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One

Sen Dunsidan, Prime Minister of the Federation, paused to look back over his shoulder as he reached
his deeping chambers.



There was no one there who shouldn't be. His personal guard at the bedroom doorway, the sentries on
watch at both ends of the hallway—no one else. There never was. But that didn't op him from checking
every night. His eyes scanned the torchlit corridor carefully. It didn't hurt to make certain. It only made
senseto be careful.

He entered and closed the door softly behind him. The warm glow and sweet candle smellsthat greeted
him were reassuring. He was the most powerful man in the Southland, but not the most popular. That
hadn't bothered him before the coming of the Use Witch, but it hadn't stopped bothering him since. Even
though she wasfinaly gone, banished to arealm of dark madness and bloodlust from which no one had
ever escaped, he did not fed safe.

He stood for amoment and regarded his reflection in the full-length mirror that was backed against the
wall opposite hisbed. The mirror had been placed there for other reasons. for awitnessing of
satisfactions and indulgences that might aswell have happened in another lifetime, so distant did they
seem to him now. He could have them till, of course, but he knew they would give him no pleasure.

Hardly anything pleasured him these days. Hislife had become an exercise conducted with equal
measures of grim determination and iron will. Politica practicdities and expediencies motivated
everything he did. Every act, every word had ramifications that reached beyond theimmediate. There
was no time or place for anything ese. In truth, there was no need.

Hisreflection stared back at him, and he was mildly shocked to see how old he had become. When had
that happened? He wasin the prime of hislife, sound of mind and body, at the apex of his career,
arguably the most important man in the Four Lands. Y et look what he had become. His hair had gone
amost white. Hisface, once smooth and handsome, was lined and careworn. There were shadowsin
placeswhere hisworries had gathered like stains. He stood dightly stooped, where once he had stood
erect. Nothing about him reflected confidence or sirength. He seemed to himsdlf ashell from which the
contents of life had been drained.

He turned away. Fear and self-loathing would do that. He had never recovered from what the Morgawr
had put him through the night he had drained the lives from dl those Free-born captives brought out of
the Federation prisons. He had never forgotten what it had felt like to watch them become the living
dead, creatures for which life had no meaning beyond that assigned by the warlock. Even after the
Morgawr had been destroyed, the memory of that night lingered, awhisper of the madnesswaiting to
consume him if he strayed too far from the safety of the pretense and dissembling that kept him sane.

Becoming Prime Minigter had imbued him with a certain measure of respect from those heled, but it was
lesswillingly bestowed these days than it had been in the beginning, when his people still had hope that he
might accomplish something. That hope had long since vanished into the rocks and earth of the
Prekkendorran, where so many had shed their blood and lost their lives. It had vanished with hisfailure
not only to end the war that had consumed the Four Lands for the better part of three decades, but even
to bring it closer to ameaningful conclusion. It had vanished in hisfalure to enhance the prestige of the
Federation in the eyes of those for whom the Southland mattered, leaving bitterness and disappointment
asthe only legacy he could expect should he die on the morrow.

He walked to hisbed and sat down, reached automatically for the goblet that had been placed on his
bedsidetable, and filled it from the pitcher of wine that accompanied it. He took along drink, thinking
that at least he had managed to rid himsdlf of the intolerable presence of Grianne Ohmsford. The hated
Use Witch was gone at last. With ShadeadRu as hisdly, even as treacherous as shewas, he had a
reasonable chance of ending the stalemates that had confronted him at every turn for the last twenty
years. Theirswas ashared vison of the world's future, onein which Federation and Druids controlled the



degtinies and dictated the fates of al the Races. Together, they would find away to bring an end to the
Free-born-Federation war and a beginning to Southland dominance.

Although it hadn't happened yet, and nothing he could point to suggested it would happen anytime soon.
Shadedsfallureto bring the Druid Council into line was particularly galing. He was beginning to wonder
if their dliance was one-sided. She had the benefit of his open support and he, asyet, had nothing.

Thus, he was forced to look over his shoulder till, because doubt lingered and resistance to his
leadership grew.

He had just emptied his goblet and was thinking of filling it anew when aknock sounded at hisdoor. He
jumped in spite of himsalf. Once, an unexpected sllence would have startled him. Those he feared mog,
the Use Witch and the Morgawr, would not have bothered to knock. Now every little sound caused the
iron bands that wrapped his chest and heart to tighten further. He gave them a moment to loosen, then
stood, setting the empty goblet carefully on the table beside him.

"Whoisit?'

"Apologies, Prime Minister," camethe voice of his Captain of the Guard. "A visitor wishesaword with
you, one of your engineers. Heinsggtsit ismost urgent, and from the look of him, | would judgeit to be
s0." A pause. "Heisunarmed and done.”

Dunsidan graightened. An engineer? At thistime of night? He had anumber of them working on his
arships, dl of them assgned to find ways to make the component pieces of hisfleet work more
efficiently. But few, if any, would presumeto try to talk to him directly, especidly so late at night. Hewas
immediately suspicious, but reconsdered as he redlized that an attempt to see him under these conditions
indicated a certain amount of desperation. He wasintrigued. He put aside hisreservations and irritation
and stepped to the door.

"Enter."

The engineer did through the doorway in the manner of aferret to its hole. He was asmal man who
lacked any distinguishing physica characterigtics. Theway he held himsdlf as he faced Sen Dunsidan
suggested that he was aman who recognized that it was important not to overstep. "Prime Minigter," he
sad, bowing low and waiting.

"Y ou have something urgent to speak to me about?' "Y es, Prime Minister. My nameis Orek. Etan
Orek. | have served as an airship engineer for more than twenty years. | am your most loyal servant and
admirer, Prime Minigter, and so | knew that | must come directly to you when | made my discovery.”

Hewas il bent over, not presuming to address Sen Dunsidan as an equa. Therewas acringing qudity
to his posture that bothered the Prime Minister, but he forced himsdlf to ignoreit. " Stand up and ook at
rT.E.ll

Etan Orek did so, though his effort at meeting Sen Dunsidan's practiced gaze failed, his eyes preferring
to fix on the other's belt buckle. "1 gpologize for disturbing you."

"What sort of discovery have you made, Engineer Orek? | gather this has something to do with your
work on my arships?"

The other nodded quickly. "Oh, yes, Prime Minigter, it does. | have been working on digpson crystals,



trying to find ways to enhance their performance as converters of ambient light to energy. That has been
my task for the better part of the past five years.”

"And so?"'

Orek hestated. "My lord,” he said, switching to the more formal and deferentid title, "1 think it best if |
show you rather than tell you. | think you will better understand.” He brushed at his mop of unruly dark
hair and rubbed his hands together nervoudy. "Would it be too much of an imposition to ask you to come
with meto my work station? | know itislate, but | think you will not be disappointed.”

For amoment, Sen Dunsidan consdered the possibility that this might be an assassination attempt. But
he dismissed the idea. His enemieswould surely come up with abetter plan than thisif they were serious
about diminating him. Thislittle man wastoo fearful to be the instrument of aPrime Minister's degth. His
presence was the result of something else, and much as he hated to admit it, Sen Dunsidan was
increasingly interested in finding out what it was.

"Youredizethat if thisisawaste of my time, there will be unpleasant consequences,” he said softly.

Etan Orek's eyes snapped up to meet his, suddenly bold. "I am hoping that areward will be morein
order than a punishment, Prime Minigter."

Dunsidan smiled in spite of himself. The little man was greedy, aquality he gppreciated in those who
sought hisfavor. Fair enough. He would give him his chance at fame and fortune. "L ead the way,
Engineer. Let us see what you have discovered.”

They went out the door of the bedchamber and into the halway beyond. Ingtantly, Sen Dunsidan's
persond guard fell into step behind them, warding his back againg attack, lending him fresh confidence
just by their presence. There had never been an assassination attempt againgt him, although he had
uncovered afew plotsthat might have led to one. Each time, those involved had been made to disappear,
awayswith an explanation passed quietly by word of mouth. The message to everyone was made clear:
Even tak of removing the Prime Minister from office would be regarded as treason and dedlt with
accordingly.

Stll, Sen Dunsidan was not so complacent asto think that an attempt would not be made eventudly. He
would beafool to think otherwise, given the restless state of his government and the discontent of his
people. If an nation attempt were successful, those respons ble would not be condemned for their
acts. Those who took his place would reward them.

It was anarrow, twisting path he trod, and he was aware of the dangersit held. A healthy measure of
caution was dways advisable.

Y et that night he did not fed such caution necessary. He couldn't explain his concluson, other than to tell
himself that hisingtincts did not requireit, and hisingtincts were dmost dway's correct. Thislittle man he
followed, this Etan Orek, was after something other than the removal of the Prime Minister. He had come
forward very deliberately when few otherswould have dared to do so, and for him to do that, he had to
have very specific plansand, in al likelihood, a very specific god. It would be interesting to discover
both, even if it proved necessary to kill him afterwards.

They passed through the Prime Minister'sresidentia halsto the front entry, where another set of
black-cloaked guards stood waiting, backs straight, pikes gleaming in the torchlight.



"Bring the coach around,” Sen Dunsidan ordered.

He stood waiting just insde the door with Etan Orek, watching as the other shifted anxioudy from foot
to foot and cast his eyes everywhere but on his host. Every so often, it appeared he might speak, but then
he apparently thought better of it. Just aswell. What would they talk about, after al? It wasn't asif they
were friends. After tonight, they would probably never spesk again. One of them might even be dead.

By the time the coach rolled into the courtyard beyond the iron-bound entry doors, Sen Dunsidan was
growing impatient with the entire business. It wastaking alot of effort to do what his engineer had asked,
and there was no reason in the world to think the trouble would be worthwhile. But he had come thisfar,
and there was no point in dismissing the matter until he knew for certain that it merited dismissal. Stranger
things had happened over the years. He would wait before passing final judgment.

They boarded the coach, his guards taking up positions on the running board to either side and on the
front and rear seats outside the cab. The horses snorted in response to the driver's commands, and the
coach lurched ahead through the darkness. The compound was quiet, and only the lightsthat burnedin a
scattering of windows indicated the presence of the other ministers of the Codlition Council and their
families. Outsde the compound walls, the streets roughened, smells sharpened, and soundsrose asa
result of the greater numbers housed there. Overheed, the moon was a bright, unclouded orb in the
firmament, shining down on Arishaig with such intengity that the city lay clearly reveded.

On nightslike this, the Prime Minister thought darkly, magic often happened. Thetrick wasin
recognizing if such magic was good or bad.

At theairship field, on the north edge of the city, Etan Orek directed them to one of the smdler
buildings, ablock-shaped affair that sat beyond the others and clearly was not used to house anything so
grand asaflying vessdl. A sentry on watch came out to greet them. Clearly confused and intimidated by
the unexpected appearance of the Prime Minister, he neverthel ess hastened ahead of the entourage to
unlock the doorsto the building.

Once there, the engineer led the way, indicating along corridor barely lit by lamps at each end, the
spaces between dark stains and shadowed indentations. Two of Sen Dunsidan's guards moved ahead,
taking note of each place in which an assassin might hide, close on the hed's of an impatient Etan Orek.

Halfway down a second corridor, the engineer stopped before asmall door and gestured. "In here,
PrimeMiniger."

He opened the door and let the guards enter firgt, their bulky forms disappearing at once into shadow.
Inside, they fired torches set in wall brackets, and by the time Sen Dunsidan entered, the room was
brightly lit.

The Prime Minister |looked around doubtfully. The room was amaze of tables and workbenches piled
high with pieces of equipment and materials. Racks of tools hung from the walls, and shards of metal of
al szesand shapes littered the floor. He saw severd crates of digpson crystals, thelids pried open, the
crystds faceted surfaceswinking in the flicker of the torchlight. Everything in the room seemed to have
been scattered about in haphazard fashion and with little concern for what it might taketo find it | ater.

Sen Dunsidan looked at Etan Orek. "Well, Engineer Orek?"

"My lord," the other replied, bowing hisway forward until he stood very close—too close for the Prime
Minister's comfort. "It would be better if you saw thisaone," he whispered.



Sen Dunsdan leaned forward dightly. " Send my guards away, you mean? Isn't that asking alittle bit
more than you should?"

Thelittle man nodded. "I swear to you, Prime Minigter, you will be perfectly safe.” The sharp eyes
glanced up quickly. "l swear."

Sen Dunsdan said nothing.

"Keegp them with you, if you fed the need," the other continued quickly, then paused. "But you may have
to kill them later, if you do."

Dunsdan gtared a him. "Nothing you could show me would merit such treatment of the men in whose
hands| daily place my life. Y ou presume too much, Engineer.”

Again, thelittle man nodded. "I implore you. Send them away. Just outside the door will do. Just so they
don't seewhat | haveto show you.” His breething had quickened. "Y ou will ill have them within call.
They can be at your sdein amoment, should you fed you need them. But they will dso be safely away,
should you decide you dont.”

For along moment, Sen Dunsidan held the other's gaze without speaking, then nodded. "Asyou wish,
little man. But don't be fooled into thinking | have no way to defend myself should you try to play me
fdse. If | eventhink you are trying to betray me, | will strike you dead before you can blink."

Etan Orek nodded. An unmistakable mix of fear and anticipation glittered in his eyes. Whatever it was,
this business was important to him. He waswilling to risk everything to seeit through. Such passon
worried Sen Dunsidan, but herefused to let it rule him. "Guards," he caled. "Leave us. Close the door.
Wait just outside, where you can hear meif | summon you.”

The guards did as they were told. Once, there would have been hesitation at such arequest. Now, after
having survived a handful of unpleasant examples resulting from such hesitation, they obeyed without
question. It wasthe way Sen Dunsidan preferred them.

When the door was closed, he turned again to Etan Orek. 'This had best be worth my time, Engineer.
My patienceisgrowing short.”

The little man nodded vigoroudy, running his hand through his dark hair as heled the way to thefar end
of the room and along table piled high with debris. Grinning conspiratorialy, he began to clean away the
debris, reveding along black box sectioned into three pieces.

"I have been careful to keep my work hidden from everyone," he explained quickly. "1 was afraid they
might stedl it. Or worse, sdl it to the enemy. Y ou never know."

Hefinished clearing the table of everything but the box, then faced Sen Dunsidan once more. "My
assigned task for the past three years has been to seek new and better ways in which to convert ambient
light into energy. The purpose, as| am sureyou are aware, isto increase the thrust of the vesselsin
combat conditions, so that they might better outmaneuver their attackers. All my effortsto readapt a
sgngle crystd failed. The conversion isafunction of the crystal's composition, its shaping and its
placement in the parse tube. A single crystal has afinite cgpability for conversion of light into energy, and
thereisnothing | have found that will dter that.”



He nodded, asif to reassure himsdlf that he was right about this. "So | abandoned that approach and
began to experiment with multiple crystals. Y ou see, Prime Minigter, | reasoned that if one crystal will
produce a certain amount of energy, then two working together might double that figure. Thetrick, of
course, isin finding how to channd the ambient light from one crysta to the next without losing power."

Sen Dunsidan nodded, suddenly interested. He thought he understood now why Etan Orek had been so
anxiousto bring him there. Somehow, the engineer had solved the dilemmathat had plagued the
Federation for years. He had found away to increase the power generated by the digpson crystals used
inhisarships

"Atfirs," the other went on, "al of my attemptsfailed. The crystas, when | found away to place them
so that their facets transferred their converted energy from one to the other, smply exploded in the tubes.
The additional power wastoo much for any one of them to handle. So then | began working to combine
more than two, attempting to find adifferent way to channe their energy in amanner that was not so
direct and lesslikely to incur damage.”

"Y ou were successful?' Sen Dunsidan could not contain himsdlf. Etan Orek'sinsistence on dragging out
this businesswas wearing on him. "Y ou found away to increase the amount of thrust?'

Thelittle man shook his head and smiled. "1 found something else. Something better.”

He walked over to the torches and extinguished them one by one until only those by the door were il
burning. Then he moved to the box and raised its hinged lid, revedling a series of digpson crystds of
varying sizes and shapes that were nested in metal cradles throughout the three sections of the box. The
crystals had been arranged in sequence from small to large and in lines, but each one was blocked front
and back by ashidd carefully cut toitsindividud size. Narrow rods that crisscrossed the chamberslike
Spiderwebs connected all the shields.

Orek stepped aside so that Sen Dunsidan could peer ingde. The Prime Minister did so, but could make
no sense of what hewas seeing. "Thisiswhat you brought meto see?" he snapped.

"No, Prime Minigter,” the other replied. "I brought you to seethis.”

He pointed to the far end of the room, where a piece of heavy metal armor wasfixed to thewall. Then
he pointed down again toward the very rear of the box, where dark canvas draped an object Sen
Dunsidan had overl ooked.

Etan Orek smiled. 'Watch, my lord.”

He lifted away the canvasto reved adigpson crystd that |ooked something like a multifaceted pyramid.
The ingtant the canvas was removed, the pyramid began to glow adull orange. "Y ou see?' Orek

pressed. "It beginsto gather ambient light. Now, watch!”

Seconds later, he fastened his fingers about the crisscrossed rods and snatched away the network of
shidds.

Instantly, light erupted from the pyramid crystal and ricocheted through dl the other crystasin the box,
brightening them one by one with the same dull orange glow. Swiftly thelight built, traveling down the
length of the box from crysta to crystd, gathering power.

Then, with an audible explosion, the light shot through a narrow aperture at the front of the box inathin



ribbon of fire that struck the piece of armor at the far end of the room. The metal erupted in a shower of
sparks and flames and then began to mdt asthe light burned afist-size hole right through its center and
into thewall beyond.

Swiftly, Etan Orek pulled on arod attached to the cradle in which the rear crystdl rested, taking it out of
linein the sequence. At once, the other crystals began to lose their power and their light began tofail. The
engineer waited afew moments, then dropped the connecting shields back into place and re-covered the
rear crystal with the canvas.

Heturned to Sen Dunsidan and did not missthe look of shock on the Prime Minister'sface. "Y ou see?”
he repeated eagerly. "Y ou seewhat it iS?"

"A wegpon,” Dunsidan whispered, still not quite believing what he had witnessed. At thefar end of the
room, the piece of target meta was il red-hot and smoking. As he stared &t it, he envisioned a
Free-born airship inits place. "A weagpon," he repeated.

Etan Orek stepped close. "I havetold no one else. Only you, my lord. | knew you would want it that
way."

Sen Dunsidan nodded quickly, recovering his composure. "Y ou did well. Y ou will have your reward and
your recognition.” Helooked at the engineer. "How many of these do we have?'

The engineer looked pained. "Only the one, Prime Minister. | have not been able to build another yet. It
takes time to cal culate the proper angle and refraction needed. No two crystals are exactly dike, so each
of these boxeswill have to be built separately.”

He paused. "But one may be more than enough to do what is needed. Consider. To power the crystals
inthisbox, | used only the torchlight by the doorway, a small and feeble source. Think of the power that
you will have a your command when the crystals are exposed to bright sunlight. Think of the range and
sweep when you increase thefield of fire. Did you notice? The light does not burn the aperture at the
front of the box. That isbecauseit is glass-fused, and the light does not burn the glass as it does the
metal. It heatsit, Sngesit, but does not destroy it. We control the power of our weapon accordingly.”

Sen Dunsidan was bardly listening, his thoughts racing ahead to what the discovery meant, to its vast
possihilities, to the certainty he felt that in one bold siroke he could change the course of history. He was
breathing hard, and it required an effort for him to calm himself enough to address hisimmediate
concerns.

"You will tell no oneof this, Etan Orek," heingtructed. "I will give you space and materids and aguard
to dlow you to work undisturbed. If you require help, you shdl haveit. Y ou will report your progressto
me and to me aone. Y our superiors will beingtructed that you have been assigned to aproject of a
persond nature. | want you to build me as many of these wegpons asyou can. Swiftly. If oneisal you
can manage, then onewill have to do. But others would be most desirable and would enhance your
reputetion even further.”

He placed his hand on the engineer's narrow shoulder. "I see greatnessin you. | seealife of fameand
fortune. | see aposition of responsibility that shal transcend anything you have ever dreamed abott.
Believe me, theimportance of what you have accomplished isimpossible to exaggerate.”

Etan Orek actudly blushed. "Thank you, Prime Minigter. Thank you, indeed!"



Sen Dunsidan patted his shoulder reassuringly and departed the room. Hiswaiting guards fell into step as
he passed. Two he left stationed at the workroom door with strict ordersto alow no one but himsdlf to
enter or leave. The engineer was to be kept under lock and key. He wasto take hismealsin his
workroom. He was to deep there aswell. He was to be alowed to come out once aday for an hour
when everyone e se had gone home, but a no other time.

Hewasin his coach and riding back toward his bedchamber when he decided he would not have Etan
Orek killed right away. He would keep him dive until he had constructed at least a handful of these
marvel ous wegpons. He would keep him dive until after the Free-born army had been smashed and the
Prekkendorran reclaimed. Six weeks ought to be just long enough.

Two

Dawn'sfaint silver tinge was cregping over the eastern horizon in adull wash when ShadeadRu heard
thetinkle of the bell. She was aready awake, sitting at the desk in the chambers reserved for the Ard
Rhys of the Druid Council, the chambers that had once belonged to Grianne Ohmsford but now
belonged to her. She was aready awake because she could not deep, preoccupied by her ever-shifting
plansfor the order and troubled by her inability to bring them to pass.

Her lack of successwasn't entirely unexpected, of course. Even though the Use Witch had been
enormoudly unpopular with the Druids in generd, Shadea was not much better liked. She had dienated
amost as many members of the order as her predecessor, using her superior talents and physical
prowess to intimidate and bully when she would have been better advised to use more subtle means.
Now it wastaking al of her effortsto persuade her followers that she had changed her ways and would
be for them the understanding, concerned leader they al foolishly believed they needed.

In the meantime, the order languished. She had secured her hold on the office of the High Druid through
the aid of her dlies, especidly Traunt Rowan and Pyson Wence, either of whom was better suited to the
role of diplomat than she was and who together had worked tirdlesdy to bring as many Druidsinto line as
they could manage. But the effectiveness of the Druid Council continued to be limited, its shadow no
more intimidating or impressive than it had been with Grianne Ohmsford at its head. Still regarding the
order with distrust and disdain in equa measures, none of the nations or their governments spent a
moment to consider the position of the Druids on any of theissues affecting the Four Lands. The sole



exception was the Federation—but that was only because she had made Sen Dunsidan her ally early on,
giving him the promise of the order's backing to put afavorable end to the war on the Prekkendor-ran.
Even the Prime Minister was in scant evidence these days, however, the leader of the powerful
Federation having retired to Arishaig with scarcely aword of communication since his announcement of
support for her as acting Ard Rhys.

That was not out of character for Sen Dunsidan, of course. His history as leader of the Coalition Council
was notable for his behind-the-scenes manipulations and judicious absences. Long had he coveted his
position,- it was no secret. He had gotten it because hisrivas had died mysterioudy, both on the same
day, a coincidence too obviousto ignore. But in the years since he had realized his god, he seemed less
satisfied. Once avery public man, he now appeared rarely and only when it was unavoidable. She had
endured his dy and condescending attitude on more than one occasion. But he seemed less sure of
himsalf these days, less driven, and she thought that his secrets were beginning to erode his once
unshakable confidence.

Nevertheless, hewasavauabledly. If he choseto hide out in Arishaig, it was of no matter solong as
his support of her was made open and obviousto al. Thetrick wasin finding away to persuade himto
accommodate her.

For now, there was the matter of the bell and what it signified. She rose from her desk and walked to
the dcove window that opened north. On the ledge just outside the frame, she had constructed a
platform and secured awire cage for her carrier birds, the same species that Grianne Ohmsford had used
when the chambers had been hers. The sound of the bell meant that the one she was expecting had findly
returned.

She opened the window and peered insde the wire enclosure. The fierce, dark face of the arrow swift
peered back at her, its deek, swept-back wings folded into the sides of its distinctively narrow body, its
right leg bound with the tiny message tube. She reached into the cage and stroked the bird familiarly,
gpeaking soothingly, cadming it. The birdsimprinted on their owners early and never shifted their
allegiance. She had been forced to destroy al her predecessor's birds because they were uselessto her.
Their loyaty waslegendary, and like creatures that mate for life, they would not accept anew master.

After amoment, she dipped the tube from the swift'sleg and brought it into the light. Unfastening thetip,
she pulled out the tiny piece of paper ingde and carefully unrolled it.

The familiar block printing confirmed what she had suspected for days.

GALAPHILEDESTROYED. TEREK MOLT AND AHREN ELESSEDIL DEAD. | TRACK THE
BOY.

The scrye waters had told them already of the destruction of theGalaphile, and she had assumed that
Terek Molt was gone, aswell, especidly since there had been no word from him since. That Ahren
Elessedil was dead was the first positive piece of news she had received on the matter. She was more
than pleased to have Grianne Ohmsford's strongest aly out of the way.

Itrack the boy.

Shefet ashiver of excitement at the words. AphasiaWye ill hunted Penderrin Ohmsford. The boy
was doomed. Once Aphasia began to hunt, there was no escape. It was only amatter of time. She had
feared the assassin had perished in the conflagration that had consumed theGalaphile, and after days
with no communication, she had dispatched the arrow swift to seek him out. It did not matter to her how



he had survived, only that he had.

She carried the tiny message back to her writing table and fed it into the flame of the candle. The paper
blackened and curled and turned to ash. She bore the charred fragments back to the window, blew them
into dust, and watched them drift away on thewind.

AphasaWye.

She had found him quite by accident, an outcast and recluse living at the edge of the teeming, squdid
hove sthat encircled the city of Dechtera. She had been in thelast year of her service with the
Federation, a big, strong woman with little fear and a burning ambition. Her introduction to AphasaWye
came about because she was looking for a certain deserter from the army, aman she knew well enough
to didike and stay clear of in other circumstances. But arumor of his presencein the tenement sections of
the city having surfaced, she was assigned to find and bring him back. She was given no choicein the
meatter.

AphasiaWye, however, had found him first. A street child of unknown origins, Aphasiahad grown up
as something of alegend to those who populated the dark undersurface of Dechtera. At some point in his
early life, he had been badly disfigured, but not before he had been so severdly mistrested that the
damage to his physica appearance could not begin to approach the damage to his psyche. Emotionaly
and psychologicaly, he dwelled in arealm few others had ever occupied, dark and soulless and empty of
fedling. If he had a code of conduct, Shadea had never been able to figure out what it was. That it
involved killing asaritua cleansing was something she learned when she went looking for the deserter.
That it was quixotic and arbitrary became clear when she discovered that Aphasiafelt an unexpected
connection to her.

Hisattraction to her might have had something to do with their smilar backgrounds as orphans and
children of the street, outcasts who had been forced to make their own way in the world. It might have
had something to do with their mutual acceptance of violence asaway of life. When she found out what
he had done to the deserter, her only response had been to ask for a piece of the man to prove that he
was dead. She had not sought an explanation of the circumstances. She had neither approved nor
disapproved of the act. That might have impressed him.

Then again, he might have recognized that she was drawn to him, finding his disfigurement, both externa
and internd, oddly attractive, asif surviving such damage was proof of hisresliency, of hisworth. That
he was repulsive to look upon, al crook-limbed and spiderlike, did not matter to her. Nor did his
penchant for mutilating and eviscerating hisvictims, which might well have reflected his own lack of
self-esteem. In theworld of the Federation army, strength of heart and body counted for more than
strength of character or physica appearance. Judgments were passed daily on the former and seldom on
the latter. Shefound AphasaWye admirable for his talents and cared nothing for the package in which
those talents came wrapped. Killing was an art, and this man, this odd creature of the streets and
darkness, had elevated it to a specia form.

Shevisted with him regularly after that, talking of desth and dying, of killing and surviving, and their
conversations confirmed that they were more alike than might appear to be the case on the face of things.
He spokein short, hating sentences, his voice the sound of crushed glass and dry leaves, intense and
tinged with bitterness. He had no time for words with most people yet found them pleasant when shared
with her. He didn't say so, but she could fed it. He lacked friends, lacked a home, lacked anything
gpproaching anorma existence, gnawing a the edges of civilization the way arodent would agarbage

pit



At firdt, she couldn't determine anything about hisway of life. What did he do to stay dive? How did he
spend histime? He wouldn't revea such things, and she knew better than to press. It wasn't until he was
sure of her, until he felt the connection between them to be strong enough, that hetold her. Hewas a
weapon for those who needed one and could afford to pay. He was a poison so |ethal that no one he
touched lived beyond that moment. Those who needed him found him through word of mouth spread on
the streets. He came to them when he chose,- they were never dlowed to find him.

He was an assassin, dthough he didn't call himsdif that yet.

Two years|ater, after she had decided to |leave the Federation and pursue her ambitions elsewhere, she
had been drugged and violated by a handful of men who wanted to make an example of her.

L eft for dead, she had recovered, tracked them down, and killed them al. Aphasia Wye had helped her
find them, though he knew better than to deprive her of the pleasure she took in watching them die.
Afterwards, she had fled Dechtera and the Southland for the protective isolation of Grimpen Ward and
the Wilderun. Deep in the Westland, she had continued her study of magic in preparation for her journey
to Paranor, where she intended to become one of the new Druids.

Within two months of her arrival, AphasiaWye appeared in Grimpen Ward, aswell. How he found her
was amystery she never solved,- nor did it matter. In truth, she was glad to see him. He had followed
her, he said, because he wanted to see what she was going to do. It was an odd way of putting things,
but she understood. He wanted to share in the violence and upheaval in which she dmost certainly
intended to immerse hersdf. He understood her aswell as she understood hersdlf. There would be killing
and degth in her life no matter where she went or what she did. It wasin her nature. It wasin his, aswell.

Hedid not live with her, or anywhere that would suggest they shared arelationship. He stayed on the
periphery of her existence, surfacing only when she put out word for him or when he sensed, as he was
capable of doing, her need for him. When she met Iridia, Aphasia Wye was the first person she
introduced to the Elven sorceress. It was atest of sorts. If Iridiawas disturbed by Wye, she would be of
little usein more repdlent situations. Iridiabarely gave the assassin a second glance. She was made of the
same stuff as Shadeaand driven by the same relentless hunger.

So the three of them had coexisted in Grimpen Ward until Shadea had come east to Paranor, bringing
Iridiawith her. AphasiaWye had been | eft behind very deliberately so as not to complicate her induction
into the Druid Council. Later, when shewas firmly established and there was need, she had sent for him.
The otherswho had joined her conspiracy againgt the Ard Rhys—Terek Molt, Pyson Wence, and
Traunt Rowan—ingtinctively didiked and mistrusted her dangerousfriend. Molt called him amonster
from thefirst. Wence caled him worse. Rowan, who had heard of him during histimein the Southland,
kept histhoughts to himsalf. But when mention of Aphasia\Wye was madein his presence, hisface
betrayed him every time.

All indl, it made ShadeadRu very happy to find them so unsettled by aman who answered only to her.

She turned from the window of her deeping chamber and walked back to her desk. There was agreat
deal shedid not know about AphasiaWye. In truth, he unsettled her, aswdll, a times. Therewas
something subhuman about him, something so primal that it was irreconcilable with human nature. It was
his gift to be so, a gift she was quick to take advantage of when confronted with difficult Stuations.
Remorsdaess and inexorable, he never failed. She would have used him againgt the Ard Rhys had she not
believed Grianne Ohms-ford the more dangerous of the two and the one person besides herself who
would be ameatch for him.



But againgt theboy . . .
She bent down to blow out the candles.

It was late in the day, the assignment of duties given out and the members of the Druid Council dismissed
to their rooms, when Traunt Rowan and Pyson Wence appeared at the door to her chambers. She had
not seen them since that morning, when she had advised them of the message from AphasaWye. Their
response had been guarded—yperhaps out of a sense of resignation that the unpleasant task of capturing
the young boy was going to be carried out after dl,- perhaps out of a sense of futility they felt regarding
thewhole business. Neither had been overly supportive of the endeavor. It was asif they believed that
eliminating Grianne Ohmsford was dl that mattered, that beyond her remova lay green pastures and blue
skies. They lack the fire of old, shethought,the passion that brought theminto my circle of
influence. But she didn't worry. They were still committed enough to do what was needed and not likely
to disappear in apointlessrage as Iridia had done.

Besdes, she was dready making plansfor new dliancesthat would eliminate the necessity of maintaining
theold.

"A message just reached us, Shadea,” Traunt Rowan began as soon as he had closed the door behind
them. "We have found the boy's parents.”

Shefelt asurge of dation. Everything wasfindly faling into place. Once they had the parents under their
control, they could rest easy. There was no one else who would pursue the matter of the Ard Rhys
disappearance, no one who cared enough to become involved. Kermadec might still be out there, or
Tagwen, but neither possessed the magic of Bek Ohmsford. He was the one who was dangerous.
"Where?' she asked.

"In the Eastland. We have been searching that area ever since Molt discovered from the boy that his
parents were on an expedition in the Anar. But no one had seen or heard anything until aweek ago. Then
atrader working the supply route a ong the Pass of Jade on the lower edge of Darklin Reach sold some
goodsto aman and woman piloting an airship namedSwift Sure. They are the oneswe seek.” "A week
ago?' Shadeafrowned.

"Ah, but hereisthething,” Pyson Wence interrupted eagerly. "All thistime we have been searching for
them in the Wolfsktaag M ountains, because that is where we assumed they were going. But that isn't
where they have been! They have been exploring the Ravenshorn, farther east and so deep into the Anar
that no word has reached them of our search. We are fortunate, Shadea, that they still have no idea of
what has happened to their son or we would have lost them for sure.”

"Have they no ideanow?'

Wence shook hishead. "None. Welearned of it by accident, our spies making inquiries everywhere until
they found the trader. He, of course, had no idea of the vaue of hisinformation and gaveit willingly to
those who did. So now we have their location. What do we do?!

She walked to her window and stood |ooking out, thinking it through. She must be careful; unlike the
boy, Bek Ohmsford possessed enough magic to incinerate anyone foolish enough to give him reason to
do s0. Hewould not be easily disposed of. He must be brought to Paranor if it was to be done properly.

