pain. He nailed and kicked himsdlf free of the knife. Knedling up, he blindly thrust out
his phantom arm. Hisfist clamped around the knife-wielding cresture sthroat and squeezed the life from
it. He swung the dead goblin, which ill hung in hisiron fist, and knocked other goblinsfrom hissde. He
used itslimp body asashidld.

Still Er'ril was not quick enough.

A knife buried into hisback. Pain blacked his eyesfor abreath. When hisvision cleared, he saw hisiron
hand empty, his shield gone. Goblins, severa of them armed, loomed before him.

Pain and rage narrowed his eyes. His own degth findly lay nearby, a death he had been denied for
centuries.

Heraised hissword. At times during hislong life, he would have welcomed death, wanting that final
peace—but not now! Others were counting on him—the girl, the old man, even the child De nal. He
raged againg this degth.

Pushing onto his aready wounded |ft leg, heignored the flare of agony in his back and spat blood on the
floor. He clenched hissword in ahard fi<t.

Just as heraised hiswegpon’ stip in invitation, the wal of goblins burst apart, and he saw the hideous
king of the goblinsrip through its brethren to stalk before him. The creature lifted two of itssmdler kind
and threw them across the chamber. Er'ril’ s sword arm trembled. Did he have the strength to face this
monster? It towered over Er'ril, twice his height and even broader of shoulder.

Suddenly afamiliar voice erupted. “ Thank the rock, you till live.” Er'ril knew that voice. He saw Krai
step around the huge creature. The circle of goblins, now broken, shattered into cowardly pieces and
fled. Er'ril’ s head swam as he twisted his neck. The chamber was now emptying of goblins. He saw
those who yet lived dink and hobble from the room, except for the giant, deformed beast before him.
Er'ril saw Kra place ahand on itsarm. The mountain man must have recognized the horror in Er'ril’s



gyes. “Hisnameis Tol’ chuk. Heisafriend.”
“What... what... 7" Er'ril wastoo dazed to form his question.
“He' san og're. He helped rescue you.”

Kra’swords reminded Er'ril of the others. He sstumbled around, and saw Elenadiding from behind her
uncle sback. Boi’ s clothes hung in shreds; blood splotched hisface and chest. Asthe moon’falcon
swung in aloop overhead, the old man offered aweak smile. Er'ril saw two others till moving among the
dead goblins. The wolf who had been stubbornly following them nosed the twisted remains near Bol and
Elena. Beside the dog stood atall man with silver hair tied in along braid. A needle-thin sword hung
loose in the stranger’ s one hand, dmost asif he had forgotten it was there. The man’s eyes searched the
cavern.

Er'ril tipped dightly forward, suddenly dizzy. Before hefell on hisface, Krai wasthere, an arm around his
shoulder. “Easy, there. Y ou took some deep wounds.”

Elena s voice rang from across the room. Er’ril saw her stretch her right hand to the wound on her
unclée s cheek, the red of her hand matching the blood on his skin. “Uncle Bal’ s hurt, too,” she called to
them. He heard the tears behind her voice.

Er'ril saw the thin stranger suddenly tense near the girl. The man’s sword, forgotten and limp in his hand
before, now rose and pointed at Elena. “The mark!” he shouted at her, hiseyes staring at her hand. “The
mark of thewit ch!”

Krai suddenly released Er'ril’ s shoulders. “No!” the mountain man bellowed. Er'ril’ slegs were too wesk
to hold him up. The stone floor rushed toward him. He saw Krai lurch toward the thin man but knew the
mountain man wastoo far avay. “No, Meric! No!”

Er'ril’svison blurred asthe slver-haired man lunged toward the girl, quick asaforest cat. Elenabarely
had timeto turn her head as the sword aimed for her heart. Before the sword struck, acool blackness
pulled Er'ril away.

Elena saw the sword dive for her chest, and her arm shot up in awarding gesture. The figure of her
attacker was a blur of motion her eye could hardly follow. Only hissword, held steady and firm asit
swept toward her, glinted fine and sharp-edged in the weak light. A cry rosein her throat, but fear
trapped it there. She opened her mouth in a silent scream.

Y et acry did reach her ears—apiercing wail of rage. Asthe sword lunged, a streak of lightning came
between her and the weapon'’ stip—the moon’falcon! She saw the bird impaled upon the blade, its
screech il echoing from thewalls.

Theimpact of itstiny body seemed to travel up the sword and stun the attacker. The man hated his
sword thrugt, hisfeet sumbling beneath him. He held his sword out, the wegpon shaking in hishand. Its
tip hung less than a thumb’ s width from the thin shift over Elena s chest. The moon’falcon, speared
through the breadt, fluttered itswings feebly, its beak agape with pain. The man stood, his eyesfixed on
the bird, eyelidswide with horror.

Suddenly Kra bowled into the man, knocking him to the sde. Both men collided into the rock wall. The
sword tumbled from the stranger’ s hand and struck the stone with aloud clatter.

The choked sob finally escaped Elend sthroat, and shefell to her knees beside the weapon. The
moon’ falcon, gtill stuck upon the blade, beat a single wing. She reached asmall hand and lifted the bird's



head. Itsblack eye stared into her. The glow caught in its featherswas quickly dying away.

Tenderly she cupped thetiny body and pulled it from the blade. Maybe her magick could helpiit, likeit
had Uncle Bol. Asthe sword dipped free of its breast, the moon’ falcon dimmed and ceased to breathe.
Shewastoo late! Elena clutched the bird to her breast. Her tears were the only thanks she could giveit
now.

“It protected her!” the silver-haired man who had attacked her gasped. “It gaveitslifefor her.”

Kral crouched over the man, one hand at the siwordman'’ s thin neck. The mountain man’ s other hand
pointed to where Er’ril had collapsed to the rock floor. “Bol, seeto Er'ril.”

Her uncle nodded. As he crossed to Er'ril, Uncle Bol gave wide berth around the hulking monster
nearby. It crouched upon its haunches but made no move as her uncle passed. It seemed more rock than
flesh—an og're, the mountain man had claimed. Nosing near it limped the wolf, which Elenaknew was
more than just adog of the forest. It remained close to the thick-boned behemoth. As she stared, both
their eyesturned to her. She noted with askip of her pulse that their eyeswere the same: yellow orbs
gplit by black narrowed dits.

Krai caled tothe og're. “Tal’ chuk, help mewith thistraitor Meric.” Then hiswords settled on Elena
“Lass, are you harmed?’

Elenatwigted to face her attacker. Silver-haired with sharp blue eyes, the man caled Meric met her
dare “1... I'mfing” shesad. “Why did he attack me? Why did hekill my bird?’

Before Krai could answer, Meric spoke, hisvoice as singing as hiseyes. “Y our bird?’

Elenarefused to shy away from the accusing look in the man’s eyes. She il cradled the broken falconin
her pams. “I found himin the caves. Helanded on my arm.”

“The moon' falcon was thisman’ s creature,” Krai said. “He claimed—"
“Thewit' chlied” Meric interrupted. “ The bird would shun one of such foul blood.”

Elena shifted her hand to hide her shame farther under the falcon. By now, the og' re had shambled over
to them. Krai climbed from Meric's chest and passed the man into the og' re' s care. Elena scrambled
back.

“Hold him firm, Tol’ chuk. | will not have him attacking the girl again.”

The og' re then spoke. Its capability of speech shocked Elena: She had not fathomed an intelligence
abovethat of adraft horse behind itsthick brow and piggy eyes. Itsvoice wasthat of cracking stones.
“Mericwill not harm her.” The og're released the claw clasped to the man’ s shoulder.

Kra darted forward to stand between Elenaand Meric. “What are you doing? Did one of those goblins
club you in the heed?’

“Hewon't harm her. Hecan't.”

Elenanoticed Meric made no aggressive move toward her. His sword till lay at hisfeet; his shoulders
sagged.

Tol’ chuk spoke again. “The moon’ falcon landed on her. Meric' stongue may clam thisalie, but his heart
saw it dive, cadting itslife asde for her own. Thetruth cannot be denied.”



Kral twisted his head to stare at Elena. His eyes shimmered with understanding. “Y ou can’'t mean... 7’

Meric answered, hiswords strained. “Here stands the blood of my people. Thewit’ chisthelost
descendant of our king.”

Meric sank to his knees and picked up his sword. His motions and face were so defeated that even
arming himsalf did not raise aword of alarm from Krai. Meric held the shaft of the blade in both thin
hands. With a strength Elena had not thought he had, the man snapped the sword across hisknee. “|
cameto find aking and instead found aqueen.” He presented the broken sword toward Elena. “My life
isyours”

Elena, blinked severd times, confused by his strange words.

Uncle Bol saved her from having to respond, but not with words of solace. “Er'ril dies! | need help!” he
called from across the cavern.

All eyes sivung to her uncle. Elena saw the siwordsman’ s body clench, his neck thrown back, his eyes
open and blind.

Breath spasmed from a chest struggling to keep lifeinits body.
The dead facon dipped from Elend sfingers.

Er'ril swam through asea of blackness. He struggled againgt its pull, but hetired quickly, hislimbs
becoming leaden with his effort. Darkness thickened around hislimbslike sap in winter, and he sank
beneath its surface.

As he drifted down, he surrendered his struggle againgt it, not so much because he wasresigned to his
fate, but smply because he was practica . He had wasted his energy in thisfight. Ashe pulled hisenergies
back into himsdf, his eyes began to see various hues flowing through the blackness engulfing him. The
strongest stream was the brackish green of a stagnant bog. One word cameto hismind: poison. He
somehow knew the goblin’s blades had been dipped in dire chemies.

Wordsfrom far away itched his ear.
“What does she do?’

“Put the dagger down!”

“I fed no best of hisheart.”
“He'sdead.”

“No!”

Er'ril knew al this should mean something to him, but darkness penetrated hismind and curled into his
skull. It spoke with avoice, too. It whispered release. He listened.

The voice consoled him, and the blackness laced with green ice worked through his blood toward his
heart. Why had it grown so cold?

As even this question faded from his awareness, anew voiceintruded. Hetried to push it away but was
toowesk. “... fight it. Hold on. Please, don't leave me.” Did he know that voice? He let the currents of
blackness carry him away. It mattered not.



Hedrifted... at peace.

Then ablazing radiance thrust through the blackness to grab him with piercing claws. At itstouch, iceand
firefought in hisblood. He writhed within its grip. Never had he felt such agony. Every injury he had ever
suffered, every pain he had ever endured, came back to him in one searing lance of fire. He screamed as
the claw wrenched his body from the sea of blacknessinto aburning brilliance. No! It hurt too much! He
tried to fight hisway free of its hold, to dive back into the cool darkness, but it would not let him.

Thelight burned through him, driving the wisps of blackness from his skull. The stresks of green poison
stopped their spread but were not driven out. Like river asps, they swam and hid, waiting to strike when
thelight should fade.

Brilliant spots of color began to dance across hisvision, swirling in dow spirals. He found his eyes could
blink. Each swipe of lid dowed the whirling until the hues became faces.

He saw Elenabowed over him, Bol at her shoulder, Krai beside him.
The mountain man wasthefirst to speek. “ Y ou saved him! Hedled him!”

Elena sface was pae, her skin drawn tight to bone. Echoes of pain swam in her moist eyes. She pulled
her hand from his own. Er'ril saw her pam bright with blood. Her thumb had been diced deeply at its
base. He saw the dagger in her other hand. It was the wit’ ch dagger Bol had christened in the cottage.

“No,” sheanswered Krai, her voice acry of sorrow and frustration. Her hands clenched. “1 couldn’t heal
him!”

Er'ril tried to St, sure he would fal. The measure of his strength surprised him. Wobbling and with the aid
of Kra’s hand, he did manage to push himself up. He teetered as shards of darkness spun through his
vison, but these faded with severa deep breaths.

Beside him, Er'ril spotted the iron ward on the stone floor. Once again it wasjust acarved lump of ore.
Hefdt no phantom link to the meta. He picked it up and held the small fist in his own as he fought to
cam his spinning head.

Kra kept one hand clamped to Er’ril’ sshoulder. “ See! Heis cured!”

Elena shook her head and let her uncle tie abandage around her wounded hand. “My blood bought him
time,” she said, her words grown hard. “Nothing else. He needsrest and ahedler, or he'll yet die.”

Kra till seemed to doubt her. “He lives now. That iswhat matters. But the goblins could change that
unlesswe get free from here.”

“How?Where?’ Bol asked. He had finished tying the bandage. His eyes were strange upon his niece.
“We can't go back to the coitage with the ska’ tum waiting.”

Hiswords sobered Krai. “And with us carrying Er'ril, climbing out isimpossible.”
Er'ril’ stongue swam thick in hismouth. “L-Leave me.”
They dl ignored him. No one even looked in hisdirection.

The og're, who hovered just a the edge of Bol’ s lantern light, spoke up. “My wolf-brother says he may
scent away.”

Er'ril twisted his neck to where the og' re now pointed. The wolf had his nose to the other passage exiting



the chamber, the tunnel from which mad Re ato had come. The dog stood, his nose raised, and sniffed
the sighing breeze of the passage.

“He says he scentsafamiliar trail,” the og’ re continued, “the scent of his brother Mogweed.”

The scuff of tread on stone pulled Mogweed from his drowse. He opened one eye, not rising from where
he sat, thinking that perhaps Rockingham was pacing again. But Mogweed was wrong. The man sat with
abranchin hislap as he worked on fastening a strip of cloth to one end. Their torch was jammed into a
creviceinthefloor. Itsflames danced light acrossthe walls. The torch, only haf burned, should last until
dawn, but Rockingham prepared another, wayswary.

Mogweed straightened his dump and drew Rocking-ham'’ s eyes.

“So the deegper awakes,” Rockingham said in his usua mocking tone. “Morning nears. But you could
gill—"

Holding up ahand, Mogweed stopped hiswords. 1 thought | heard something,” he said, and with a
wince, unbent his limbs and stood.

“I heard nothing.”

“Your earsare not as keen asmine.” Mogweed crept aong thewall and paused at each tunnel mouth,
his head held cocked as he listened. He heard nothing. Perhaps the noise was just the trace of aforgotten
dream.

At the mouth of the fourth tunnel, he heard it again: a soft scrape on rock. He froze. The sound repeated.
Mogweed waved Rockingham over. The man dipped soundlesdy beside him. When the scuff whispered
from the tunndl again, Mogweed raised his browsin question to the man. Rockingham shook his head.
The man sill could not heer it.

Through Mogweed’ s mind ran horrible pictures of what might have attacked his brother. Fardal€ s howl
gill rang in hisears. He backed from the tunndl.

“What did you hear?’ Rockingham asked. Hisvoice, though whispered, seemed so loud.

“I don’'t know. It'stoo far away.” Mogweed hunched his shoulders. “ Maybe we should seeif the
skd’tum are gone.” He glanced longingly toward the way back to the surface, then back to the tunnel.
His mind could conjure worse things than the monsters above.

Rockingham stood listening by the opening. “1 think | hear it now, too.”
Mogweed backed another step.
“I think | just heard someon€e svoice!”

Mongters seldom spoke. At least not the ones of Mogweed' simagination. Rockingham'’ s words drew
him forward again. He pushed aside the memory of Fardale’ showl and listened. Then he heard it, too.
Snatches of conversation echoed up from below, too far avay to be heard distinctly, but clear enough
that they could recognize the cadence as the common tongue, not some flesh-rending beast’s.

Mogweed' s heart began to best faster. Strength came in numbers greater than two; with others, he had a
better chance of surviving thisnight.

A sudden bark of laughter erupted from below. Rockingham and Mogweed' s eyes met. Rdief surged
through Mogweed at the noise. The ebullient outburst was welcome among these dark tunnels. But



Rockingham’ s eyes narrowed with warning, and Mogweed' s heart clenched.

“I know that laugh,” Rockingham said sourly, “that boulder-grinding guffaw. | had hoped the beasts of
the tunnd had feasted on Krai and by now spat out his bones. Apparently the beasts have amore refined
palate than | had hoped.”

“Heisgtrong,” Mogweed argued. He remembered the huge, bearded man and the thickness of hisarms.
“And he hasan ax.”

“Shush!” Rockingham drilled him to sllence with his glare. He continued to listen to the echo of voices.

Mogweed heard someone speak. Asthose in the tunnel approached, the words traveled clearly now. His
sharp ears even detected the exhaustion and bewilderment in the spesker’ svoice. “Y ou're saying Elena
is descended from thisMeric fellow’ sking.”

Rockingham, too, must have heard subtle nuances to the speaker’ swords. “It' SEr'ril!” he hissed in
recognition. “What misfortuneisthid”

“Is he another warrior?” M ogweed whispered, his heart snging with hope. He pictured two men the size
of Kra— with himsdf hiding behind their wide backs.

“He guards the demon child,” Rockingham said. His eyes gleamed in the torchlight.

At first, Mogweed did not know who he meant. Then it occurred to him. “Do you mean the girl the
winged beasts seek? The one for whose capture your king will grant us many gifts?’

A girl’ svoicerose from below. “1 think | seealight ahead. Look!”
Rockingham darted away, pulling Mogweed with him. “Itisshel” he said with ddlight.
“What are we going to do?’

Rockingham’ sbrow crinkled as his mind worked on the puzzle. When he spoke, hisvoice was sure. A
amilewithout warmth marked hislips. “ Stay slent about what lies above. Let medo thetaking. | only
ask onething of you. Do thisto help me, and you will berichly rewarded.”

Mogweed's eyes glowed with imagined treasures. His gaze flickered down to his own body. To befree
of thisform, that wasworth dl the gold in the world. Histongue wet hisdry lips. And if he performed
well enough here, there was no telling how vast hisreward might be. Perhaps he could both break the
cursed hold upon hisbody andstill keep the gold. His eyes rose again to Rockingham. “What must |
do?’

Rockingham leaned to his ear and whispered as Mogweed nodded. It washut asmple thing—and the
reward so ripe.

Elenafollowed the ridged back of the og’ re up the steep tunnd. Close behind her, Bol helped Er il
hobble aong while Krai and his ax guarded their backs against arenewed assault from the rock’ goblins.
Beside her, like athin shadow, marched the man caled Meric. Shedid not know what his claim of
common ancestry might mean, but her mind was too cluttered with other worriesto give this one much
thought. Her eyes kept drifting back to the swordsman.

Er'ril needed to rest as soon asit was safe. He walked with his head hung asif it wastoo heavy for his
body, and his breathing wheezed. The poison in his blood could resume its attack at any time.



Her uncle caught her staring. “He sdoing fine, honey. Er'ril issirong.”

Hiswords raised the swordsman’ s head. Er'ril nodded to her. “I'm fine, child. When the Book was
forged, | was gifted with longevity and quick hedling. Y ou may not have cured me, but you have given me
enough timeto hea on my own.” He stared directly into her eyes. “Y ou did save me, Elena— don't
doubt that. Y our magick can kill, but it can aso hed.”

Elenanoted a subtle digtinction absent from the swordsman’ swords. Her magick truly killed, but it did
nottruly save. It was not afair exchange.

Bol tried to bolster Er'ril’sclaim. “ And your magick gave methe renewed vitdity to climb out of this
hole. | would' ve hated for this pit to be my burid tomb.”

Elena amiled weakly at her uncle. Worry etched the warmth from her lips. Her uncle did not understand.
Her magick was only a cork in the bottle holding the dregs of her uncle' s essence. When her magick
faded, so would hislife.

She continued to follow the og're' s back. She kept her eyesforward, suddenly afraid to look behind,
fearful of those grateful eyes.

The og're stopped. “A chamber be just ahead,” the creature called from over its craggy shoulder. “A
torch burns. My wolf-brother has gone ahead to spy what awaitsthere.”

The others now all crowded close.
“Do you seeanyone?’ Krai caled from therear.

“| see Fardde at the mouth of the tunnel,” the og' re passed on. “A figure stlands beside him.” A long
pause, then Tol’ chuk spoke, hisvoicereieved. “It be Mogweed and another man—no goblins.”

“Then let’ sget out of thisfoul stone dungeon,” Krai said.

The og're led the way to the chamber. Asthe huge creature stepped out of the tunndl, Elenafinaly had a
clear view into the torchlit room. She saw the wolf sniffing a aman in hunter’ s colors. The beast wagged
itstail, but the hunter ignored the wolf and had eyes only for her. When she caught the man staring, he
quickly tore hiseyes away.