Sheturned back to them and gestured at Traunt Rowan. "Take theAthabasca and go east. Find our
spies and get what additiona information you can. Then find the boy's parents.”



"Am | tokill themfor you?' the other asked, not quite managing to keep the disdain from hisvoice.

She walked over to him and stood close. "Do you lack the ssomach for it, Traunt? Are you too weak to
see thismatter through?”

There was along pause as she held hisgaze. To his credit, he did not look away. He was conflicted
perhaps, but determined, too.

"I have never pretended to support what you are doing, Shadea," he said carefully. "I would not have
bothered with either the boy or his parents, but the decision was not given to me to make. Now that we
are committed, | will do what is needed. But | won't pretend that it makes me happy.”

She nodded, satisfied. "Thisiswhat you do then. Tell them that the Ard Rhys has disappeared and we
are seeking her. Tell them that their son has gone looking for her, and we are seeking him, too. If they
come with you to Paranor, perhaps they can help find both. None of thisisalie, and in thisinstance the
truth is preferable. No oneisto die outsde these wdlsif we can helpiit.”

Traunt Rowan nodded dowly. ™Y ou will keep them aive just long enough to help you do ... what?"

"To help usfind the boy, if it becomes necessary, and perhaps to help us make certain that Grianne
Ohmsford is safely locked away within the Forbidding. If we can trick Bek Ohmsford into using his
magic to seek them out, we can be assured that our efforts to diminate the Ohmsford threat will
succeed.”

"I think we should kill him and be done with it," Pyson Wence declared, brushing her suggestion aside.
"Heistoo dangerous.”

Shelaughed. "Are you such acoward, Pyson? We have diminated our greatest enemy, our most
dangerousfoe. What do we care for someone as unskilled as her brother? Heisn't even aDruid! He
doesn't practice his magic. He choosesto ignoreit entirely. | don't think we need spare too much
concern for his abilities. We are Druids of some power oursalves, as| recal.”

The small man flushed a the rebuke but, like Traunt Rowan before him, did not look away. "Y ou take
too many chances, Shadea. We are not as powerful asyou pretend. Look at how things stand with the
Council. We barely contral it. Our grip is so tenuousthat it could dip entirely upon asingle misstep.
Instead of hunting down Grianne Ohmsford's rel atives and playing games with them, we should be
consolidating our power and strengthening our hold on the Council. With Molt dead and Iridia gone off
on her own, we need more dlies. There are dliesto be had, of that | am certain. But they won't come
without persuasion and enticement.”

"I am aware of this," she replied evenly, keeping her anger in check. He was such afool. "But watching
our backsisour first order of business just now. We musin't let any of those who have strong fedlingsfor
the former Ard Rhys become athreat.”

There was a strained silence as they faced each other. Then Pyson Wence shrugged. "As you wish,
Shadea. Y ou are our leader. But remember—we are your conscience, Traunt and |. Don't be too quick
todismissus”

Iwill do worse than that soon enough, little rat, shethought. "I would never dismissyou without first
listening carefully to what you have to say, Pyson,” she said. "Y our adviceis awayswelcome. | depend



on you to offer it fredy.” She amiled. "Are we done?'

Shewaited until they had closed the door behind them before sitting down to write the note. Traunt
Rowan would depart Paranor for the Ravenshorn at first light, both he and Pyson Wence having agreed
to accept her decision on the fate of the Ohmsfords. In truth, they didn't care one way or the other about
the Ohmsford family, so long asthey could fed they had put some distance between themselves and any
bloodletting. They were strong enough when it came to manipulation and deceit, but not so good when it
cameto killing. That was her province—hers and AphasaWye's,

She sometimes thought how much easier her life would have been if she had never cometo Paranor.
Perhaps that would have been the wiser move. She would not be Ard Rhys of the order, but neither
would she beforced to bear the burden of its members confusion and indecision. She could have
practiced her magic aone, or even with Iridiaas her partner, and accomplished much. But she had been
desirous of more than that, greedy for the unmatchable power that came from leading those who could
most affect the detiny of the Four Lands. Sen Dunsidan might think that the Federation was the future of
the world, but she knew differently.

Nevertheless, there were times when she wished she could smply diminate al the Druids and do
everything hersdlf. Thingswould be accomplished more quickly and efficiently. Eventswould progress
with less conflict and argument. She wastired of shouldering the responsibility while being questioned at
every turn by those she depended on to support her. They were aburden she would gladly shed when
thetime wasright for it.

Shewrote the note swiftly, having aready decided on its contents while listening to the prattling of Pyson
Wence. Thetimefor hesitation was through. If they weren't strong enough to do what was needed, she
would be strong enough for them.

When the note was finished, she read it back to hersaif.
WHEN YOU FIND THE BOY,

DON'T BOTHER WITH BRINGING HIM BACK.
KILL HIM AT ONCE.

Sherolled up the paper and placed it into the tube she had retrieved from the arrow swift earlier in the
day. Walking over to the window, she reached into the bird's cage and refastened the tubeto itsleg. The
sharp-beaked face turned toward her as she did so, the bright eyesfixing on her.Yes, littlewarrior, she
thought,you are afar better friend to me than those who just left. Too bad you can't replace them.

When the tube was securely fastened, she withdrew the swift from its cage and tossed it into the air. It
was gone from dght in moments, winging itsway north into the twilight. 1t would fly dl night and dl the
next day, ahardy dependable courier. Wherever Aphasia Wye was, the arrow swift would find him.

Shetook a moment to think about what she had done. She had imposed a death sentence on the boy.
That had not been her origind intent, but her thinking about the Ohmsfords had changed since she had
begun her search for them. She needed to smplify things, and the smplest way of dealing with the
Ohmsfordswasto kill them al and be done with it. She might tell Traunt Rowan and Pyson Wence
otherwise, might suggest there was another way, but she knew differently. She wanted dl doors that
might lead to Grianne Ohms-ford permanently locked and sedled.



By thistime next week, that job would be done.

three
Tagwen crossed his arms, tucked his bearded chininto his chest, and gave afrustrated growl.

"If thisisn't the most ill-considered idea 1 have ever come across, | can't think what il" Hewaslosing
what little remained of his patience. "Why do we think there's even the possibility of making it work?
How long have we been at it now? Three hours, Penderrin! And we still haven't aclue about what to
do."

The boy listened to him weerily, admitted to himsdlf that Tag-wen was right, and promptly continued
takingit through.

"Khyber isright about not relying on the Elfstones. We can't do that unlesswe're certain thet this
cresture has the use of magic, aswell, magic that the Elfstones can react to. | haven't seen anything that
suggestsit does. It might not be human, but that doesn't mean it relies on magic. If it does, and wefind
that out, then Khyber can use the Elfstones to disableit. But otherwise, we need to find a different way to
gain an advantage.”

"Wdl, we have seen how fagt it can move," the Elven girl said. "It's much quicker and more agile than we
are, SO we can't expect to gain an advantage there.”

"What if we could find away to dow it down?'

The Dwarf grunted disdainfully. "Now, thereisabrilliant idea! Maybe we could hobble it with ropes or
chains. Maybe we could drop it into quicksand or mud. Maybe we could lure it into a bottomless pit or
off acliff. There must be dozens of each in these mountains. All we need do is catch it ngpping and take it
prisoner!”

"Stop, Tagwen,” Khyber said quietly. "Thisisn't helping.”

They stared at each other in uneasy silence, brows furrowed in amix of concentration and frustration, a



little more of the latter revealed on Tagwen's bluff face than on the those of the other two. The night
before, theSkatel ow had appeared in the sky above the foothills west of the Charnals. Twelve hours had
passed since the horrifying discovery that the creature from Anatcherae had commandeered the airship,
killed Gar Hatch and his Rovers, and taken Cinnaminson prisoner. No one had dept since, though they
had pretended at it. Now that daylight had returned, they were sitting in the sunshine on amountainsde
trying to decide what to do next. Mostly, they were arguing about how best to help Cinnaminson. Pen
might have persuaded his companions that they should not abandon her, but that didn't mean hed
persuaded them there was away to save her.

"It would be lessmobileif we could lead it into a confined space,”

Khyber suggested.

"Or forceit to climb atree or acliff face," Pen added, "whereit couldn't useits speed or agility.”
"A ledge or defile, narrow and dippery.”

"Why don't we find away to forceit to swim out to usl" Tagwen snapped irritably. "It probably doesn't
swim very well. Then we could drown it when it got close. Bash it over the head with an oar or
something. Where's the nearest big lake?' He blew out his breeth in ahuff. "Haven't we covered this
ground dready? What are the chances of making this happen? What in the world is going to persuade
this creature to go anywhere we want it to go!"

"We haveto find away to lureit off the ship,” Pen declared, looking from the Dwarf to the Elf and back
again. "Off the ship and away from Cinnaminson. We have to separate them if we areto free her.”

"Oh, that shouldn't be so hard,” Tagwen mumbled. "All we need istheright bait.”

Hisface changed ingtantly as he realized the territory he had mistakenly entered. "I didn't mean that! |
didn't! Don't even think about it, Penderrin. Whatever e se happens, you have to keep safe. If anything
happensto you, the Ard Rhys has no chance of being saved. | know how you fed about this girl, but you
should fed more strongly still about what you have been sent to do. Y ou can't risk yoursdlf!”

"Tagwen, calm down," the boy told him. "Who said anything about risking mysdlf?1'm just looking for a
way to tip the balance in our favor long enough to free Cinnaminson and make an escape. In order to do
the former, we need to separate her from her captor. In order to do the latter, we need to get control of
the ship."

"Get him off the ship and away from Cinnaminson, then get us on the ship and safely away," Khyber
summarized. She tared at him. "That doesn't seem like something that islikely to happen in the ordinary
course of events.”

"Well then, we will change the course of events," Pen declared. "Thisthing might be faster and stronger
than we are, but it isn't necessarily smarter. We can outthink it. We can find away to trick it into making
amigeke."

Tagwen got to his feet, making arude noise that |eft no doubt about his opinion of this proclamation.
"I've had enough of this. | need to take awalk, young Penderrin, young Khyber. | need to leave this
conversation behind and clear my head. | was secretary and persona assistant to the Ard Rhyswhen we
began this odyssey and | haven't left that life far enough behind to fed comfortable with thisone. |
applaud your effortsin trying to save Cinnaminson, but | cannot think how they will lead to anything. If,



while | am gone, you come up with the solution to this dilemma, | will be happy to hear dl about it on my
return.”

He gave them a perfunctory bow, one gtiff with impatience and dismay, and walked away.

They watched him go in silence, and it wasn't until hewaswell out of sight and hearing that Khyber said,
"He may belooking at thiswith clearer eyesthan we are.”

Pen bristled ingtantly. "I suppose you think we should give up, too? Just leave her to that monster and go
onour way?"'

The Elven girl shook her head. "I don't think that at al. When | told you | would help, | meant it. But I'm
beginning to wonder what sort of help we can provide. Maybe we would be smarter to continue on to
Taupo Rough and ask help from Kermadec and his Trolls. Whatever thisthing is, the Rock Trollsare
likely abetter match for it than we are.”

"Y ou might beright,” Pen agreed. "But in order to find out, we have to go al the way to Taupo Rough,
then persuade Kermadec to help, then come back thisway again and find theSkatel ow, whichisflying
while we're on the ground. | don't much care for our chancesthere, ether. If we don't do something right
now, it will probably betoo late. This cresture won't bother keeping Cinnaminson around if it'snot to its
own advantage.”

He was remembering how Cinnaminson, blind but privy to asort of inner mind-vision that sighted people
did not possess, had deliberately led her captor away from the spot where Pen and his companions were
hiding in the rocks. He could not be certain that she had known he was there, but Pen felt in his heart that
she had. Her courage astonished him, and he wasterrified that it might have cost her life.

"All right." Khyber straightened and leaned forward. "Let'stry it again. We know what we need to do.
We need to get thisthing off theSkatel ow and away from Cinnaminson. We need to keep it off long
enough to take over the airship, get airborne, and escape. How much time would that take if you were

piloting?”

Pen thought, running his hand through hisred hair. " A few minutes, no more, if the power lines haven't
been disconnected. Even then, not long. A reconnect from any draw to any parse tube would be enough
to get off the ground. Cut the ropes, engage the thrusters, open the draws, and you're away. We
wouldn't have to worry about Cinnaminson until after we were airborne.”

"All we need to figure out, then, iswhat it will take to get our cloaked friend off the ship." She
considered. "Besidesyou.”

"But 1 am exactly what itwill take, Khyber," he said quietly. "Y ou know that. I'm what it's after. We
know that much from Anatcherae. We don't know the reason, but we know I'm what it's comefor." He
took adeep breath. "Don't look at me that way. | know what | told Tagwen."

"Good. That means you know aswell that you are talking nonsense. Tagwen was right to warn you
againg latching on to any plan that exposed you to risk. That isn't why you came on this journey, Pen.
Y ou are the reason for everything that's happened, and you don't have the right to put yoursdf ina
position where you could bekilled.”

"That isn't what I'm suggesting!" He couldn't keep theirritation from hisvoice. "Thetrick isto make sure
that by becoming bait, | can still get away when | need to. Thetrick isin getting the mongter off the



Skatelow and meon, dl at the sametime. But | don't see any other way of making that happen if we
can't decaive thisthing into thinking it has achanceto get its hands on me."

Khyber sghed. ™Y ou assume that getting itshands on you isitsgod. What if it smply wantsto kill you?
It came closeto doing that in Anatcherae.”

Pen looked down and rubbed his eyes. "I've been thinking about that. | don't think itwas trying to kill
me. | think it wastrying to scare me. | think it was hoping | would freeze in place and it would be on me
before anyone could help. It wants mefor its prisoner, to take me to whoever sent it."

He saw the look of doubt that crossed her face and went on hurriedly. "All right, maybe it wastrying to
injure me or dow me down. It'spossible.”

She shook her head. "What's possibleis that you are no longer in touch with redlity. Y our fedingsfor
thisgirl have muddled your thinking. Y ou're starting to invent possibilities that have no basisin fact or
common sense. Y ou haveto stop this, Pen.”

He suppressed the sharp reply that struggled to break free and looked off across the mountainside. They
were wasting time, going nowhere, and it was hisfault. What they were supposed to be doing was
traveling to Taupo Rough to find Kermadec, so that he could reach the ruins of Stridegate and the idand
of the tanequil, gain possession of alimb from the tree, fashion it into adarkwand, return to Paranor, get
through the Forbidding, and somehow rescue his aunt, Grianne Ohmsford, the Ard Rhys! Even without
speaking the words doud, he was | eft breathless—and | eft with afeding of urgency for getting on with
what he was supposed to do.

Y et here he was, doing none of it. Instead, he wasing sting on rescuing Cinnaminson, and it was
admittedly for salfish reasons. He looked up at the clear blue sky, then down at the foothills that banked
and leveled to the shores of the Rabb. He felt amomentary stab of panic as he redized that Khyber was
right in her andyds hewas grasping at straws.

But he couldn't bear to think of leaving Cinnaminson in the hands of that spidery creature, not feding as
he did about her.

There hasto beaway.
Why couldn't hethink of what it was?
Why couldn't he think of something?

Shouldn't his magic be able to help him? He had been chosen for thisjourney expresdy because his
magic would give him away to communicate with the tanequil. If it would alow him to do that, shouldn't
he be ableto find away to useit here? It had possibilities he had never dreamed of ;the King of the Silver
River had reveded as much. One of those possibilities ought to be available for use here. If he could
think of it. If he could get past the feding that his magic was smdl and insignificant, no matter what
anyone sald—spirit creature or human. If he could persuade himsdlf that it was good for something more
than drawing the interest of moor cats like Bandit and reading the danger sgnsin theflight of cliff birds. If
he could just do that, he ought to be able to useit to help Cinnaminson.

Hewaslooking for aplace to restart the conversation with Khyber when Tagwen walked back out of
the rocks, brushing off his hands and looking less owlish than earlier.



"You can'timaginewhat | just found,” he said. Pen and Khyber exchanged aquizzica glance.
"Broad-leaf rampion. Hardly ever find it in low country. Prefers higher elevations, cooler climates. No
snow, mind you, but ahint of frost seemsto favor it."

Both the boy and the Elf girl stared at him. He looked quickly from one to the other. "Never heard of it?
It'saplant. Not very big, but fibrous. It secretesasticky resin from splitsinits skin. Y ou break off stalks,
crush them up, fire the whole messto release the resin, separate it from the plant materia, mix it with
wort moss and albusroot, cook it al until it thickens, and you know what you get?'

He grinned through his beard with such gleethat it was dmost frightening. "Tar, my young friends. Very
dicky tar.”

Do now they had ameans, of sorts, of gaining an advantage over their enemy. If they could manageto
lureit into apatch of that tar, everything it touched would gtick to it, including the ground itsdlf, and it
would quickly become so bogged down with debristheat it would have great difficulty functioning. Better
gtill, if they could find away to bring it into contact with something asimmovable asatree, it wouldn't be
abletofunction at dl.

They spent the remainder of the morning digtilling resin from the plant and turning it into asmal| batch of
tar. They were ableto find the a bus root and wort moss needed to make the mix, and they cooked it
over asmokelessfire usng an indented stone for abowl. When it was ready, they formed it into aball,
alowed it to cool, and wrapped it in young broad leavestied together with strips of leather. The tar
smelled awful, and they had to consider the problem of disguising its presence aswdll astricking the
cresture on theSkatel ow into stepping intoit.

"Thiswon't work," Khyber declared, wrinkling her nose againsgt the stench asthe three of them stared
down at the steaming pouch. The creature will spot thisin aheartbeat and go right around it.”

Pen wasinclined to agree, but he didn't say so0. At least the leaf-wrap was holding together, dthough it
didn't look any too secure.

"If it'sdidracted, it might not notice thesmdl," he said.

"Therés not very much of it to work with, either,” the Elven girl continued doubtfully. “"Not enough to
cover more than maybe two square feet, and that's stretching it. How are we going to get it to step into a
gacethat smdl?'

"Why worry about it?" Tagwen asked, throwing up his hands. "We don't know how to find thisthing
anyway, S0 the matter of applying the tar unobtrusively and in sufficient amounts to render the creature
helplessisof very little consequence!”

"Well findit," Pen declared grimly.

They started walking north, the direction theSkatel ow had flown. Pen reasoned that the creature knew
Cinnaminson's talent was most effective in the dark. It probably preferred to hunt at night anyway, snce
that wasthe only time they had ever seen it. They had been keeping watch for theSkatel ow snce sunrise,
but hadn't seen anything other than birds and clouds. Pen felt pretty certain that the airship wouldn't

regppear until nightfall.

Asthey traveled, they discussed how they were going to lure their hunter into the tar once they found it
and attracted its attention. Therewere dl sorts of problems about accomplishing this. In order to get it



into the tar, they would have to spread the tar around, then lead the creature to it and hope it stepped
blindly in. It didn't ssem too likdly that this would happen,- the thing hunting them was smart enough to
avoid such an obvioustrap. More to the point, one of them was going to have to act as bait, and the only
one who would do was Pen. But neither Khyber nor Tagwen would hear of that, so another way had to
be found.

It was midafternoon, and they were high on the dopesleading up to the Charnds, when they finally
began to put aworkable plan together. By then they were beginning to think about food again,
remembering how good the rabbit Pen had caught two days before had tasted and wishing they had
saved abit of it. They had water from the mountain streams and had found roots and berries to chew on,
but none of it was as satisfying asthat rabbit.

"We can build afire" Khyber said. "That will atract attention from along distance. The creature on the
Skatelow won't missit. But we won't be there. WEIl bundle up some sticks and leavesto look like
deepers, but well be hiding back in the rocks.”

Pen nodded. "We need to find the right place, one where the creature will haveto land in acertain spot
and gpproach in acertain way. It hasto seem to the creature that we think we are protected but redly
aren't. It hasto think it's smarter than we are.”

"That shouldn't betoo hard," Tagwen declared with asnort. "Itis smarter than we are.”

"An open space leading to agap in the rocks would beided," Pen went on, ignoring him. "We can coat
the ground and rock sdeswith thetar. Eveniif it just brushes up againgt it, that would help." He looked
over a Tagwen. "Doesthis Suff stay sticky when it gets cold?!

The Dwarf shook his head. "It stiffens up. We have to keep it warm. Frost isa problem, too. If it frogts,
the tar will harden and loseits stickiness”

There were so many variablesin the plan that it was tough to keep them al straight, and Pen was
growing increasingly worried that he was going to miss a least one of them. But there was nothing he
could do about it except to continue talking the scheme over with Khyber and Tagwen, hoping that,
together, they could keep everything straight.

The afternoon dipped away, and the shadows were beginning to lengthen when Khyber suddenly
gripped Pen'sarm and said, "There! That'swhat we'relooking for.”

She was pointing across a sparsaly wooded valley to ameadow that fronted a heavy cluster of rocks
leading up into the mountains. The rocks were threaded by atangle of passagesthat gave the cluster the
look of acomplicated maze. The maze lifted toward the base of acliff face that dropped sharply for
severd hundred feet from ahigh plateau.

"You'reright," Pen agreed. "Let's have acloser look beforeit gets dark.”

They went down through the valey, into the trees, and dong a series of ravinesand gulliesthat rainsand
snowmelt had carved into the dope, watching the sun dide steadily lower on the horizon. Eas, the sky
was aready dark behind the mountains, and a three-quarter moon was on therise. Night birds were
winging through the growing gloom, and night sounds were beginning to surface. A wind had picked up,
bitter and chill asit blew down out of the higher elevations.

They were dmost through the trees when Pen drew up short and pointed back the way they had come.



"Did you see something move just then?" he asked.

The Dwarf and the girl peered through the dark wall of trunks and the pooling shadows. "I didn't see
anything," Khyber said.

Tagwen shook his head aswdll. " Shadows, maybe. Thewind.”

Pen nodded. "Maybe."

They went on quickly and were out of the trees and across the meadow in moments, heading for the
rocks. Pen saw at oncethat it was exactly what they had hoped to find. The meadow doped gently
upward into ajumble of boulderstoo high and too deep to see over. There were passages leading into
the rocks, but most of them ended within adozen yards. Only oneled dl the way through, traversing
smdll clearingsin which sparse stands of evergreens and scrub blocked clear passage. It was possibleto
get through, but not without maneuvering over and around various obstacles and making the correct
choices from among the narrow defiles. Best of dl, one of the choices led to an outcropping at the edge
of the woods they had just come through—and it was elevated enough to alow them to see over therim
of the maze to the meadow below.

"We build our firein one of these clearings, make our degping dummies, and hide out here.” Pen had it
al worked out. "An arship can spot our fire if she comes anywhere within miles, but we can spot the
arship, too. We can tell if she'stheSkatelow. We can see her land, we can watch what happens. Once
the creature comes into the rocks, we dip down off the outcropping, skirt the trees, and come at the ship
from outside. It's perfect.”

Neither the girl nor the Dwarf cared to comment on that bold declaration, so it wasleft hanging in the
gdillness of the twilight, where, even to Pen, it sounded a bit ridiculous.

1 hey went back through the maze to a clearing where the opening from the meadow was so narrow it
was necessary to turn sideways to squeeze through. Pen looked around speculatively, then found what he
was looking for. On the other side of the clearing, degper in, was arocky acove where someone could
hide and watch the opening.

"Oneof uswill hide here" he said, facing them. "When our friend from theSkatel ow comes through that
opening, thetar getsthrown at it. The leaveswill split onimpact, so thetar will go al over. It will takethe
creature amoment or two at least to figure out what happened. By then, well be heading for the airship.”

Tagwen actudly laughed. "That isaterrible plan, young Pender-rin. | suppose you believe that you
should be the one who throws the tar, don't you?"

"Tagwen hasapoint,” Khyber agreed quickly. "Y our plan won't work."
Pen glowered at her. "Why not? What's wrong with it?"

The Elven girl held hisangry gaze. "In thefirst place, we have dready established that you are the one
individual who isindispensable to the success of the search for the Ard Rhys. So you can't be put at risk.
In the second place, you are the only one who can fly the airship. So you haveto get aboard if wereto
fly out of here. Inthethird place, we still don't know what thisthing is. We don't know if it's human or
not. We don't know if it has the use of magic. That's too many variablesfor you to ded with. I'm the one
who hasthe Elf-stones. | dso have amodicum of magic | can call uponif | need to. I'm faster than you
areon foot. I'm expendable. | have to be the one who confrontsit.”



"If you miss," Tagwen said darkly, "you had better be fast indeed.”

"All the more reason why you and Pen have to be moving toward theSkatel ow the moment it entersthe
rocks. Y ou have to be airborne before it can recover and decide it has been tricked, whatever the result
of my efforts. If it gets back through that maze and out into the meadow before you board and cut the
lines, we're dead.”

There was along silence asthey considered the chances of this happening. Pen shook hishead "What if
it brings Cinnaminson into the rocks with it?*

Khyber stared at him without answering. She didn't need to tell him what he dready knew.

"l don't likeit," Tagwen growled. "I don't like any of it. But the matter was decided.

four

Night descended across the rugged dopes of the Charnaslike asilky black curtain pricked by a
thousand slver needles. The clarity of the Sky was stunning, a brilliant wash of light thet gave visibility for
miles from where Khyber Elessedil sat staring northward in the company of Penderrin and Tagwen. The
purity of the mountain air wasin sharp contrast to the murkiness of Anatcherae on the Lazareen or even
to Syioned's ssorm-washed isolation on the Innisbore. There was a hushed quality to the darkness, the
sounds of the world left far below on the hilltops and grasd ands, unable to rise so high or penetrate so
deeply. Here, shefelt soothed and comforted. Here, rebirth of the sort that the world always needed was

possible.

They had done what they could to prepare for theSkatel ow's gppearance. They had built their fire, a
bright flicker of orange just below where they sat hiding, feeding it sufficient wood so that it would burn
for hours before it needed replenishing. They had placed the tar ball close enough to protect it from the
cold so that it would stay sticky insdeits leafy wrapping. They had built their straw men, scarecrows
made of debris and covered with their cloaks. They had spent time working on the look of them, on the
Seiting of positions, placing them just far enough away so as not to be immediately recognizable for what
they redly were, but close enough to suggest the possibility of deeping travelers. They had donethis



before the sun had disappeared into the hills west, before twilight faded and darkness arrived. They had
studied dl the possible routes of gpproach and escape, marked well the path from where they hid to
where thefire burned and from where they hid to where the tree line would |ead them back to the
meadow.

They were as ready, she supposed, asthey were ever going to be. She wished they could do more, but
they had done all they could think to do and would have to be content with that.

The plan was unchanged save for one aspect. Instead of hiding down in the rocks ahead of time, she
was waiting with Pen and Tag-wen until theSkatel ow made her approach. That way she would know
better when to make ready. Her plan was smple—wait for the creature to appear, toss the tar from her
hiding placein the rocks, and run. By then, Pen and Tagwen would aready be aboard theSkatelow and
flying to meet her. If they were unable to land again, they would smply drop her aline and whisk her

avay.

It al sounded smple, but she was dready having her doubts. For one thing, the tar ball was heavy and
unwieldy. It was going to take amighty throw to get it to fly more than twenty feet. That meant letting
their hunter get awfully close. And it was going to be difficult to be accurate. The tar was squishy and
cruddy formed,- it wasn't going to belike throwing arock or awooden ball. She was also thinking back
to how fast the creature had moved along the rooftops of Anatcherae, and she didn't think she could
outrunit if thetar didn't dow it down.

Of course, shewould use her Druid skillsto help in the effort, an implementation of alittle magic to help
with speed and direction and control. But her skills were untested for the most part and never in
circumgtances as dire as these. She would have to get everything right.

She sighed wearily. It didn't do much good to think about those things because she knew she couldn't
change any of them. Most plansinvolved an eement of luck. She was going to have to hope she had alot
of it with thisone.

She listened to the breathing of her companionsin the stillness, to the soft scrape of their boots on the
rocks as they shifted position. Pen waslying down, and Tagwen was Sitting with his head between his
knees. Both were dozing. She didn't blame them. It was nearing midnight, and there had been no sign of
the airship. She was beginning to think that it had gone another way, even though Pen inssted the
creature would return to search the only areathey could reasonably be expected to cover on foot.
Cinnaminson might attempt to steer it away from them, but it would know gpproximately where to ook
no matter what she said. So far it hadn't appeared, however, and Khyber was growing impatient.

And cold. Without her cloak to keep warm, she was shivering. Thiswhole journey had been a disaster
asfar as she was concerned. But she was the one who had encouraged it, inssting that Uncle Ahren take
them al under his Druid'swing and bring them in search of the tree that would give Pen entrance into the
Forbidding. She was the one who had said they had an obligation to help the Ard Rhys.

Shefet her throat tighten, and her eyesfilled with tears as she thought of Ahren Elessedil, dead in the
Slags. Her mentor, her surrogate father, her best friend—gone, killed by another Druid. Druids at war
with Druids—it was an abomination. She had wanted so badly to be one of them, but now she wasn't
sure. Ahren was dead, Grianne Ohmsford was locked in the Forbidding, and the very order she had so
desperately wanted to join was responsiblefor dl of it. She had learned alittle of how to employ
elementd magic, but so far it hadn't proved very useful. She carried the Elfstones, but they weren't really
hers. In plain language, she was arank amateur, athief, and arunaway, and shewasrisking her lifeto
achieve something she wasn't sure she believed in.



She gave vent to her disappointment and despair, crying slently, keeping her face turned away from the
other two so as not to wake them. She stopped after afew moments, deciding she had been
sef-indulgent enough, and composed herself. She could not afford to waste time. The decision had been
made, the journey had been undertaken, and there was no turning back. She had believed rescuing the
Ard Rhyswas the right thing to do when she had started out, and nothing had changed. Theloss of her
uncle was staggering, but she knew that if he were there he would tell her not to give up, to remember
what was at stake, to be brave and to trust in what her instincts and common sensetold her wastrue. He
had come through worse on the voyage of theJerk Shannara. He had found strength in recognition of his
own fallures and his ability to confront them. A boy younger than she was now, he had remade himself
into aman. She must do no lessfor hersdlf, if shewasto be deserving of histrust. Absorbed in her
thoughts, she very nearly missed seeing the deek, dark shape of theSkatel ow asit appeared on the
horizon and turned toward them.

"Pen!" she hissed franticdly. "Tagwen!"

They jerked awake, the Dwarf starting so violently that he nearly rolled off his perch. She seized his
shoulder to steady him, then pointed out to where the airship sailed through the starlit sky like adark
phantom. "That's her," Pen whispered.

"I'm going down," Khyber announced, climbing to her feet. "Don't forget. Once you see that thing leave
the airship, moveinto the trees. Even if it brings Cinnaminson into the rocks, Pen. No matter what.”

She didn't hear hisresponse, if he gave one, and she didn't look back at him. She couldn't worry about
him anymore. He was going to have to do his part, just as she was going to have to do hers, and that
meant he was going to haveto put al thoughts of Cinnaminson behind him. She wasn't sure he could do
that, but it was out of her control.

Her heart was beating rapidly and her face felt flushed as she hurried through the maze toward thefire,
blood singing through her veins. Sheforced hersalf to focus on the task ahead, picturing hersdf flinging
thetar bal at the creature, imagining it coated in black goo. She glanced skyward once or twice, but she
was too deep in the rocks to see what was happening with theSkatel ow. The cresture hunting them had
to have seen thefire. Patience, shetold hersdlf. It was coming.

Shereached the clearing and retrieved the tar ball from beside thefire. Thetar waswarm and pligble
through itsleafy wrapping, in perfect condition for itsintended use. She turned back to her hiding place
and stepped inside. The crevice was deeply shadowed and dightly elevated from the fire and the three
cloaked forms stretched out around it. She could see everything that might happen and not be seen
hersdf. Moon and stars it the open space, reveding the opening to the passageway through which the
cresture would enter the clearing. But the angle of the moon left her own hiding placein the rocks
shadowed and dark.

She hefted the tar in her hands and settled back to wait.

If she had been alittle more proficient with her magic, she might have floated the tar out over the entry
point, as Ahren had taught her to do with aleaf, dropping it on the creasture when it appeared. But that
required skill and timing she did not yet possess, and she could not afford to miss on her one opportunity.
Thinking of her inability to use her magic made her wish she had studied longer and harder when sheld
had the chance, when Ahren was il there to teach her. Who would teach her now? There was only so
much she could do for hersdlf, and now no onein the Druid ranks whom she could turn to.



If she even got the chancetotry.

The minutes passed. The darkness was deep and silent, a sweeping shroud lying soft and gentle across
the world. Nothing moved. The clearing remained empty.

The longer she stood there waiting, the more certain she became that the whole plan was doomed to fall.
The thing that hunted them was quick and agile. Her chances of actudly hitting it were poor, and her
chances of escaping afterwards were poorer ill. She began to think of waysin which she could use her
small magic to dow it down—something, anything she could do to get far enough ahead of it that it
couldn't catch her. A cold certainty began to creep through her that she didn't possess the necessary
tools. Shewasjust learning magic, just beginning to make the sort of progressthat would lead her to a
command of rea power.

Maybe she could use the Elfstones. Maybe the thing was possessed of magic, after all. They had been
referring to it ascreature rather thanhuman being al dong. It certainly looked to be so from the brief
glimpsesthey had caught of it in Anatcherae. So maybe the Stones would work againgt it.

Or she could try summoning the wind that she had used to sweep it off the deck of theSkatelow. The
wind had worked once. There wasn't any reason it shouldn't work again. That was a magic she could
safely command. That was awegpon she could put to use. She waited some more. The minutes dragged
by. The creature did not appear.

Something waswrong. It had been too long. It should have been here by now, if it was coming. She
hated that she couldn't see what was happening beyond the clearing. It left her blind and helplessto do
anything but stand there and hope they had guessed right about what the cresture would do. But what if
they hadn't?

Her eyes scanned the clearing, probing the passage opening at the far sde. Still nothing moved.

Then a soft scrape sounded right above her hiding place, and asmall shower of dust descended in atiny
cloud.

Her breath caught in her throat. It was right above her. Shefroze, caught off guard completely. Right
above me. Did it know she wasthere? Shewalited, trying to regain control of her muscles, listening to the
dlence, anticipating so many bad possibilities that she wanted to scream to relieve the tension.