She moved aside to alow the others access to the chamber. As she shifted, she saw another figurein the
room, holding atorch. She gasped and backed into Krai just as the mountain man bowed into the room.

“What isit, girfl?" hesaid inirritation. Then his eyes spotted the torchbearer, too. “What' re you doing
here?’ hisvoice growled.

Rockingham nodded to the party. “Waiting for you.”
Kra swung his eyes over the room. “Where sthe nymph? What have you done with Neg' lahn?’

All eyeswere on the two. Rockingham raised his face to the others beseechingly. “1 don’t deserve these
accusations. | |eft the young lady with the horses. It was too dangerous for her to accompany us down
here. So Mogweed and |, at our own peril, came down to investigate. Y ou were dl gone for too long a
time.” Hiseyesran over the party. “But now | can seewhy. It sseemswe re dl back together again—with
afew newcomers.” Rockingham bowed to the og're.

“Weshould go,” said theog're. “1 smell something foul, and the sooner we leave these tunndls, the



better.”
“Y ou probably smell Rockingham,” Kral said. “But you'reright. Let’sgo.”

The mountain man organized the party. He sent Rockingham ahead with the torch, the wolf and
Mogweed a hisside. Krai went next with Elena beside him, both to protect her and keep awary eye on
Rockingham. Bol, Er'ril, and Meric kept close to their backs, while the og' re watched their trail for
whatever fouled the tunnelswith itssmell.

Rockingham set afast pace toward the surface, and no one asked him to dow down. He kept a constant
flow of conversation on theway up. “Dawn isfast gpproaching. It would be best if we used the remaining
darknessto clear out of thisvaley, maybetry for the highlands or even the mountains.” Hiswords
droned on for the entire length of the march.

Everyone wastoo tired to ask him to quiet down.

“Nee’lahn will be so happy to seeyou dl,” he continued. A sharp laugh burst from hislips. The man
seemed positively giddy.

After so many close cdls, Elenaknew she should fed the sameway, but her feet dragged under her.
Soon alayer of dead leaves and crumbled branches mulched under her feet. She brightened like asailor
seeing aseagull as land approached: Here were signs of life from above! Everyone' sfeet now sped
acrossthe dippery bedding. She glanced to her uncle. They shared the first true smilein what seemed
like ages.

Her feet felt light. She danced a bit ahead of Krai. She spied adrape of roots ahead in the torchlight. It
was the mouth of the tunndl!

A grinding voice rose behind the party. “ Something be wrong,” the og're called. “ The smdll worsens.
Wat.”

Not now, Elenathought in despair. We are amost ouit!

The wolf aso sensed something amiss. A growl flowed from itsthroat.
“Goblinsagain?’ Kra bellowed to Tol’ chuk.

“Not sure.”

Kral faced the others. “Meric, take Elenaout of here. I'll join Tol’ chuk. We'll keep whatever threatens
from your backsides”

Meric nodded and pushed her forward.

She hesitated, but Krai waved her on and urged her uncle and Er'ril to follow closdly. Er'ril seemed asif
he was going to stop and aid Krai. But the mountain man pointed to the

Once through the twist of roots, Rockingham swung around and held the torch as a beacon. He waved
to Elena. “ Come on. Thosetunnds are adesth trap.”

She raced toward him, passing Mogweed, who stared nervoudy in both directions. The wolf continued
to growl as she sped past. Mogweed had atight hold on its ruff. She reached her hand to Rockingham,
just asit dawned on her the wolf was growling toward the forest—not back down the tunnel!

Her eyes met those of the man who had killed her parents.



She froze with her arm outstretched and knew her mistake when Rockingham darted his hand out and
grabbed her wrist. He yanked her toward him.

Elena screamed and fought against his grip. The others rushed toward her, but Mogweed tripped in the
mulch as hetried to cometo her aid and fell in atangle with Meric. They blocked the tunndl long enough
for Rockingham to drag Elenathrough the roots.

One of her hands clutched at arootlet as shewas pulled out, but it brokein her fingers.
With surprising strength, Rockingham threw her into the clearing beyond the tunnel.
She hit the wet mud and leaves and scrambled around to face him, ready for his attack.
A voiceydled from behind her. “Elenal Beware!”

She recognized Nee'lahn' s voice and spun on ahedl.

feet wobbled under him as he fought hisway forward, cursing his poisoned muscles.

Ahead, Meric threw Mogweed off him, untangling their limbs, and dashed down the tunnel. Meric had no
wegpon, but thisdidn’t dow hisflight toward the tunnel’ s mouth. The wolf, freed from the jumble too,
sped at hisside.

Er'ril frowned astheir swiftness mocked his hobbled tread. He tripped over Mogweed when the
huntsman tried to stand. “I’'m sorry,” the man mumbled as he cowered from Er'ril’ sangry face and
scooted aside.

From out in the night rose cold laughter, sibilant and full of mdice. Er'ril’ sblood frosted at the noise. He
had heard such a sound many times drifting across old battlefields long forgotten by man. Ska’tum strode
thisnight. Only death followed their foul laughter.

Meric and the wolf pushed through the shroud of roots ahead and vanished into the night. Er’ril and Bol
struggled in pursuit, findly reaching the tunnel’ s end. Both men’ s bresth now heaved through clenched
teeth. Er'ril grabbed for ahandhold, determined to continue. But before he could crawl out of the tunnd,
gtrong fingers snagged his shoulder and held him.

“No!” boomed avoice a hisshoulder. It was Krai. The mountain man pulled him from the exit. Er’ril
saw Bol dso

The old man gripped his ebow, not to restrain, but smply to et hisown urgency flow into Er'ril. “It
suddenly makes sense.” The old man squeezed hisarm. “Krai isright. Thisisnot our fight”

Hiswords shocked Er'ril into pausing. He had not thought Bol a coward. He snapped his elbow from the
old man’ sgrip and swung hisfaceto Bal. “Elenaisin danger!” Er'ril spat out. “ At your word, | am her
guardian. Y ou ask meto abandon her?’

Bol’seyes squinted with anguish at hiswords, claw marks blackened his cheek. “ Of course not,” he said.
“Jusgt know this: What occurs this night was meant to be.” The old man waved him on.

Er'ril grimaced at the delay and shoved through the roots. In his haste, he snagged hisjerkin on abranch.
Ripping hisleather free, Er'ril sumbled away from the tunnel’ s mouth. Bol squeezed after him, but
Tol’ chuk smply tugged at the roots. His arms strained with bulging muscles, but the old oak held firm to



the rock. Twice the girth of aman, the og' re could not pass.

“Thisisnot your battle either,” Bol consoled Tol’ chuk.

Hiswords satisfied the og're asllittle asthey had Er’ril. Tol’ chuk continued to rip at the roots.
Er'ril ignored them both and swung to the clearing.

In the center of the space, battle lineswere dready being drawn.

To one side, Rockingham had his back pinned to athick oak. Before him, the wolf growled with its
hacklesraised. The anima meant to keep the man from further mischief. Better to tear out histhroat,
Er'ril thought grimly—end hismischief forever.

But Rockingham hdld little of Er'ril’ strue atention. Thelarger battle building in the center of the clearing
drew hiseyes.

A pair of ska’tum had Elena caught between them. With their backsto her, leathery wingstrapped the
child within folds of bone and skin, keeping her from those who sought to rescue her. The child’ seyes
werewide, tears staining her cheeks. Shetrembled, cringing when awing brushed her skin. Er’ril knew
the murder of the goblins had so unnerved her that she feared to use her powersto free hersdlf.

Others sought to save her.
The twin ska’tum faced three opponents.

Meric stood to one side, eyesred with fire. No weapon lay in hishand, yet a nimbus of light danced
across hisbody. Though the air in the clearing stood quiet, ghost winds whipped Meric' sslver hair, now
undone of itsbraid. The sky above matched hisfury, and hulking clouds sped, asif toward this spot.
Lightning etched the bellies of the thunder-heads, reveding spouts of blackness reaching for the ground.
Dawn might be near, but the black skies spoke of a night without end.

Onthefar Sde of the clearing stood the small figure of Ne€ [ahn, her shoulders againgt alarge em, her
armsraised in astance of defiance. She threw her head back, asif about to sing forth to the warring
skies. The mighty elm, towering above her, swept its branches up and spread its limbs to those same
skies, the tree matching the small nypha’ s defiant pose.

Closer to Er'ril, Krai stood with hismighty ax in one hand. Asthunder rumbled into the clearing, histegth
shonein theflashes of lightning, ferd asabear’s. Krai shifted hisax. “Now | will wash my shame!l” he
screamed at them and the skies. “In your blood!”

The ska’ tum faced the three. Whispers of nervousness swept through their wings, stanching their earlier
laughter. Their black lips pulled back to expose white fangs. Angry eyes weighed the degree of threat
from the small figureswho chalenged their might.

Bol spoke into the tense silence that descended over the clearing. Even the thunder accompanying the
flashes of lightning held itsrumble in its deep throat. Er'ril knew when next the thunder spoke it would
howl with battle. Bol snatched at Er'ril’sdeeve. “The dementals!” hehissed. * *Three will come.” Soiit
waswritten.” Bol stabbed afinger around the clearing. “Krai, Meric, and Ne€ lahn. Rock, wind, and the
fireof life. Threewill come! Not to my cottage, as| had thought—but herel”

“Threewho will die,” Er'ril answered. “They cannot pierce the dark magick of the dreadlords.” He
pulled free his sword, but his arm shook as hetried to raiseitstip. Poison screamed in his muscles.



“Y ou and your Brotherhood have aways judged the dementastoo lightly. The outcomeis not foretold.”
Bol used asingle finger to push down Er’ril’ s weapon; the swordsman was too week to stop him. “This
isnot our fight,” the old man repeated.

Er'ril tried towill theironfist in his pocket back to life. Maybe his phantom arm had the strength his other
arm did not. But the fist failed to ir. Either its magick was spent, or it believed the old man.

Behind him, Er'ril heard Tol’ chuk wrestle with the tangle of roots. The og're growled hisfrugtration.
Er'ril clenched hisfist around his sword. His heart echoed the og're' s sentiment.
In the clearing, the battle began without him.