Then she saw it, cregping dong the rim of the rocksto her right, circling the clearing like abig spider,
cloaked and hooded, as silent asthe dark into which it had blended so easily. Sheredlized at oncethe
mistake they had made. They had assumed it would come at them on the ground because that's what
they would have donein its place. But the thing wasn't like them. In Anatcherae, it had used the rooftops.
Aboard theSkatel ow, it had hung from therigging. It liked the advantage of height. It had used it here,
coming into the maze not through the twisting passageway's, but over the tops of the boulders, legping
and crawling like theinsect it resembled. Dosomething! It was still moving, dowly and just afew yards
at atime, studying the fire and the bundled forms. It might have sensed something waswrong or it might
samply have been making sureit wasn't missing anything. Whatever the case, if shewas going to usethe
tar, she had to do it while the thing was dtill within striking distance. It would see her the moment she
moved, of course. She would have to step out from her hiding place, and it would see her.

She redlized suddenly that this wasn't going to work. She wouldn't be fast or accurate enough. 1t could
drop down in those rocks much faster than she could move. It was looking for atrap, and it would spot
her the moment she | eft the shadows.



What elsecan | do?
The question echoed in her mind in ahopelesswail of despair.

Then al at once the creature whedled about, looking off to the south, toward the trees below the
meadow, toward the path that Pen and Tagwen were dready surely taking to reach theSkatel ow. It
frozein place, tensed and staring. A second later it was gone, bounding over the rocks and out of view,
moving so swiftly that it ssemed smply to disappesr.

She stood staring after it for asecond, redlizing what it intended, immobilized by her sense of failure and
hel plessness to prevent it from succeeding. She wastoo far away to reach them, too far away to get
back to where they were.

There was only one chance. Breaking from her hiding place in arush, she raced across the clearing and
through the passageway that led out to the meadow and the airship.

After Khyber Elessedil disappeared into the rocks, Pen sat with Tagwen and watched as theSkatel ow
moved steedily closer to their hiding place and then findly started to descend toward the meadow. Even
with the bright moon and starsto aid him, he could not make out what was happening aboard the airship.
Asthevess landed, he searched for Cinnaminson and her captor without success. A cold premonition
began to seep through him that it wastoo late for her; that the thing that had taken her prisoner had
decided she was not worth the trouble. His premonition was not eased when he saw the shadowy form
of the creature dide over the sde of the vessdl to tie her off and then start toward the rocks in a skittering
crawl.

"We haveto go, Penderrin." Tagwen nudged him.

He took amoment longer to scan the decks of theSkatelow for any sgn of the girl, but dl he could
make out were the desi ccated forms of Gar Hatch and his crew, still hung from the rigging. He swallowed
and forced himsdf to look away.

Shell bedl right,hetold himsdf. Itwon't have done anything to her yet, not this quickly. But his
words sounded hollow and fase.

They descended from their hiding place in acrouch, staying back from the light and any view from the
meadow. Pen glanced through the rocks only once to make certain the creature was still heading toward
thefire, caught aglimpse of itsdark, skittering form, and turned his concentration to the task at hand. It
took them afew minutesto get through the back end of the maze and down to the forest edge, where
they could begin to make their way out to the meadow.

They moved swiftly then, anxiousto reach the airship and take control of her. The moonlight brightened
their way, and they made good progress skirting the treeline, but their path was circuitous and it took
them longer than Pen had thought it would. The minutes seemed to fly by and till they hadn't reached the
opening between the trees and rocks that would get them out onto the flats.

"Do you hear anything?' he whispered to Tagwen at one point, but the Dwarf only shook his head.
Findly, the meadow came into view ahead of them, its grasses silver-tipped and spiky in the moonlight.

They began to move away from the maze, but still Pen couldn't see theSkatel ow. He glanced toward the
rocks, catching aquick glimpse of the fire's orange glow rising from their midst, dull and smoky against



the darkness. The creature must be al theway in by now, but he till hadn't heard anything. Any minute,
Khyber would throw thetar into itsface. They had to move faster. They had to get to Cinnaminson.

"Tagwen," he whispered again, looking back to catch the other's eye, beckoning him to hurry.

Hewasjust turning away again when he caught sight of a spidery shape leaping across the boulder tops
and coming toward them with frantic purpose. At first he didn't comprehend what he was seeing. Then he
let out agasp of recognition.

Tagwen!" he shouted. "Run!"

They bolted ahead, galvanized by the boy'sfrantic cry, the Dwarf not yet fully understanding what had
happened but accepting that it was not good. They tore down aong the tree line and into avae that
fronted the meadow. In the distance theSkatel ow was visible, slhouetted againgt the skyline, dark and
slent. Pen turned toward it, taking aquick glance sideways into the rocks as he did so. The creature was
gtill coming for them, moving swiftly acrossthe crest of the maze, legping smoothly and essily from
boulder to boulder, closing the distance between them with frightening ease.

It's too close, Pen thought in horror.It's coming too fast!
"Faster, Tagwen!" hecried.

The Dwarf had seen the creature as well and was running as fast as his stout legs could manage, but he
waswoefully dow and aready falling behind. Pen glanced back, saw his companion dropping away, and
dowed. Hewouldn't leave Tagwen, not even to save himself. He reached for hisknife, readying himsdif.

Whereis Khyber?

Its cloak billowing behind it like asall, the creature legpt from the edge of the rocks to the open ground,
landing in acrouch that only barely dowed it asit came at the boy and the Dwarf on al fours. Crooked
limbs akimbo, head lowered within its concedling hood, it rushed them in a scuttling Sideway's charge.

"Pen!" Khyber screamed in warning, gppearing abruptly out of the maze, rushing into the meadow and
turning toward them.

Then ahuge, dark form catapulted out of the trees behind them, ablur of gray and black that rippled and
surged like the darkest ocean wave. Hugging the ground in along, lean shadowy flow, it intercepted the
cresture so quickly that it was on top of it before the other knew what was happening. With shrieks that
caused the hair on the back of Pen's neck to stand straight up, the two collided and went tumbling head
over hindquarters through the long grass. Roars and snarls and aterrible, high-pitched keening followed
as both scrambled up, clots of earth and grassflyingin al directions.

"Bandit!" Pen breathed in dishelief, the name catching in histhroat as the massive moor cat's masked
face wheded into the light, muzzle drawn back, dagger teeth gleaming.

The creature was up as well, and moonlight flashed off a strange knife held in one gnarled hand, its blade
asslver asthe crest of waves caught in sunlight, its edges smooth and deadly. In the glow of moon and
gars, Pen could seeit clearly, and he knew at once from its unnaturd brilliance that it was athing of

meagic.

Bandit never hesitated. Enraged by whatever animd ingtincts the cresture had provoked, determined to



see the thing torn gpart before backing away, it closed on its enemy with a scream that froze Pen's blood.
Inaknot of rippling fur and billowing cloak, the antagoni sts tumbled through the grass once more, locked
in adesth grip that neither would release.

"Bandit!" Pen cried out frantically, seeing the knifeflash asit rose and fdl in short, choppy thrusts.
"Run, Penderrin!" Tagwen shouted at him, pulling on hisarm for emphasis. "We can't wait!"

The boy obeyed, knowing there was nothing he could do to affect the battle between the creature and
the moor cat. Remembering Cin-naminson, he tore his eyes away from the struggle. With Tagwen panting
next to him, he raced for theSkatel ow. Bandit had been following them dl thistime, he thought in
wonder. Had the moor cat come into the high country solely because of their chance meeting and hisfew
halting attempts a communication? He couldn't believeit.

Behind him, he heard grunts and gasps, snarls and spitting, sounds of damage inflicted and damage
received.

They were dmost to the airship when he forced himsdf to look back again. The creature was staggering
after them, coming as swiftly asits damaged limbs could manage, its cloak shredded. Bandit lay stretched
on the ground behind it, unmoving. Damp, glistening patches of blood coated its till body. Tearsfilled his
eyes, and the boy made himsdlf run even fagter.

Khyber was dready aboard the airship, hacking at the anchor ropeswith her long knife, freeing the
vessdl of her moorings. Pen climbed the ladder so fast he couldn't remember later whether hisfeet had
even touched the rungs. His eyes searched everywhere. There was no sign of Cinnaminson.

"Get usout of herel" Khyber screamed at him. "It'scoming!”

Pen leapt into the pilot box, fingers flying over the controls. He unhooded the digpson crystalsas an
exhausted Tagwen tumbled onto the deck, gasping for breath. Khyber cut away the last of the anchoring
lines. On the plains below, their pursuer was closing on the ship in aterrible, hobbling rush, the bloodied
knife lifted into the moonlight, alow wail that sounded like adog in pain risng from the dark opening of
its hood. Pen threw the thruster levers forward, feeding power to the parse tubes, and theSkatel ow
lurched and begantorise.

They were too dow. The creature caught the low end of the rope ladder with one hand and held on,
lifting away with thearship.

"Tagwen!" Pen cried out franticaly.

The Dwarf heaved to his knees, looked over the Side, and saw the dark thing below, one hand gripping
the ladder, the other the strange knife. Grunting with the effort, he began yanking on the brace of wooden
pinsthat held the ladder in place. Below, the creature swayed in the wind, got a better grip on therope,
and began to climb. One of the pins came free, and Tagwen threw it aside. The ladder dropped to an
unnatura angle, and the creature spit out something so terrifying that for amoment the Dwarf frozein
place.

"Tagwen, the other pinl" Khyber howled a him, crawling acrossthe listing deck.

The creature had both hands back in place now and was climbing swiftly. At what might have been the
last possible moment, the Elven girl shouted out something in Elfish and flung out both handsin awarding



gesture. Thelagt pin erupted from its seating in an explosion of wooden splinters and flew off into the
night.

The rope ladder and the creature fell away without a sound.

Tagwen and Khyber peered over the side, searching. The landscape below had turned to forest and hills
that were dark and shadowy. There was no sign of the creature.

In the meadow farther back, Bandit's fill form was adark stain on the silvery grasses.

As soon asthey were safely airborne and the airship wasflying at a steedy rate of speed, Pen asked
Tagwen to take over the controls. "Just keep her sailing as sheisand you won't have any trouble. | have

to take alook below."
Tagwen nodded without comment. "1 can go with you," Khyber offered quickly. "It might be better—"
Pen held up his hand to stop her from saying any more. "No, Khyber. | need to do thisby mysdf.”

Without looking at her, he climbed out of the pilot box and walked to the rear hatchway. The door was
open, and moonlight brightened the stairsleading down into the shadowed corridor below. All he could
seein hismind was Bandit's bloodstained body, an inddlible image that dominated every possibility he
could imagine for Cinnaminson's fate. He purposaly had not looked again on the corpses of Gar Haich
and his crewmen, trying to hold himsdf together againgt what he might find.

He paused at the top of the stairs, listened to the silence, then took a deep breath and started down.

At the bottom of the steps he stopped again, peering ahead into the gloom. Nothing moved. No sound
reached his ears. He fought back against the panic risng insde, determined not to giveway toit. He
moved ahead cautioudly, the sound of hisown breathing so loud that it felt asif every other possible
sound was blocked away. At each door, he paused long enough to look inside before continuing on.
There was no onein the storerooms or deeping chambers that the members of the little company had
occupied on their journey out of Syioned.

The door to the Captain's quarters stood gar at the end of the corridor. It was the only place left to
look. Pen couldn't decide at this point if he wanted to do so or not. He couldn't decide which was
worse—knowing or not knowing.

He pushed the door open and stepped through. Shadows cloaked the chamber in layers of blackness,
conceding and disguising in equa measure. Pen stared around blindly, searching the inky gloom.

Then he saw her. She lay stretched on the bed, bound hand and foot with ropes and chained to the wall.
Her face was turned away, and her pale blond hair spilled across the bedding like scattered silk.

"Cinnaminson,” he whispered.

Hewent to her quickly, turned her over, and took away the gag that covered her mouth. " Cinnaminson,”
he repeated, more urgently thistime.

Her milky eyes opened, and she exhaded softly. "I knew you would come," she whispered.

On deck, Khyber stood next to Tagwen in the pilot box. She had thought to take down the bodies of



the Rovers, then decided to leave that job for later. The night air was cool and clear, and it felt good on
her face asthe airship sailed the feather-soft skies.

"Y ou should go seeif he'sdl right,” Tagwen said.

She shook her head, brushing away strands of her dark hair. "I should stay right where | am.”
"l don't hear anything. Do you?'
She shook her head a second time. "Nothing.”

They were slent again for amoment, then Tagwen said, "Did you see what happened back therein the
meadow?'

She nodded. "I saw. | don't understand it, though. That cat must have tracked us al the way out of the
Sags. Why would it do that? Moor cats don't like high country like this. They don't ever come up here.
But that one did. Because of Pen, | think. Because of the way he spoke to it back there, or how he
connected to it, or something.”

Tagwen snorted. "That's not the strangest part. It's what happened afterwards, when it attacked that
cregture. It gave upitslifeto savethe boy. To save dl of us. Why would it do that?'

She touched the contralslightly, fingering without adjusting, needing to make contact with the metd. "'|
don't know." She glanced over at him. "Maybe Pen's magic does more than heredlizes. If it moved that
cat theway it seemsto have, it isn't just away of communicating or of reading behavior.”

"Doesn't seem s0."

Aganthey fell dlent. Ahead, starsfilled the horizon with diazmondlike brilliance, myriads spread across
the dark firmament, numbers beyond imagining.

"l don't think wekilled it," shesad findly.
Tagwen nodded dowly. "I don't think so, either.”

"It will come after us. It won't giveup.”

"l don't supposeit will."

She looked out into the night. "It's probably aready tracking us."

Tagwen snorted and rubbed at hisbeard irritably. "1 hope it hasalong wak ahead of it."

Pen could fed Cinnaminson trembling as shetold him the story. “They caught us coming back acrossthe
Sags. They werein aDruid ship, theGalaphile, and they snared us with grappling hooks and came
aboard. One of them wasa Dwarf! 1 could tell by hisvoice and movements. He wanted to know where
you were, what we had done with you. Papawas terrified. | could fed it. | knew from what had
happened in the swamp how frightened he was of them. He didn't even try to lie. He told them he had

abandoned you after finding out who you redlly were. He gave them your descriptions and identities. |
couldn't do anything about it."



She took adeep breath and pressed him closer. "I couldn't do anything about any of it!" she whispered
and began to cry again.

He had freed her hands and feet, and he was sitting with her on the bed, holding her, stroking her hair,
waiting for her to stop shaking. He let her cry now, knowing she needed the release, that it would help to
cam her. She seemed to be dl right physically, but emotionally she was closeto collapse.

"They left as soon asthey got directions from my father on whereto find you. The other one must have
come aboard while this was happening. We never saw it until they Ieft, and then al of asudden it was
there. It didn't say anything and we couldn't sese who it was, wrapped in that cloak and hood. It didn't
look or move like ahuman, but | think it is. It Spoke to me afew times, a strange voice, hoarse and
rough, like someone talking through heavy cloth. | don't know its name, it never gaveit.”

He touched her face. "We dropped whoever it was over the side of theSkatel ow as shewasrising. We
tricked it off, and it was trying to get back aboard, but we managed to cut the ladder loose asit was
climbing up. | think it might be dead.”

She shook her head at once, her facerigid with terror. "It isn't dead. It isn't. | would know. | would fedl
it! Y ou haven't spent three dayswith it like | did, Penderrin. Y ou haven't fet it touch you. Y ou haven't
heard that voice. Y ou haven't been through what I've been through. Y ou don't know!"

He pressed her close again. "Tell me, then. Tell me everything.”

"It made us prisoners. | don't know how it managed, but | never heard anything. No one even had a
chanceto struggle. | was locked away below, but | heard everything. It tortured Papa and the others and
thenit killed them. It took along time. | could hear them screaming, could hear the sounds of—"

She broke off, gasping. "I'll never forget. Never. | can il heer it." Her fingerswere digging into Pen's
arms. Shetook a deep breath. "When it was over, the.. . . thing came for me. | thought | was next. But it
knew about my sight, about how | could see thingsin my mind. That waswhat it wanted. It told meto
find you. | was so afraid that | did what | wastold because | didn't want to die. | did everything right up
until 1 found you, and then | turned us another way. | don't know why. | don't know how | found the
courage. | thought | was dead, then.”

"We saw you lead it away," Pen whispered. "We knew what you had done. So we came after you.”

"If you hadn't..."

She shuddered once and began to cry again. "I can't believe Papaisgone.”

Pen thought of Gar Hatch and his cousins hanging from the rigging like scarecrows, food for scavengers.
He'd have to cut them down and dispose of them before she was allowed on deck. Maybe she couldn't
see with her eyes, but she could see in other ways. He didn't want that to happen.

"Tell mewhat thisisal about,” she whispered. "Please, Pen. | need to know why Papa’s gone.”

Pen told her, starting at the beginning with the disgppearance of the Ard Rhys, detailing his own flight
west to find Ahren Elessedil and their journey before they had found Gar Hatch and theSkatelow. He
told her how he had come to be in this Situation, what he was expected to do and why, and where they

were heading now. He confided his doubts and fears to her, admitted his sense of inadequacy, and
revealed hisreasons for continuing on nevertheless. As he spoke, she stopped shaking and grew quiet in



hisarms. Her horror of what had happened seemed to drain away, and the calmness he had been
awaiting settled over her.

When he wasfinished, she lifted her head from his shoulder.
"Y ou are much braver than | am,” shesaid. "I am ashamed of mysdf.”
Hedidn't know what to say. "I think we take our courage from each other.”

She nodded and closed her eyes. "I want to deep awhile, Pen. | haven't dept in three days. Would it be
dl rightif | did?'

He covered her with blankets, kissed her on the forehead, and waited for her to fall adeep. It only took
afew minutes. He stood looking down at her afterwards, thinking that finding her alive was the most
precious gift he had ever received and he must find away to protect it. He had lost her once,- he would
not do so again.

Hisresolve on that point would be tested at sometime, he knew. What would he do when that
happened? Would he give up hislifefor her as Bandit had for him? Did he love her enough to do that?
Therewas no way to know until he was faced with the choice. He could tell himsdlf anything, make any
promise he wished, but promises were only words until more than words were required.

He paused at the doorway and stared into space. He knew how much she would depend on him. She
would need him to be therefor her. But that worked both ways. Because of how he felt about her, he
depended on her to be there for him, too. He might be only aboy and she even younger than Khyber,
but that didn't change the truth of things.

They would need to be strong for each other if they were to keep each other safe.

He closed the door softly behind him as he went out.

five



The day's heat dtill clung to the foothills below the Raven-shorn, sultry and thick in the waning of the
afternoon light, when Rue Meridian said in asurprised voice, "That lookslike an airship coming toward
lel

Bek Ohmsford turned and caught sight of the black dot out on the western horizon, backlit by the deep
glow of the setting sun. Even though he wasn't sure what he was|ooking at, he took her at her word. Her
eyes had always been better than his.

He glanced at her admiringly. He couldn't help himsdlf. He till loved her as much now as he had when
he had met her some twenty years earlier. He had been just an impressionable boy back then, and she,
older by several years and agood dedl of life experience, awoman. Circumstances and events had
contrived to make fdling in love the inevitable result of their meeting, and dl these yearslater that
aurprised him ill.

Sheremained strong and beautiful, undiminished in any way by time's passing, arare and impossibly
wondrous treasure. Blessed with dark red hair and bright green eyes, atall rangy body, and a persondity
that was famoudy mercuria, she congtantly surprised him with her contradictions. Born aRover girl, she
had flown airships with her brother, fought on the Prekkendorran, journeyed to the then unknown
continent of Parkasia, and returned to marry and stay with aman whose world was so different from hers
that he could not begin to measure the gap between them. She might have chosen another way,
something closer to the life she had abandoned for him, but she had not done so, nor voiced amoment's
regret. Aswild and free as her life had been, it seemed impossible to him that she had given it up, but she
had done so in a heartbest.

Together, they had settled in Patch Run and started their airship exploration business. They had wanted
ason, and one had been born to them within thefirst year. Penderrin to her, Pento him, Little Red to his
footloose Rover uncle, Redden Alt Mer, he was everything they had hoped for. Having Penin her life
changed Rue noticeably, and al for the good. She became more grounded and settled. She found greater
pleasurein her home and its comforts. Alwaysready to sal away, she nevertheless wanted time with her
baby, her son, to prepare him to face the larger world. She taught him, played with him, and loved him
better than anyone or anything but Bek. As a consequence, Bek loved her better, aswell.

She caught him looking at her and smiled. "I love you, too,” she said.

Bound to each other initialy by the experiences they had shared during their journey aboard theJerk
Shannara, they discovered that they also shared an important smilarity in their otherwise disparate
backgrounds: Both had lost their parents young. Bek had been raised by Goran and LiriaLeah, Quentin's
parents, and Rue by her brother. 1t was their mutual decision that Pen would know his parents better than
they had known theirs. From the beginning it was their intention that he should sharein dl aspects of their
life together, including their business. He became apart of it early, learning to fly airships, to maintain and
repair them, to understand their components and the functions they served. Pen was aquick study, and it
was no dretch for him to master the intricacies of navigation and aerodynamics. By the time hewas
twelve, he was dready designing airships as a hobby. By the time he was fourteen, he had built hisfirst
vess.

He wanted to fly with them on their trips, of course, but he was not yet ready for that. It was a source of
great disgppointment to him. But he was young, and disgppointments didn't |a<t.

Bek shaded his eyeswith his hand to cut the glare of the setting sun. He was of medium height, not astall
as she was, but broader through the shoulders, hishair and eyes dark and his skin browned by the sun.
Always quick and agile, he was nevertheless beginning to fedl the inevitable effects of diding into his



middle years. Hisless-than-perfect eyesight, he thought, was the first indication of what lay ahead.
"| think that'saDruid ship," Rue said quietly.

He peered at what was now definitely identifiable asan airship, but he ftill couldn't tell what sort it was.
"What would a Druid airship be doing out here?

Sheglanced at him, and he could tell that whatever she was thinking, it wasn't good. They were miles
into the Centrd Anar, in wildernessthat few ventured into who weren't in the trapping, trading, or
exploration business. The Ravenshorn Mountains were mostly unsettled and infrequently traveled other
than by the Gnome tribes that called them home. A Druid airship so far out would be coming for avery
definite purpose and on business that couldn't wait.

Bek looked at their passengers, who were sitting around a map, talking about where they wanted to go
next. Two from the Borderlands, three from the degp Southland, and a Dwarf—all had signed on to see
country that they had only heard about. They were five weeks out of Patch Run, where Bek and Rue had
begun aseries of stopsto pick up their customers and take on supplies. They had three weeks I eft in the
Eastland before they started back.

"Your sster?' Rue suggested, nodding toward the airship. He shook his head. 'l don't know. Maybe."
He didn't want to voice what worried him most. One of the reasons a Druid airship would come for them
was that something had happened to Pen. Word would reach Grianne, and she would cometo tell him
hersdf. But he wouldn't et himsalf think like that, not just yet. This probably had something to do with the
Ard Rhys or the state of the Four Lands.

They kept watch asthe airship sailed toward them through the fading afternoon sunlight, moving
unerringly toward their campsite. How it had located them was amystery, since few knew of their
intended destination. A Druid could find them with help, but only Bek's Sister possessed sufficient magic
to track them with no help at al. He could see now that it was indeed a Druid airship that gpproached, so
he began to suspect that she was aboard.

The other members of the expedition had seen the ship and come over to stand with their guides. A few
asked what she was doing there, but Bek just shrugged and said he had no idea. Then he asked them to
move back into the campsite and closer to whereSwift Sure was anchored, a precaution he would have
takenin any event.

"Areyou expecting trouble?' Rue asked him, cocking one eyebrow.
"No. | just want to beready." "We're dways ready,” shesaid. "You are, at least.”
She smiled. "That's why you were attracted to me. Don't you remember?

The big airship eased out of the sky to the grassy shelf that fronted the encampment and overlooked the
woodland country west. Anchor lines were dropped fore and aft, and a rope ladder was thrown over the
Sde. Bek recognized theAthabasca, one of four ships-of-the-linein the Druid fleet, capable of great
speed and power. He was impressed by her look. But not even a Druid ship could match the speed of
Swift Sure.

A Druid began to climb down the ladder, dark-robed and hooded, swaying unsteadily as he carefully
placed one foot below the other. A big man, Bek saw, powerfully built and strong, but unfamiliar with
arrships and flying. He stepped off the ladder, pulled back his hood to reveal hisface, and started toward



them. Bek had never seen him before, but then most of the Druids a Paranor were unfamiliar to him.
Except for hissster and Ahren Elessedil, who was no longer a Paranor, he had met only one or two
others over the years, and those he barely remembered. The Druid lifewas hissigter'slife, not his, and he
had kept himsdf deliberately apart from it. Sometimes he felt badly that he was not doing moreto help
her in her work, but it was not work he had ever cared to involve himself in and so he thought it better
not to pretend he did.

The man who approached was younger than they were, though not by much, and his careworn face
suggested he might be aging in other ways. Their livesfilled with secrets, their work clandestine and often
unknowable, Druids dwaystroubled Bek. It was arolethat fit his sster well, the clothes of her life asthe
Use Witch, where she had perfected the art of subterfuge and dissembling. Such skillswere necessary in
the world of the Druids, even though intended for good and not for evil. Druids were not well liked in the
Four Lands. It was not a prejudice he shared, understanding them as he did, but it was afact of life.
Power fostered fear, and fear mistrust. The Druid order was for many the genesisof al three.

"Aren't those Ghome Hunters crewing theAthabasca?" Rue asked suddenly. "Where are the Trolls?'

It wastoo late for speculation. "Bek Ohmsford?' the Druid asked as he came up to them. He held out
his hand without waiting for areply. "My nameis Traunt Rowan."

He shook Bek's hand, then took Rue'saswell. His grip was firm and reassuring. He spoke in even,
messured tones that radiated Sincerity and concern.

"l was sent by the Druid Council to bring you back with me to Paranor,” he continued, looking at themin
turn. "The Ard Rhys has disappeared. We don't know what happened to her, but she's gone, and we
haven't been ableto find out why."

Bek nodded. His sister had disappeared before, many times. She was known for going off without
warning on undertakings she wished to keep secret. Y ou must have reason to be worried about her
beyond what you've told me. She has gone her own way without advising others many timesin her life.
Why isthistime any different?'

"Her persond assstant, Tagwen, always knowswhere sheis. Or at least he knows when sheisleaving.
Thistime, he didn't know anything about what happened. Nor did the Troll guard. No onedid. Thisis
where matters become a bit more complicated. Tagwen was concerned enough that he sought out Ahren
Elessedil to help search for her. Together, they traveled to Patch Run to find you. But they found you
gone and spoke with your son instead. When they |eft, they took him with them. Now we can't find any
of them.”

Bek fdt agstab of fear. Rue's fingers reached out to find his and tightened sharply. "How did you find dl
thisout? Y ou haven't received any messages, have you?"'

The Druid shook his head. "None. We found out what we did by asking those who knew bitsand
pieces of the truth. Tagwen left word where he was going. We followed him to the Westland village of
Emberen. We discovered that he spoke with Ahren Elessedil and that they left together. From there, we
tracked them to Patch Run. But we don't know what happened after that. We only know that your sonis
gone, aswdl."

He grimaced. "I'm embarrassed we don't know more. We have been searching for them for days. We
have been searching for you, too. We think that the disappearance of the Ard Rhys might indicate that
her entirefamily isin danger. Thereis someindication of this being so. She has many enemies, and



everyone knows you are close to her and are possessed of the Shannaramagic, aswell. Some of those
enemies might consder you as dangerousto them assheis"

"Penderrin would never go off with anyone, even Ahren Elessedil, without leaving word for us" Rue
brokein suddenly. "Did you look for amessage?’

"Wedid," Traunt Rowan said. "We looked everywhere. But we didn't find one.”
Y ou searched our bouse, Bek thought. That was bold. Why did you fed the need?

"If Penfailed to leave amessage, it was because he didn't have enough timeto do so." Ruewas diding
into her protective mother role, and Bek could see the anger in her eyes. "Why wasn't he offered your
protection earlier?'

A flicker of irritation gppeared on Traunt Rowan's handsome face and then quickly disappeared. "We
did what we thought best at the time. We were alittle disorganized, confused. We didn't know what had

happened at that point.”
"You dill dont, it seems” she snapped.

The Druid turned to Bek. "If you will return with me to Paranor, perhaps we can find them together. We
know you have a strong connection to your sister, that you share the use of her magic. We were hoping
that you might find away to apply your talentsto help uswith our search. If we can find either your sister
or your son, we have a chance of finding both."

He hestated. "I admit that we are growing desperate. We need afresh approach. We need any help that
we can get."

He sounded sincere and his plea had merit, but something troubled Bek. He couldn't put hisfinger on
what it was, but he couldn't quite make himsdlf dismissit, ether.

"What of the expedition?" he asked, trying to think it through.

"I will seethat everything istaken care of. Another ship, paid for by the order, will fulfill your obligation
to your passengers. With your permission, | will fly back with you aboard your airship to Paranor. The
Athabasca can continue her search. We have dl of our airships out looking, crisscrossing the Four
Lands. | don't want to take any of them out of service until this matter is settled.” He paused. "We are
doing everything we can to find your son."

He directed this last comment at Rue in what was surely an effort to reassure her, but Bek was pretty
certain it wastoo late for that.

"We haveto find him, Bek," Rue said quickly. "We have to do whatever it takes."

Shewasright, of course. But that didn't mitigate his sense of uneasiness. Why would Pen, who was
always so dependable, disappear without aword to anyone? Where would Ahren Elessedil have taken
him that required such secrecy? Looking at it from every conceivable angle, he kept coming back to the
same two poss bilities—that his son had been forced to flee or that Traunt Rowan was lying.

"Let metak with our passengers and tell them what's happening,” he said to the Druid. "Then well come
withyou."



Hetook Rue's hand and led her over to where the six who had hired them were standing in the shadow
of Swift Sure. Quickly, hetold them aversion of the truth—that an emergency had arisen that required
them to leave immediately for home, that another airship with another Captain and crew familiar with
expedition work would cometo alow them to complete their outing. There were afew disappointed
looks, but everyone took it well. None of them asked for their money back. They shook hands and
wished one another well.

After giving awave of reassurance to Traunt Rowan, Bek walked over to the crates of supplies stacked
on the ground at the airship's stern and began checking through them. Rue, who had hesitated before
following him over, bent close. "What are you doing?'

"Pretending that I'm doing something useful,” he said. "Gaining us alittle space and time so that we can
think."

Shejoined him in poking through the crates, her eyes never leaving hisface. "Y ou don't trust him, either.”

He glanced back at the Druid, who was leading their passengers over to theAthabasca in preparation
for boarding. "Why do you think Tagwen felt the need to seek out Ahren Elessedil when there are more
than ahundred other Druids a Paranor whom he could have turned to? Why would he choose to seek
help outside Paranor'swalls? That doesn't fed right.”

"No," she agreed, "it doesnt.”

"But let's assume he had agood reason for traveling al the way to Emberen to find Ahren. Why did
Traunt Rowan and the other Druids suddenly fed aneed to follow him? If they were worried about our
family, why wouldn't they go straight to Patch Run to warn us? They've thrown Peninto the mix asa
reason for their search, but they didn't know anything about a connection to us before they started
looking for the other two."

Rue's mouth tightened. "He said Pen might be in danger, that we al might. But he never said from whom,
did he?'

"| take your point. Whatever the case, | don't think we are being told the truth.”

She straightened abruptly. "Then why are we going back to Paranor? If thisis some sort of atrap, we
shouldn't be so quick to stepinto it.”

He shook his head. "They want something from us. If they didn't, they would have taken adifferent
approach. Besides, if we don't go to Paranor, we lose our best chance of finding out what isreally going
on.

She brushed back |oose strands of her long red hair and looked off into the distance. "1 could make him
tell useverything in aout ten minutesif you left me donewith him."

Bek smiled in spite of himsdlf. "He'sa Druid, Rue. HE'stoo powerful to play gameswith. Anyway, if we
scare him, he won't be so eager to tell us anything. Even when helies, he givesus smdl glimpses of the
truth. Let'smake use of that for now. We can skin him and hang him out to dry later."

She reached over and took his hand. "I want Penderrin safe, Bek. If thisinvolves your sigter, it probably
involves her enemies, and her enemies are too dangerous for aboy to deal with.” She glanced over at the



Druid airship. "I hateit that weve becomeinvolved in her life again.”

He straightened and took her in hisarms. Shelet him do so, but her body remained stiff and angry ashe
held her. "Don't be too quick to blame thison Grianne," he whispered. "We don't know anything for sure
yet. We don't even know that Penismissing. All we know iswhat we've been told, and we can't redly
trust that.”

She nodded and inclined her head into his shoulder. "What if he'stelling the truth? We can't dismiss that
possibility, either. Just because he hasn't told his story well doesn't mean it isn't true. We can't take
chanceswith Pen's sefety.”

He pressed her againgt him reassuringly. "Nothing will happen to Pen. Remember who raised him. He
isn't without resources or skills. If he's disappeared, it may be because he wantsit that way. What we
need to do isto discover the reason. But we have to go to Paranor to do that. Are you willing to take the
chance?'

She backed out of hisembrace, and he saw the familiar resolve reflected in her green eyes. "What do
you think?"

Sx

Shadea a@Ru walked aone down the lower west corridor of the Druid's Keep, listening beyond the soft
scrape of her footfalsfor other sounds. The air was warm and stultifying outside the walls of the Keep,
but cool and resonant inside. A barely audible whisper of faraway voices reverberated off the sconewalls
like motes of dust dancing inthe light.

She listened to those voices carefully, but only to make certain they did not follow her.

They would be serving the noon meal now, and a period of rest would follow for those who cared to
take advantage of it. Few would. The Druids she led knew there were consequences for any falureto
complete their work. She kept them guessing as to what those consequences might be or when to expect
them. She let them work without supervision or deadlines because her unpredictability was dl the
incentive they required. A little uncertainty and afew object lessons were strong motivators.