Nee' lahn saw one of the winged beasts lunge a huge claw a where the ev'in stood. Or rather where he
had oncestood. The claw grasped empty air as Meric flew backward. Nee'lahn would have sworn his
feet had not moved. Meric then crossed hisarms over his chest and lowered his chin. The nimbus of light
scintillating from his body flared brighter; from the heavy clouds, adender spear of lightning lanced the
reaching claw of the beast.

Thunder cracked the air.

The skd’ tum screamed and yanked back its arm. Though obvioudy paining the bead, its claw remained
flesh, not acharred ruin. Its dark magick had protected it from true harm. The second ska’ tum held its
position near the frightened child.

Neg lahn knew she must draw one of them away and give Elenaa chance to run. The wit’ ch must not
die! Therebirth of Lok’ ai’ herarested with this child. Nee' lahn remembered her dying elder’ s prophecy:
Green life sprouting fromred fire—a fire born of magick. Ne€ lahn eyed the trembling girl. She must
not die.

Nee [ahn’ s bare toes dug under the thin soil to the roots of the em. She had called the tree’ s spirit to her
earlier. All was prepared. She lowered her eydids dightly, sang to the old forest, and drew its power to
her.

As her mind sang, her song joined others, and her spirit merged.
She became the em. She became the forest.
Thewit' ch must befree!

She swung her arms out toward the skal” tum with the injured hand. The em above mirrored her motion,
and itslonger limbs grabbed the ska’ tum in thick arms hardened by centuries of snow and wind.

The ska’tum struggled, and Nee' lahn gasped at its strength. She battered it with limbs and tried to drag
the creature from Elena s side, but the beast’ s claws dug deep into the mud and rock. It budged not an
inch.

Nee' lahn dug her toes deeper into the soil herself. Sweat beaded her forehead; her throat burned with
her slent song. She had not thought it would strain her so, but she had never tried to wield so much
power. The elementa magick that ran in her blood was aso apart of her. Using it now meant burning a
part of her, likealog fueling afire. Her breathing labored as she fought to hold the foul creature.

She knew she could not do this hersalf. Her eyes spotted Meric. The glow about his body had returned
after pulling the lightning down. An dly stood ready. Hislightning aone did not harm the beest, and her



grasping branches also failed to budge it. But maybe together? She bit her lip at the thought. Elv’in and
nyphai had not joined spirits since the land was young. Could they bridge the chasm of ill blood between
them?

Meric faltered as he drifted closer to the skdl’ tum. The elv'in seemed determined to give hislifefor the
child. Nee' lahn had trouble reconciling the nobility demonstrated here with the ember of hate in her heart.
Shebit her lip. Could shetrust him?

The ska’ tum wrenched in her grip, and she felt the m'’ s branches break. Pain shot through her. She
dipped to one knee. Meric’ s eyes swung to hers, hisfacetight with strain.

Hislids narrowed, and she knew his thoughts flowed with the same congternation.
But it wastimeto ignore heritage and forge anew dliance.
She sgnaled Meric with her eyes; he nodded dightly.

Another bolt from above struck the beast. The ska’ tum writhed but sill remained unscathed. Its pained
thrashings shook it partialy free from theenv' sgrip.

But Meric’sbolt gave Ne€ lahn the time she needed to alter her song. Her fingers clawed toward the
sky. Roots erupted from the soil and snared the legs of the beast, wrapping tight and digging into its
morbid flesh. Nee'lahn fought the beast’ s hold on the mud. If she could freeits claws, the branches could
drag the creature from Elena sside.

Meric struck again. But thistime, hisbolt failed to reach the ground, striking the air over the skal’ tum.
Meric wavered on hisfest. Hishair hung limp to his shoulders, the ghost winds gone.

Hetired as much as she. Their faces had grown pale; their bresth had grown ragged. The release of such
power had ravaged them both.

Nee' lahn found herself on both knees now. Her muscles quivered with effort. Severd of the larger
branches began to bend back to the tree—no longer striking toward the skal’ tum.

Meric s next attack was only aflash of light, without even a snap of thunder.

The second ska’ tum noticed their faltering attacks and swung to aid its partner, ripping aroot loose.
Nee lahn gasped with the pain and fell to one hand.

They were doomed tofail.

ASTHE SKAL'TUM FOUGHT TO FREE ITSBRETHREN, KRAL saw an opening, an exposed
flank. He charged with his ax raised. He knew he could not kill it, but he hoped to draw its attention to
himsdf and keep it from ading the other skal’ tum tangled in the roots.

Arcing over his shoulder, hisax swung toward the beast’ sflesh.

Krai gasped as his blade cleaved the tender belly of the skal”tum and gutted the beast. Black innards
spilled forth from the wound like afoul tongue from adying mouth.

Man and beast stood frozen at the sight. Krai’ s ax dripped blood down its hickory shaft. The skd’tum
stared with huge black eyes at itsdiced belly.

Then its gaze swept up to Krai. Its eyes narrowed, and with ascreech, it flew at him.



Krai barely had timeto raise hisax and block arake of razored claws at histhroat. He was much too
dow to stop the other claw from grabbing his caf. The ska’ tum snapped the bone of hisleg.

Pain had yet to reach his awareness as the beast yanked him into the air. Before the agony of his broken
limb could drive him into blackness, Krai hardened his heart againgt the pain.

Hewas arock. Rocks did not fed pain.

Hanging in the beast’ sgrip, Kra bent a thewaist and blindly swung his ax toward the wrist that held him.
Theiron blade shuddered dightly asit passed through the bone of the creature’ sarm. He was alowed
only amoment of satisfaction before hefdll and struck his head on the ground.

Dazed, herolled away from where he thought the skal’ tum stood, hugging his ax to his chest. Blood
flowed from awound on hisforehead, obscuring hisview. Herolled to his one good knee, unable to
stand, and swiped his ax before him. It encountered nothing. He rubbed the blood from his eyes and saw
the ska’ tum clutching the ssump of itsarm, trying to stanch the black river spurting from its wound.

Kra stared at the creature sinjured belly and arm. Hisweapon had truly pierced its dark magick! But
why?How? He silently thanked the gods of his people. Whatever the reason, he now had a chanceto
wipe the shame from his heart. With acoward stongue, he had fled from these beasts earlier. Thistime
he would show his courage!

The beast findly redized the futility of its effort to halt the bleeding and dropped its wounded arm. Blood
hung in thick clots from the severed wrigt. It again stalked toward him, more cautioudy thistime, wings
raised in wary readiness.

Behind it, Kra spotted Elend s face glowing in the flashes of lightning. She was caught in aclaw of the
other beast. Her captor gtill struggled to freeitslegs of the entangling roots and itswings of the clinging
branches.

Before he could help her, Krai needed to dispatch the beast who now approached so carefully.

Krai eyed the creature, looking for weakness. It till had so many weapons. aclawed hand, two
daggered feet, and amouth of ripping teeth. And the beast was now adert, thinking instead of reacting. It
would not again act rashly and underestimate its quarry.

Kral knew what he must do. He had to draw the beast closer.

Hetook a deep breath and stoked himsdlf for the fire ahead. Once prepared, he released the magick
from his heart. He was no longer rock. Stone melted to flesh once again. The pain from hisfractured leg
now flowed free. It stabbed and burned through hisblood like afire through dry brush, tearing him apart.
Hisvision blacked, and hefell to the mud.

He fought to stay conscious, but the pain argued againgt it.

Through the fog of agony, he heard the ska’ tum cackle asit legped at itsinjured prey. “1 will enjoy
feasssting on your bowelsss, mountain worm,” the beast hissed.

Krai forced his eyes open. Helay on his side and saw the creature stoes dig into the mud only a breath
away from hisnose. He twisted hishead up in time to see the beast lungeitsteeth for histhroat. Krai
ignored the agony spearing from hisleg and threw himsdlf into arall, bringing hisarm and ax up in awide

swing.
Only one chance, he thought. He felt hisax bite, but what?



When he cameto astop, he saw the skal’ tum lying sprawled an arm’ slength away. Its head lay even
farther.

Thank the godd!

Kral rolled again to one knee, but now it took al his effort to keep at bay the darkness that howled for
him. He saw that Ne€'|ahn and Meric fared no better. The nymph lay curled in abdl by the base of her
tree, one hand stretched up to the em’ strunk. The tree’ slimbs still moved, but they offered little
restraint. Meric had collapsed to his knees, obviousy spent. No glow traced hisfigure.

AsKra watched, he saw the surviving skal’ tum snap the last of the roots from its limbs and brush off the
feeble branches. It wasfree. And Elena il lay within its grasp. She fought againgt it with week fingers;
Krai saw her tears.

From the numb glaze coming to her eyes, Krai knew she was succumbing to the same darkness that
hounded him. Y et where Krai’ s darkness burned, hers promised the coolness of escape.

Do not lose heart, he silently willed to her.

Krai raised hisax afind time. He could not cross the clearing and reach the other ska’tum. But hisax
could!

He would have only one throw.

As he hauled back hisarm, he prayed that the gods grant him this onewish. Closing hiseyes, he
wrenched hisarm forward, drawing on al the musclesin his back and shoulder. He opened his eyes, the
ax flew from hishand.

The blade flipped in dow circlesthrough the air.

The fate of the child was now beyond his grasp. His heart knew its duty done and allowed the blackness
to swell. With agroan, Kra’ svison blurred, and hefell to the mud.

Elena saw the ax fly toward her. She did not strug-gle to escape its path. She smply closed her eyes. Let
it strike her. Let the horrors end.

A sharp rush of air passed overhead. The claw that clasped her shoulder tensed for a heartbest, then
dropped away. Surprised at the sudden freedom, her knees buckled under her own weight.

“Run, Elenal” Er'ril cdled to her from acrossthe clearing.

Hiswordstook severd heartbeatsto penetrate her skull. Her head twisted to see what remained of her
captor: It ill stood above her, but the long hickory shaft of Krai’sax protruded from its chest like athird
arm. The blade had buried itself fully in the creature' s chest. Black blood dribbled from dack lips.

It still stood, one claw gently fingering the ax’ s leather-wrapped handle. A cough bubbled up from its
chest and cast forth more blood. It sank to its knees, asif crudely mimicking Elena s pose. Shewas
transfixed by the flow of black riversfromitslips.

“Get back!” Er'ril caled.