Shedid not vist acts of reprisal on those who disappointed her; she knew better than to do that. She did
not use her office to punish outright. She had learned along time ago that consequences must be
administered in more subtle ways. A few well-chosen examples set the tone. She provided them early on,
within days after gaining the position of Ard Rhys, aclear indication of her expectations. She chose two
younger Druids, oneslacking in broad support, ones whose presence would not be missed. She called
them into her office and amply dismissed them. She sent them home without offering them even the
smallest clue asto how or why they had failed. They might apply for reinstatement, she advised, once
they had determined the nature of their shortcomings. It was afair and just approach to the strict
demands of the order's disciplines, and no one could find fault with how she had handled things.

Y et the underlying message was unmistekable. If onefailed, whether one understood how or why—one
paid the price. The best way to avoid such consegquences was to work hard and not make trouble.

Of course, the more powerful of the Druids were not so easily intimidated. Their dismissal would result
in confrontations of the sort she wastrying to avoid. Y et she was determined that they al be brought into
line, that they be made to accept her leadership and her control. She did not require that they make a
public display of their loydty,- she needed only to know it was understood that she was Ard Rhysin
more than name,

Hence, this clandestine meeting with the most powerful of those whose support she required. If Gerand
Cerawould agreeto back her openly, if she could gain his support for her efforts, then the rest would be
eader to persuade. The problem wasthat Cera hated her almost as much as he had hated Grianne
Ohmsford. If shewasto have any successin gaining his support, she must first find away to change his

fedings

She paused &t the entry to arotundathat served as ahub for a series of connecting corridors. Light from
narrow dits cut high up in the circular walls reflected off the stone blocks, measuring sticks for the single
stairway that led upward to the west watchtower and its parapets. She had chosen this remote and
private spot to test Cera'sresolve. If hefeared to meet her there, one and unprotected by hisfollowers,
he was not the aly she needed. If he appeared, it would reinforce her belief that he would servethe
purpose she had et for him.

She needed afresh dly. Terek Molt was dead, Iridia Eleri had abandoned Paranor, and Traunt Rowan
and Pyson Wence were beginning to show signs of vacillation. Though the latter two did her bidding, they
failed to command the respect and fear of the Dwarf and the sorceress. She was incensed about Iridia,
who had smply disappeared after the death of her beloved Ahren Elessedil, but there was nothing
Shadea could do about it. Searching for Iridiawould consume time and resources. Worse, it would
demonstrate weakness. Better to deal with her later.

She thought fleetingly of Traunt Rowan, who should by then have been deep in the Eastland and close to
making contact with Bek Ohmsford and hiswife. If he succeeded in bringing them to Paranor, she would
have new leverage in her search for the boy and his companions should the unthinkabl e happen and
AphasaWyefail. She would dso have ameansfor reconfirming that Grianne Ohmsford was safely
imprisoned within the Forbidding, where she could cause no further harm. The brother's magic could be
put to that use. It was dangerous to use him that way, but it was arisk shefelt she had to take. When she
was done with him, when she had hunted down the boy and verified that his aunt was dead and gone, it
would be easy enough to dispose of the entire Ohmsford family.

But firgt things first. She must concentrate on the task at hand, the manipulation of Gerand Cera. She
glanced around the rotunda, their appointed meeting place. Therewasno sign of him.



"l am here, Shadea," he said from the shadows behind her.

She turned with agtart. Tall and menacing in his black robes, he was standing just inside the same
halway she had come down. He must have followed her dl the way to their meeting place, and she had
not heard him do so. It was a clear demondtration of hisskill, given so that she would not mistake his
coming as an indication of weakness. It wastypica of him,- he had survived over the years by making
certain no one ever migudged what he was capable of doing.

"Gerand Cera," she greeted him, holding her ground.

He came up to her, lean and hatchet-faced, his nose and cheekbones narrow and chiseled, his mouth a
thin line of disgpprova. His expression was unreadable, asif hismind had emptied of thought and his
heart of emotion. He was aformidable opponent, and there were few at Paranor who would dare to
chdlengehim.

"Arewe aone?' he asked.

Hewould dready know the answer to that question, she thought. He only wanted to let her think he
trusted her not to lieto him. "Of course. What | have to say to you is not meant for other ears.”

"I didn't think s0." He glanced around, asif comefor thefirst timeto anew place. "No oneislikely to
pass down these corridors, | suspect. Neverthel ess, we are too much exposed to suit my taste. We
should not be seen mesting like this, even by accident.”

She nodded. "Come thisway."

Sheled him into another of the passageways and from there into an unmanned guardroom fronting the
outer wall.

"Here?' she asked. He nodded, and she closed the door behind them. " This should serve our needs.”

Hewalked over to abench set against the far wall and sat down. "L et me save you sometime and
effort, Shadea. Y ou have summoned me because you require my help. Y our own dliesseemto be
disappearing rather more rapidly than | think you anticipated in the wake of what's happened. Some
won't bereturning, | suspect. Y ou are Ard Rhysin name, but your grip on thetitleistenuous. Alliesare
necessary. | would be the one whose support you covet most. Am | right?”

She was angered by his presumptions, but kept her fedingsin check. Hewas right, of course. That was
one of his strengths—the ahility to analyze aSituation quickly and accurately. ™Y our support would be
welcome," she acknowledged.

His sharp featurestightened. "Why should | giveit to you?'
"I could suggest the obvious—that it would be safer for you to have me as afriend than an enemy.”

His smilewas bitter. "Y ou could never be afriend to me, Shadea. Y ou could never be afriend to
anyone you viewed as apotential riva. | accept that. | don't want you asafriend, in any case. Aswell, |
don't want you as an enemy. Y our successful dimination of Grianne Ohmsford demonstrates sufficient
reason for that. Such an impressive piece of work. So unexpected. No one knows how you did it. Gone
amos asif she never existed. Care to explain how you managed it?"



She shrugged. "Asyou said, you don't want me as your enemy." "So, then, | can have you as neither
friend nor enemy. Perhapsthere is some middle ground?’

"Perhaps. Why don't wetry to find it?" She walked over and sat down beside him, taking away the
advantage of height to put them on an equa footing. "I do have need of your help. Y ou have read the
Stuation accuratdly. | havelost old dlies- | need new ones. The Council follows me for now, but it may
shift dlegiance when the opportunity arises. | can do nothing to further the Druid cause until the problem
issafdy eiminated. Think what you want of me, but my god indl of thisisto makethe order stronger
and more effective. Under Grianne, we were walowing in discontent and ineffectiveness. That has
changed aready, even in the few days she has been gone.”

Gerand Ceraarched one eyebrow. "How s0?' "I have gained the unqualified support of Sen Dunsidan
and the Federation. That support goes beyond his openly professed acceptance of my stewardship of the
order. A deeper understanding has been forged, one that will eventualy give us control over him."

He nodded dowly. "Hewill crush the Free-born, and you will have the order stand by and let it happen.
But how will you then gain control of him?"

She smiled. "What you need to know isthat | do not intend to let things proceed in the disorderly fashion
allowed by my predecessor. | intend to take action and to take it now. | will change the course of history,
and | will make the Druid order the spearheed for that change.”

"How ambitious of you," he said softly.

"I won't deny it. | am ambitiousfor both the order and mysdlf. Y ou can join mein thiseffort or you can
continue to oppose me. If you join me, 1 will give you fresh standing in the order, a chance to advance at
my sde, equd in dmogt everything."

Helaughed. "Until you no longer have need of me.”

Shehdd hisgaze. "Or you of me?'

They stared at each other in silent gppraisal, each measuring the other's hidden intent againgt the
possibility of truth contained in the words aready spoken. The silence lengthened and Shadea caught a
hint of uncertainty in the other's black gaze.

"Andliance, then?' hesad.

"A very closedliance. Persond aswell as professional.”

He stared at her. "Y ou don't mean for usto become joined inthat way, do you?' he asked softly.

She nodded dowly. "Oh, but | do. Why not? Don't tell me it hasn't crossed your mind. It crosses every
man's mind, sooner or later. | see how they look at me. | know how they think. | am offering mysdlf to
you. | understand the risk of doing so, of course. But there are alwaysrisks. What | seek is an open and
obvious dliance that no onein the order will dare to chdlenge.”

"Well," hesaid, purang histhinlips. "I didn't expect this. Do you find me so attractive?'

She shrugged. "Not in the way you might think. Attractivein adifferent way. Women and men don't



awaysthink aike about thesethings. Accept my offer, and | might even explain it to you one day.”

He stared at her without answering, looking directly into her eyes and searching for what she was hiding.
Shelet him hold her gaze, patient and unflinching. ™Y ou could move into my quarters, of course,” she
said. "Y ou could deep with me or not, as you choose. What mattersisthat others see us asacouple.
Wewould be seen asjoined in al things, not necessarily by proclamation, but otherwise openly so. 1 am
Ard Rhys, but you would be my shadow hdf. Y our word would be mine. We would advance the cause
of the order together.”

Helet hiseyesdrop to her body, then rose and waked away and stood looking at the wall. "I will not
say | am not tempted. Y ou understand me well enough to know | am. We both crave power indl its
forms. Y our submission would be immensely satisfying. But where doesthis lead? How doesit end?’

She laughed openly. "Do you need to know in order to be persuaded, Gerand Cera? Aren't you excited
by theideathat neither of us can know how thiswill end, that it isagamble we must accept? Lifeisrisk!
What isthe point otherwise?'

Heturned back to face her. "What of your other alies? How will they view this change of plans?’

She shrugged. "They will accept it. They haven't any choice. 1 am the one they answer to." She reached
up to touch his cheek. "And now to you, aswell, if you accept my offer.”

He shook hishead. "Y ou would dispose of mein an instant, discard me with not a second thought.”

"Y ou would do the same with me," she countered. "We do not fool each other in any way about this
arrangement. We make use of it until it no longer suits us, and then we see how things stand. It does not
necessarily haveto end in killing. It can end in any number of other ways. Are you so committed to my
death that you cannot imagine any other possibility? Do | appear no different to you than Grianne
Ohmsford did?'

He amiled. "Y ou are different in more waysthan | can count. | do not mistake you for her. But | do not
mistake you for anything different from what you are, ether. | would have to watch my back constantly

were | to accept your proposal.”

She put her hands on his narrow shoulders and drew him astep closer. "Oh, come now. What would be
the purpose of making this offer if dl | wanted was to see you dead? There are much less complicated
waysto achieve that end. Once | have joined with you openly, it immediately becomes more difficult for
me to dispose of you, doesn't it? Besides, what would be the reason? | need you dive and a my sideif |
am to achieve what | seek. Y ou can seethat, can't you?”

Hislean features showed nothing, impassive and unrevedling as she pressed herself close and kissed him
on the mouth. "Can't you?' Then he was kissing her back, and she knew she had him.

Later that night, when the Druids of Paranor were adeep or at work in quarters kept open for that
purpose, the night falen in athick black vell through skies so clouded that neither moon nor stars could
penetrate, she dipped from her bed to walk the empty corridors and think. She spared only asingle
glance back at the deeping and sated Gerand Cera before closing the door on him. Her seduction of her
most dangerous enemy had been a success. It had even been enjoyable. She had not lied to him. She
found him attractive enough. His menacing look and poisonous mind drew her much the way she thought
the Use Witch must have felt drawn to snakes. They were treacherous by instinct and unpredictable by
nature and one could not trust what they would do because they frequently did not know themsalves. But



they werefascinating, aswell. She flushed with heat and passion imagining how it would fed to hold one
closeto her breast and fed its deceptively slky skin diding againgt her own. She dipped down the empty
corridor outside her room, hugging the shadows as she moved to the stairwell that led upward into the
central tower and the parapetsthat ringed it. She wore her nightgown and nothing more, disdainful of
clothing, of armor and weapons, of trappings that hampered and dowed. She feared nothing in this
world, so why should she care how she appeared or what she reved ed? Convention and conformity
were for others. She would be what she liked.

For now, Gerand Cerawas hers. She knew he thought otherwise. He had taken her body and would
think he had taken her mind in the bargain. He had alied himsdlf with her so that he could gain atoehold
on the steps of the office she warded. He was probably aready planning how he would dispose of her.
But she had known all that going in, had understood that he would accept her proposition only to get
what he coveted most—the position she held. He would stay close to her so that he could more easilly
diminate her.

But that was a blade that cut both ways. Keeping him close alowed her the same opportunities. His
plansfor her were no different than hersfor him. Y et the bargain favored her. She was the one who
would be seen to have united the Druids, to have pulled the two central factions together, so that there
would no longer be bickering and dissatisfaction. She was the one who would be seen to have alowed
common senseto prevail over pride. She was the one who would be seen asthe real leader of the order,
and Gerand Cera, though he might claim otherwise, would be only the consort of the Ard Rhys.

A consort, she had aready decided, whose usefulness at Paranor would quickly run its course.

She climbed to the tower and walked out onto the parapet. A wind blew chilly and brisk out of the west,
but anxiousto fed something cold againgt her skin, shelet it wash over her without shivering. She closed
her eyes and breathed in the night, listening to its faint sounds, to its soft voice. She was a peace there,
alone on the top of the Druid's Keep, her fortress, her world. She had won it, and she would keep it.
Those who could help her might do so, but they had better know their place.

In the morning, Gerand Cera would address the Council. Ogtensibly, he was to speak to the state of the
Four Lands and the role of the Druidsin monitoring its vicisstudes. But the true purpose of his speaking
was to make clear that he was now alied with her, had become her consort, her shadow self. He would
do so thinking to impress upon the listening Druids that he had gained control of her. None would believe
it. It didn't matter what he said or did. None would believe.

If they did, they had better not Iet her find out.




seven

It waslate in the day whenSwift Sure sailed out of the shadows enfolding the Dragon's Teeth toward the
brightly lit towers of Paranor, sharp-edged and spiraing againgt a horizon colored crimson and gold by
the setting sun. Bek worked therigging and sallsin preparation for their arrival, while Rue stood in the
pilot box, easing the big ship into position. It was atill, windless day, and sailing her required littlein the
way of skill, her steady progress reliant mostly on the power fed out of the digpson crystas. The journey
had taken bardly forty-eight hours, the weether clear and uncomplicated, the voyage made by flying day
and night, the senior Ohmsfords taking turns at catching afew quick hours of deep when needed. It was
aschedule they were used to, having followed it on numerous occas ons when there were weather
reasons to do so. They might have anchored and dept in thisinstance, but both were anxiousto get to
their destination and find out the truth about Pen.

Of onething they were quite certain. Traunt Rowan was holding something back, and whatever it was, it
had everything to do with why they had been summoned.

Bek glanced over to where the Druid sat on aviewing bench with his back against the foremast and his
safety line cinched tightly about hiswaist. He was not comfortablein the air, so he had spent much of his
timein that postion. He was friendly, though. He was more than willing to talk whenever they
approached, dways amenable to adiscussion of the facts surrounding the disappearances of Gri-anne
and Pen, seemingly anxiousto help them find their family. Y et as Bek had observed at the sart of this
journey, it was what Traunt Rowan didn't say as much aswhat he did that kept giving him away. There
was no mention il of why the Druids had decided to go in search of Tagwen after his departure from
Paranor or why that pursuit had led them to Pen. There was no mention of what had become of the Troll
guard that had served his sster so faithfully from the beginning of her term as Ard Rhys. Most important
of dl, he offered no suggestion as to what might have happened to Grianne.

Bek was aware that he might be overreacting to omissions that were nothing more than oversights on the
part of adistraught messenger, omissions easily explained once broached. But Bek had dways trusted
hisingtincts on such things, and hisingtinctsin this case warned him that something was not right. Because
Rue felt the same way, he wasinclined to keep his concernsto himself and to watch his back until he had
abetter understanding of what had happened.

AsSwift Qure settled down inside the broad west court, where the Druid airships were anchored when
not flying, it occurred to him that he had been to Paranor only twice beforein hislife. It was ashock to
redlize that he had not come more often than that, given that Grianne had been Ard Rhysfor dmost



twenty years. But he understood the reason for it. Both times he had visited, he had been anxiousto
leave. Thewadlls of the Keep closed in on him, shut him away and gave him atrgpped and helpless
feding. The stone passageways reminded him of the underground lair of the Antrax. The dark forms of
the Druids reminded him of the Morgawr and his Mwdlrets. Histimein Parkasiagtill haunted him, its
memories unpleasantly vivid and troubling.

His sster had been anxiousto explain what it was she was trying to achieve with the order, how she
envisioned it serving the Four Lands. It was Walker Boh's dream she was seeking to fulfill, and she had
dedicated her life to making it cometrue. But it was her vison she was following, not Bek's, and he had
trouble finding reasonsto believe init as she did. He did not share Waker's belief in the importance of
the Druids to the Races,- he did not accept that a Druid Council would function any more effectively or
wisdly than the governments adready established. He trusted his sister and believed her to be capable and
committed. But shewas till only one person, and however powerful she might think hersdf, shewas
diminished measurably by how she had lived her life asthe Use Witch. Her exposure to the truth of who
and what she was through contact with the Sword of Shannara had caused her psyche to suffer great
damage. She might have woken from the coma.into which she had fallen as aresult of having faced up to
that truth, but he wasn't sure she had come back from it whole.

Her responsibilities were so overwhelming and the response of those she sought to help so disdainful that
he found himself wondering whether she might revert to the dark cresture she had been before he found
her. He hated himsdf for thinking that way, but he understood the pressure she was under and the weight
of the task she had given hersdf. It was one thing to reestablish the Druid order,- it was another to lead
it. Hewanted to tdll her to let go, to come away with him. Even while she was explaining what it was she
was trying to do, he wanted to urge her to stop. But, in the end, he said nothing. It was her life, not his. It
was her decison.

Standing on the foredeck of Swift Sure as Rue st the big airship down on Druid soil, he found himself
wondering if hewould ever see Grianne again. His concerns had al been for Pen, but it was Grianne who
had disappeared first and been gone longest. Because she had a history of such disappearances and
because she had always returned from them, he had given little thought to what the most recent one might
mean. But it was possible, even for an Ard Rhys, to venture too far into unfriendly territory and not be
ableto find away out again. It was possible, even for Grianne, not to return.

Heturned his attention to dropping the anchor lines then, asthe airship touched the ground, climbing
down the rope ladder to secure them. The air within the Druid wallsfdlt hot and still. He smelled the dust
and the dryness,- he could breathe them in. Already, he was wishing he were somewhere else. Taking a
deep breath to calm himself, he waited for Rue and Traunt Rowan to descend. It was pointless to dwell
on hisdiscomfort. He was here, and here he would remain until he found what he had come looking for.

With Rue beside him, he followed the Druid toward a pair of massive double-entry doors at one end of
the court. But before they reached them, the doors opened and asmall group of black-cloaked figures
emerged into the fading light. Asthey moved into the courtyard, their long shadows played againgt the
earth like wraiths, faceless and bodiless within their coverings. A chill went up Bek's spine, awarning to
be careful. He had formidable magic a his command, but his skills and experience were not the equal of
these.

Asthe contingent approached them, Traunt Rowan turned back to Bek and Rue. "Y our arrival ismuch
anticipated,” he said with adeferential nod.

There were three of them, two leading the third, one of the two a broad-shouldered woman of some size
and obvious strength. She pulled back her hood as she reached him, and he knew ingtinctively from the



strong features and military bearing that she wasthe leader. "Bek Ohmsford,” she said, extending her
hand. "I am ShadeadRu, Ard Rhysin your sister's absence.”

She shook his hand quickly, took Rue'sin turn, then nodded to her companions. "My First of Order,
Gerand Cera, and my assistant, Pyson Wence."

Bek nodded to them in turn, thefirst tall, thin, and sharp-featured, the second physically unintimidating,
but with eyesthat reminded him of a hunting bird's. Deferring to the woman, neither spoke on being
introduced.

"What have you learned of our son?' Rue asked at once. "Have you found him?"

"We haven't." Shadea met her gaze without flinching, something alot of men couldn't do. "We continue
to search, of course, for both your son and the Ard Rhys, but we have run out of placesto look. If you
comewithme, | will explain.”

Without waiting for their agreement, she turned and started back toward the Keep, her two companions
and Traunt Rowan faling quickly into step behind her. Bek glanced at Rue, shrugged, and they followed
aswdl. Hewastrying to remember if hissster had ever said anything about any of these Druids, but
nothing cameto mind. Aside from Ahren Elessedil, Tagwen was the only one he could remember her
gpeaking about and the only one he could remember meeting. He wished now that he had paid better
attention.

Inside the Keep, Shadea beckoned them forward to walk with her, and the other three Druids gave way
asthey moved ahead.

"The Ard Rhys disappeared after retiring to her chamber several weeks ago. She went into her room
and never came out. There was no sign of a struggle when we found her missing. The Trolls on watch
said she had not come out during the night and that they had heard nothing. | dismissed them anyway,
samply asa precaution. We have many enemies, and they have many reasonsto want usgone. The Trolls
might have been subverted.”

That was one explanation, Bek thought, though it didn't fed right. "I recal my sister saying more than
once how much she depended on them, how rdliable they were."

Shadea's sun-browned face turned his way sharply, and she brushed the short-cropped blond hair from
her forehead. " She may have made a mistake by trusting them. We don't know."

"No one has seen her since? No one has sent any word of her?' "None. Tagwen seemed to have an
idea about what might have happened, but then he disappeared as well. We tracked him to Em-beren
and to Ahren Elessedil. Then we tracked them both to Patch Run. Apparently, when they left, they took
your son with them. That was the last thing we discovered that's worth talking about. We till don't know
why the Ard Rhys disappeared or where she might have gone. We don't know where your son, Tagwen,
and Ahren Elessedil have gone, either. Our airships continue to search, but time dips away, and that
doesn't favor our efforts. | am hopeful that by coming to Paranor, you can change things.”

Bek felt Rue's hand tighten in hisown. "How can | hep you? | don't know anything about this."
Shadea @Ru nodded. "It is no secret that you are extraordinarily closeto your sister. The story of how

you found each other twenty years ago is common knowledge. Y our inherited magic drew you in ways
that nothing else could. It bindsyou irrevocably. | think we can make use of that in finding her and very



likely your son, aswell. I'll show you how."

They passed down the shadowed corridor and ascended a series of stairsto the upper levels. Ina
broad, high-ceilinged hdl that ran down the center of the Keep, they encountered other Druids moving
about in small groups, carrying books and papers and conversing with one another. A few looked them
over asthey passed, taking note of the two who were clearly not of their order. But no one looked for
very long, turning quickly away when they caught sight of Shadea.

They are afraid of her,Bek thought.

He remembered that it had been the same when he had come to visit his sster—the same looks, the
same quick averting of faces when she passed. Nothing had changed in her absence. It made him wonder
if it wasthe nature of the position or of the candidates drawn to occupy it. It made him wonder why
anyone would warnt it.

Asthey turned down a secondary passageway, one narrower and less heavily traveled, ayoung Druid
rushed into their midgt, colliding with Bek in aflurry of confusion and knocking him to the floor.

"Sorry," he gpologized quickly, reaching down to help Bek up again. The papers he had dropped lay
scattered everywhere about them. "I didn't seeyou. | wasin ahurry. My mistake. Areyou al right?
Well, then. Again, sorry."

Their hands clasped, and Bek felt atiny piece of paper pressed into his pam. "There, no harm done,”
the young Druid declared, his eyes meeting Bek's quickly before looking away. He apologized again, this
timeto Shadea, and bent to retrieve his papers from the floor. The big woman gave him awithering ook
and wa ked right on past, beckoning the othersto follow. Bek glanced down briefly at the young Druid
as he passed him. The other man did not ook up.

Asthey continued on, Bek did the piece of paper into his pocket. He had never seen the young Druid
before. He glanced over at Rue, but she didn't seem to have noticed anything.

They climbed several setsof stairs and traversed several more corridors before coming to aroom set
high in the Keegp. Gnome Hunters stood watch without, and the door was locked and barred.

The Gnomes moved aside quickly as Shadea stepped up and manipulated the locks. When the door
was open, the Druids ushered the Ohmsfordsinside.

Bek glanced around. The room was empty except for ahuge basin of water that sat at its center. The
basin bowl was shalow and broad, and the watersit contained were a very deep green. There were lines
and markings drawn on the surface of the basin below the waters, bumps and ridges, aswell. It wasa
map, he realized, moving over to get acloser look, amap of the Four Lands.

"Thisiswhere you can help us, Bek," Shadea @Ru announced, moving up beside him. Rue had aready
taken up aposition on his other side, and he could fed the anticipation radiating from her like body heat.
"Thisroom is caled the cold chamber. The stone wallsinsulate the basin. The scrye watersin the basin
monitor the lines of power that bind the earth. They reflect disturbances in those lines when a powerful
magic is used. We study them in an effort to discover where magic is being used outside the purview of
the order."

Sheturned to him. "We had thought to use the scrye watersto track your sister's movements after she
disappeared, but there have been no disturbances that would indicate the use of her magic. Still, the



waterswill track such magic, even its most minuscule application, if their power to interpret is enhanced.
If you were to apply the magic of the wishsong to that end, we might be able to discover where sheis. |
know you possess the power to contral its effect on things. Will you useit here?’

Bek held her gaze amoment, trying to read what was behind it. She was asking him to do something
very sraightforward, but he was suspicious of her motives. Traunt Rowan's omissions and shad-ings il
troubled him,- his uneasiness about the circumstances surrounding the disappearances of his sister and
son hadn't lessened. Hewastired from lack of deep and worry, and he didn't trust that he was thinking
Clearly.

"1 know you want meto do thisright away," hetold her. "I want that, too. But | don't know that | can
help you effectively until | am better rested. Application of the magic of the wishsong requires a steady
concentration that | don't fed | can bring to bear just now.

What | would liketo do is eat something and get some deep, then try in the morning, when I'm fresh.”

"Bek!" Rue exploded angrily, gripping his shoulder so hard it hurt. "Thisis our son and your Sster we are
trying to help! What do you mean, you need to rest? Y ou can rest |ater!”

Her words made him flinch, but he looked directly at her. "I'm worried for them, too. But | don't want to
make amistake. I'm just not sure I'm recovered enough from that fever to focus the way | need to. Not
without alittle food and rest firg."

He turned away from the surprise and confusion that flashed sharply in her eyes. "Tomorrow, then?'

Clearly unhappy with the delay, Shadea aRu took a moment to consider. Reluctantly, she nodded.
"Tomorrow will befine. Traunt Rowan will see you to your deeping chambers and arrange for food to be
brought. Rest well.”

She swept out of the room without sparing him another glance, ahint of disgust reflected on her strong
features. Thetdler of the two Druids who went with her turned briefly to study him, and Bek did not care
for what he saw in the dark eyes. Then they were gone, and Traunt Rowan was saying something about
arrangementsfor the night. Bek didn't hear dl of it; his attention was back on Rue, who was looking at
him in what he hoped was aless judgmenta way.

"Comewith me" the Druid ordered, his own face dark and troubled.

It took them only afew minutes to reach their deeping chambers, which consisted of two roomswith a
bed, afew furnishings, asingle door, high windows, and apair of unfriendly looking Ghome Hunters
aready positioned at the doors.

"To keep you safe” Traunt Rowan explained quickly. "We are taking no chances with your family even
here. Until we find out what has happened to the Ard Rhys and your son, we intend to keep close watch
over dl of you. I will have dinner sent right up.”

When he was gone and the door securely closed behind him, Bek put afinger to hislips before Rue
could say anything, shaking his head in warning. He motioned about the room, to thewalls and ceiling, to
the vents and doors and windows, where other ears might be listening. When she nodded her
understanding, hetook her in hisarmsand put hislips closeto her ear. "Areyou dl right?"

Hefdt her nod into his shoulder. Her mouth pressed againgt hisear. "What was dl that about afever?



Y ou haven't had afever in months."

"An excuseto keep Shadea at bay,” he whispered. " Something about al thisisn't right. | need to think
about what she's asking meto do.”

Ancther nod. "'l don't trust her, either. | don't trust any of them. They're lying about something.”

"That young Druid who bumped into mein the hallway? That wasn't an accident. He gave me anote.- |
haveit in my pocket. He pressed it into my hand while he was helping me get up. He didn't want Shadea
and the othersto see what he was doing. He took abig chance."

"Do you know him?1s he Griannésfriend?' "I don't know who isor isn't her friend a thispoint.” "Have
you looked at the note?”

He shook his head. "I was waiting until we got away from the others. | didn't want to take a chance that
they might seemelooking at it." He paused, looking past her to the stone walls. "Wak with me over to
the window. Stand close so we can shield what we're doing.” Hefelt her hand press againgt his back.
"Do you think they might be watching aswell aslisening? Here?'

He shook his head. He didn't know. But he wasn't about to chanceit. The safety of hissister and his son
were at sake, and some among the Druids might not have their best interests at heart, no matter what
they said.

They moved over to the window. The sun was setting on the horizon, abloodred orb hung against a
cerulean sky. Shadows had lengthened into dark pools, and the moon was just visible dong the northeast
horizon. The air outsde felt cool and fresh on their faces asthey leaned out, resting their ams on the
stone sill, hunched close together with their backs to the room.

Bek dipped the scrap of paper from its hiding place and laid it in front of them, keeping his hands
cupped about it. They bent close. Four words were printed on it in block letters.

DO NOT TRUST THEM.
That was all. Bek studied the note amoment more, glanced at Rue, then pocketed it anew. When he
had a chance to do so, he would destroy it. But he would have to be careful how he handled it. Druids

could reconstruct messages from nothing more than ashes.

"Clearly, not everyoneisin agreement about what has happened to my sster,” he said. "The young
Druid, for one."

"Maybe others, aswdll."
Helad hishand on her arm. "We can't trust anyone.”
She nodded, her eyes shifting to find his. "What are we going to do?"

Hesmiled. "I was hoping you could tell me." He leaned over and kissed her forehead gently. "I redly
wes."

in bed that night, wrapped in each other's arms, comforted by the darkness and the silence, they talked
about it.



"Do you think they areligtening ill”?* She said it with an edge to her voice that suggested what she might
do to them if she discovered they were.

He stroked her hair. "1 think they have better thingsto do.”

"I hope they weren't watching when we bathed. That makes my skin crawl. But | can imagine that
ferret-faced Druid doing it."

"No onewatched us bathe."

She was silent amoment, pressed up againgt him. "At least the medl they gave us was decent. They
didn't try to poison us."

"They have other plansfor us. Poison doesn't figure into things until we've served our purpose.”
Hefdt her face turn toward his own in the dark. "Which is?'Y ou have a hunch, don't you?'

His voice was aready awhisper, but helowered it further. "I've been thinking abouit it. Grianne
disappeared for no discernible reason, but Tagwen went outside the order to find help. That suggests he
didn't know who to trust among these Druids any more than we do. He knew he could trust Ahren,
though. So he traveled to Em-beren to ask for his help. Ahren would have given it willingly. That much |
fed pretty certain about.” "Me, too."

"But then they went to Patch Run. Maybe they did so to look for us, but they found Pen, instead. So
they asked Pen where we were. He probably told them and wanted to go with them. Somehow, he
persuaded them that it was agood idea.”

"Or they had to take him because they thought he wasin danger.”

"Right. But what happened then? Did they comelooking for us? If they did, why didn't they find us? Pen
would have been able to track us down. He would have known how. Ahren would have helped him,
using Druid magic. Anyway, something happened to prevent that. So now these Druids who've brought
us here are looking for them. And, ostensibly at least, for Grianne, aswell. But they can't find them.”

"They want usto find them,” Rue whispered. "They want usto do their work for them. But maybe not to
help. Maybeto do harm."”

It made sense. While the Druids might profess that their intentions were honorable, there was good
reason to think otherwise.

They were slent again for atime, pondering their fresh inaght, trying to think through what they should
do about it. Bek felt hiswife tighten her grip on him. "We can't help them. We can't put Pen-derrinin any
more danger than heisaready in."

"l know."

"| hateit that he'sbecomeinvolvedinthis, in your sster'slife, in Druid intrigues and gamesmanship.”

"Don't underestimate Pen. Heis smart and capable, and he has some experience in the world. He might
not have magic to protect him, but he has hiswits. Besides, if he'swith Ahren, he's as protected as he



would bewith us™"

"I wouldn't agree with that. Anyway, he shouldn't have to be protected in thefirst place.”

Hefelt her anger building. "Rue, listen to me. We can't change what's happened. We don't even know
for surewhat that is. That'swhat we came to find out. Maybe we will, once we have a chanceto talk
with that young Druid. In the meantime, it doesn't do us any good to get too angry to think."

"What makesyou think I'm angry?"

"Wdl—"

"Don't you think | have aright to be angry?'

"Wdl—"

"Areyou suggesting | can't be angry and think at the sametime?’

He hesitated, uncertain of hisreply, then felt her begin to shake with suppressed laughter. "Very funny,”
he whispered.

Shepoked himintheribs. "I thought so."

They lay quietly, listening to each other breathe. Bek ran his hands aong hiswife'sribs and down her
legs. He could fed the ridges where scar tissue had formed over wounds she had suffered twenty years
earlier aboard theJerle Shannara. They were atestimony to her strength and resiliency, areminder of
how hard her early life had been. He had always believed her to be stronger than he was, tougher of
mind and body both. He had never stopped thinking of her that way. Others might think that because he
possessed the use of the wishsong's magic, he was the stronger. Some might even think that being the
malein their partnership made him the sironger. But he knew better.

"l won't get angry until after | get Penderrin back," she said suddenly, her words so soft he could barely
hear them. "I don't make any promises after that."

"l wouldn't expect it."

"Wewill get him back, Bek. | don't care what it takes."
"Well get him back."

"How?"

"You asked methat earlier.”

"You didn't answer."

"l wasthinking. I'm till thinking."

"Wel, hurry up. I'mworried."

He smiled a her insstence, but was glad she couldn't see him doing so. She was scared for her son, and



he would not want her to mistake how he was treating the matter. He was worried, too. But he
understood that what was needed was a calm, measured gpproach to untangling the puzzle surrounding
Pen's and Grianne's disappearances. Rue's strength might liein her determination, but hislay in keeping
hiswits

"Il hurry," he promised.

"I would gppreciate that."

"l know."

"l loveyou."

"l loveyou, too."

Minutes later, they were adeep.

aght

Bek and Rue were awake early, troubled enough by the chalenges that lay ahead that the firgt inklings of
light in the east were sufficient to bring them out of their fitful deep. They washed and dressed and found
bresekfast waiting outside the door in the form of bread, cheese, fruit, and cold ale. When they retrieved
thefood tray, the hallway was deserted save for the Ghome Hunters, who were stationed across the
hallway. Bek nodded agreeably but got no response.

"l don't think we are guestsin the usua sense of theword," he told Rue as he closed the door.

Within an hour, Traunt Rowan was knocking, his eyes bright with anticipation. "Are you ready to try
now, Bek?' he asked.

Bek was. He had a plan, athough he hadn't confided it to Rue. He told her when they woke that he
knew what to do, but that it was better if he kept it to himself. Her own response should not seem forced
or planned. She must trust him even if it looked like he was doing something he should not. He



understood what was needed. No one at Paranor could be trusted with Pen's or Grianne's whereabouts.
If he was lucky enough to discover that information, it belonged to them and them done.

Hehad explained it dl in awhisper asthey lay together in the deep gloom of early dawn, still wary of
who might be listening, determined to make no mistake that would reved their true intentions.

They |eft the degping chamber behind Traunt Rowan, who led them back down the hall and up the stairs
to the cold chamber and the scrye waters. Bek held Rue's hand in his own, areassurance that
transcended physical presence and touched on emotiona support. He could read her fedingsin her
touch, in the strength of her grip. Hetook his cue from those. He spoke with the Druid conversationdly,
asking if therewas any news, if the airships searching for his Ss-ter and son had returned, if the day
seemed agood one. Hetold Traunt Rowan that their deeping arrangements were more than ade-quate,
better than they had been used to over the past few weeks. He praised the food. He talked to put the
other at ease. Hetalked to cam himsdlf.

"Shadeaisready," Traunt Rowan advised him asthey reached their destination, and Bek understood it
to be awarning that he should be ready, aswell.

The cold chamber fdt frigid in the wake of the night's recent departure, the chill of the darkness ill
present. Bek shivered involuntarily as he entered the room, hunching his shoulders againgt the sudden
change in temperature. Shadea @Ru stood to one side, |ooking out the window at the sunrise, her broad
shoulders wrapped in ascarlet cloak that fell al the way to the floor. When she turned, he saw that the
clasp that fastened it bore the crest of the Druid order, the instantly recognizable emblem of the Eilt
Druin. It flashed brightly asthe light caught it momentarily, and Bek thought he caught areflection of that
hard brightness in Shadea's eyes aswell.

"We are anxiousto begin, Bek," she said perfunctorily, nodding to Rue, but not speaking to her. "Are
you sufficiently rested now?"

"l am," Bek assured her. "Let'sbegin.”

She beckoned him to stand with her at the basin. Bek moved over to peer down into the swirl of deep
green waters, seeing fluctuations on their surface that seemed to have no discernible origin. He studied
them for amoment, then glanced at Shadea expectantly. Ashe did so, he caught sight of Gerand Cera,
who was standing back and to one side of him in the shadows. He wondered how many more werein
hiding somewherein that room. He wondered if he was going to be ableto fool them all.

"Y ou dready understand what it isthe scrye waters do,” Shadea said. "'If you can use your magic to
connect with their impulses, you should be able to reach beyond what isvisble for amore
comprehensive reading. | am hopeful that your reach will extend to the magic that resdesin your sister or
perhaps your son. Any little trace, any clue revealed by doing so may prove helpful.”

Helpful to whom?he thought. But he said nothing, only nodding in response.
"Would you move back from me alittle?" he asked.

All of them, Rue included, stepped away from the basin to give him the space he needed. Hetook a
deep breath and closed his eyesin concentration. He calmed himsdlf, centered himself, and then lost
himsdf in the deep silence that settled over the room. He would have only one chance, and if he wasn't
convincing enough, he would bein the worgt trouble of hislife. These were Druids, he reminded himself
for what must have been the hundredth time. Druids weren't easily fooled when it came to the use of



meagic.

On the other hand, none of them possessed or truly understood the magic of the wishsong. That was his
edge, if he had any.

Hewaited until he could hear himself breathing in the stillness, then summoned the magic. He began with
alow humming, asound that mirrored awind's whisper asit passed through the branches of the trees,
soft and slky. He brought it out of itsresting place and let it fill him with warmth. The cold of the room
lessened and then disappeared. His concentration was so complete that the people around him
disgppeared aswdl. Hewasdone, lost in himself and in hismagic.

When he opened his eyes again, he saw only the basin in front of him. He reached out with his hands and
let them hover just above the deep green waters, so close he could amost fed the strange ripples that
disturbed the otherwise placid surface. He moved his hands dowly, taking histime, not rushing the flow
of the magic from hisbody. He watched the waters respond as he | et the first tendrils stroke their surface.
He felt them shudder at theintrusion.

He worked more swiftly then, enveloping the scrye watersin abroad swath intended to detect any
obvious sgn of Grianne or Pen. Theformer's presence would reved itself immediately, so strong wasthe
connection between them. Shadea had been right about that; their shared use of magic was a powerful
link. But nothing showed itsdlf; no Sgn of hissster surfaced. He kept searching, sending the wishsong's
magic deep into the scrye waters, into the gridwork of the lines of power that crisscrossed the Four
Lands, sfting and probing. He moved hishandsin adow, circular motion that took himin al directions,
toward dl of the possible places she might have gone.

Sill nothing.

He was beginning to think that his efforts were awaste of time, aresult he did not like to contemplate,
when abruptly he touched on something. The surface of the scrye waters rippled in response, and he
moved hisfocus away immediately so Shadeawould not see. He continued his search in other aress,
taking histime, trying to give an gppearance of thoroughness. He must seem to be working hard at
making the magic connect,- he must not appear duplicitous. But it was harder now, because hisingtincts
were to return to the place on the gridwork where he had found what he waslooking for.

Time dipped away. Nothing further revealed itself. He let his hands sweep back to the point of
connection, atesting of his previous discovery. Once again, the scrye watersrippled, and he felt the
presence of wishsong magic. Moving his hands away, he marked the place in his mind, knowing now
whereto go and what to look for.

Then, preoccupied with his discovery and ready to break this off, he let his hands settle over the place
on the gridwork that marked Paranor's solitary spires.

Instantly, the scrye waters boiled and steamed, then exploded in amassive geyser. Magic ripped through
Bek, breaking down his defenses and his connection with the basin waters. He was caught completely
unprepared, and the next thing he knew he wasflat on hisback on thefloor, his clothing steaming and his
hair snged.

"Bek!" Ruewasat hisside, cradling hishead in her hands, bent close to hisface. He blinked hard, trying
to dispdl the dizziness that was making the room spin and her voice echo. Had he lost consciousness?
How long had he been lying there? "L ook at me!" she said. "Can you see me? Can you hear what I'm

saying?



He nodded wordlesdy. Their Druid hosts were gathered around him aswell, crouched like vultures,
facesamix of hunger and expectation. He had planned to deceive them by creating adiverson with the
wishsong's magic. He hadn't planned on it hgppening thisway. His entire body throbbed and his head
ached asif he had taken aphysica besting.

"What did you see?" Shadea demanded of him, her eyes narrowed. "Y ou must have seen something, felt
something.”

He shook his head. Histongue felt thick in his mouth, and histeeth were gritted against the pain.
"Nothing," he mumbled as he worked hisjaw muscles, trying to make them relax. "'l don't know what
happened. | was working the magic, just ageneral search. My hands passed over Paranor's|ocation on
the map. Then this

He saw recognition in her eyes, aglint of satisfaction and exultation, a response that suggested she had
found what she had been looking for and that it was not something she would ever reveal to him.

Then avelled, guarded ook took its place, and she smiled. ™Y ou camein contact with the magic that
wards the Druid's Keep, Bek. It was a backlash of the protections we set in place for ourselves.
Para-nor was defending us. | should have warned you. Areyou al right?' "I'll need to rest mysdlf abit
beforel try again. I'm not done yet with my search.”

"You shdl have dl the rest you need." She stood up, glancing at the other two. "He has done wdll, for his
first attempt. Hell do even better next time. Traunt, take our guests back to their rooms. See that they
have everything they need while Bek recovers. Food and drink and fresh clothing, perhapsawalk in the
gardenslater. On the morrow, Bek, we will try again.”

She was gone from the room so quickly that he had no further chance to question her odd response. Still
woozy, he drew himsdlf up into asitting position and hung his head between his knees.

"That was dramatic,” Rue whispered as she placed hisarm over her shoulders and hel ped him to stand.
Traunt Rowan had moved ahead to open the door for them and was |ooking down the hallway after
Shadeaand Gerand Cera. "Did you intend to hurt yoursdlf like that?"

"I didn't intend to hurt myself at dl, if things had gone the way they were supposed to," he whispered
back. He saw the look of surprisein her eyes and managed atired amile. "I didn't plan any of that.”

"What happened, then?’

"I don't know. Something | didn't expect. But it wasn't wasted effort, anyway."
Sheleaned close. "Penderrin?'

He nodded. "1 think | found him."

Hefdl adeep dmost immediately after reaching their bedchamber, too exhausted even to remove his
clothes. He dept soundly until Rue woke him to make him eat something, and then hefdll right back
adeep. He dreamed, but his dreamswere digointed and strange, a collection of images from his past life
and from other lives entirely, all connected in away that made them surred and unfathomable. He thought
he was aware of Rue speaking to him more than once, but it wasn't enough to bring him out of the
dreams.



When he woke again, the sun was setting. He was alone in the room, atray of food sitting on the table
by his bed. He ate, then washed and moved over to sit by the window and watch the sun disappear and
the moon come up. Stars began to appear in the darkening sky north.

It was another half hour before Rue reappeared.
"Youreawake," she said as she came through the doorway and saw him. "How do you fed ?*

"Asif I've been thrown off acliff. But better than | felt earlier. The dizzinessisgone; the aching isn't so
bad. | expect I'll live. Where were you?"

"Traunt Rowan took me for awak inthe Druid gardens.” She amiled. "They redly are beautiful, and |
would have loved to see more of them. But the walk turned into an inquisition. | spent most of my time
fending off questions about Pen. The Druids don't know much about our son, but they seem awfully
eager to learn. Too eager.”

She kept her voice low, moving over to St beside him on the bench. " On the other hand, | got agood
look around. | have a better idea of how to get around than | did before. | thought we might want to
know where all the doors and windows are, in case we end up having to get out of here quickly."

She put her arm around him. ™Y ou scared me thismorning. Areyou sureyou'redl right?"

He leaned over and kissed her, then put hislips againgt her ear. "I've been thinking while you were out,"
he whispered. "Thinking about this morning and what happened in the cold chamber. | have someideas
that might be worth consdering.”

‘Tell me about Penderrin firgt," sheingsted, putting her arms around him and drawing him close, her
voice awhisper aswdll. "I've been waiting dl day for you to be coherent enough to talk to me. Y ou said
you found him?"

He nodded into her shoulder. "'In the Charnal Mountains. It happened too quickly for meto be sure
exactly where heis; | couldn't take the time to find out without giving away whet | was doing. But it was
definitdy him."

"Why would he be dl the way up there?’

"l don't know." Hetook a deep breath. "Hereswhat | do know. | was doing a general search through
the scrye watersfor any sign of Pen or Grianne. | found Pen in the Charndls, like | said, but | moved
away from the contact before Shadea or one of the others could tell what | was doing. Maybe they
wouldn't have known anyway, but | didn't want to chanceit. | purposely didn't search Paranor on the
grid; after dl, that was where Grianne was supposed to have disappeared. What was the point?”

"A guestion you might have answered differently if you had stopped to think about it," she said quietly.

He nodded. "True enough. Anyway, | worked my way back to Pen to make certain he wasin the
Charnals, that | hadn't made amistake. Then | moved my hands away again, trying to decide what to do
next. | let my concentration lapse, and my hands drifted back down over Paranor. That was when the
scrye waters exploded and threw me away from the basin. Shadea claimed that Paranor's warding magic
responded to my intrusion, defending the Keep. But | wasn't trying to intrude. | wasn't doing anything
threatening. What | was doing was searching for Pen and Grianne, and | think the magic that wards



Paranor reacted to that. | think it reacted because | found something it wastrying to hide."

Shewas dlent amoment. "But it wasn't Penderrin because heis somewhere in the Charnads. So it hasto
be Grianne."

" think s0. When she disappeared, Tagwen |eft Paranor without confiding in any of the Druidswho
might have helped him. | think the key to discovering what happened to my sister lies here, and that these
Druidswho claim to be her friends are covering it up.”

"But you were brought hereto find her. Why would they do that if they aretrying to hide where sheis?"

" think we were brought here to find Pen and found Grianne by accident. Did you see Shadeds face
when | explained what | was doing when the magic threw me back from the scrye waters? She was
elaed! | think it confirmed something she dready knew about Grianne. It's Pen she'slooking for, but she
had to tell meto look for my sister, too, because it would have seemed odd not to."

Bek felt her shake her head dowly against hisown. "I still don't understand what Penderrin hasto do
with dl this. | fill don't seewhy hel's up in the Charnd Mountains, milesfrom everything.”

He didn't make an immediate response. He didn't have the answers to those questions. Hisingtinctstold
him that Pen was running away, that he had fled Patch Run to avoid capture, perhaps from these Druids,
perhaps from someone e se. What troubled him was that Pen would have come looking for them if he
had been able to do so. He wouldn't have run off blindly, and he certainly wouldn't have gone into the
Charnaswithout a very good reason.

He stared off into the growing dark. Pen was levelheaded and capable, but that didn't Sop Bek from
being frightened for his son. Pen was just aboy, and he lacked the life experience necessary to ded with
this sort of danger. If he was being chased, there was dways the possibility that he would panic.

"Bek, | just thought of something,” Rue whispered. She moved so that they could see each other, her
face s0 closeto histhat they were dmost touching. "If Shadea knows the wishsong's magic exposed
Grianne, she will expect it to expose Penderrin aswell. Y ou won't be able to pretend otherwise for long.”
He nodded. "I thought of that."

"We can't dlow that to happen. How are we going to prevent it?'

He leaned forward and kissed her on the mouth. "While they're deeping, we're going to use the scrye
waters and find him ourselves."




nine

Night had falen across the Four Lands, and Arishaig was bright with the light of torches and candles
when Sen Dunsidan made hisway back from dinner to his degping chambers. The day had been
productive. An address before the Codition Council had produced a stlanding ovation following his
carefully worded promise that he had found away to resolve the war on the Prekkendorran quickly and
favorably. Even those who would have liked to see hisrole in the Federation government diminished
congratulated him afterwards for his courage and commitment. They were counting on him to fail, of
course, but he was confident that he wouldntt.

Thiswas duein part to an earlier visit to Etan Orek, who had completed all work on thefirst of what he
was now calling his"fire launchers." He had mounted it on aswive that alowed it to swing left and right
a aninety-degree firing angle and was equipped with asghting system and recoil springsto keep it from
disrupting theflight of an airship, onceit wasin place and operating. It was a so equipped with controlsto
mani pul ate the amount of energy fed through the crystals and released from the mouth of the firing tube.
When Sen Dunsidan had tested it thistime, the scope of its destructive capabiilities had left him bresthless
with anticipation.

His excitement was only marginaly diminished by news that no other weapons were yet complete. But
after long hours of experimentation using different combinations of crystals, Orek was close to duplicating
hisfirst effort and expected to complete a second launcher before the week was out.

At the congtruction site for Federation airships, mercenary Rover designers and builders were at work
on ahuge new flagship, theDechtera, which would carry Sen Dunsidan's secret weapon into battle when
she was completed. He inspected their work and was satisfied with their progress. For thefirst timeina
very long time, he could imagine aworld dominated by the Federation.

His bedchamber was lit with candles, but deeply shadowed in its corners and a coves when he entered,
and he might not have seen her at dl had she not immediately moved out into the light to greet him. His
heart went directly to histhroat in that instant, freezing his muscles and his voice so that he was rendered
completely helpless. Then he recognized her, and he gave aquick, sharp sigh.

"Iridia" he said. He straightened himself, his composure recovered and hisirritation fanned. "What are
you doing here?"

"Waiting for you."



Iridia Eleri stepped forward, her dender body and white skin giving her an dmost ethered look. She
was wrapped in alightweight traveling cloak that hung open to the floor, and her dark hair fell in loose
waves about her shoulders. He was captivated, as dways, by her impossible beauty. He had not seen
her in weeks, not since she had given him theliquid night that he, in turn, had given to ShadeadRu to
eliminate Grianne Ohmsford and seize control of Paranor. She had been his spy within the Druid's Keep
for sometime, but it was not until she had provided the potion that she had proved her real value.

"Waiting for me for what reason?’ he demanded. "It was our agreement that you would remain at
Paranor and monitor the activities of our new Ard Rhys, so that | might have eyes and earsinsgde the
Keep. It was our agreement that you would never come here.”

The Elven sorceress shrugged. " The agreement has been changed.”

He had never trusted her, never felt comfortable with what she was doing for him. He was more than
willing to accept her offer of help and make use of her services as a gpy. But she had been closeto
Shadeafor too long for him to feel comfortable with the ideathat she was ready to switch loydtiesto
him. It was one thing to betray Grianne Ohmsford, whom they dl hated. It was another to betray afriend.
Not that someonelike Iridiawould ever be bound too closely by friendship. But her machinations
confused him. Shewould not tell him where she had gotten the liquid night. She would not tell him why
she had chosen to passit to Shadea through him rather than to giveit to her friend directly. She would
not explain her need for secrecy in working with him. Try ashe might, he could not figure out what she
would gain from dl this. That sort of thing tended to bother a man whose life was built around
understanding the nature of manipulations.

"You look tired, Sen Dunsidan,”" she said. "Areyou tired?"

He shook hishead. "l amiirritated, Iridia. | don't like surprisesand | don't like people who second-guess
my decisons without speaking to me about it first. Why has our agreement been changed?”

She moved to one of the chairs flanking the windows looking out over the city and sat down. He could
barely see her in the dim light, but he was aware suddenly that something was different about her.

"I have had afdling-out with Shadeg,”" she said. "The damage cannot be repaired. Shewill no longer
consult with me on things of any importance. She will seek to diminish me and ultimately to diminate me
completely. Asaresult, | cannot be effective as your spy."

"A faling-out?" he repested.

"Of asort that has nothing to do with our agreement. She does not know about you and me. She does
not even suspect. What has caused the breach between us has to do with someone | once cared for

deeply.”

He had heard rumors about her involvement with another Druid, of alove affair that Grianne Ohmsford
had put a stop to. Could this be whom she was talking about? But Shadea had not had anything to do
with that business. He couldn't see the connection.

"So | came here," shefinished, reaching for agoblet and pouring wine from the decanter that sat next to
it.

"Y ou came hereto do what?' He moved forward a couple of stepsto see her face better inthedim



light, till trying to decide what was different about her.

She drank deeply of the wine, then set the goblet down and looked a him. "I came here to be your
personal adviser. If | cannot be effective within the order, then | shall be effective from without. Our
agreement gill stands, Prime Minigter. It has smply been dtered. My usefulness must take another form.
Since | can no longer spy on the Druid order, | shal advise you regarding it. | shal give you the kind of
advice tha no one dsewill, advice gained from having lived among them, of knowing how they think, of
understanding what they will do. No one else can provide this.”

He hegtated, finding her argument persuasive, but not quite trusting her motives.

"Y ou need meto tell you what to expect from them," she said. "No one knows Shadea aRu better than
| do. You have an aliance with her and with the order through her, but you need to know how to make
useof it. I know how far shewill dlow herself to be pushed and in what directions. | know what will
persuade her when persuasion is needed. | know her weaknesses far better than you do.”

"1 know her well enough to keep her at bay," he said.

Shelaughed softly. ™Y ou know her well enough to get yoursdlf killed. If you think shewill honor your
agreement once she has no further usefor it, you are afool. She made it to gain credibility for the order
and for herself. She will use you to see the Free-born smashed and the balance of power shifted, and
then shewill use you to gain control of the Federation, aswell. Surely, you accept that thisis so.

Infact, hedid. He had known as much dl dong, although he didn't like thinking about it. He had
accepted it as anecessary consequence of hisaliance with her because he needed that aliancein order
to end the stalemate on the Prekkendorran. Even with his new wegpon, he was wary of the Druids, of
their power aswidders of magic. What Iridiawastdlling him was nothing new, but it was making him
take afresh look at theredlities.

"Your intent isto act asmy adviser?' he repeated, trying to get used to the idea.

"Your Druid adviser. Y ourpersonal Druid adviser. No oneédsein all the Four Landswill have one, save
you. That will give you ameasure of respect that you could gainin no other way. 1t will give you stature
for what needsdoing.”

"Youwould leave the order?"

She laughed again, and the sound sent achill up his spine. It wasn't the laugh itsdlf; it was the emptinessit
suggested. "I have aready |€eft the order. Better to be your adviser in Arishaig than awhipping boy in
Paranor. Understand me, Sen Dunsidan. | am a sorceress of great power. | was born with it,-1 was
trained to useit. | am the equal of Shadea, though she might not think so. I might have been the equd of
Grianne Ohmsford. | want for mysdlf what you want—recognition and power. Y ourswill come with the
Federation's victory over the Free-born. Minewill comewhen | have replaced Shadea as Ard Rhys.
Together, we can make both happen more easily. Accept my offer.”

He studied her without speaking. Could she have turned against him and become Shadea's spy? Could
this be an elaborate charade, part of aplan to eiminate him? But, no, if Shadeawanted him dead, it
would be easy enough to make him so. It would not require such a complicated approach. Besides, what
use was he to Shadealif he was dead? Another from the Council would smply take his place, and she
would risk losing her dliance with the Federation. He could think of no reason she would want that to

happen.



Hefolded hisarms across his chest. "Very wdl, Iridia. | accept. Y our advice would be most welcome.™
He held up onefinger. "But | hopethisisn't agameyou play withme. If | find that it is, | will haveyou
killed without another thought. Y ou might be a Druid, but you are till only made of flesh and blood.”

Her paefacetilted dightly, asif shewere seeing astrange animal. "Who wasit who offered her services
to you as your spy in the Druid camp? Who wasit who told you of away to dispose of Grianne
Ohmsford without casting suspicion on yourself? Who brought you the liquid night? Who has stood by
you every step of the way? Name another, besdesme.”

There was a coldness to the challenge that warned him against any answer but one. ™Y our point iswell
taken." He fdt dangeroudy close to the edge of something he neither understood nor could control. What
was it about her that was suddenly so troubling?

"| shdl arrange rooms for you in my home," he added quickly, redizing that he was saring.

She didn't seem to notice. She rose and waked to the bedroom door. "Do not bother. | will look after
mysdlf. | am used to doing s0." Then sheturned. "When you have need of me, | shdl bethere.”

She drew her cloak close about her and was gone.

Guards were stationed at the chamber doors and servants were at work farther down the hallway of the
Prime Minigter's residence, so the Moric waited until it was safely alonein an empty room at the back of
the house before shedding its clothing and skin. It hated the stench of both and was anxiousto return to
the sewers, where it had been in hiding for severa days while spying on the human Dunsidan. When the
clothes and skin were removed, it folded them up and stuffed them into abag under its cloak, strapping
the bag over its deek body. It would not wear them again until the next meeting. By then, it would be
better able to bear the smell.

Relieved of its disguise and free to depart, it went out the window. It was three stories up, but sinceiit
had comein by climbing thewall, it had no difficulty leaving the sameway. Using its clawsto grip the
gtones, it went down like alizard, crawling and skittering until it was back on the ground. From there, it
scurried across the grounds and through the shadows to the edge of the compound, went over the wall,
and faded into the night.

It had been in the city for the better part of aweek, making itself familiar with its new surroundings. After
coming out of the Forbidding, it had acted quickly to iminate the human who had facilitated its crossing,
absorbing it as a sponge would water, consuming flesh and bones and blood, but assmilating its
memories and traits and keeping the skin to disguise itsaf. The Moric was ademon, but it wasa
changding, aswell. While most changedlings could only pretend at being other crestures, however, the
Moric could actualy devour and become them. It was auseful ability, particularly here, in thisworld,
whereit would have been quickly noticed otherwise.

The woman's death had assured its secrecy, and her skin had given it away out of the Druid safehold.
Too many magic usersresided there for the Moric to fed comfortable. It was powerful, but no match for
large numbers. Besides, it had taken what it needed from the Druids. Misguided and corrupt, they had
yielded to the temptations offered them and unwittingly opened the door that imprisoned it. So desperate
were they to indulge their own greed that they had never stopped to think what it wasthey wereredlly
doing. How easily manipulated they had been! First the woman whaose skin it inhabited, then those who
shared her hatred of the one human it feared. Had she not been betrayed and sent into the Forbidding to
takeitsplace, it would still be locked away in theworld of the Jarka Ruus. But the cunning and deception



of the Straken Lord had deceived them dll, and so for thefirst time in centuries, ademon was free.

Stll, it would al befor nothing if the Moric did not accomplish what it had been sent to do. The human
Dunsidan wasthe key. The Moric hadn't known as much when it had cometo this city, its plans not yet
fully formed, itsintent for the most part to find away to make use of its human disguise.

But yesterday it had discovered the project the human Dunsidan had sought to keep secret. It had
learned of the weapon he had built and the hopes he harbored of using it against other humans. The
Moric had watched as the man in charge played with the crystas. It had watched as Dunsidan used the
wegpon, burning through thick metal, twisting and destroying entire dabsin seconds. There was
something of interest. The human thought to use the weapon as atool of war. The Moric was not so
shortsighted.

The city was deeping, and the Moric was able to pass fregly down its streets and dleyways. The few
humansit encountered never saw it. It climbed thewals or hid in the darkness and waited for them to
pass. It could have killed them easily and would have enjoyed doing so, but it was there for adifferent
purpose and would not alow itself to be distracted. Itsvaluelay not only inits adaptability, but dsoinits
sngle-minded determination. Therewould be plenty of timefor killing humanslater, when itstask was
complete.

When it reached the entrance to its hiding place, it glanced around to be certain it was aone before
going down through the grates. The smells of the sawer were sweet and welcome, and it hastened to
reach the cold, dark catacombs through which they tunneled. It was the one place in that wretched world
that reminded it of itsown. It could feel at peacethere. It could find comfort. One day, it promised,
everything would be just like that.

The darkness was thick and deep benesth the earth, within the tunnels, and the Moric found a shelf
submerged in several inches of fetid water and sewage and settled down to deep.

TEN

They were still miles away when Grianne saw thefortressfor thefirst time. It sat on aplateau that fell
away hundreds of feet from ahuge mountainsde. Silhouetted against the empty horizon, black and stark



within aswirling mix of gray mist and low-hung clouds, the fortresses towers and parapets|utted sharp
and hard-edged from the mottled rock asif they had blossomed like a cancer.

It was ahuge, sprawling complex. She stared at it from the bed of straw on which shelay, her chains
clanking softly as she rolled and swayed with the pitch of the wagon in which she was caged. They were
moving in the direction of the fortress, and shefdt certain thet it wastheir destination. Whoever had
made her a prisoner would be waiting there. She contemplated what that might mean as the strange
caravan rolled on, the bull beasts snorting and huffing from their exertions, the wolves surging past in
flashes of gray ruff and snarling muzzles, the cresking of ironbound wheds and leether harness mingling
with the staccato snapping of whips and the odd croaking of wagon drivers she could not see. Dust filled
theair, thick and choking, and she smelled its dryness and age. It made her choke, and she buried her
face in her shoulder to breathe. Her body ached from being shackled, and her head throbbed from the
ingestion of grit and the stench of theanimals.

Once, when she was looking in the right direction, she saw the strange creature that seemed in charge of
thelittle procession, its oddly elongated face peering in at her, topknot of coarse black hair swaying with
its steps, bearded face intense and bright-eyed with interest. It did not speak to her asit had thefirst time
it had approached, merely studied her amoment before moving on.

Exhausted and sick at heart, she dozed for atime, and when she woke again they were climbing along,
winding ramp that led to the fortress. It looked even bigger by then, looming up in acluster of peaked
roofs and crendlated walls, blacker than the soot of awet fire and sharper-edged than athrowing knife.
She sat up, bracing hersaf againgt the pitch and roll of the wagon, looking up the rampway to wherea
pair of massive, ironbound gates had opened to admit them. Crestures that reminded her of Weka Dart
inthe way they carried themsalves scurried about on the tops of the walls and along the ramp itself, the
meta of their weagpons and armor glinting dully. The fortresswas heavily defended, whoever itslord, and
the only approach seemed to be up the fully exposed ramp.

She was reminded suddenly of Tyrss, Callahorn's greet fortressin the Four Lands. Thiskeep could bea
mirror of that one, and she suspected that it was Stuated on the same plateau in thisworld as Tyrsswas
in her own. The similarities surprised her, and yet she knew that in the divergence of separate histories,
some things would work out much the same. The use of geography in choosing natural positions of
defense would surely be one.

The gates swallowed them up and closed behind them with abooming sound. Then there were faces dl
around her, sharp-featured and hungry looking, fringed in coarse hair and dominated by flat noses and
pointed ears. Goblins, she redlized, though she had never seen one. They had been banished into the
Forbidding in thetime of Faerie, she had read in the Druid Histories. Some of them grinned unpleasantly,
reveaing sharp, pointed teeth and black gums. They reached through the bars to touch her. The wolves
snarled and snapped angrily at them, asif protecting amed they would soon enjoy. The drivers she
couldn't seeflicked their whips and croaked. The air was filled with raucous sounds and fetid smells and,
even ingdethe walls of the keep, clouds of dust.

The caravan rolled to ahalt at a central tower, one ringed with walls that were spiked and barbed atop
their pargpets and through which the mouths of spear launchers protruded like serpent tongues. A flurry
of activity announced their arrival as dozens more of the Goblins surrounded the wagons, some bearing
lengths of rope and chain attached to dip-nooses and clamps and some bearing weapons. Grianne could
no longer hear the snarls of the wolves,- presumably the huge beasts had been locked outside the last
wall they had passed through, their task as herders complete.

The creature with the topknot reappeared, coming out of the Goblin throng to unlock and open the door



to her cage. She stood quietly as her keeper entered, thinking that if it got close enough, she might break
itsneck. But it kept its distance onceinsde, staying just out of her reach, working instead on the chains
that held her fast, releasing them one a atime from the cage walls and passing the ends over to groups of
Goblinswaiting to receive them. It al seemed well rehearsed and smoothly accomplished, and she was
given no opportunity to res<.

So sheremained cam and et them do what they chose. She could wait. Her gag was | eft in place and
her irons kept locked as she was led down out of the wagon. She was aware that her jailers held the
chainstaut so that she could be yanked over quickly if shetried to make a sudden move. It seemed clear
to her that any effort a reaching for the gag in her mouth would trigger such aresponse. She couldn't
know if they were aware of the wishsong's power and so were keeping her gagged because of it or if
they were smply warding againg the possibility of her employing any combination of utterances and
gesturesthat might trigger an ondaught of magic.

She glanced once at the drivers of the wagons and found them to be creatures that resembled huge
toads, perched on their seatswith their hind legs tucked under them, short forearms gripping thereinsto
the bull beasts, widemouthed heads hunched forward, lidded eyesfixed and staring. They made no move
to climb down off the sedts.

Theygave no indication that they had any interest at dl in what was happening around them.
She saw that the cages ahead of and behind her were empty. She was the only object of transport.

The creature with the topknot appeared directly in front of her, its strange face blank and itsflat eyes
staring. It beckoned for her to follow, and she was asssted by the Goblins, who tugged none too gently
on her chainsto let her know what was required, allowing her tomove but keeping her just the other sde
of being off balance. She straddle-walked after and through them, doing what was required of her, biding
her time because that was dl she could do.

Ahead of her, massive doors opened to the outer wall of the tower they had drawn up to, and shewas
led insgde. Thewall was severa feet thick, and its doors were cross-braced with massive timbers and
iron bars. Insde, the courtyard was barren and empty of life, akilling ground between thefirst wall and a
second of equally imposing girth. Murder holes overlooked the entryway from walls and gatehouses on
both sides. Topknot walked ahead, moving toward a second set of doors. The Goblinsfollowed,
half-dragging her with them.

The second set of doors opened into alarge room ablaze with torchlight. A single stairway wound down
out of the darkness ahead; it wasthe only other entry into the room. The air was cool and damp, and
dicksof water shimmered on the floor and stained the walls. Chains hung fromiron rings al aboout the
room,- at its center sat achair smilarly equipped. A torture room, Grianne decided, and she shivered
involuntarily. At Topknot's direction, the Goblins moved her over to onewall, spread her legs, and
fastened her ankle ironsto rings embedded in the stone. Then aheavy leather belt was cinched tightly
about her waist, and her wrists were chained to ringsin the belt so that she could not lift her arams more
than afew inches on either sde.

Her mind raced. Had they brought her dl thisway just to kill her? Did they plan to torture her for
information? She closed her eyes momentarily, and when she opened them again, the Goblins were on
their knees, Topknot had gone into a deep bow, and thelord of the keep was coming down the stairway .

Sheknew it for ademon right away, though not one she recognized. It was big, taller than she was, and
broad through the shoulders. It walked upright like aman and in genera was proportioned as one,



though the resemblance ended there. I1ts skin was black and spiky, with clusters of spines sticking out
everywhere except itsface, which wasflat and devoid of expression, its features buried so completely
that at first glance it seemed possessed only of cold blue eyesthat fixed on her with glittering intengity. It
wore no clothes, but an assortment of bladed weapons was strapped about its body, some shaped in
ways she had never seen. In one hand it carried astrange collar.

When it got to within ten feet, it Sopped and held out the collar. Topknot appeared asif by magic to
takeit, walked over to Grianne, and fastened it securely about her neck. Once it wasin place, the
angular creature looked back at its master.