“Elena, honey—run!” Her uncl€ s voice broke the strange spell the ska’ tum had upon her. She found her
feet moving and hobbled across the sodden leaves. Y et she could not draw her eyesfrom the horrible
cregture’ s death.



The ska’ tum’ swings sank to the mud. Its eyes searched the clearing and stopped when its face found
Rockingham. A single claw raised and pointed to the man. It spoke with specks of black foam accenting
itswords, “Blood speaksto birthright. Nai’ goru turn skal mor!”

Elenafdt aflow of power pass over her from the beast. The hairs on her neck stood quivering.

The beast fell backward, the haft of the ax pointing to the cloud-choked sky. Its chest heaved onelast
time, and agout of blood fountained from nose and mouth. Theniit lay ill.

All eyeswere on the dead ska’ tum when Rockingham began to gasp and clutch- at histhroat. The man
ignored the growling wolf and stumbled into the clearing. His face had reddened to a purplish hue, his
eyes bulged out. He raised a hand to where Elena stood. “H-h-help me.”

His body suddenly snapped back, stretched taut. With his spine arched at such an impossible angle,
Rockingham balanced on histoes. He screamed a single word to the sky—aname. “Linoral” Thena
sharp crack echoed across the glade, and like a puppet with its strings cut, Rockingham collapsed dead
to the mud.

Elenastared numbly at the man who had killed her family. She had thought to fed some satisfaction, but
only an emptiness yawned behind her breastbone.

Silence descended over thevaley. A wind moaned through the wet wood.

The wolf padded over to Rockingham and sniffed a him. Its hackles were dtill raised.
Her uncle spoke behind her. “Look there, | think Krai still breathes.”

“Helives?’ the swordsman said, amazement thick in hisvoice.

Elenatore her eyes from Rockingham' s corpse and turned to where Krai lay.

Uncle Bol knelt by the mountain man and pulled Krai’ s head from the mud. Leaves smeared one Sde of
his craggy face. Krai’ s eyesfluttered open, and he let out a shuddering breath. He coughed. “Did 1... did
| kill it?" he said with aweak tongue.

“Yes” her uncle said. “Now don't move until we splint your leg.”
“Let... let meseethegirl.”

Her uncle waved Elenaover to them. She rushed to the mountain man’sside, eated to find even asingle
degth cheated thisnight.

Kra’seyesglowed with relief a the sght of her.

Er’ril accompanied her. The swordsman kndlt beside Krai. “Y ou saved usdl.” Hewaved hishand to
indicate Meric and Nee'lahn, who were now just starting to rise on shaky feet.

“Weadl did,” Kra mumbled. “With the help of the gods.” He pushed up enough to see where hisax
protruded from the dead bulk of the beast. He sighed and sank his forehead to the mud. Elenaheard him
mutter aprayer of thanks.

Er'ril touched his shoulder. “Y our ax flew true. Y our arm’s strength saved thisfoul night.”

“But it did not save my craven heart,” Krai mumbled to the ground.



“What isthisyou mutter?’ Er'ril asked. “Y ou dew them bravely.”

“No, the gods did. My blade should not have cut through the beasts' dark magick. It was the work of
the gods, not my arm.”

“No, Kral, it was no god' s hand that pierced their black protections. Y our blade was ancinted in the
blood of the creature you dew in Winterfdll. Itsblack spirit bathed your ax. A weapon o treated will
dicethrough their magick.”

Kra’shead siwung up as Er'ril spoke, his eyes suddenly focused and sober. He reached and clutched the
swordsman’ s knee. “Wheat isthisyou spesk?’

Er'ril seemed confused by thefervor in Krai’ seyes.

The mountain man’s hand dipped from Er'ril’ sknee. Krai’ s eyes narrowed with a pain that was not just
physcd. “I thought it aruse, alie”

“What lie?’ Er'ril asked.

Krai hung his head again. “My tongue spoke falsaly to escape the beasts at the cottage. | told them |
knew of away to piercetheir skin’s shield—that my ax could kill them.”

Kra’spain held the swordsman’ stongue.

Uncle Bal spoketo fill the hard silence, placing ahand on the mountain man’s chest. “But it ended up
being the truth. Y ou did not lie”

Kra’s eyes continued to shinewith pain. “In my heart, | did.”

Uncle Bol looked to Er’ril for help. He only shook his head, unsure what elseto say. Krai’s eyes began
to close again, his breathing hoarse with pain.

Elenafound hersdf placing ahand on Uncle Bol and Er’ril. She guided them aside and knelt by Krai. He
had saved her. Shewould not let him carry thispain in his heart. Too many others had dready given too
much for her safety. She could erase this one debt.

Asshe kndt, Krai’ s eyes opened a bit wider in acknowledgment of her presence, but deep sorrow till
resided behind his pupils.

Sheraised his chin with afinger, then moved the finger to hislips. “No lie passed your tongue, man of the
mountains. Y our heart protected you, as you protected me. Do not let guilt sully your brave actions.
Y our heart held true.” She bent and placed asmall kiss on hislips, then repeated in awhisper, “No lies

passed these lips.”

Her touch and words softened the lines drawn deep on his brow and around his eyes. His body visibly
reaxed. “Thank you,” he muttered softly, and his eyes drifted closed. His breathing resumed amore

peaceful rhythm.

Er'ril squeezed her shoulder. “Y ou may have just saved hislife. His guilt would have sapped hiswill, and
Kra’s heart must be strong, free of doubt, to heal hiswounds.”

Elenafdl back to Er'ril’ s chest. The swordsman’ swords were abam on her soul, too. A long sigh
rattled in her tired chest. Er'ril placed hisarm around her and helped her rise.

Uncle Bol wandered over and knelt by Rockingham. Thekiller [ay on his back inthe mud, hislimbs



twisted at odd angles. Her uncle placed a hand on the man’ s neck.

Elenawaited. She suddenly had an urge to pull Uncle Bol away. Rockingham had killed her parents. She
did not want anyone € se near him. She opened her mouith, then closed it, knowing how foolish her
wordswould sound.

“I feel no beat of hisheart. He does not breathe,” her uncle said. He stood with a groan, one hand
supporting hislower back. Turning to them, he wiped his hands together asif to remove any traces of
Rockingham'’ sfoul touch. “Heisdead.”

Elenadlowed hersdlf to relax. It was over. Dawn was near. She suddenly had a heartfelt need to seethe
un again.

Her uncle smiled at her.

Shereturned it, shyly at first, then stronger. Thislong night neared itsend.

As she amiled, her nose warned her before her eyes. A stench of open graves swelled across the glade.
Her nose curled from the smell, trying to shut out the noxious odor.

When Elena saw what rose behind her uncle, she screamed.

MOGWEED HEARD THE GIRL’STERROR AND RETREATED FARther down the tunndl.
Whatever created such fear had to be far worse than any goblins. Maybe he could find another way out.
But fear of the dark passages and of hidden cave creatures kept him hovering.

Near the tunnel’s mouth, Tol’ chuk stood by the drape of roots, till unable to free himself from the
passage. The sounds of battle had ignited the og' re' s blood. He tore vicioudly at the iron-hard roots of
the oak. Several of Tol’chuk’s claws had ripped and now bled.

Mogweed saw the og’ re shake with ablood rage. Suddenly Tol’ chuk siwung from his attack on the roots
to face Mogweed. The og're’ s eyes glowed, not with the amber of his S’ lura heritage but with the red
fireof an og're. He pointed aragged claw at Mogweed.

“You!” Tal’ chuk boomed, funnding hisanger toward him.
“You knew!”

Mogweed felt the air thicken asthe og're’ srage enveloped him. His eyes grew wide with the memory of
the og're tearing the sniffer to bloody tatters when they first met. Histongue froze in his mouth.

“Y ou knew what lay beyond the tunndl, yet your tongue be silent!”
Mogweed fought histhroat and lips, trying to find words to deny the accusations. He could not.

Tol’ chuk thundered down the passage, filling the entire tunnel. M ogweed covered his head with both
arms. Hefelt the steam of the og're’ s hot breath. He cringed, awaiting the rip of teeth.

“Why?" Tol’ chuk hissed in asmall, deadly voice, much more chilling than hisbooming rage. “Why did
you betray us?’

Mogweed knew he must spesk. In his present fury, Tol’ chuk would certainly kill him. But what could he
say? He hadbetrayed them. Only Rockingham would know the words to escape this fate. Mogweed
pictured the man’ s snide demeanor. Y es, Rockingham would know, and as M ogweed thought of him, he



suddenly knew, too. Rockingham had taught him something. Why deny?

Mogweed focused his breathing to adower pace and swallowed severd times. Hetried to ignore the
pungent smell of the heated og're. “I did know about the winged beasts,” hefindly admitted, hisvoice

squesking.
Tol’ chuk’ s breath rushed at him. “Y ou confess it?”’

“Yes.” Mogweed closed his eyes. He pictured himself as Rockingham. “But | wasforced to. Neg' lahn's
lifewas held hostage on the strength of my silence.”

“Y ou sacrificed dl of usfor the one?’
“No, they only wanted the girl. They swore safe passage for the others.”
Tol’ chuk remained silent a hiswords.

Mogweed pressed his advantage, as Rockingham had done with the ska’tum. 1 knew nothing of thisgirl
child, but the nypha are friends of my people—of your people, too. S’ luraand nypha have been adlies
of the forest ance ageslost in the past. | could not let Nee' [ahn die for the sake of afemae human child.
Humans have hunted us, daughtered uslike mere animas. Why should | trade the life of afriend for an
unknown enemy? So | agreed.”

“Y ou could have warned us,” Tol’ chuk said, but hesitation and doubt now laced hisire.

Mogweed struck harder. “My tongue does not make false promises. Though the pact was afoul one, |
madeit in an atempt to save the life of an innocent. Once spoken, | would not go back on my word.
Would you? Isthat the way of the og' re people?’

Tol’ chuk sagged to the tunnd floor. “No, it be just such abetraya by one of my ancestors that started
my journey and cursed my people.”

Mogweed sensed he should keep quiet.
“| gpologize,” the og're said after aperiod of slence. “The road of honor can often be difficult.”

“Y our words are spoken with respect,” Mogweed said solemnly, bowing his head, though his heart
soared with laughter. 1 accept your gpology.”

From down the tunnel, the girl screamed again.