"What you wesr is caled aconjure collar,” said the demon that had brought it. To her surprise, it spoke
in alanguage she recognized. "'If you atempt to use your magic, it will cause you sufficient pain to make
you wish you hadn't. If you disobey mein any way, it will punish you. Nod if you understand me.”

She nodded. Topknot removed the gag. She coughed and spit to rid hersalf of the dryness and dust that
werein her throat. Topknot studied her thoughtfully, then released the ankle chainsaswell.

"Get down on your knees and bow to me," the demon said.

She wasn't sure she had heard right and she stared in disbelief. The expressionless face |ooked away,
and one clawed hand gestured languidly. Excruciating pain exploded al through her, radiating out from
the collar like strands of barbed wire into her throat, her body, and her limbs. She screamed at the
assaullt, unable to stop. Clutching hersdlf, she dropped to her knees and lowered her head toward the
demon.

"Y ou will spesk only whentold to,” it said. "Nod if you understand.”

She nodded at once. The conjure collar no longer tore at her, but the pain lingered in small wavesthat
rose and fell with every breath she took. She gasped with the effort required to endureit.

"When you speak to me, you will address me asMaster. Nod if you understand.”

She nodded.

"Would you like some water? Y ou may answer."

Her jaw clenched in fury. "Yes Magter."

"Give her water, Hobstull." The demon's mouth was athin, lipless opening on the lower haf of itsflat,
empty face. Itsvoice was raw and hoarse, suggestive of damage sustained by itsvoca cords. There was
no tond inflection or hint of emotion.

Topknot brought her acup filled with water that tasted of metal and smelled of swamp, but she drank it
anyway. When she was finished, he backed away at once. She looked around. The Goblins had faded
away. She was done with Hobstull and the master of the keep.

"Do you know where you are?’ the latter asked. "Y ou may answer."

She nodded. The demon waved dismissively and pain ratcheted through her once more, dropping her

into afetal podition, where she lay moaning and sobbing. The demon studied her impassively, then came
forward a step.



"Answer me as you have been taught. | want to hear you speak the words you were told to speak.”

She squeezed her eyes shut againgt her humiliation and rage, fighting to keep from breaking down
completely. "Yes, Magter," she whispered.

"Do you know where you are? Y ou may answer."
"Insde the Forbidding, Master." She opened her eyes again and looked up.
"Insde theworld of the JarkaRuus," the demon corrected softly. "Where | brought you to live."

She barely heard it,- her head was buzzing with the aftereffects of the conjure collar's pain. The demon
beckoned to Hobstull, who moved to fill the water cup once more, then hauled her to her knees so that
she could drink again of the foul-tasting water. She accepted his gift wordlesdly.

"Y ou may thank me," the demon said.
She took adeep breath. "Thank you, Master."

The demon nodded. "Hobstull is not pleased with you. Y ou made him work much harder than he
intended when he left here three days ago. Y ou made him fed inadequate. He is my Catcher, my finder
and keeper of specimens. Heisthe one you must rely on for food and drink, so you don't want to upset
him."

Shelooked briefly at Hobstull, who stared back at her with the same inquisitive look he had displayed
ealier.

"Hobstull usestraps meant to lure his quarry by sounds, sights, and smellsthat speak to their degpest
needs. Heisvery good at it. | have acquired many specimens asaresult of hisclevernessand
perseverance. Y ou are the latest and perhaps the most important. But you are il only aspecimen. Do
you understand?’

A specimen. She kept the anger from her face and voice with an effort. "Y es, Master.”

"Good." The blue eyes dlittered. "I am Tad Riverine, Straken Lord of Kraal Reach. | rule here. | rule
everything from the Dragon Line north to the Quince south, from Huka FHats west to Brocken-throg Weir
eadt. | ruleyou. Learn to accept this. | am your master, now and forever.”

A pause. "Do you understand, Grianne Ohmsford, once Ard Rhys of the Druids?"

Shefet her heart sink. She had been hoping desperately that her capture was by chance and not by
design, that she would have achance to gain her freedom after her captor'sinterest in her waned. But if
the demon knew who she was, she was there because it had intended to bring her there, and there was
no longer any chance of being set free.

"Yes, Magter," she managed.

It saw thelook on her face. "Y ou didn't listen closaly enough to what | said earlier, did you? Y ou
werent paying attention.”



She cringed in spite of hersdlf, anticipating another rush of pain.

"| said that you are inside theworld of the Jarka Ruus, that | brought you hereto live. You are here
because of me. Y ou are here because | wished it to be so. Think back to your own world, to your visit
to the ruins of the Skull Kingdom, where once the Warlock Lord ruled. Think back to the firesthat
ignited and burned without reason. Think back to the face you saw in those fires when you tried to probe
them with your magic."

She knew at once what the demon wastelling her. She remembered it al, especidly the face that had
gppeared in the flames, coming out of hiding just long enough for her to seeitsfeatures clearly.

It was thisface. It was the face of the Straken Lord.

"Y ou remember now, don't you?' the demon said. "Good." It gestured. "Get on your knees again and
bow to me."

She did so, achill sttling through her as she redlized how deeply in trouble she was.
"Take her, Hobstull," the Straken Lord ordered.
Without bothering to walit, the demon turned away and disappeared up the stairsinto the gloom.

Hobstull walkedover to where she knelt, clipped afresh chain to aring on the belt about her waist, and
pulled her back to her feet. His eyes studied her for amoment, and then he tugged on the chain to
indicate she was to follow. Moving to aheavy iron door conceded under the stairs, Hobstull led her
through the opening and down aflight of worn, water-stained stone steps that lay beyond. She followed
docildly, intent on conserving what was | eft of her strength for atime when she could put it to better use.
She was thinking about her predicament. What she had been told by the shade of the Warlock Lord was
confirmed. She was insde the Forbidding because the Straken Lord had arranged for a handful of Druids
who hated her to be swayed into using magic that would put her here. Mostly, she was there because by
being there something else had been st free. The Straken Lord hadn't admitted to it, but shewas certain
from what the shade of Brona had told her that it was so.

Y et it wasn't the Straken Lord that had crossed over into her world in response to the magic that had
brought her here, but another demon, one she still knew nothing about.

Why hadn't the Straken Lord goneitself? Wastherea purpose of the exchangeto bring her in or to
send the other demon out? The key to understanding everything was buried in the answer to that
question.

At the bottom of the stairs, Hobstull turned back along arow of thick wooden doorsinto which tiny eye
dits had been cut. Asthey passed those dits, she heard sounds emanating from within. Once or twice,
blackened digits poked out tentatively, asif sampling her taste on the air she stirred in passing. Torches
burned on the walls, creating athick, smoky haze al aong the corridor. Fresh air wafted down stone
vents from somewhere above, but not enough to dispd the haze. The flames flickered and sputtered from
the pitch-coated heads of the torches, casting her shadow against the stone walls as she passed. Nota
place from which many escape, shethought.

She looked down at the chains she wore and saw hersdlf as her captors did—an anima onaleash, a
creature for display, apet to amuse them, a curious specimen. In her own eyes, she had been reduced to
the lowest level of existence possible, but in the eyes of her captors she was being treated exactly asshe



deserved. Men were less than animasin the world of the Jarka Ruus. Demons and demonkind were at
the top of thefood chain,- Men were little more than an oddity. It was funny, but she had never thought
about it before. She had never thought much about the Forbidding at dl. It was afact of life, but one so
far removed from her day-to-day existencethat it barely merited consideration.

Until now. Until it wasdl that mattered.

Hobstull stopped before one of the doors, inserted akey into the lock, and opened it. Leading her inside
by the chain at her waist, he turned her about, unfastened the chain, and backed out the door. He looked
a her again for amoment in that now-familiar way, then closed the door and locked it behind him.

Grianne Ohmsford, Ard Rhys of the Druid order, stared helplesdy into the darkness that closed about
her.

deven

Rigid with indecision, pardyzed by a sense of helplessness and | oss, she stood without moving for along
time. The darkness and solitude of her prison only seemed to emphasize how desperate her
circumstances had become. All that was familiar and dependable had been stripped away—her friends
and family, her home and possessions, her entire world. The pain and humiliation she had been forced to
suffer a the hands of the Straken Lord had shattered her confidence. Everything she had relied upon to
sugtain her, even her sense of how things worked, had vanished so completely that it seemed impossible
inthe wake of its passing to imagine ever getting it back again.

Findly, she sank to her knees on the stone floor of the cell and cried. She hadn't cried inalong time, and
shewouldn't have cried now if she could have prevented it. Someone might hear and by hearing cometo
understand just how devastated she was. She had spent years learning how to keep any sense of
weakness carefully hidden—first as the Use Witch and later as Ard Rhys. Since she had been atiny
child, she had fought to protect hersdlf by hiding her fedlings. But that method of sdlf-protection, along
with al the others she had been able to rely upon, had vanished.

When she was cried out, she rubbed her face against her shoulder to dry her eyesthen stared blankly
into the darkness. Thedit in the heavy cell door admitted asmall amount of light, and after atime her



eyes adjusted to it sufficiently that she was ableto see alittle of her surroundings. Her cell was
approximately ten feet square with asingle bed covered with straw, adop bucket, and adrainin the
center of the room. There was nothing to eat and no water to drink. There were no coversfor her bed.
There was no place other than the bed to sit.

She tested the shackles that bound her wrists to the leather belt about her waist, then pulled on the belt
aswdll. Both were tough and unyielding. She rolled her head to get a sense of the thickness of the
conjure collar, but without being ableto seeit or put her hands on it, there was little she could determine.
The clasps to both were behind her, where she could neither see nor reach them. Nothing in the cell
would reflect their images. She took a deep, steadying breath and exhaed. There was no help anywhere.

She got to her feet again and walked to the door, peering through the dit into the corridor beyond. She
could see parts of cell doors set into the far wall. Torchlight flickered and cast a mix of shadows and
light, but there was no discernible pattern. She could hear faint sounds of movement and talking, but
could not make out the sources of either. Smells permesated the air, and none of them was pleasant.

What am | going to do?

She turned away from the door and stared back into the darkness of her cell. No one who mattered
knew where she was. The boy who was coming to rescue he—a boy!'—had no idea where to look for
her. Not that she thought it mattered. A boy wasn't going to make a difference anyway. No one was.
Perhaps Weka Dart might have been able to help once upon atime,- it was difficult to tell. But he
certainly wouldn't be able to help now. The Ulk Bog had warned her against going back, amost asif he
had known what would happen. Theidea stopped her in midthought, adark and suspicious voicein her
subconscious. But she dismissed it quickly. It wasn't asif he had sent her to her doom. She had chosen
her own way, and he had chosen his. She had done thisto hersdf. Now any help from himwas
improbable at best. He was safely away and would stay so.

Questions nagged at her. What was she doing here? Why wasn't she already dead? The Straken Lord
had brought her into the Forbidding, and it knew who she was. When she had been the Use Witch, she
had disposed of her enemies swiftly and without hesitation, once they werein her power. A live enemy
was always dangerous. So why was the demon keeping her imprisoned? Was there something about the
transfer of itsdly into the Four Landsin exchange for her that required it to keep her dive? She had not
congdered the possibility. Maybe the magic that had facilitated the transfer failed if either of them died in
the other world. But did they both diein that Situation? If so, then the Straken Lord had a vested interest
in protecting her until itsaly wasready to return.

She thought awhile about how that return might happen, but it was impaossible to figure out without
knowing what her counterpart had crossed over to accomplish.

Her thoughts drifted to other things, to the turmoail in the Four Lands, to the betraya by her own Druids,
and to concernsfor her family. It was possible that those enemieswho had dispatched her here would try
to diminate Bek, aswell. Once he found out she was missing, her brother would come looking for her.
Her enemies might try to stop him. It wouldn't be the firgt time that an enemy had come after members of
the Ohmsford family with that ideaiin mind. The fact that she was Ard Rhys made the current generation
of Ohms-fordstargetsin away they hadn't been since the time of Shea Ohms-ford and the Warlock
Lord.

The longer she spent thinking about the ramifications of what had happened to her, the more determined
she became. Her sense of indecision and confusion disappeared. Her fear turned to anger. She began to
pull hersalf together, to regain the shattered pieces of her confidence. She no longer accepted her



imprisonment as a condition about which she could do nothing. No one had ever imprisoned her and
kept her so. She had not gotten so far in the world by giving in to her weaker emotions. She had not
survived by giving up in seemingly impossible Stuaions

She tested the strength of the chains and belt again, thistime trying to move the belt around her waist s0
that the buckle was more to the front. She was able to do this by sucking in her bresth and jerking her
hands all the way to the right. This brought the buckle around to her left Side far enough that she could
see how it was made. What she saw gave her hope. If she could find something to hook it on, she might
be able to pull the leather tongue free of the metal clasp and then loosen it from the catch, aswell.

A search of her cell walls, stone block by stone block, turned up nothing. What protuberances she
discovered were too smooth or flat to be useful. She turned her attention to the door. The handlewas a
smooth meta grip fastened to the door at both ends. No help there. But on making a careful check of the
hinges, she found ameta nail head on the lower hasp that had worked free from thewall just far enough
to offer a possible hook.

She spent the next hour working the leather of the belt tongue, where it passed through the buckle,
around the nail head and pulling it loose, inch by inch. All the while, she listened for the sounds of her
jalers, for the soft scrape of boots on stone, for the tiniest creak of adoor opening. She heard nothing.

At the end of the hour, she had freed tongue from buckle and was working on the catch. Thiswas
harder because the leather had to be pulled back much farther and with greater force. She struggled with
it until she had exhausted hersdf, then tried again. Somewhere dong the way her strength gave out and
shefdl adeep.

She woke to the sound of her cell door being opened. Hobstull appeared, blank-faced and empty-eyed,
his topknot bobbing gently with his unhurried movements. He carried atray on which rested a.cup of
water and some unidentifiable food. He set it by the door, glanced over at her perfunctorily, and went out
again without speaking, closing and locking the door behind him.

When he was gone, she got to her feet and went over to the food. Because her hands were still chained
to her waist, she could not use them to feed herself. She was forced to knedl and eat and drink like an
anima. Her rage burned with awhite-hot fury, but she made hersaf consume everything. She would need
her strength for what lay ahead, and what lay ahead was freedom.

She began work again on the buckle as soon as she was done. She was stronger now, both physically
and emotionaly, and she stuck with the endeavor long after common sensetold her it wasn't working.
She did s0 because she couldn't think of anything better to do or any other plan to try. There were times,
she knew from experience, when it was best just to continue on rather than to shift directions, even when
it didn't ssem asif you were getting anywhere. Y our chances of success weren't aways something you
could measure accurately. Perseverancein the face of failure counted for something.

In the end, she was rewarded. Long hours later, the tongue at last pulled free of the troublesome catch,
and the belt fel away from her waist. She held it in her hands, saring at it for amoment in shock, relief
and fierce satisfaction surging through her. Her wrists were still bound by its chains, so she could not rid
hersdf of it entirely, but she had amore complete range of motion than before and could lift her handsto
her throat and the hated conjure collar.

But even as she sarted to search for the clasp that would open it, she hesitated. It was possible that any
effort at trying to take off the collar would trigger aresponse of the sort that had laid her out earlier. It
was a so possible that the Straken Lord would be aderted to the fact that she had tampered with it. She



could not afford for either to happen until she was safely away from the fortress. But if she left the collar
in place, she could not use her magic to protect herself or to aid in making her escape. Shewould be
imposing asavere handicap on hersalf before she even found away out of her cell.

It was asking alot. Maybe it was asking too much.

Reuctantly, she lowered her hands. She would leave the collar in place for the time being and take her
chances.

She went back to working on the clasps and chains that bound her wriststo the belt. Theiron from
which they were made would not be easily bent, and she lacked the tools to do the job in any case.

She would haveto get out of the cell before she could do anything more.
Then, suddenly, she heard the rough scrape of boots outside her door.

Immediately, she stepped to one side, fastening her hands about the heavy belt and drawing it close
againgt her chest. A key turned, and the lock released with a soft snicking sound. Then the door opened,
letting in a sudden flood of torchlight. A Goblin stepped through, aready bending down to retrieve the
food tray that Hob-stull had left for her. Summoning every last ounce of strength she possessed, she hit it
in the face with the belt, and it dropped without a sound. She thought she might have killed it, but she
couldn't stop to worry about that. She dragged the Goblin to one side, where it wouldn't be seen from
the doorway. Seizing the keysit carried, she peered through the door and found the corridor deserted.

Gripping the belt firmly, cradling it to her chest once more to mask the rattle of the chains that bound her
to it, she went down the hallway in acontrolled rush, taking just amoment to close the door behind her.
She didn't know how soon her captors would find out she was free, but she didn't think she should count
on it taking very long. By the timethey did, she had to be outside the walls of the keep if shewasto have
any chanceat dl.

She reached the stairs and started up. She could hear the soft rustlings of other prisoners below, muted
by the heavy wooden doors and thick stonewalls. If they saw her, they might cry out. She moved
quickly up the gtairs, glancing behind aswell as ahead, her heart hammering. She reached thelanding at
the top of the stairs and stopped. She couldn't hear anything. She pressed her ear against the door. Still
nothing.

There was no help for it. She had to go out. She turned the handle dowly. To her surprise, it gave way,
and the latch clicked open. She peered cautioudy through the open door to see what lay beyond. She
could hardly believe her good fortune. The chamber was empty.

She dipped through the door and into the darkened space under the stairway. She was back in the room
inwhich the Straken Lord had confronted her. She glanced around furtively, stepping out far enough to
peer up into the darkness of the stairwell into which the demon had ascended. She couldn't see anything.

Across the room, the door leading out into the courtyard stood closed.

For thefirst time, shewas at aloss as to what to do. If she went out the courtyard door, she would be
completely exposed to the denizens of the fortress. Kraal Reach was crawling with demons and Goblins,
and the chances of her getting through al the surrounding walls and gates to the outside were dim at best.
She needed to find another way.



A disguise would help, she thought suddenly.

She glanced around the room, but there was nothing in sight. No cloaks or armor or anything to concesl
who shewas. There were no other doors besides the one she had come through and the one leading out.
Her choices were clear. She could elther take the stairs the Straken Lord had climbed or retrace her
gepsintothe cells.

Shefet arisng panic and quickly forced it down. She could not make hersalf go back. She would go
up.

She began to climb the sairs.

She was hafway to the top when the door leading in from the courtyard opened and Hobstull appeared.
She froze on the stairs, pressed against the wall, hoping the shadows were sufficiently deep to hide her.
Hobstull closed the door and walked to the stairs leading down to the cells. Without glancing up, the
Catcher went through the doorway and disappeared.

In minutes he would discover that she was gone.

Abandoning caution, she raced up the stairsto adark corridor. She glanced al about for signs of the
Straken Lord, but saw nothing. Sipping down the corridor asfast as she could manage while still kegping
slent, she reached arack on which hung a series of black cloaks. She snatched one off and flung it about
her, then hurried on. She turned severd corners as the corridor wound its way back into the tower,
ligening dl the while for sounds of an dlarm. But no darm was given.

Findly, she arrived at a door that opened onto awalkway overlooking the fortress. She could see dl of
the kegp'swalls now, five concentric rings that enclosed increasingly larger courtyards and broader
buildings the farther out she looked. The Pashanon was a hazy gray emptinessthat spread away below
the bluff, but the fortressitsalf teemed with life. She saw how completely trapped she was, how far she
must go to reach safety, and she despaired. Without her magic to aid her and her hands free of the
congtricting chains, she could not hope to get away. Even adisguise would not be enough with so many
demons and checkpoints to pass through.

She had to find away to even the odds.

She glanced around furioudly and found what she waslooking for. Iron spikes protruded from dotsin
the battlements, a defense againgt intruders seeking to climb in. She walked to a cluster set far enough
back that they weren't immediately visible to those passing below. Hooking the metd ring that bound the
chain to the clasp on her right wrist about the closest spike, she began to twist it againg itsfastening. The
clasp cut into her wrist until she was bleeding, but she continued to apply pressure, gritting her teeth
agang thepan.

At lagt, the ring snapped apart, and the chain and clasp fell away.

It took her even lesstimeto free the left wrist, but cost her about the same amount of blood. Hugging
her damaged wrists to her chest, letting the blood seep into her clothing, she searched for away down.
Finding nothing, she began to follow the walkway around the tower. Therewas ill no alarm, something
shefound odd. Perhaps Hobstull hadn't gone to her cell after al. Perhapsthe Catcher had goneinto the
cdlsfor something else. She couldn't know.

She found awatchtower with atrgpdoor and ladder leading down to the next floor. She climbed down



quickly, found another trapdoor and another ladder, and climbed down that one, aswell. From the
courtyard below, she heard the chatter of the Goblins and, from somewhere beyond, the growlsand
snarls of the demonwolves. Too many enemieslay between her and safety. She hadn't ahope of getting
pest them all.

Her mind raced. Could there be away underground, tunnels used by the defenders of the keep to move
fromwall to wall without exposing themselves, just astherewasin Tyrss, in her own world?

She went down the rest of the way, to the floor of the tower. There was nowhere else to go from there
except outside or back into the main structure. Wrapping the cloak tightly about her body, she went out
the door and into the courtyard. A scattering of Goblinswas at work, but none of them even bothered to
glance over at her. She waked swiftly across the open ground to the nearest door, opened it, and
ducked inside.

Now shewasin abuilding backed up againgt the next wall leading out, a storeroom for weapons and
armor, and she passed through it to adoor on the other side and down the corridor beyond. The
corridor twisted and turned through the building as she followed it, and soon she was hopelessly lost. She
kept searching for a stairway leading underground, but found none. Her plan of escape wasrapidly

coming gpart.

Findly, she found adoor that opened into the next courtyard. But there were demonwolves everywhere,
prowling the grounds and lying in the shade, dozens of them, huge gray beasts with thick ruffs about their
necks and jaws strong enough to snap a spear handle. She glanced at them just long enough to measure
the danger before shutting the door. If she had the use of her magic, she wouldn't have worried. Without
it, she was no match for them.

But she had to get across the courtyard if she wasto escape. There wasn't any other way.

She opened the door and looked out again, searching for an overhead wakway that would connect the
two walls. Therewasn't one, or at least one that she could see. Nor was there any indication of any other
way across.

She closed the door again and stood there, trying to think what she could do.

In the next instant, the cry of alarm she had been dreading rose from behind her, the thunder of adrum
followed by the deep moan of ahorn. She didn't mistake it for anything other than what it was, and
without another thought, she went out the door and started across the courtyard for the far wall. Instantly,
the demonwolves glanced over at her, but she didn't look back at them, keeping her eyes directed
sraight ahead, trying to act asif she belonged, moving for the closest escape.

Just afew minutes were al she needed.

Behind her, the warning continued to sound, and now Goblinswere appearing al aong the battlements
atop the walls on either side, turning thisway and that, searching. She kept moving, trying not to let her
panic take control of her, trying to stay calm.

She reached the door and grasped the handle to open it. The door was locked.

Without pausing, she turned toward the next door down, walking quickly to reach it. But by then the

demonwolves were moving, their suspicions aroused. Heads lowered, ruffs standing up like bunched
quills, muzzles drawing back to reved the rows of teeth concealed behind, they advanced on her. The



first low growls and snarls came from their throats. Alerted by the sounds, apair of Goblins on the wall
behind her stopped to look down into the courtyard.

A huge wolf positioned itsdlf directly in front of the door she wastrying to reach and turned to face her.
She stopped a once, amistake. The wolf snarled defiantly, sensing that she was either afraid or
intimidated. She turned back the other way, but more wolves were closing in, blocking her passage, and
trapping her. On thewalls, other Goblins were gathering, staring down at her.

She wasfinished, she knew, unless she used her magic.

She reached quickly for the conjure collar to releaseits clasp, but couldn't find the catch. Frantically, she
searched itslength for abuckle, for any telltale bit of meta. Nothing. The wolves drew closer, openly
menacing now, teeth showing as they stalked her. The closest was no more than ten yards avay. She had
no choice. Even with the conjure collar in place, she would have to use her magic to defend herself.

"Haahhh!" she growled at the wolves, making aquick warding gesture that caused them to fall back.

She advanced on them asif she meant to punish them and, uncertain asto what she might do, they gave
way to her. They were creatures of the Straken Lord, after all, and it had trained them to do its bidding.
At some point, punishment had been apart of that training. Asfierce asthey were, they couldn't
completely ignore the responses that had been conditioned in them.

Her audacity froze them in place, but only for amoment. It was enough. By then she was back at the
first door she had tried, her one chance at escape. She was discovered, and if she couldn't get through
the door, her captors would be on her in moments. She quit looking at the walls and the wolves. She
ignored the shouts and growls that rose behind her. She quit thinking about anything but the door.
Bracing hersdlf, she summoned the magic of the wishsong to break free of her prison.

But the minute the first strains of the magic rose within her, the conjure collar reacted with blinding pain
that seized her throat in aparalyzing grip and froze her vocal cords. The pain wasinstantaneous, and it
rushed through her with relentless purpose, knocking her backwards with its force, sapping her strength
and numbing her mind. Caught in theterrible grip of the collar's magic, she stiffened and screamed
soundlesdy, unableto help hersdf in any way.

She went down in ahegp in the dusty courtyard, tumbling into blackness, lost to everything but the pain
and an unmigtakable sense of failure that trailed after her through the gathering dark like a deeth shroud.




tweve

Pen Ohmsford and his companions sailed theSkatel ow through the northeast skies over thefoothills
fronting the Charnal Mountainsin search of the village of Taupo Rough and Ker-madec. Finding the
former would provide them with atemporary haven,- the latter, with the guide they needed to reach
Stridegate. As Maturen of the Taupo Rough Rock Trolls, it was within Kermadec's power to give them
the aid they required in their search for the Ard Rhys. The Trolls might be reluctant to help outlandersin
most situations, but where it concerned Grianne Ohmsford, Kermadec would see that an exception was
made.

It took them the remainder of the night, but they were sailing at quarter speed, dow enough that they
could track movement on the ground and watch the horizon for shadows that didn't belong. Caution was
needed, for there were things hunting them besides the Druids, and they were al too aware of how
desperate their circumstances had become. They were lucky to have escaped the creature that had killed
Gar Hatch and his Rovers and taken Cinnaminson as prisoner, and they were reasonably sure it was not
donetracking them. But even if they avoided that particular mongter, there was nothing to say that others
hadn't been sent to hunt them, aswell. At flight from aworld in which al the safety netsthey had once
relied on had been taken down, they could not afford to make amistake.

The boy came back on deck after Cinnaminson was adeep and, with Khyber's help, took down the
bodies of Gar Hatch and his Rover cousins, wrapped them in sheeting, and stowed them bel ow-decks
for burid a alater time. Then he relieved Tagwen a the helm. While he checked theSkatelow's course
and speed, he repeated to the Dwarf and the Elven girl what Cinnaminson had told him. For awhile
afterwards, no one said much of anything. Tagwen offered to take the whed back so that Pen could get
some deep, but the boy insisted on staying at the helm through the night, just in case hisflying experience
might be needed for evasive action. Having gotten Cinnaminson back in one piece, he was not about to
chance losing her again to carelessness of his own making.

So Khyber and Tagwen dept instead, and Pen was till a the helm when dawn broke in adow
brightening of the skiesthrough gapsin awal of massve peaks that rose before them. The sarsand
maoon had gone, and the darkness was receding west, the new day a promise of the possihility, at least,
of something better and safer. Pen's eyes were gritty and blurred by then, and his need for deep was
acute. When Tagwen appeared with a smple breakfast of bread and cheese he had scavenged from the
supply room below, the boy was so grateful he could barely speak. He ate ravenoudy and, after looking
in on Cinnaminson to be sure shewas al right, went off to bed.



He awoke near midday when Khyber shook his shoulder and told him to come on deck. "1 think we've
found Taupo Rough," she announced with agrin. "Come see.”

He rose and went topside, finding Cinnaminson there, aswell, come awake afew hoursearlier tojoin
the Elven girl and the Dwarf in the pilot box. Looking out over the ship's bow to the landscape below, he
saw acluster of dark stone buildings and walls stacked in close proximity to one another on alow bluff
and backed up againgt a cliff face that was riddled with caves connected by ladders and wakways. His
initia impression was of awarren that probably ran as deep into the mountain asit extended out fromiit.
Trollsof al sizes and shapes were moving about, but there seemed to belittle interest in theSkatelow's
approach. No defensive maneuvers were being undertaken, and from what Pen could make out, there
were few guards of any sort.

The boy knew amaost nothing about Trolls. He had seen afew in hislife, some of them had cometo
Patch Run to employ his parents. But histravels had not taken him into the deep Northland, where the
tribes made their homes, and Trolls by and large did not venture south of their traditiona homelands. He
thought that he had heard his mother speak in the Troll tongue once or twice, but he couldn't be sure.

"Can we communicate with them?' he asked impulsvely.

"| can speak alittle of their language,” Tagwen ventured. He shrugged. "It won't matter, once we find
Kermadec."

If thisis Taupo Rough and if Kermadec is here, Pen thought without saying so.

As he brought the ship dowly around toward the village, he called to memory what little he knew about
the inhabitants. Trolls were nomadic by tradition, and frequently resettled themselves when their safety
was compromised or their dissatisfaction with loca conditions grew sufficiently strong. But because they
weretribal, aswell, they established territorial boundaries within the regionsthey traveled, and onetribe
would never think of invading another's domain. Of such trespasses had the worst of the Troll Wars been
born, warsthat had died out years ago in the wake of the establishment of the First Druid Council.
Gdaphile and his Druids had madeit their first priority to stabilize relations within the Races. They had
accomplished that by setting themselves up as arbitrators and peacekeepers, devel oping a reputation for
being fair-minded and nonjudgmentd. The Trolls, who were the most fierce and warlike of the Racesin
those days, had accepted the Druids as mediators with surprising enthusiasm, anxious perhapsto find a
way to put an end to thetribal bloodshed that had plagued them for so long. Trolls were creatures of
habit, Pen's father had told him once. They embraced order and obedience within the tribal structure as
good and necessary, and sdlf-discipline was the highest qudity to which aTroll could aspire.

There was more than one species of Troll living in the Northland, but by far the most numerous of the
tribeswere Rock Trolls. Physicaly larger and historically more warlike than the other tribes, they were
found principaly in the Charnals and the Kensrowe, preferring mountainous terrain with caves and
tunnelsrather than open encampments as safeholds. The Forest and River Trollswere smdler inszeand
numbers, and they were not nomadic in theway of Rock Trolls. The differences went on from there, but
Pen couldn't remember them al. What he mostly remembered was that Rock Trolls reputedly made the
finest weapons and armor in the Four Lands, and they knew how to use both when provoked.

"'Someone's hoticed us now," Khyber announced, nodding toward a handful of Troll warriorswalking
out to meet them.

Pen |et the airship ettle to the earth in an open space a one end of the plateau, well awvay from the
village and itsfortifications. Whatever hgppened, he did not want to give an impression of hodtility. He



shut down the thrusters, closed off the parse tubes, walked to the railing, tossed out the rope ladder, and
climbed down to set the anchors. The othersfollowed, with Tagwen in the lead, looking bluff and
officous

The Trolls came up to them, huge and forbidding giants, their barklike skin looking like armor benegath
their clothing, their strange, flat-featured faces devoid of expression, but their eyes sharp and watchful.

One of them spoke to Tagwen in deep, guttura tones, aquery of some sort, Pen thought. The Dwarf
stared at the speaker blankly, then glanced hurriedly at Pen. The boy shook his head. ™Y ou're the one
who says he speaks the language. Say something back to him."

Tagwen gaveit avaiant try, but it came out sounding alittle asif hislast med hadn't quite agreed with
him. The Trollslooked at one another in confusion.

"Just use whatever Troll-speak you possess and ask him if Ker-madec ishere," snapped Khyber,
impatient with thewhole business. "AK if thisis Taupo Rough.”

The Dwarf did so, or at least appeared to do so. Pen caught the wordsKermadec andTaupo Rough
amid dl the garble, and the reception committee seemed to do the same. One of them nodded, beckoned
for them to follow, and turned back toward the village. The other threefell into place about them likea
stockade.

"1 hope we haven't made another mistake," Khyber muttered to Pen as she glanced about uneasily.

Pen took Cinnaminson's hand and held it firmly in hisown. The Rover girl did not pull away, but moved
closer to him. "It doesn't look it, but thisvillageis heavily defended,” she whispered to him. "We can't see
most of it. Most of it is hidden inside the mountains. | can fed the heat of furnaces and forges. | can fedl
movement in the earth radiating out from the rock.”

The boy exhded sharply. "Arethese Trolls enemies?' he asked. "Arewein danger?’

She shook her head. "I can't tell. But they are prepared to do battle with something, and whatever it is,
they mean to seeit destroyed if it triesto attack them.”

Pen nodded. "'If we haveto flee, | will stay right beside you." She said nothing in reply, but squeezed his
hand tightly. They moved through the heavy stone wallsthat formed the outer fortificationsinto the village
itsdf. Trollsturned to look at them, Trolls of dl szes and shapes, but their gazes were brief and didn't
linger. A few young Tralls, barely fivefeet tal yet—though big when compared to Tagwen, who was not
much more than that himself—fd| into step beside them, casting interested glances at the outlanders. No
onetried to spesk to them, and no one did anything threatening. Pen studied the buildings as he walked,
comparing them with those of Southland villages. The biggest difference was in the construction, which
was dmost entirdly of rock and suggested that every building provided its own defense. Each unit had
heavy iron-bound wooden doors and shutters, and weapons ports had been cut into the wallsfor use by
the defenders. It had taken alot of work to build the homes, and it seemed in direct contradiction to the
nomadic tradition of the people who occupied them.

"Wedidn't do anything to protect the airship,” Khyber whispered to him suddenly, afrown crossing her
dark festures.

Pen nodded. "I know. But what could we have done?"



"Sent Tagwen on ahead aone until we knew what to expect,” shereplied. "We aren't being very smart
about this"

Pen didn't respond. "'l don't sense any hodtility," Cinnaminson said quietly. "We aren't threatened.”

Khyber rolled her eyes asif to suggest that a blind Rover girl might not be the best judge but didn't
pursue the matter.

They had just rounded the corner of amassive building that |ooked to be a storehouse rather than a
home when ahuge Rock Troll appeared in front of them, arms outstretched and voice booming out in
familiar Dwarfish,

"Bristle Beard, you've found your way!" the Troll shouted, reaching down to pick up Tagwen and hold
him out at arm'slength asif he were no more than atoy. "It's good to see you safe and sound, little man!”

Tagwen wasincensed. "Put me down at once, Kermadec. What are you thinking? A little decorum
would be appreciated!"

Thebig Troll set him down at once, drawing back. "Oh, well then, sorry to have distressed you. | was
only expressing my greset joy at finding you in good hedlth. It hasn't been agood time at Paranor,
Tagwen."

"This does not come as newsto me!" the Dwarf snapped. He cleared histhroat officioudy. "Here, let me
introduce the others."

Hedid s0, giving aquick explanation of who his companions were without yet getting into why they had
al come together. Kermadec nodded to each at the mention of their names, hisflat features somehow
reflecting the pleasure he took in meeting them. There was an exuberance and expansvenessto the big
man that transcended what Pen had heard of the Troll character, and he found himsdlf liking their host
right away.

"Penderrin,” Kermadec said, taking the boy's hand in his own. It was like shaking hands with arough
piece of wood. "Y our aunt and | are grest friends, friends from as far back as the coming together of the
Druid order, and | regret what has happened deeply. Y our presence indicates that you intend to join me
in doing something about it. Y ou are most welcome.”

He turned to Tagwen. "Now you must tell me al about what has happened since our parting a Paranor,
and | will do the same. Come with meto my home, and we will have something to eat and drink whilewe
talk. Isthat an airship you flew in on, Bristle Beard? | thought you hated airships™

Dismissing the Trollswho had guided them in from theSkatel ow, Kermadec led them on through the
village until they were dmogt to the cliff face againgt which it was backed. At that distance, Pen could see
clearly the sophisticated network of walkways and ladders connecting the village to the caves and tunndls
that riddled the dliff. He could a0 hear, for the firgt time, the sounds of hammers striking anvils and smell
the fires of the furnaces that serviced them. What was odd was that he couldn't see any smoke or ash.
He asked Kermadec about that, and the Troll pointed skyward. " The residue of the furnace fires goes
into avent system that carriesit out the other side of the near peeks. It hel ps keep the air we breathe out
herein thevillage clean. It also hel ps disguise what we do. Y ou can't be sure where we keep the furnaces
until you get this close. The furnaces are our lifeblood. Without the furnaces, we can't make the weapons
and metal tools we trade to the other Races for the goods we need. Without the furnaces, we would
revert to what we once were—raiders and worse. If anything happens to them, we are left without away



to makealiving."

"What do you do with the furnaces when you move to another site?" the boy pressed. "Y ou don't teke
them with you, do you?'

Kermadec laughed. "That would be a neat trick, young Penderrin. The furnaces are built right into the
rock of the mountain. No, we shut them down, cool them off, and conceal them. We close off the
entrances that lead to them, aswell. And we set traps to discourage the uninvited. Aslong as| can
remember, no one has ever bothered our furnaces.”

"And there are those who would, | can promise you,” Tagwen declared grimly.

Kermadec clapped him on the shoulder so hard he dmost knocked him off hisfeet. "If they could,
Bristle Beard. If they could.”

" S0 you have other furnacesin other places?' Pen pressed.

"Half adozen that have been constructed over the years, moreif you count the ones we have abandoned
asunsafe. We are amobile people, but our villages are well established. We smply move back and forth
among them, choosing the one that seems most advantageous with each migration. Just now, we are
concerned about uninvited guests and o have chosen thisvillage, with its superior defensive positioning.”

Khyber glanced about. "Y ou don't look al that ready to go to ground if you are attacked. No guards, no
sgn of anything out of the ordinary. Wejust sailed right in on theSkatel ow."

"Only because we saw you coming from five miles off and identified your doop asharmless.” The dark
eyes swept back to her and away again. "Don't mistake what you see, Khyber Elessedil. We keep close
watch in al directions. We won't be easily surprised. If we are threatened, we can disappear into the
caves behind the village in amatter of minutes, much quicker than an enemy can reach them. Onceinside,
we can survive for months on the provisions stored. Or we can escape through any number of back
doors. And there are extensive fortifications inside the caves aswell, in case an attack is pressed. Believe
me, things are not entirdly asthey seem.”

Which wasin keeping with most of what they had encountered on their journey to reach Taupo Rough,
S0 his guests decided to take him at hisword.

A few minutes | ater, they were settled insde the big Troll's home, a sprawling affair occupied by his
brothers, sgters, parents, and grandparents, aswell as a child or two somehow connected with the rest.
Kermadec explained, on completing introductions, that Trolls tended to house together in families, often
living that way the whole of their lives. The house his family occupied had once belonged to another
family, but that family had lost enough members over the yearsthat they no longer needed anything quite
s0 large. Since Kermadec's family had grown, they were offered the other family's home in exchange for
their smaler one.

It was an odd approach to determining living conditions, but one that the Trolls seemed quite used to.
Homes didn't seem to belong to any one person or family, but to the entire community. Pen thought that
perhaps because Rock Trolls moved so often, they weren't quite so attached to their possessions, homes
included, and were therefore able to share more fredly.

Stll, hewas curious about al those people living together under one roof, and after being served acold
drink of black teaand herbs, he asked what determined if any member of the family moved away. Or



didn't they? This produced an even odder and more complicated explanation of the Troll lifestyle. Trolls,
Kermadec offered, did not maintain family unitsin the same way as the other Races. Trolls started out life
aschildren in one family, but often ended up as children or even adultsin another. When sickness or
death rendered parents unable to raise their children, other parents stepped in. When achild or adult
grew dissatisfied with afamily situation, he or she could petition to move e sewhere, and frequently the
move was alowed. It was thought better to accommodate that individua and try to ease the source of
dissatisfaction than to allow the problem to fester. The move didn't happen until athorough effort had
been made to resolve the conflict.

Moreover, Troll parents did not regard their children as the exclusive property of the family and were
not possessive of the respongbility for raising them. The care, nurturing, teaching, and disciplining of
children was the respongibility of the entire village, and everyone wasinvolved in the rearing process.
Successes and failures were dways shared,- decisions and pronouncements were never |eft to one
person. A Troll child started out life as the result of the union of two people, but reached adulthood as
the result of the efforts of many.

"Wl that's enough for now about the socia structure of Rock Trolls, young Penderrin,” Kermadec
declared, seating himself across from the boy and the others. "Tell me everything that's happened. Bristle
Beard, you begin. Right from thetime | left you a Paranor. Tdl it dl.”

So they did, each of them speaking in turn, each of them adding a piece to the larger puzzle. Tagwen
told of coming to find Pen's parents at Patch Run and finding only Pen. The boy related the details of their
escape from Terek Malt, the subsequent encounter with the King of the Silver River, and the task he had
been given—to travel to the ruins of the ancient city of Stridegate and the forest idand of the tanequil.
Tagwen then picked up the story once moreto tell of their decision to seek help a Emberen from Ahren
Eles-sedil. Much of it was difficult, especidly Khyber's recitation of the events surrounding her unclé's
desth in the Sags. When it came Cinnaminson's turn to speek of the creature that had killed her father
and her cousins aboard theSkatel ow, she was forced to stop and compose herself several times. But
both EIf and Rover made it through their tales, through the dark and terrible hurt they had experienced, to
emerge, Pen thought, alittle stronger than when they had started out.

Kermadec listened carefully and, when they had finished, shook hishead in amix of disgust and
disbelief. "1 knew our Grianne had placed too much faith in her ability to keep those Druid sorceresses
from reverting to kind, Tagwen. Even an Ard Rhys can do only so much with black hearts and foul
schemes”

He sighed. "But losing Ahren Elessedil? | never thought | would live to seethat. | never thought anything
could happen to him, as much as he had survived aready. He was the best of them, Khyber, your uncle.
Thebest of themadl.”

She nodded in acknowledgment of the kindness of hiswords. "I gppreciate hearing that.”

"And Cinnaminson.” He turned to the Rover girl. "I am sorry for the death of your father, whatever the
circumstances that brought it about. Y our father is an irreplaceableloss. Y ou have shown great courage
and presence of mind in surviving the madness that consumed him. | will send my Trollsto seethat he
and hiscousnsare given burid.”

He leaned forward. "Now, then. Y ou have told me your tale,- let metell you mine. Maybe we can make
some sense of thisbusinessoncel do.”



After leaving Tagwen at the Druid's Keep, Kermadec had travel ed north on foot out of Paranor and
across the Streleheim to the ruins of the kingdom of the Warlock Lord. He did not want to do this, but he
had no better idea of where to begin his search for Grianne Ohmsford. Days earlier, he had accompanied
the Ard Rhysto investigate rumors of gpparitions and strange fireswithin those ruinsand had

encountered an impossibly dark and evil presence. The Maturen felt certain that there was a connection
between that presence and the disappearance of the Ard Rhys, and he was hopeful that by taking a
closer ook &t the site where the presence had revedled itsalf, he might discover something useful.

It was along shot at best, and as Kermadec had made clear to Tagwen, the Troll people did not go into
the Skull Kingdom for any but the best of reasons. Kermadec was brave, and there were few dangers
that could turn him aside, but that was one of them. Rock Trolls had an inbred fear and distrust of the
land where the Warlock Lord had ruled and been destroyed. Rock Trolls, in that time and place, had
served the Warlock Lord, daves and soldiersto help in the conquest and subjugation of the Four Lands.
It had taken many years for the Trollsto recover from those monstrous times, years for them to be
accepted again by the other Races. Grianne Ohmsford had done much to make that possible. If a
journey to the forbidden land was what it would take to help her in turn, then so beit.

Nevertheless, he had determined that he would not go back there done.

So hetraveled first to a Gnome village Stuated below the River Lethe on the western borders of the
Knife Edge, seeking aman he believed would know better how to protect against the danger he
expected to encounter in the ruins. The man's name was Achen Wuhl, and he was a Gnome shaman of
some repute in the tribe to which he belonged. He was old, perhaps ninety, and he had been a shaman
thewhole of hislife, living with the Warst, atribe that migrated across the Strelehelm between the
Kensrowe and the Charnals.

Kermadec had met Achen Wuhl twenty years before on an outing that had brought a company of his
Trollsin contact with the Warst while the latter were under attack from Mutens. In most circumstances,

Rock Trollswould have nothing to do with Gnomes because the two Races were traditionaly a odds
over territorid rights and migratory routes. But the Trolls hated M utens worse than anything. Voiceless,
soulless remnants of the Warlock Lord's dark magic, the Mutens survived in the Knife Edge in much the
same way as the Werebeasts did within Olden Moor—by preying on the Gnomes who worshiped them
as sacred spirits.

So Kermadec had broken the unwritten rule that forbids Trolls from interfering with the lives of Gnomes,
and his company had cometo the aid of those unfortunates who were being butchered by the Mutens
because they had ventured too close to the monstersin a misguided effort to gppease them. Among those
rescued were women and children and the shaman, Achen Wuhl, who accepted the gift of hislife from
the Trollswith apromise that some day he would repay the favor. Kermadec had not claimed that
promise before. He chose to claim it now.

With Achen Wuhl in tow, he journeyed back through the Knife Edge, carefully avoiding the caves of the
Mutens, until he was back within the ruins of the Skull Kingdom at the site where Grianne Ohmsford and
he had encountered the strange fires and the gpparition. Without reveding the involvement of the Ard
Rhys, he recounted to Wuhl the events of his earlier vist, suggesting that the apparition had appeared
unbidden and that he was searching for its source. Together, they combed the ground surrounding the
cold and blackened fire pit that had given birth to the presence, looking for something that would reves



its source. They found nothing. As nightfall approached, Kermadec suggested they leave and come back
inthe morning. But Achen Wuhl insisted that they stay. Once it was dark, the shaman would try to
summon the gpparition himsdf.

Kermadec felt that was a dangerous undertaking and that he should put astop to it. But hewas
desperate to discover what had become of the Ard Rhys, and the shaman was till the only chance he
had to unlock the secret. Achen Wuhl was a skilled conjurer and an experienced shaman. He would not
be cardessin his efforts. He might accomplish what Kermadec could not: find alink between the
gpparition and the Ard Rhys. Ignoring hisingtincts, which were screaming at him to get out of there,
Kermadec convinced himsdlf that the risk was necessary.

So they sat together in the growing dark, the old Gnome and the Troll Maturen, watching and waiting for
something to happen. Darknessfell, and nothing did. Midnight came and went. The mountains were still
and deep and seemingly empty of life.

Findly, with the moon down and the stars layered across the black firmament like scattered grains of
brilliant white sand, the shaman rose from his place in the rocks. Mationing for Kermadec to remain
where he was, he moved forward to where the fires had appeared last.

"I had abad feding about it right away, but | kept ill," the big Troll told Pen and his companions. "I
could still remember how that gpparition made mefed, how dark and terrible wasiitsvisage, and |
thought it would be better if we didn't seeit again, ever. But the little man was determined; he had
courage. So 1 let him go. | wasthinking that thiswas the way 1 would reach your aunt, Pen. | was
thinking that thiswas how 1 would discover where shewas.”

He shook his head at the memory. "Achen Wuhl brought up thefiresright away, asif dl he had to do
was reach down to wherever they were hidden and summon them up. Thefiresflared and hissed right in
front of him, bright flames burning with such intensity | could fed the heat from where | was sitting a
dozen yards away. 1 heard the shaman muttering, saw the movement of hishands. | peered through the
darknessto the flames, watching. This is what |'ve been hoping for, 1 kept thinking.l'm going to find
her, after all.

"But then dl of asudden the flamesjust exploded. It was asif they found afresh source of fud, though
there wasn't anything but the darkness for them to feed on. They shot upward a hundred feet, maybe
more, al brilliant orange and yellow-tipped, crackling and hissing. It surprised me so, | dmost fdll over.
But here'sthe odd thing. There wasn't any new heat. The fire burned with the same intengity, at the same
temperature as before. Like magic.”

He exhaled softly. " Something reached out of the flames and wrapped itsalf about the old man. | don't
know what it was. A part of thefireitsdf, | guess. It snatched him up and it pulled him in. Hewas gonein
an ingant, so fast | barely saw it happen. He never made a sound. He just disappeared. The flames
consumed him. There was nothing |ft.

"Then | saw that face, the one the Ard Rhysand | had seen daysearlier. | saw it in thefire, just for an
ingtant. It was adark and twisted thing, itseyeslike acat's, only blue and freezing cold. Those eyeswere
searching the darkness beyond thefire, hunting. | sumbled over mysdlf trying to hide from them. |
flattened mysdlf againgt the rocks the best way | could. | never thought to do anything else. It wasingtinct
that drove me, that warned methat if the eyesfound me, | would go the way of the old man.

"S0o | hid. The face was there, the eyes searching for amoment more, and then both were gone. A
second later, the flames were gone, too, collapsed into ablack smear of ash burned into the stone of the



pit. The heat died with the flames, and the night turned gtill and empty again.

"| stayed where| wasfor afew minutes more, then came out to look around. In the starlight, | could see
what was |eft. Nothing. Nothing &t all.”

Hisvoicetrailed off and his gaze dropped to where his big hands knotted in hislap. In the silence, Pen
could hear himsdlf breethe.

It wasatrap,” Kermadec said quietly. "It was atrap set to snare anyone who dared to search for the
Ard Rhys. It got the old man. It could have gotten mejust aseasily. | came back to Taupo Rough aone.
| will never go back to that place again.”

"Does this mean you won't help us?' Pen asked him, impatient to know where Kermadec stood on the
metter.

"Did | say that?' the Rock Troll exclaimed. "Did | say | wouldn't help you find thistree so that you can
fashion your darkwand? Did | say | wouldn't help you reach the Ard Rhys and bring her out of the
Forbidding? Shades, young Penderrin! Of course, | will help you! If | haveto carry you to Stridegate and
back again on my own shoulders, | will do so! All the Rock Trolls of Taupo Rough will carry you, if
that's what's needed. We owe more than alittle to your aunt for bringing us back into the mainstream of
the Four Lands. She gave us trust and recognition when no other would, and we won't et that gift be for
nothing. Whatever those black hearts at Paranor might pretend, we are till the Ard Rhys protectors, and
we will see her safe again or know the reason why!"

He stood up suddenly. "But | need to think on thisabit. The country into whichyoumust gois
dangerous—not that the rest of the Four Landsisn't, so long as ShadeadRu is acting Ard Rhys. But it's
treacherous country al on its own, made more so by the presence of Urdas and some other things that
have no name. We must make certain we keep you safe in your travels, those of you who decide to go.”

He glanced sdeways at Cinnaminson. "But there will be timefor that later. For now, eat and rest. I'll set
sentries to keep watch for the dark things tracking you, and I'll start the process of outfitting an
expedition. But how will wetravel?It's safest if we go on foot. Airships have difficulty getting through
these mountains. The winds are unpredictable,- they can send airshipsinto the rocks asif they were
pesky insects. But timeisimportant, too, and travel afoot isdow."

He shook his head worriedly and went toward the door. "I'll think it through. Just ask, if you need
something. Ther€'s plenty who speak the Dwarf tongue here. WEII celébrate your safe arrival tonight.”

Then he was out the door and gone.

1 don't want you to leave me behind, Pen,” Cinnaminson told him as soon asthey were aone.

They had eaten, and Khyber and Tagwen had gone out to ook around the village. The boy and the girl
sat together in Kermadec's home, the other members of the big Troll's extended family coming and going
slently about them, engaged in tasks of their own. It was after midday, and Pen was fedling the need to
deep again. But he couldn't deep until this conversation was finished.

"l can't be respongiblefor putting you in any further danger,” he replied, deliberately keeping hisvoice
down so as not to attract attention.

Her face was anguished. "Thething that killed Papa till tracks us. It didn't die back therein that



meadow. It will come after us. If it finds me, it will use meto find you—just like before. How can that be
any less dangerous than what you might find where you are going?"

"Youwill be safe here," heinsisted. "Kermadec's people are too well armed and this village too well
fortified for anything to get to you. Even that thing we escaped. Besides, you don't know thet it's fill
coming.”

Shekept her empty eyesfixed on the sound of hisvoice, asif she could actually see him spesaking. "Yes,
| do. It'scoming.”

He rose and walked to the open doorway of the room, stood there thinking, then came back to sit
beside her.

"I'll have you sent home aboard theSkatel ow. Someonein thisvillage must know how to fly an airship.
They will take you back into the Westland, to wherever you need to go. Kermadec will arrangeit. I'll ask
him to see that you are protected.”

She stared at him for along time, asif perhaps she hadn't heard right, then shook her head dowly. "Do
you wish to berid of me, Pen? Do you no longer need mein your life? | thought you said you cared
about me. No, don't speak. Listen to me. Y ou cannot send me home. | don't have ahome to go back to.
My home was with Papa, aboard theSkatel ow. Thereisn't anyone ese who matters now. Only you. My
homeiswithyou."

He looked down at his hands. "It's too dangerous.”

She reached over and touched his cheek. "I know you are afraid for me. But you don't need to be. I'm
blind, but I'm not helpless. Y ou've seen that for yoursdlf. Y ou don't have to make me your respongbility.
Y ou only haveto let me come with you."

"If I let you come with me, | make you my responsibility whether I likeit or not!" he snapped. "Can't you
seethat?"

"What | seeisthat | can be of useto you." Her voice was desperate, amost pleading. Y ou need me! |
can guide you where you are going in the same way | guided you across the Lazareen and through the
Slags. No one else can seein the dark the way | can. No one else has my sight. | can help, Penderrin.
Pease! Don't leave me behind!"

"Of course, you're coming,” Khyber Elessedil said quietly.

The Elven girl was standing in the doorway, watching them. They had been so wrapped up in their
conversation, they hadn't heard her come back in.

"Khyber, you're not helping—"

"Don't lecture me, Pen. We don't need lectures, she and |. We share something that puts usin a better
position to see what is needed here than you do. We've both lost someone important to us on this
journey. Welvelogt apart of our family and, therefore, apart of ourselves. We could be diminished by
this, but we won't let that happen, will we, Cinnaminson? Wewill useit to make us stronger. Neither of
uswould consider for amoment being left behind. If you think that | am better equipped to handle what
lies ahead because | have the use of the Elfstones or that Cinnaminson isless able because her talent lies
only in her mind-sght, then you need to think again!™



She was so0 vehement that Pen was left speechless. Of dl the people he had expected to agree with him
on the matter, Khyber was at the top of thelist.

"Get out of here, Pen," the EIf girl ordered, gesturing toward the door. " Go find something to do.
Cinnaminson and | need to talk. While we do, you think about what | just said. Y ou think about whether
what you are asking of her isreasonable or not. Y ou think about everything that's happened while you're
atit. Useyour brain, if you can find away to it through al your wrongheaded opinions.” She was angry,
her face flushed and her gestures curt and threatening. Pen stood up dowly and glanced down at
Cinnaminson. She was staring straight ahead; tears were leaking from the corners of her eyes, streaking
her smooth face. He started to say something, then stopped himself.

Asheléeft the room, he felt Khyber Elessedil glaring at him. He walked through the house, past the
surreptitious glances of the Tralls, his gaze directed straight ahead. When he was outside again, he
stopped and stared into space, wondering exactly what had just happened.

thirteen

Darkness had fallen over Paranor, deep and smothering, and the Druid's Keep was wrapped in silence.
Within the fortress halls, the Druids came and went like wraiths; cloaked in black and hooded, they
passed down halls that echoed softly with the scrape of dippers and the rustle of robes. Some cradled
books and loose-leaf writingsin their arms. Some carried materials for the tasks they had been givenin
the cause of the Druid order.

One carried nothing but a second cloak, neatly folded over one arm, so preoccupied that not aglance
was spared for those it passed.

Bek Ohmsford looked up as the cloaked figure entered the room, and it took him amoment to redlize it
wasn't aDruid a dl, but hiswife. Rue Meridian came over to where he lay looking hot and feverish
beneeth his coversand laid the cloak at hisfest.

She bent close to keep her voice awhisper. "I hope you don't feel asbad as you look."



He smiled. He was hot and sticky, and beads of sweat dotted hisforehead. "I look terrible, don't 1?
That root you gave meredly works. Traunt Rowan was here earlier to see how | wasdoing. | told him
the fever had come back worse than before and was highly contagious. Hewasin and out of theroom in
seconds. No one has been back since. Y ou found the robes, | see. No one saw you?"

She sat beside him, leaned over, and kissed hisforehead. "Have alittle faith, Bek. | am resourceful
enough when it's needed. | just asked for them. | told the Druid 1 stopped that we would feel more
comfortable being here if we were dressed asthey were. Besides, it isn't methey'reinterested in. They
watch me from around corners and through cracksin doors, but they don't pay close attention. Y ou are
the one who matters. So long asthey think you intend to do what you were brought here to do, we won't
have any trouble.”

Bek nodded. "After tonight, well be more trouble than they thought possible. Hand me a cold cloth and
towd."

Sherose and did what he had asked. He sat up in the bed and began wiping himsalf down, washing
away the sweat and grit, then drying off. The room was streaked with shadows, and the candles he had
lit at sunset did little to chase the gloom. All the better, he thought, for what they had in mind.

"Did you have a chance to check outSwift Sure?!

She sat next to him again, keeping her voice low. There was till reason to worry that they were being
listened to. "They cut loose the aft radian draws and locked down the thruster lever. | didn't see anything
else. | pretended not to notice even that. | thought it better for them to think us unaware of their efforts. It
might take us three minutes to make the necessary repairs. We can get away easily enough when we
need to."

Hefinished cleaning himsdlf, rose, and began to dress. He moved quickly and quietly, glancing over a
the door every so often, listening to the silence that surrounded them. It wasinfectious, that Silence.
Everything about the Druid's Keep was measured in layers of silence, asif sound were an unwelcome
intrusion. Perhapsit was, where power resided in such quantity and strugglesto control it were al done
through secret machinations and subtle deceits.

"I won't be sorry to be gone from here," she said. "Everything about this place is oppressive. How your
sdter sandsitisamystery to me. | wish her well, once we have her safely back from wherever she's
gone, but mostly 1 wish her the wisdom to choose, then, to be somewhere se.”

"I know." He glanced around. "' wish 1 had awespon.”

She reached benegth her robes, brought out along knife, and handed it to him. "I retrieved it from the
ship. I have my throwing knives, aswell. But | don't think weapons are going to do us much good if we
have to sand and fight."

"They might againgt those Gnome Hunters." He tucked the long knife into his belt, then reached for the
other Druid robe. "Any sign of the young Druid?'

She shook her head. "Nothing."
They hadn't so much as caught aglimpse of him since he had dipped Bek the warning note on thet first

day. Bek had burned the note and had Rue scatter the ashes from one end of the Keep to the other, but
he still didn't know who had tried to warn them or why. Clearly, the young Druid knew something about



what was going on. He might know something about Pen, aswell. But it wastoo risky to try to find out
who he was. The best they could do was to keep watch for him, and so far he hadn't reappeared.

"Y ou would think he would try to make further contact.” Bek tightened the sash that bound the robe. "If
he went to the trouble to contact usin thefirst place, he must want to help. He must be on my sister's
sdeindl this"

"Maybe, but that doesn't mean he knows where sheis or what's happened to her. He might not know
anything other than what he'stold us—that Shadea and the others are responsible. Maybe warning us
was dl he ever intended to do. It was enough to put us on guard.”

Bek finished with his preparations and walked over to put his hands on her shoulders and draw her
close. "Y ou could wait for me aboardSwift Sure," hesaid. "l can do thisaone.”

"| think we had this discussion about twenty years ago, didn't we?' She leaned into him and kissed his
mouth. "Let'sjust go."

They moved to the door and stood there for amoment listening. The Gnome Hunters assigned to the
task of keeping watch were still stationed across the hallway, but they had been there for three days, and
they were bored. It wouldn't take much effort to get past them.

Bek looked at hiswife. "Ready?"

She nodded, pulling up the hood to her cloak. He did the same, then opened the door and stepped
through. Already, he had the wishsong's magic working, asoft low hum that carried no farther than the
ears of the guards. It whispered purposefully to form imagesin their minds. It told them that the cloaked
figuresleaving the room were Druids, easily recognizable as such by their robes, that they needn't bother
with them and could look away.

By the time the guards looked back again, of course, the hallway was empty.

Bek and Rue moved swiftly to the stairsleading up to the cold chamber, turning into the stairwell before
they could be seen. They had been fortunate in not encountering asingle Druid on their way. If the
Gnome Hunters at their deeping room door didn't realize they had been duped, they stood agood
chance of reaching their destination unnoticed.

They climbed the stone stairsto the next floor, diding through shadows and pools of light as soundless
and gedlthy asfoxes a hunt. This was adangerous business, and they knew it. If they were discovered,
their duplicity would be reveded and there would no longer be any chance of using the Druid's magic to
find Pen. Worse, they probably would haveto fight their way out of Paranor, and Bek wasn't sure they
were up toit. It was one thing to have survived while traveling aboard theJerle Shannara, whilethey
were dtill young. It was another to test themsel ves when they hadn't fought aredl battle in twenty years.
Now was apoor timeto find out if the magic of the wishsong could save them from the dangerous and
experienced Shadea aRu.

In short, it would be best not to get caught.

At thetop of the stairs, they stopped again while Bek peered around the corner and down the hallway.
Nothing moved. The floor seemed deserted. There were no deeping chambers on thisfloor, but alittle
farther on wasthe stairway that led to the north tower, which housed the quarters of the Ard Rhys.
Shadea aRu would be there.



After amoment, they started down the corridor for the cold chamber. The biggest danger they faced
was that someone else would aready be in the room when they got there. That would not only prevent
them from carrying out their plan, but would require them to explain why they were there, unescorted and
uninvited. It would be a difficult Stuation. At best, they would probably be forced to flee from the Keep.

But luck was with them. When they opened the door, they found the cold chamber empty. Rue took a
moment to scan the corridor once more, making sure no one had seen them, then nodded to Bek to
closethe door. They stood insdein slence, the chilly air penetrating even the heavy fabric of the Druid
robes. Rue shivered. Bek made a quick survey of the room, glancing toward the deep shadows, peering
into the gathered gloom. Noo candles or torcheswere it there, and they wouldn't risk lighting any. But a
faint wash of light from moon and stars spilled through the high windows and reflected off the scrye
watersin the stone basin, letting them see well enough to do their work.

Their plan wasn't complicated and didn't require much time. Bek had sensed Pen's presencein the
Charnalsduring hisinitia effort to make contact, but he had |acked time and opportunity to pinpoint his
son'slocation. Now, aone and undisturbed, he would use his magic on the watersto discover exactly
where Pen was. Once he had accomplished that, they would dip back down through the Keep toSwift
Sure and be on their way to retrieve him. The Druids might discover what had happened and try to
follow, but their vessels were no match for Swift Sure, which wasthe fastest ship in the sky.

With Rue standing watch at the door, Bek moved to the basin and stood |ooking down at the scrye
waters and the map of the Four Lands drawn on the surface of the bowl. The waters were ill and
untroubled, at rest save for where the faint pulse of the earth's magic crisscrossed the surface dong the
earth'slines of power. Bek studied their movements for amoment, then fixed his gaze on the Charnds
and cdled up the wishsong. He did it quickly and quietly, directing the magic toward the area of the
waters where he had sensed Pen to be the day before. He kept his concentration focused as he worked
the magic deep into the basin, searching.

It took him only moments. His connection with his son was strong, born of his own history as amember
of afamily that had been connected by magic for centuries, and he found him amost ingtantly. He peered
close, tightening down his search, marked the spot in hismind, and pulled the magic back again.

Hewent till, watching the scrye waters quiet and smooth once more, silver in the moonlight. He stepped
away from the basin and turned back to Rue, nodding.

Together, they went out the doorway and back down the empty corridor toward the stairs. Neither
spoke, unwilling to bresk the deep silence, to risk exposing themsalvesin any way. They would talk
when they were aboardSwift Sure and safely away from this place.

On cat's paws, they descended the ancient stone stairs toward the torchlit corridor below, listening and
watching.

They had just emerged from the stairwell into the corridor when the heavy meta-laced nets dropped
over them, pinning them to the floor, and dozens of Gnome Hunters gppeared dl around them,
crossbows notched and ready.

Pen had explored the Rock Trall village for what remained of the day. He'd been so tired he could
barely keep his eyes open but was unable to deep because of what had happened in Kermadec's home
between himsdlf and Cinnaminson. But Khyber's scathing attack on him, an attack he till didn't
understand, redlly troubled him. Once or twice in hiswanderings, he thought to return to the house and



confront her, but he just couldn't make himsalf do it. He was embarrassed and hurt, in part because he
didn't understand it, but mostly becauseit had happened in front of Cinnaminson.

So heforced himsdlf to stay away until the evening celebration began, the wel come arranged for them by
the members of the village, afeast with music and singing, neither of which he had ever associated with
Trolls. But the music, consisting of pipes, drums, and a curious stringed instrument called afiol, and the
dancing, which was energetic and robust, brought him out of his mood sufficiently that by the time he had
egten two plates of rather wonderful food and drunk severa pints of very sirong ae, he wasfedling pretty
good again.

He even participated in the dancing, urged on by Kermadec and buttressed by the effects of thede. He
danced with whoever was nearest—men, women, and children dike—as there seemed to be little
partnering in the Troll forms of dance, and he found himsalf thoroughly light-headed and happy by the
time he was done.

Cinnaminson gppeared with the others of hislittle group, and she sat with him during dinner and even
danced with him briefly, but he couldn't find the right words to say to her, and so they didn't talk much.
Tagwen was astaciturn asever at first, though after alittle of the ale he began to open up and pontificate
endlessy on the virtues of hard work. Khyber smiled and clapped and spoke pleasantly to Pen, acting as
if their earlier confrontation had never happened.

It was only when the evening was growing late, and his eyeswere o heavy he was afraid he might fall
over if hedidn't deegp soon, that the Elven girl came over to Sit beside him. He was aone at that point,
gpping a hisde, lisgtening to the music, and watching the Trolls dance in thefirdight with what appeared
to him to be boundless energy.

"l wastoo hard on you earlier,” she said, putting her hand over his. "1 didn't mean to scold. At thetime, |
was so mad, | just lashed out. | assumed you understood the problem, but thinking it through later, |
redized you didn't."

Helooked at her. "What problem?"
"If I tel you this, you must promiseto keep it to yoursalf. Do you promise?’
He nodded. "All right."

"When | heard you tell Cinnaminson she couldn't come with us, al | could think about was how
insengitive you were being to her Situation. Y ou saw it as common sense: If she came, shewould be
placed in danger again, and you wanted to keep her safe. | saw it through her eyes: Y ou were casting her
off as damaged and useless, no longer worthy of being apart of your life. She'sin love with you,
Penderrin. | warned you about this, but you paid no atention to me. Y ou brought this on yoursdlf, giving
her so much of your time aboard ship, teling her how wonderful shewas."

Hebrigtled ingantly. "I didn't say anything | didn't mean! Anyway, | don't see—"

She held up one hand in warning. "Don't say anything more until you hear me out. Y oudon't see, indeed.
If you did, we wouldn't be having this conversation. Now, listen. What do you think happened to her
after that mongter killed her father and the other two? Do you think she waseft done? Do you think that
all that happened was that she was used to track you? It was bad enough that she had to lie trussed up
and helpless belowdecks and listen to the cries of her father and cousins asthey died; that was damage
enough for an entire lifetime. But that wasn't the end of it."



Hewent cold. "What are you saying?'

Her dark eyesfixed on him. "I'm saying that she endured three days done with that mongter, and it
wasn't satisfied with using her gift for night sight. It used her for other things, too. Shetold me. Y ou didn't
ask her if she had been abused physicdly, did you? It never even occurred to you that she might have
been violated in other ways. Thisthing, this creature that took her, doesn't have any qualms about
watching others suffer. It likesit. It enjoysinflicting pain. All kinds of pain.”

He stared at her. Hetried to say something, but the words lodged in histhroat. A wave of nausea
washed through him.