Er'ril pulled the screaming child to hischest. A gray tentacle, thick asaman’ sthigh and laced with
splotches of red, whipped from behind Bol to wrap around the old man’ swaist and chest.

Gods above! Er'ril sumbled back, yanking the girl with him.

Large suckers, like tiny mouths, glued to the old man’s clothing and skin. Before Bol could raise ahand
againg the creature shold, he suddenly spasmed in its grip. His mouth opened in acry that never
sounded. Then hefdl limp.

The tentacle thickened and lifted the old man’ s thin frame. It flung hisbody, like arag doll, to the forest’s
edge. Asthe tentacle unwrapped, Er'ril saw what had killed Bol. Horned daggers, poking from each of
its sucker mouths like hundreds of spearing tongues, pulled from the man’ sflesh. A steaming red ail
dripped from the tip of each horn: poison. The horns retracted.



Elenamoaned as Er'ril guided her backward toward the forest’ s edge. She sank to the mud, her eyes
fixed on her uncl€ s collapsed form.

With hisonearm, Er’ril tried to hold her up, but hisweak muscles were racked with the grain. Elenadid
in hisgrip. Hefought to drag her back from the beast, his boot hedls dipping in the mud and dead leaves.

Er'ril stared in horror a what awaited them if they failed to reach the trees.

Rockingham’s chest had split open like a chisdled melon, and a cauldron of black energies swirled forth.
From thisvoid, the tentacle had wormed into the world.

It continued to throb and undulate as it dragged farther out of the swirling dengities.

Now Er'ril understood how the Dark Lord had tracked them. Rockingham was not a man, at least not
any longer, but a construct of black magick. Er'ril had heard rumors of such creatures. He was a golem,
ahollow shell created from the dead heart of asuicide.

Hetugged the child farther from the emerging cregture, gaining small strides.

Likeamalignant birth, parts of the beast pushed through the black magick billowing from the dead man’s
chest. What followed the tentacle was more than a creature of nightmare. Er’ril could never have
imagined abeast so foul of form. His mind fought against accepting what he saw.

The tentacle was not an arm of the beast, but atongue. Asit shoved into the world, its blubbery mouth
appeared, puckering and swelling around the poisoned tongue. Asitslips pulled back, aring of jagged
teeth gleamed like broken glass. Rows of teeth continued deep into its throat.

Above the mouth waved hundreds of tiny stalks, each longer than Er'ril’ sarm, tipped with black orbsthe
gzeof hens eggs. Er'ril’ singincts told him these orbs were not eyes, but some other organ of sense
beyond thisworld' s comprehension.

A keening wall, like the cries of daughtered rabhits, flowed from the cresture.
It lurched and rolled into the clearing.

Elenadipped from Er'ril’ sweakening arm and fell fully to the mud. He tried to move her but wastoo
weak. He searched for help. Across the clearing, he saw Meric hauling Nee'lahn along the edge of the
forest. The dV'in struggled to circle around the beast toward them.

Suddenly, Elenajerked under Er'ril’ stouch. Her feet scrabbled to push her up. The shock of her uncle's
desth had faded enough for her to become aware of what crept closer. Er'ril helped her stand. “Hurry,”
he cried in her ear. She obeyed him.

No longer needing help, Er'ril waved Meric back from them, knowing the eV’ in bore enough burden
with the nyphai. Meric's eyes settled on the girl now moving on her own. He nodded to Er’ril, then
limped with Ne€ lahn into the cover of thick trunks and twining branches.

Er'ril and Elenaretreated toward smilar safety.

By now the beadt, astall astwo men and longer than four, had fully entered thisworld. Its body
resembled alarge dug, gray skin glistening with amucus that steamed hot in the cold night. Streaks of
black and red, like dashesin itsflesh, decorated its Sides. Lining its bulging torso were suckers larger
than swollen pumpkins.



Suddenly its body shuddered and gave one sharp spasm.
Elena screamed.

From the torso’ s suckers, ten jointed legs burst forth, armored like some massive insect. The legslifted
itsbulk off the mud. Only itstongue still draped to the ground, curling and twisting like asnake in nettles.

Knowledge of this beast’ s nature suddenly gripped Er'ril’ s heart. He had never seen such a cresture, but
he had heard it described long ago. Though ages had passed, he had not forgotten. Here stood a
creature from the volcanic lands of Gul’ gotha. In the burning sulfur pits of their homelands, these
crestures burrowed to lay their eggs among poison and fire.

Er'ril’smind fought againgt this knowledge. He prayed he was wrong.
But what happened next confirmed hisfears.

The beast’ s back bowed up and spasmed again. Its skin tore open aong its sides, and wet wings shook
free. Bone and webbing spread from one side of the clearing to the other.

Er'ril drove Elenafaser.

Now he could not deny this beast’ s name. Even the structures of the wings were similar to those of its
amdler offspring.

“A mul’gothra,” he huffed under his breath as he pushed the girl.
It was a birthing queen of the skal’tum.

Elenaran with Er'ril toward the protection of the forest, her loss still choking her heart. She kept her eyes
far from Uncle Bol’ sbody, knowing she must resist the dlure of paralyzing grief—if not for her own
sake, then for the swordsman who would not forsake her but would instead die at her side.

Assheran, asavage rain began to lash down from the warring skies. Stregks of lightning played between
the clouds, while crackling rolls of thunder shook from the pesaks of the Teeth.

Elena darted looks behind her, expecting to find the beast at her throat aready. Mul’ gothra. Though the
swordsman had only mumbled the word, her mind had caught it. It somehow fit the cresture.

Acrossthe dark glade, the beast staked toward them, dightly weak on itsjointed legs, like achick new
from an egg. It shook itswings, rattling bone and legther. Cold rain ran in sleaming streams acrossiits hot
in.

It sensed her stare. Its talkswaved in her direction asalow cry of recognition hissed from its mouth.
Words crept through its hisslike awhispered scratching from agrave. “Come. It isusdlessto run, child.”
The words flowed from deep down its dark maw.

Elenaknew it was not the mul’ gothrathat spoke or even acreatureinits belly. What spoke crouched in
aweb far from thisrain-swept clearing: something far more snister than the squeding horror crawling
toward her, something from blasted lands and sunless pits.

Deep indde, she knew who spoke.
It was the Black Heart, the Dark Lord of the Gul’ gotha.

Its foul words flowed again from the mul’ gothrathroat. “ The world will scream unless you submit. | will



destroy dl you hold dear. Y our name will beacurseto al ears. That | promise you—unlessyou cometo
me. Join with us, now.”

Elenaignored the words as sheran, trying not to hear but unable to block them asthey wormed into her
skull.

“Come hear how loud the screamswill beif you resist. Thank you for leaving me such achoicetool to
work with.”

Elend sfeet sumbled in their pursuit of the forest’ s edge. What did the foul one mean? She stopped, half
turned toward the cresture,

Er'ril tried to urge her on, but she shook free of his poison-addled grip. The swordsman seemed not to
hear the words spoken to her.

The beast twisted to the Sde, its many feet churning the mud. Its new target was clear. One of her party
gl lay sprawled in the clearing, like abandoned refuse: Krai . The mountain man lay prone across the wet
leaves. Not even the rain woke him to the looming monger.

The mul’ gothra crept toward him. Its gray tongue snaked closer.

Elena siwung her head away, not wanting to watch. As she shunned the sight, her eyes ended up on the
crumpled form of Uncle Bol. Hisface was turned to the sky. Rain struck his open eyes.

Her heart ran cold. Stripped of al family—asif the flesh had been stripped from her bones—all that was
|eft of the young Elenawas a core of brittle hardness. So many had died—and in her name!

Shetore her gaze back to Krai and took a step toward the beast. She could stomach no further sacrifice.
She wasthrough resisting. Let al the horrors end. Please, no more, her heart sobbed.

Before she could take a second step, a stresk of darkness shot past her knees and raced forward. The
wolf flew to stand between Krai and the mul’ gothra and howled at the mongter, a cry that diced through
thunder and rain. The swiftness of the dog’ s appearance must have startled the winged horror. It
skittered back from the snarling wolf.

The stalkswaved frantically. Then its tongue snapped out and batted the dog aside. The impact sent the
wolf tumbling through the rain to strike the trunk of an oak. Elena saw him struggleto raise hishead, legs
pushing at the piled dead leaves. Then the wolf collgpsed—unconscious or dead, Elenadid not know.
His pink tongue hung from dack jaws.

The mul’ gothraagain stalked toward Kral.
No! She stumbled forward.

“’Elenal Stop! Y ou cannot help him!“ Er'ril tried to snatch at her, but his poisoned blood dowed his
moves. She dipped hisclutch. ” Stop!“

She ignored the swordsman’s call. The beast would make short work of Krai and al of her friends. She
ran forward now, her heart dead in her chest. The only way to keep her friends clear of itsrending teeth
wasto give the Dark Lord what it wanted. Let her own sacrifice save the others. Let this night end.

No morewould diein her name.

Her eyestight with dry tears, she lunged to the mountain man’ ssdejust asthetip of the mul’ gothra's



tongue brushed the crown of Krai’s head. She skidded to a stop in the mud and kicked aside the
tentacle. She stood in asmall pool of rainwater as the beast towered over her. Elenaraised her arms, her
head thrown back. Rain duiced onto her face and ran cold through her hair. “No more,” shecdledina
grangled voice. “I am yours.”

Asit leaned toward her, she saw down its puckering mouth. Its stench clenched her ssomach. She fought
her riang gorge. Deep initsthroat, coiling and thrashing, was anest of other tongues. But the tongue that
spoke was none of these. “Smart child. It isusdlessto resist. Your heart knows its master.”

The mul’ gothra crouched down on al itslegs, like a spider about to bite. Elenawanted to stand brave,
but her knees began to buckle. One of its tongues dithered from the gaping mouth and throbbed toward
her. Itstip touched her boot, then crawled up her body. Like afoul lover’sembraceit did under her
soaking shirt and wrapped around her chest. Itstouch burned. She fdlt its suckerskiss at her skin.

“We shdl create thingsthat will shudder theworld,” the voice said, but Elenaknew thiswas not spoken
to her asmuch asit was whispered to the Black Heart’ s own desires.

Her kneesfindly gave out completely, but before she sank to the mud, the tongue tightened its hold and
lifted her into the rain. The suckersthat had kissed now bit asthey held.

Elenaclosed her eyes. Let him have hiswit’ ch. Let him have his prize. He would never have her soul.
Death stalked al those around her. Perhapsit would claim the Gul’ gotha, too.

“Itisalongflight,” sheheard it say.

She closed her mind, shut out the world, and sought a place within her where she would not hear the
rattle of wings or the pounding rush of her own heart—somewhere to hide. She retreated, flying far away
from thisdark glade.

The Dark Lord' s next words stopped her flight. “But the mul’ gothraisweak. It must first feed.”

Elena slidsflew open, and she saw the beast whip another tongue from itslong gullet to wrap around
Kra’s neck.

Her body screamed. Iceran cold in her veins. No! Her silent cry echoed to all corners of her being,
awakening that which dept curled around her heart. Theworld dimmed. Not even aflash of lightning
penetrated her darkness. | ce reached her heart—and afire exploded within her.

“| said no more!” she shrieked. Her voice reached the clouds overhead. Thunder answered her. ‘Wo
more!“ she screamed again.

Her tormented shriek tightened the grip around her chest, trying to press her silent. Her words were il
ignored. From down anarrow tunnel, she saw the tentacle dragging Krai’ slimp form toward the mouth
and teeth. Her vision squeezed to the point of aneedle. A cold fireraged insde.

For the past two nights, she had reacted, lashed out, been blown thisway and that, like adead leaf ina
whirlwind.

No longer.
She would no longer beignored.

If the Dark Lord wanted awit’ ch, let him have awit’ ch, one flowing with magick!



Touching the fire within her, she opened hersdf to her power and let the cold flames glow through her
skin. The energy raged within the shell of her body. It sought a crack to runwild into the night. It
screamed for blood.

So beit!

She reached to the mouth of the mul’ gothraand diced her right hand on arazored tooth of the beast. As
her blood poured free, her magick rushed out.

She struck with ahand whorled in red fires.
The beast screeched and dropped her to the mud.

Landing on her feet, she saw the mul’ gothra had released Krai, too. The beast backed from her, scuttling
away to thefar Sde of the clearing. At her feet, the amputated end of its tongue convulsed and twisted
like an axed snake.

Her hed kicked it away.

Elenaagain stood in asmal pool of rainwater, her head raised to the heavens, her eyes cold on the

mul’ gothraand the malignant beast insde. At her toes, the water froze to ice and spread. The pool
became afrozen pond. Mud at its edges cracked as her cold fire spread farther. Rain turned toice
around her, striking her cheek with sharp bites. Sheignored the rain’ s stinging kisses and stepped toward
the beast.

“| told you—no more!” Shetook another step. Krai lay behind her. Determination burned through her:
None would touch him now.

“I will have you, child, whole or not.” The mul’ gothra spread itswingsin chalenge.

She heard another voice behind her—Er’ril’s. He sounded so far away. “No, Elenal Y ou aren’t ready!
Come back to me! Run!”

Sheignored him. No longer would she listen to others.

Thisnight shewould nolonger be apawn in agame of ages and lost bloodlines.
Atolesf inawind.

Nochild.

Elenareached ahand toward the beast. Blood dripped from her wounded palm, steaming and hissing as
its hot touch met frozen mud.

Thisnight shewould beawit’ ch.
“Y ou should havelistened,” shewarned, icein her words.

The beast cringed back amoment. Then, like acoiled viper, it lunged. Asit raced toward her, hundreds
of tentacles burst from itsthroat, tangling the air with their thrashings.

Elenagtood 4till asit hurtled toward her. She closed her eyes and clenched her right hand into afist. She
let the fire build within her bloody fingers. The power swirled tighter and tighter upon itself. Her arm
trembled with the energieswarring within her fist. They becameacold sunin her pam.



The ground shook as the mul’ gothrathundered toward her.
Shefdt thefoul heet of its stench on her face,

Her fingers opened, like arose a dawn.

The force of an exploding star burst from her pam.

Er’ril was blown back by the force of the magickal explosion. Hisback struck atree. He shakily
managed to keep hisfeet.

Tears had frozen in hiseyes. He blinked hislidsto warm hisvison and saw asight that stopped his
bresth.

The mul’ gothra had been blown back from Elena sthroat. It lay onitsback. She had killed it!
No!

He saw awing twitch. Then in an explosion of muscle and wing, it rolled back to itsfeet. It swung to the
child again. A screech flowed from its black throat.

Elena till sood with her arm raised above her head, fingers splayed wide.
Er'ril swore a the Sight.
Her hand was no longer red! With her magick spent, she had no protection.

He stumbled toward her. As he wobbled on hisfeet, Elenadashed her arm down, fingers pointing at the
mul’ gothra,

Lightning cracked with such fury from abovethat Er'ril fell to the muddy ground. Heraised hiseyesin
time to see athunderhead dive from its place in the heavens. It swalowed the monster in itsblack grip.

She had caled the very sky down upon the creature! Er'ril had never imagined she had such power.

Her magick was not spent, he realized. It had just been cast out into the world—and now it returned.
Within the captured thunderhead, he saw her magick glow with thefire of blueice.

Suddenly agray tentacle shot out from the churning mists of the black cloud. It sailled for Elena's
outstretched arm.

Elenadid not cringe. A smile of wicked ddlight pulled her lipstight. The power sang to her heart. Shefelt
the bonds linking her blood to the magick, and she knew what she must do.

Her eyes hardened at the grasping tongue.

Her magick whispered in her ear. It told her the cloud that wrapped around the mul’ gothraaso stood in
her hand. She clenched her fist closed.

The cloud shrieked with tormented winds, than shrank, collgpsing around the mul’ gothra. Asit closed
around the beagt, all its stored moisture changed from mist to water. Asthe mists cleared, Elenasaw a
huge bubble of water mold around the thrashing mul’ gothra. The beast was drowning.

Elena somehow knew the Dark Lord had fled back to his hole buried under Blackhall. He had | eft this
shdl behind.



The mul’ gothra still fought its deeth as the magick sang insde Elena. Her power wanted more. More!

A part of her recognized the gasping creature as amere tool of the Dark Lord, knew its death was
nothing to bring such joy, but another part of her sang with the magick swvimming in blue scintillations
acrossthe surface of the water.

Power still waited to be used, screamed in her ear with its need.
Elenaheeded the cdll.

She gtared at the drowning beast and clenched her fist tighter. Before her, the bubble of rainwater blew
toice, freezing the beast in its heart, like afly caught in amber. The towering crystal of ice crashed and
sank partly inthe mud. Blue fire skated acrossits surface, atrace of power.

It sang S0 sweetly. It begged. More! Her blood thrilled with its song.
How could she deny it? It would be like denying her heart.

She tightened the muscles of her forearm until they bulged. Her fist now clenched so hard her nails dug
into her pam. Shedid not fed the pain and squeezed tighter till.

Her smile grew ecddtic.

Thewall of ice exploded. Like Er'ril’s sword in the caves, the frozen beest inside shattered into
thousands of pieces. |ce and beast blew away from her, leaving her untouched. The forest behind the
beast did not fare so well. Treeswere tumbled for aleague into the forest. A jumble of ice boulders and
sections of mul’ gothra spread in afan from where she stood.

Elena sfigt fell open at the sight of such massive destruction. Shefdl to her knees, then to her palms.
What had she done? Her mind pictured the struggling, gasping mul’ gothra, argued that it was dangerous
and had to bekilled. And she knew thisto be true. Such a beast would have ravaged her valley home.

Y et she dso knew how she had felt as she lashed out—joyous with its dying, elated at its degth.

Worgt of all, as she stared at her hands, so white against the black mud, a part of her desperately craved
the light of dawn—not for itswarmth, but only for the sun’s ability to ignite her power again.

Here she recognized thewit’ chin her, calling out. Elenacould not dismissthis asthe voice of her magick.
No. It was her own heart singing for the power.

But what about the woman who could not stop the tears from flowing down her cheeks at the death of a
living creature, amisused tool killed so savagely by her hand? Thiswas her, too.

Who was she?
What had she become?

Boots appeared in the mud before her eyes. Er'ril knelt down beside her. Helifted her chin with his
fingers. Histouch waswarm on her skin. Her magick had left her so cold.

He pulled her to his chest and said no words.
There were none to hed her heart.

Elena pulled the deerskin parkatighter around her shoulders, trying to squeeze every pocket of frigid air
from underneath the coat. Thefirst clear morning since they had arrived three moons ago drew her from



the home caves of Krai’ s clan. Snowy peaks, tinged arosy hue by the dawn, reached for the blue sky.
The sight took her breath away in streams of white as the cold bit a her nose. She buried the lower half
of her facein thefurred collar of her parka.

A morning this clean made her wonder if al that had happened to her was nothing more than abad
dream. Here, she awoke to the sound of giggling children and the prattle of cookwives preparing a
morning meal of warmed oats and raisins. Cinnamon spiced the air aswell asthe food. Pottery clinked
with spoons. Voices raised to shout greetings, not warnings.

Y et Elena had only to walk ahandful of stepsto be reminded that this peaceful world wasal anilluson.
Inasde cave, Er'ril rested on abed, wrapped in down-filled blankets. The bones of hisface shone
through his skin. He was a skeleton of aman now, his muscles wasted by araging fever. The poisons had
reached his heart at the same time the party had reached Krai’ s home. The swordsman had collapsed at
the head of the pass.

If not for the broad back and strong legs of the og’ re Tol’ chuk, Er'ril would not have even made it that
far. Even the surviving horses—Kra’ s Rorshaf and her dear Mist— had been too exhausted to safely
carry theinjured man up the last of the treacherous mountain trails. But with Tol’ chuk’ s help, thelimp
form of the plainsman finaly reached Krai’ s home caves.

Not until an entire moon had passed did hisfever finaly break. Only the steamed leaves bailing in pots,
prepared with care by Nee' lahn, and Er'ril’ s own strong spirit kept death from his cave those long days.
Elena had spent many nights sitting beside his bed, mopping his brow with cool minerd waters from deep
in the caves, listening to him moan and tangle his sheets. Once, he had opened hiseyes straight at Elena
and screamed, “ The wit’ ch will kill usal!” She had cried and run from the room, even though she could
tell from his glazed eyesthat he was deluded by the poisonsin hisveins. It had taken her many days
before she could return to his cave.

Thismorning, after sneaking Mist abit of dried gpple, Elenahad visited Er'ril and found him sitting upin
bed, conversing with Krai. The mountain man’s lower leg was still clamped between splints, but he
managed to hobble through the caves with a crutch of hickory wood under hisarm. The wolf had sat by
Er'ril’ sbed, ears perked as the two men spoke. Elena till had trouble fathoming the anima asa
shape-shifter and could not resist scratching him behind an ear and patting his head. She had done so as
she entered the smd| cave. The wolf had wagged histail, and Er'ril had offered her asmile. His color,
though pae, had glowed with the warmth of life instead of the ashen shades of death. Returning strength
had shone from his eyes.

Elenahad mirrored his smile shyly, but now out in the crisp air, she smiled more fully. Hewould live.

Snow crunched under her boots as she climbed the ice-crusted trail that led from the sheltered cavesto
the windswept Pass of Spirits. Acrossthe Teeth, the thin spires of smoke from the hearths of other clans
of the mountain folk rose to greet the morning. Twelvein al, she counted as she wound up toward the

pass.

It was these people who had offered them shelter and a place to hide. Winter had closed the passwith a
mighty blizzard just asthe party limped into the safety of the Teeth. They planned to wegther out the bite
of winter among Kra’ sclans:. to let their trail grow cold to the dogs of the Gul’ gotha, to let their wounds
hed, to let time dull sharp memoriesthat sapped spirit and muscle, to forget for awhile and rest.

A long journey lay ahead, but none of them spoke of it. That was for another time—for when that bloody
night findly lost its hold on their hearts and tongues. Now, they smply existed, basking in firdight and
warm company. Few words were spoken.



Only one decision had been made. When winter thawed, they would al go with Elenaand Er'ril onthe
journey to A’loaGlen.

Each voiced adifferent reason: Meric to guard hisking' s bloodline, Neg'lahn to honor the words of a
dying prophet, Krai to seek his vengeance, Mogweed and Fardale to break a curse, and Tol’ chuk to
answer the demands of aglowing stone.

Y et one ungpoken reason lay in each heart—ties of blood now bound them all.

Elenalet the sun met this knowledge from her as she continued toward the Pass of Spirits. Though the
cold burned her chest, she knew she must make thisjourney for al who had died in her name, to show
them who she had become.

She would make it for her mother and father, for her aunt and uncle, and for a brother who had vanished
off the streets of Winterfdl.

She wiped atear from her eye beforeit froze and continued up the steep path, wondering what had
become of her brother Joach.

“Come here, boy,” Greshym growled over his shoul-der as he threw open the wardrobe and unhooked
the whiterobeinsde.

The wit’ ch’ s brother shambled over to him. Joach’s eyes did not blink, and salivafoamed at the corner
of hismouth. He stared at Greshym, awaiting his order, but no awareness glowed from his pupils. The
spel| of influence still held the boy initsthral. Greshym stared sourly at the boy’ s sunken face and wasted
figure. He kept forgetting to tell the boy to est. He frowned. It would not do to let him die. The boy might
yet prove usgful.

Greshym dipped the white robe over his head and pulled its cowl lower over hisface. Hethrew ablue
Sash across his shoulders to indicate he was under avow of silence, not wishing to be disturbed ashe
crossed the passages to the Pragtor’ s chamber. With afinal tug on hisrobe, he checked thefall of his
garmentsin amirror, then frowned and lowered his head farther to keep his face deeper in shadows.

Satisfied, he turned to the door of hisdormitory cell. “Follow,” he ordered the boy as he swung the door
open.

Joach shuffled two steps behind him as he entered the passage. The hdl was empty, but Greshym was
careful to keep hisface hooded. Too many eyes prowled these hdls. The boy’ s naked face would raise
no inquiring looks. He appeared as any other servant, maybe dightly more dack jawed. A dullard, they
would suppose, and palitely refrain from mentioning the boy.

Greshym followed a path well-known to him. He had no need to raise his head to check directions. He
climbed the stairs near the kitchen and followed a dusty passage to the other wing. Twisting and turning
through the various hdls, he entered the ol dest section of the Edifice. Now the dust of crumbling stone
and cracked mortar marked their steps progressin puffs of ancient decay. Reaching the stairsto the
western tower, named the Praetor’ s Spear after itslone occupant, Greshym stopped to clear dust from
his nose, smearing the cuff of hiswhite robe.

The boy bumped to astop at his hedl. Mucus dripped from his nose.

“Stay,” Greshym ordered the boy. Once satisfied that he was obeyed, Greshym hauled himsdlf alone up
the countlessflights of stairs asthey curved along the inside of the tower.

He passed two guards aong the way. They had been aerted of hisariva by their master. Greshym did



not even wave ahand of acknowledgment as he huffed past them. He spied the deadness behind their
eyes. Both were under aspell of control smilar to the boy’ s, though of adelicacy and fine webbing
beyond Greshym’ s kills. So subtle was the working that the guards themselves and the brothers of the
Order were unaware of the master’ s touch among their own.

Greshym reached the last landing and approached the iron-bound oaken door. Two guards stood with
sheathed swords. Their eyes did not move as he approached. Greshym raised his hand to rap on the
wood, but before his knuckles could touch oak, the door swung inward on its own.

“Come,” avoice from within ordered. Greshym cringed from the sound of the Pragtor’ s voice—not in
fear, but in Smple recognition that the tone was the same as his own when he ordered the boy Joach. He
thinks me nothing more than a servant.

Greshym stepped into the chamber of the Brotherhood' s esteemed leader and saw the Praetor standing
by the western window. Through the glass, the black finger of the tower’ s shadow pointed toward the
distant coast. The Praetor stared beyond the sunken remains of the once proud city of A loaGlen and
out to the seq, past theidands of the Archipelago that dotted the water like the backs of huge sea
creatures. Greshym knew where he stared.

Greshym waited. The door closed behind him and latched shut. Now away from the prying eyes of his
other brothers, Greshym pushed back the hood of hisrobe.

There were no secrets here.

Greshym stayed silent. The Praetor would speak when ready, so Greshym simply studied his stiff back.
Only afew individuas knew the identity of the Pragtor. Asleader of the city and the Brotherhood, he had
given up hisnameto don this cloak of respongbility. That had been along time ago. None but Greshym
gtill lived to remember that day .

The Pragtor findly swung away from the window. His eyes were the same gray as hisbrother Er'ril’s. “I
fed her gaze,” Shorkan said. “Thewit’ ch stares toward the Book.”

“Shewill comehere” Greshym said. “ The Book calsher.”

As Pragtor Shorkan turned back to hisvigil, wraiths of black energies caressed his skin and mocked the
white robes of his gtation. “We must be ready for her. The Black Heart must have hiswit’ ch.”

Elenarounded the last of the twisting path, her heart lighter as the pass spread wide before her. She
stepped to the Pass of Spiritswith aprayer of thanks on her lips. An errant gust tried to tug the hood
from her face, but it quickly tired of its play and died away. The wind was cam this morning, but she
knew that by evening it would howl! through the Teeth asif pining theloss of the sun.

She studied the pass. Snow had falen thislast night, and not asingle print marred the spread of virgin
white. Elenaregretted having to ruin such asight with her plodding boot prints, but her god this morning
gtill beckoned. With asigh that plumed into the air, she crossed into the pass and began the short march
toitscrest. A thin scree of ice caked the surface of snow, cracking in protest with each step. The scrunch
filled her ears.

By the time she neared the highest point of the pass, she was forging through snow up to her knees. A
swegt had built under her inner linens, and she knew that when she stopped it would rapidly chill her. Still
she pushed on until she crested the tallest point of the pass.

She stopped and stared east. Short of breath, damp, and sure to grow cold, she did not regret the climb.



The mountains opened up before her, and the full face of the sun bathed her initsradiance. The morning
was S0 bright and clear that Elenaswore the glint at the curve of the world was the Great Ocean itsdlf.
The lands spread below her in sweeping vistas. She could see winter had reached its snowy grip far into
thefoothillsand valleys. Y et, beyond that, among the distant plains, ahint of green glowed in the dawn,
likeapromise of spring.

Elenapulled off her rabbit-fur mittens and lifted her handsto the sunlight. They glowed in the dawvn—one
white as the snow, the other whorled with the reds of sunset.

It had taken her along time after that foul night to findly renew. Though not injured like the others, Elena
had sustained a deeper wound in that dark glade. She had needed thistime of rest and contemplation to
hed.

Because ever sncethat dark night when she had knelt in the mud in Er’ril’ sarms, aquestion had
consumed her spirit: Who was she?

Elena stared at both hands now and raised them to the world.
Was she the red ofthe wit’ ch or the whiteof the woman?

She now knew, and in the Pass of Spirits, she showed the world.
Shetouched her pamstogether, intertwining her fingers.
Thisiswho | am.

And as Elenalooks toward the distant sea beyond the horizon with her legion at her back, | must end this
sory.

My inkwells have run dry, my wrist aches, and | must find avendor who is not too steep on his price of
ink and scroll. So please let me end my story here. Let merest. What | write next—the journey to the
lost city—even | dread remembering.

So here | end the story.

The legion isformed, and the path is drawn.
The dark journey begins tomorrow.

Read on for a preview of
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Satisfied, Sy-wen tapped the seedragon Conch with the hedl of her hand three times, signaling she was
ready to go. A rumble shook the great beast as he sank under the waves, taking the girl with him.

After therush of swirling bubbles cleared, Sy-wen stared in awe at the full sight of the cresture she rode.
From noseto tail, Conch stretched longer than six men. “Dragon” wasthe Mer’a word for the great
beasts who shared their world under the waves, and though the seadragons had their own name for
themsalves, Sy-wen found her peopl€e stitle most fitting. Wings spread out to ether side as Conch
gretched hisfordimbs wide. Gentle, powerful movementsrippled through the wings as the dragon sailed
through the seg, his snaking tail and clawed rear legs guiding them in adow curve around the lee of idand
and heading toward the open waters.



Rhythmic undulations swept Conch’ s body asthey glided deeper. Schools of fish darted gracefully to
either side, splashes of blues and greens. Below, rows of reefs marched under the wings of the dragon,
dotted with the glowing yellow and blood-red blooms of anemones. Tdl fronds of kelp waved asthey

passed.