"So now she views herself asdespicable.” Khyber held his gaze. "When you tell her she can't go with
you anymore, she seesit as an affirmation of what she aready believesto be true about herself— that she
isworthless, that no one could love her. It doesn't matter that you don't know the truth because she has
kept it to hersdlf. It's enough thatshe knows."

Pen looked off into the darkness, filled with sudden rage, filled with aneed to exact revenge for what
had happened, but impotent to do anything but st and fume. Theimagesthat filled his mind were so
terrible that he couldn't bear them. "I didn't redlize what | was doing by telling her she couldn't come," he
sadquietly. "l didn't know."

She squeezed hishand. "I wish you il didn't know. | wish | didn't haveto tell you. But you gill care
about the girl, don't you? So you need to know what's happened to her so that you can understand what
she's going through. She'sfragilein waysthat you don't see. She might have mind-sight, but it's not
sufficient protection against the monsters of thisworld and not enough to make up for the loss of her
family. Her father, bad as he was, loved her, and she loved him. He was the support she could fall back
on when things were too much for her. Who's going to offer her that support now?"

"l am," he said at once.

"Then you can't tdll her you intend to leave her behind." Khy-ber's voice wasfierce. "Y ou can't make her
safethat way, Pen. 1 know taking her is dangerous, but leaving her isworse.”

They stared at each other in silence. In the background, the music and singing of the Troll revelers
wafted through the darkness, rising above thefirdight, echoing off the rock wals of the cliffs. Pen wanted
to cry for what he was fedling, but no tears would come.

"I'll tell her she can come," he said findly. "I'll tell her | waswrong, that we need her.”

She nodded. "Be careful what you say and how you say it. She wouldn't like it that I've told you what
happened. She will probably want to tell you hersaf one day.”

He nodded. "Thank you, Khyber. Thank you for telling me. Thank you for not |etting me make amistake
| couldn't correct.”

She got to her feet and stood looking at him. "1 just did what | thought | had to do, Pen, but | haveto tell
you that it doesn't make mefed very good to have doneit.”

Sheturned and walked away.



Acting on whispered ingtructions from Shadea a@Ru, the Gnome Hunters removed the heavy mesh
netting and bound and gagged Bek Ohmsford. He could have struggled or used magic to save himsdlf,
but he wasterrified that if he did so, they would kill Rue. Bitter with disgppointment and
sdf-recrimination, helet them take him without astruggle.

"You aren't haf so clever asyou beieve yoursdf to be" she said to him asthe Gnomes carried him
down into the cdllars of the Keep. "I knew of your contact with your son the moment you madeit. It was
impossibleto miss. | knew you were pretending at being ill earlier today, too, and that you would come
back to the cold chamber to use the scrye waters again if you were given the chance. So | gaveit to
you."

She leaned over and tapped him lightly on the nose, ataunting gesture he couldnt fail to register. "Y ou
couldn't get aclear reading of where Penderrin was from your first contact,-1 saw that right away. So |
knew you would have to come back and probe the scrye waters again when you thought we weren't
around to see what you were searching for. Somehow, you found us out, didn't you? It was probably
Traunt Rowan who gave us away. He lacks the finesse needed to fool someone as perceptive and
experienced as you. Disgppointing, if not entirely unexpected. At least 1 knew enough not to trust that
you had been taken in by hisexplanation. | knew enough to read you the same way you must have read
him."

Shewas slent for atime, staring straight ahead into the darkness, keeping pace with the guards who
bore him. Shetook big, full strides that radiated power and determination. She looked taler and broader
through the shoulders than he remembered, and there was a confidence about her that suggested she was
equally comfortable with weapons or words. He did not know what his sister had done to antagonize
her, but Shadea @Ru was aformidable enemy.

"Y our son has turned out to be ameddiesome boy, Bek," she continued after awhile, "but no more so
than Tagwen or the others who joined him to hunt for your sister. 1 took stepsto put an end to their
search, but until now they have managed to elude me. | tracked them dl the way from Patch Run to the
Elven village of Emberen and from there east to the Lazareen. Then, | lost them. But now, thanksto you,
| know exactly wherethey are.”

She smiled down at him, enjoying the dark look on hisface. "Oh, you want to know how | know, since |
wasn't in the cold chamber with you? Anticipating your nocturnd vist, | marked the scrye waterswith a
little magic of my own before you tampered with them. They will reved to me exactly what they reveded
to you. That should tell me everything | need to know about your son's whereabouts, | expect. Then |
will find him and dedl with him."

Bek listened with growing despair, aware of how completely he had been duped into doing just what
Shadea had wanted him to do in thefirst place. Now he was a prisoner and unable to do anything to help
either Pen or hissigter. At least they were both dive. He could assume that much from what she had just
told him. He could aso assume she would try to change that.

They continued down until he smelled the damp and felt the cold of the deep underground. Somewhere
not too far away, he heard water running. The heet of the Druid Fire was absent, asif that part of the
Keep was far removed from the earth-warmed core.

Finally, they arrived at a corridor lined with heavy doors kept closed by iron bolts thrown through iron
rings. His captors opened one of the doors and placed him in the tiny room beyond, a space barely larger
than a closet. There was awooden bed, straw, and abucket. Thefloor, celling, and walls were rough
and uneven and had been hollowed out of the bedrock.



They untied hisarmsand legs, but left hisgag in place.

"Remove the gag when | am gone," Shadeasaid. "Buit firg, listen to what | have to say. Behave yourself,
and you might come out of thisdive. | am locking your beloved wife up separatdy, in aplace far avay
from you, somewhere you can't find her easily. | know stone walls and iron doors can't hold you, but
they can hold her. If you try to escape, if your guards eventhink you are trying to escape, she will be
killed a once. Do you understand?'

Pen nodded without speaking.

"Those guards will be stationed on each floor leading up, at each door, and they will communicate with
each other regularly. If someonefailsto answer, that will be the end of your chances of seeing your wife
dive agan. Behave yoursdlf, and you and your family might till survivethis.”

She motioned the Gnome Hunters back into the corridor, followed them out, closed the door with a
heavy thud, and threw the boalt.

Standing adonein the darkness and listening to their receding footsteps, Bek Ohmsford was certain of
onething. No matter what Shadea aRu said, if hedidn't find away to get out of there on hisown, he
wasn't getting out at all.

fourteen

I've been thinking about what | said to you yesterday,” Pen said, sitting down beside Cinnaminson. It
was midday, and he had been searching for her for amost an hour. She kept her gaze directed straight
ahead as her fingersworked the threads of the delicate scarf she was weaving on atiny hand loom. How
she could tell one color from the other was amystery to him, but from the look of the completed portion,
she was having no trouble doing so.

"I spoke without sufficient thought for what | was saying,” he continued, watching her face for sgnsof a
response. Y ou asked if | still cared about you, and | do. That waswhy | was so quick to tell you that
you couldn't go with us. All I could think about waswhat it would mean to me if something more



happened to you."

Still, she said nothing. They were seated high up in the bowl of the Gathering Place, the amphithester
used for eections when a Ma-turen was chosen, for presentations of music and song when there were
celebrations and festivals, and for meetings of the entire population when it was necessary to make
determinations that might affect the whole of the village. It sat well back againgt the cliffs and to the south
end of the village, ringed by stonewalls and hardy spruce, an oasis of calm in the otherwise bustling
community.

It was deserted, save for the boy and the girl. Pen sighed. "1 want you to forget about what | said. Y ou
saved our lives back on the Lazareen, when theGal aphile was hunting us. Y ou kept us from danger
againinthe Sags. Y ou proved your value then, and 1 don't have any right to start questioning it now. |
don't have any right to tell you what to do. Y ou can decide for yourself." "Have you been talking with
Khyber?' she asked quietly. "I've been thinking about what she said,” he answered, avoiding the
guestion. "She was s0 angry with me. It took me awhileto sort it out." He brushed at hisred hair,
knotting it in hisfingers. "'l didn't know why shewas so angry until | had thought abouit it for awhile. |
was presuming to speak for you when | didn't have the right. Y ou asked me because you wanted my
support. | should have redized that, and | should have givenit."

She continued her weaving, her fingers moving smoothly and steadily, feeding in the colored threads and
pulling them through, using the shuttle to separate and tighten down. He waited, not knowing what elseto
say, afraid he had dready said too much. "Do | have your support now?' she asked himfindly. "Yes."

"Do you want me to come with you?Y ou, persondly?' "Yes, | do."
"Why? Tdl me, Penderrin. Why do you want me to come with you?'

He hesitated. "I don't want thisto be about you and me.” "But it is about you and me. It has been from
thefirst day we met. Don't you know that?"

He nodded. "1 guess| do. | just don't want to use that as the reason for your coming. But it isthe
reason. | want you to come because | want you to be with me. | don't want you anywhere el se but with
me"

Shewent till, her fingers motionless, her entire body frozen. He saw her differently in that ingtant, asif
she had been captured in an inddible image, a portrait of such exquisite beauty and depth that he would
never imagine her any other way. It made his heart ache to see her so. It made him want to do anything
for her.

Without looking at him, she reached for him with her right hand, laying it feather-light across his own.
‘Then | will come," she said.

She went back to her weaving, silent once more, her attention on her work, her hand gone from his. He
gtared at her for amoment, wanting to say something more, but deciding againgt it. Just then, thingswere
better |eft asthey were.

Herose. "I think | should see how theSkatel ow looks, now that they've moved her off the plains. I'll find
you later."

She nodded, and he went down off the risers to one of the passageways that exited from the
amphitheater floor to the ring of stone walls and spruce trees outsde. From there, hewalked down



through the village to the south gates and passed out onto the flats, then worked his way back toward the
cliffsuntil he reached the shdlow defile into which theSkatel ow had been pulled to conced her from
view. He did that without redlly being aware of anything but Cin-naminson. Her face, her body, her
voice, her words, her smell, the movement of her hands as she wove the delicate scarf.

Hewas il thinking about her two hourslater, happily lost in amix of dreams and memoriesthat gave
him the first real peace he had known in days, when the Troll watch sounded the darm.

Khyber Elessedil was standing with Tagwen outside Kermadec's home, listening while the little man held
forth on the peculiarities of Trall life, when the horns began to wail and the drumsto boom. The sounds
were so unexpected and so earth shattering that for amoment she stood staring at the Dwarf, who stood
staring back.

"What isthat?" she managed finally.

He shook his burly head, his blunt fingerstugging at his beard anxioudy as he glanced around. "Don't
know. A warning?'

Trolls had begun running everywhere, al szes and shapes, men, women, and children, entire familiesand
households, charging out of buildings and down roads and aleyways with asingle-mindedness that
suggested they understood the sounds perfectly. After amoment, Khyber was able to discern apattern
to their movements that suggested what was happening. The women and children were dl retreating back
through the village toward the diffs, the biggest scooping up the smallest in squirming bundles. They took
nothing else with them, not one single implement or piece of clothing. They went without the dightest
hesitation or thought for what they were doing, moving swiftly without seeming to look rushed.

They have practiced this often, Khyber thought.

The men, meanwhile, were dl moving in the other direction, down toward the front walls of the village,
to the gates and ramparts that served as protection and fortification. Some wore chain mail and plate
armor. All carried weapons. It didn't take a genius to figure out what was happening.

Khyber rushed back inside the house for her short sword. When she came out again, Kermadec was
standing with Tagwen, huge and forbidding in atowering iron hemet and achain-mail chest and shoulder
guard.

"We're under attack,” he advised, hiswords clipped and hard. She had not heard him sound like that
before. All of the heartiness and openness was gone,- his voice had gone tight and rough with anger and
menace. "Airshipsfly in from the south bearing Druid indggnia. We can assume the reason for their vist."

Khyber buckled on her sword, then felt for the reassuring presence of the Elfstonesin her tunic pocket.
She had no ideaif she would be required to use them, but she intended to be ready. She glanced at
Tagwen, who carried no weapons, then back at Kermadec. "How did they find us?'

The Rock Troll shook hisbig head. "No idea. The Druids have ways of finding anyone, if they put their
mindsto it. | don't think they followed you. If they had done so, they would have been here sooner. |
think they found you some other way."

Heturned away from them to ydll instructionsto asquad of Troll warriors passing by, gesturing toward
the south wall, separating out one and sending him in ancther direction. The village wasdive with
movement,- svarming with Tralls. It felt like controlled chaos.



"We're preparing awelcome for our uninvited guests,” he said, turning back to them, changing once
more to the Dwarf language. "We won' attack them until we hear what they haveto say. Well let them
tak firg."

"Perhapsthey'refriends,”" Khyber suggested hopefully, cringing at the loud snort Tagwen gavein
response.

"Too many shipsfor that," Kermadec advised. "'If they were friends, they would comein one ship, not in
adozen. They would send a representative ahead to announce their intentions. No, thisis an assault
force, comefor a specific purpose.” He glanced around. "Where are young Penderrin and the girl?"

Khyber stared at Tagwen. The Dwarf shook his head. Neither one had aclue.
Kermadec glanced skyward. "Too late to search for them now. Come with me! Hurry!"

At the sound of the battle horns and drums, Pen dropped off theSkatel ow's decks to the ground and
began to run. He needed no time to consider what he was doing or where he was going. He had |eft
Cinnaminson inside the Gathering Place. She might still be there, alone and unprotected. She would not
know what was happening. She would not know whereto run.

He went through the south gates just asthey were closing, bursting through the knot of Troll warriors
bunched at the opening, huge armored shoulders and wide backs straining againgt the ironbound barriers
and massive locks. Trollswere running everywhere, and the passageways of the village were dl but
completely blocked by Trolls hurrying toward the walls. Pen dodged past them, heading for the
amphitheater and Cinnaminson. Shouts and criesrose dl around him, their intensity and tone confirming
what he aready ingdtinctively knew—the village was under attack. He would have liked to find Khyber
and Tagwen to know more, but he would have to track them down later. First he had to reach
Cinnaminson.

He gained a side street that was mostly deserted and led Straight to his destination. He was running hard
now, flushed with the heet of hisefforts, afrantic warning sounding in hismind.Don't lose her! Don't let
anything happen to hen Ahead, the wals of the amphitheater loomed darkly through thering of trees
that surrounded the interior bowl. There was no movement at the entrance, no sign of life. Perhaps she
had already gotten out. Perhaps one of the others had cometo find her.

He glanced over his shoulder at the village walls, where Trolls were taking up positions al aong the
ramparts and at the gates. The central point of defense seemed to be the gates he had just passed
through, the ones facing south down the broad corridor between the Razor Mountains west and the
Charnals east. The reason for this became immediately apparent when he glanced skyward. A dozen
black warshipsfilled the horizon, flying down the gap directly toward Taupo Rough. Shades!

He breathed the word in awhisper of fear as he burst into the tunndl leading into the amphitheater and
nearly collided with Cin-naminson, who was trying to make her way out from the other end. She was
careening from wall to wall, her hands clutching her earsto block out the sounds of the horns and drums.

"Cinnaminson!™ he shouted as he reached her, grabbing her shoulders and pulling her againgt him.
"Pen!" she gasped in reply, burying her head in his shoulder. Her weaving materiads and loom were gone,

and he could fed her heart pounding. "'l couldn't find my way out. The sounds disrupt my mind-sight. It
was too much for me."



"It'sdl right," he said, stroking her hair. Her breath was coming in quick, frantic bursts. "I'll get you back
to the others. They must have goneinto the mountainsto hide. The sky isfull of Druid warships, right
outside the walls. We have to go. Can you wak?'

She nodded into his shoulder, then lifted her faceto his. "1 knew you would come for me."
He kissed her impulsively. "I'll dways come for you. Always. Comeon. Run!"

They hurried back through the tunnel to the streets outside. But as they reached the far end, Pen drew
up short and pulled her back against the passageway wall, keeping hidden in the shadows.

One of the Druid airships was hovering just outside the village wall and across from their hiding place.
Any attempt at escape would require them to cross open ground, where they would quickly be seen.

Pen bit hislip in frustration. They were trapped.

Khyber Elessedil crouched with Tagwen on the roof of a building some fifty yards back from the south
gates. Both wore dark robes drawn close and hoods pulled up. They hid behind a haf-wall facade that
rosein front of them, situated where they could see and hear what was about to happen.

Kermadec stood on the ramparts above the south gates, surrounded by asquad of huge Trolls wearing
body armor and insgnia-crested helmets. The Maturen was watching as the Druid airships—their flags
clearly visble non—formed alinejust beyond the outer wall, intimidating black hulks hanging over the
villagelike birds of prey. There was an unmistakable arrogance to their positioning, asif they were
disdainful of anything the villagers might try to do to harm them. No attempt was being made to suggest
that thiswas afriendly visit. Kermadec had been right: The Druids had come to thregten.

After theforemost airship had dropped almost to the ground, asingle Druid descended the rope ladder
and walked forward. He was a big man, and as he approached, he lowered his hood to revea hisface, a
gesture cdlearly meant to identify himsdlf tothe Tralls.

"Traunt Rowan," Tagwen whispered to Khyber. "One of Shadea's bunch.”

Shewatched the Southlander come almost to the gates before stopping, his eyesfixing on the Trolls
gtanding atop them.

"Kermadec?' he called, hisvoice clearly audiblein the near sillence.
"I'm here, Traunt Rowan," the Maturen caled back.

"Open your gatesto us."

"l don't think so."

"Then bring out the boy, Pen Ohmsford, and you do not need to. Just the boy. The others can remain, if
you want them to."

"Y ou are abold man, coming into our country and making demands asif it were your own." Kermadec's
voice had taken on adecided edge. Y ou might want to give some thought to where you stand before

you say anything dse”



"Isthe boy here?'
"What boy?'
There was ameasured silence. Y ou are afool to chalenge us, Kermadec.”

"The only fool | seeisthe one who serves Shadea @Ru. The only fool | seeisthe one who betrayed the
Ard Rhysinaway so foul and indefensiblethat it will surely lead to his destruction. Don't thresten me,
Traunt Rowan! Don't threaten the Trolls of Taupo Rough! We were the defenders of the Druids for
amost twenty years, before thisdark timein your history, and we will one day be defenders of the
Druids again. We know enough about you to be able to chalengeyov, if that iswhat isrequired. Turn
your ships around and fly out of here while you sill can. Don't mistake where you are.”

Traunt Rowan folded hisarms. "We have the boy's parents, Kermadec. We know that Ahren Elessedil
isdead. Y ou have no one who will stand with you inthis. You aredone."

Khyber and Tagwen exchanged aquick, shocked glance. The Druids had Bek Ohmsford and hiswife?
How had that happened?

"He'slying," Tagwen hissed.

"Alone?' Kermadec laughed. The Trolls are dways done. It isacondition of lifeto which we are not
only accustomed, but one that we prefer. Threets of the sort you seem intent on making don't frighten us.
If you have the parents, you don't need the boy, do you? Can the parents not give you everything you
need? What isit that you need, by the way?Y ou haven't said. What isit that a boy can give you that his
parents can't? Y ou spesk asif you know, but | think, in fact, you don't. Explain yourself, and maybe|
can be persuaded to do asyou say."

Traunt Rowan stood unmoving on theflats, dark and solitary, anger radiating off him like heet. "We are
to raze your village and kill you all, Kermadec, if you resist us. Those are my orders. | have brought
Gnome Huntersto carry out those orders. | have brought Mutens, aswell. Do you wish your village and
people destroyed? Isthat your intent?”

Kermadec seemed to be thinking it over. "My intent, Traunt Rowan,” he said findly, hisrough voice so
dark with menace that Khyber immediately tensed, "isto see you and your raiders and your airships
consumed by the fires of the netherworld that spawned you."

Hisarm swept up. Ingtantly, ahail of fire-tipped arrows arced out of the village and fell dl acrossthe
flats beyond. In the next instant the flats exploded in gouts of fire that spread quickly down conceded
channelsin acrisscross pattern that blanketed the earth for two hundred yards. The flames legpt so high
that one of the airships caught fire and was consumed immediately, the fire spreading up the bottom of its
hull to find added fuel in yards of light sheaths strapped to its gunwales. The ship heaved in response to
the blaze that consumed it, tried futilely to riseinto the sky, then shuddered, blew apart, and fell in ruins
onto theflats.

The other airships were backing away by then, powered up in response to the threat and lifting swiftly
beyond the reach of the flames. Traunt Rowan had gone into a protective crouch, hands moving, his
Druid magic sweeping about him. Now he, too, backed away, avoiding the flames as best he could,
shielded well enough that he didn't seem threatened. His black robes swirled about himinawind
generated by the sudden heeat as he reached an open spot, caught hold of the rope ladder once more,



and began to climb.

The Trolls of Taupo Rough were attacking the airships using catapults now. The wooden machineswere
mounted al aong the ramparts, their cradles flinging huge rocks through the smoke-filled air with deadly
precison. Severa found their marks, smashing through the hulls and sails of the airships, leaving gaping
holes and ragged tearsin the wood and fabric. One brought down amast, collapsing it onto the deck and
sending the airship intoa spin that took it out of the fight.

The Gnome Hunters aboard the ships fought back with crosshows and dings, filling the sky with acloud
of deadly missiles. But the arrows and stones fell harmlesdy, bouncing off heavy armor and rock walls
and doing little damage to the well-protected Tralls.

For amoment, it seemed asif the battle was over dmost before it had begun. The entire south end of the
flats was on fire, grasses and scrub and whatever wasin those trenches and holes burning fiercely. The
Druid airshipswerein retreat, those not aready down vanishing beyond the flames and smoke. Traunt
Rowan had disappeared with them, his flagship turned about with the others.

But dready Kermadec was coming down off the ramparts and sgnding to hismen to do thesame. In
dark, bulky knots, they began to retreat through the village toward the cliffs. Khyber and Tagwen
climbed down from their hiding place, casting anxious glances toward the flats, where fresh trouble would
appear. They had just gotten to the ground when Kermadec came charging up to them.

"We haveto find that boy!" he snapped, turning momentarily to yell something to the Trolls charging
past. "If welose him now, thiswill al have been for nothing! Where do we look?!

"He might have found hisway to the diffs" Tagwen suggested quickly. ""He might not need finding."

"] would have heard, if he werethere. | left word to be informed when he showed himsdf. No, Bristle
Beard, he's till out herein the village somewhere.”

Asthey tried frantically to come up with something that would help, Khyber threw off the heavy
concealing cloak, which was now more hindrance than help. As she did so, her fingers brushed across
the smdl bulk of the Elfstones. She jammed her hand into her pocket and yanked them out. Now that the
Druids had located them, there was no reason not to cdl upon the magic.

"I know how to find him," she said, dumping the blue stonesinto her pam. " Stand away from me."

They did s0 a once, neither choosing to question her command. Eyes closed, she retreated into her
caming center, reaching for the magic. Ahren had trained her in that approach, so the effort was amost
second nature. Even the presence of the Elfstone magic was no longer entirely unfamiliar after the Sags,
and she recognized the sudden flush of heat that rose in response to her summons. Tendrils of life pulsed
from her hand through her body, then back again, gathering speed and power, building inintensity. The
magic of the Stonesfilled her, awash of power finding awelcome home. Shelet it happen, left herself
opento its need.

Thebluelight burst from the Elfstones and shot through the village streets and buildings, through stone
and timbers, power that solid materias could not contain. The vision formed and tightened, and the three
who watched saw them appear in the haze, the boy and the Rover girl, crouched in the shadow of a
darkened tunnel.

"The amphitheater!" Kermadec shouted, and despite the encumbering weight of his massive armor, he



beganto run.

Pen Ohmsford had waited just an instant too long to make his break from the tunnd. When the fighting
garted, he stayed where he was, Cinnaminson close beside him, asfire erupted from outside the village
wallsin huge gouts and then catapults began launching boulders and Gnome Huntersretaiated with dings
and crossbows. A hail of missles clattered againgt the sone of the walls and buildings outside their hiding
place, and the boy did not dare chance a break without better protection.

Then, abruptly, the fighting stopped as clouds of dark smoke rolled across the flats and began to seep
into the village aswell. Still Pen hesitated, unsure. He counted off twenty seconds, then took
Cinnaminson's hand and pulled her after him.

"Run!" he ordered, breaking for the open stret.

But the ingtant he showed himsdlf, the huge bulk of an airship hove into view, dicing through the screen
of smoke and flames. Gnome Hunters crowded the gunwales, crosshows and dingsfiring a everything
that moved. Out in the open and unprotected, the boy and the Rover girl were ingtant targets. A flurry of
dartswhipped past them, striking the stone wallsin a cacophony of tiny, violent explosions. One diced
through Pen'sribs, spinning him around. Another struck him in the arm and sent him sprawling againgt the
closest wall.

"Pen, what's happening?' Cinnaminson cried, crouching on her hands and kneesin the dirt, her face
frantic with confusion and fear. Sing stones clattered dl around her like hail.

"Get up!" he screamed, hauling her back to her feet, blood running down hisarm and side. "Run!”

Searching for any sort of shelter that would deflect the deadly missiles, hetried to shield her as he pulled
her after him. It seemed asif they werethe only onesleft in the village, the streets and buildings empty
and theinhabitants al safedly indgde the tunnels and caves. But where were the tunnels? In what direction?
Smoke obscured everything, and he had gotten turned around completely in his effort to escape.

A tiny dcove at the back of abuilding offered temporary shelter, and he shoved Cinnaminson inside,
both of them gasping and bloodied.

I'm going to get uskilled! he screamed at himsalf.What am | supposed to do?

Overhead, the Druid warship was swinging back around, searching for movement. They were safe for
the moment, but trapped. Sooner or later, those Gnome Hunters would land and begin asearch of the
buildings. They couldn't stay where they were. They had to get out of there.

"Penderrin!™ afamiliar voice boomed, causing the boy to jump.

"Kermadec! Were herel”

He yanked Cinnaminson from their shelter and began to run toward the sound of the Rock Trall'svoice,
hugging the walls that best protected them as they went. Overhead, the smoke was building in thick black
clouds, and the airship was amassive shadow wrapped in its haze. The Gnome Hunters were dlill firing

blindly into the village, and the boy could fed bolts and arrows whistle past him asheran.

Then Kermadec appeared in front of them, ahuge armored behemoth. Without dowing, he snatched
them up like children, tucking one under each arm. "Can't afford to lose you now," he said, pounding



ahead like a great beast of burden. "Hold tight.”

Gripped by one massive arm like a sack of grain, bouncing up and down with each footfdl, Pen fdt asif
his eyes were going to be shaken loose from his head, but on balance he decided that was asmdll price
to pay for being rescued. He closed his eyesto steady himself and waited patiently for the bouncing to
stop.

fifteen

When Kermadec set them down again, Pen and Cin-naminson were safely inside the caves that formed
the Rock Troll fortressin the cliffs above the village. He had carried them in through an entrance
concealed in the rocks, bundled them up a set of narrow stone stepsto a door that opened after he'd
manipulated various jagged outcroppings, then deposited them where they could spend afew moments
regaining their equilibrium.

"We thought no one was coming,” Cinnaminson offered, her face pale and her honey hair disheveled and

coated with dust.

"Oh, it only took finding out where you were," thebig Troll replied cheerfully. His sirange, flat face
glanced at her briefly. "Y ou can thank the EIf girl for that. She had the magic, some blue gems that
showed an image of you hiding in thetunne of the Gathering Place.

The Elfstones, Pen thought. He had forgotten them entirely.But of cour se she can use them now, when
thereisno longer any reason to guard against revealing our presence.

"Iremembered Cinnaminson and went back for her," Pen said. "But then after | found her, | got logt."

"Easy enough to do in our streets, young Penderrin. They were constructed to get you log, if you
weren't one of us. No need to say anything more about it. Y ou're safe now, and that's what matters.”

He released the locks on a concealed door and pulled it open to admit them to the safehold. Inside, it
was controlled chaos of the same sort that Pen had experienced in the village on the approach of the
Druid warships. Trollsbustled in dl directions, each with a seemingly different task to accomplish. The



chamber was huge, amonstrous cavern fully fifty feet high and more than ahundred across. Dozens of
tunnelsled away to places the boy could not seefor the twists and turnsin the corridors. But the
openingsto the left of where they stood formed a series of fortified redoubtsin the cliff wall above Taupo
Rough. Sunlight danted through these overlooksin bright streamers, chasing back the shadows. Smaller
cracks and crevicesin the stone of the cliff wall admitted additiona light. The combination of sunlit
openings gave the chamber a peculiarly dappled look, but one that allowed the inhabitants to see clearly.

Kermadec refastened the locks on the concealed door, then added a pair of huge bars that dipped into
iron cradlesto further sed the entry. "That should keep out any unwanted visitors," he declared, brushing
off hishands. He glanced around. "Comewith me."

He led them to the | &ft, to one of the redoubts, motioning the workers aside and moving to the edge of a
thick protectivewall of stone blocksthat al but closed off the entry. He beckoned the boy and the girl
forward and, when they were standing beside him at the fortifications, pointed outside. "1 know you can't
see what's out there, Rover girl, but young Penderrin can describeit to you in detail later. It'swhat's been
sent to bring him back."

The Druid airships had repositioned just outside the wadls of the village, hovering not far off the ground,
but well back from the possibility of catapult attacks that might be launched from the cliffs. Dozens of
Gnome Hunters were scurrying down rope ladders and up to the village walls, some carrying battering
rams, some grappling hooks and ropes. They were dready scaing the wals and forcing the gates. Behind
them lumbered severa dozen cresturesthat looked asif they had been fashioned from wet mud hardened
by the sun, creatures that resembled Trolls but |acked the proper proportions and features, asif someone
had concocted a batch of poor imitations.

"Mutens," Pen whispered.

"Our worst enemies. No brains, no feglings, no purpose. They are one step above rocks on the
evolutionary ladder. Magic controlsthem eadily. In the old days, it was the Warlock Lord who controlled
them. Now it isour Druid adversaries. The Ard Rhyswould weep.”

He gestured toward the flats. "Those explosions earlier? We used oil culled from the darker regions of
the Mag, capped in barrels and buried in the ground. Highly flammable. The Druids weren't expecting
that. It gave us a chanceto get safely away, once we knew that afight was our only recourse. But that's
all the advantage we get from down there. We fight now from up here, in our redoubt, for today at least.”

He touched their shoulders and led them back into the cavern. "By tomorrow, well be gone from here. |
need to make ready for our departure, and you need to rest." He searched the cavern for amoment, then
shouted. "Atdan!"

A burly troll with the blackest eyes Pen had ever seen lumbered up to them. His dark gaze shifted from
Kermadec to the boy and girl, then back again. "'l have work to do."

"Now you have new work to do. Take young Penderrin and hisfriend and find their companions. Take
them to one of the upper chambers. Seethat they dl have something to eat and drink and aplaceto
deep. They will leave a firgt light. I'll select their escort.”

The other Troll stepped closer. "What about me, Kermadec? Am | to go?'

His voice was rough and surly; he made it sound more like ademand than arequest. Kermadec gave
him along, messured look. "I will give it somethought.”



Then he turned back to Pen and Cinnaminson. "Ataan will seeto it that you are made comfortable. The
three of you should get dong fine. You are dl the same age, if not the same temperament.”

He waked away without looking back, leaving the three staring after him. Atalan shook hishead. "He
treats me like a child. Who does hethink heis?'

Neither Pen nor Cinnaminson was about to attempt an answer to that one, so they kept quiet. Pen was
thinking they might have been better off if Kermadec had |ft them on their own. Atdan was il staring
after the Maturen. Then he seemed to remember his charges. He gave them acursory look and shrugged.
"Comewith me"

He led them through the main chamber to a set of steps cut into the rock and from there upstairsto a
new level. He didn't spesk for atime, trudging ahead with the movements of oneresigned to afate he
didn't deserve. When they reached the top of the stairs, he glanced back at them.

"Do you have abrother?' he asked Pen. The boy shook his head. "Well, if you did, | would hope he
would treat you better than Kermadec treats me. He was born earlier, but not necessarily smarter. Heis
Maturen now, but | will be Maturen one day, too."

He broke off and turned away, leading them into a series of narrow tunnelsthat twisted and turned
through the rock. Severa times, they encountered Trolls coming from the other direction, but not once
did Ataan give way, bulling past the oncoming Trolls with an indgstence that bordered on rudeness. He
seemed of such an entirely different temperament than Kermadec that Pen could not come to termswith
the ideathat they wereredlly brothers.

"So you are thereason for dl thismadness" Atalan offered at one point. "What isit about you that
attractsthiskind of atention from the Druids?"

Pen shook hishead. "The Ard Rhysismy aunt.”

"Y our aunt?" Atalan seemed impressed. "Missing for severd weeks now, isn't she? Do they think you
know where sheis?'

"l don't know what they think. Except that they don't want me hunting for her."
Ataan nodded. That would explain why they want you so bad. It would explain why my brother isso
intent on helping you, too. Hethinks the Ard Rhysis the Word's own child. He thinks she can do no

wrong. He forgets what she was before, a creature of darkness and murder. Y ou know of this, don't
you?"

Pen nodded. He was growing angry. " She was a creature of the Morgawr and not responsible for what
shedid,” he answered in clipped tones.

Ataan glanced back once more. "If you say s0."

They went on through the tunnds until they had reached aroom far back in the cliff rock, where the light
was dim and hazy and the noise of the activity taking place below was muted almost to silence.

The Rock Troll gestured. "Wait here."



He disappeared down another passageway, and when he was safely out of hearing, Pen said to
Cinnaminson, "'l don't think helikesus much.”

She turned her milky gaze on him and smiled. Y ou don't like him, either. But thisis mostly about his
brother. Y ou shouldn't take it personally.”

He nodded, thinking it was easy to say, but hard to do. Especidly when it was your family that was
being attacked. But she wasright, of course, so he put the matter aside. They sat together in the
chamber, listening to the faraway sounds of the Trolls and waiting for something to happen.

When Atdan findly returned, he was carrying food and drink, which he deposited in front of them with
barely aword before disappearing again. With nothing better to do, they began to eat. But it wasn't more
than afew minutes later that Tagwen and Khyber gppeared at the chamber entrance.

" Shades, Penderrin, can't you stay out of trouble for five minutes without someone keeping watch over
you?' snapped the latter. "What happened to you out there? Are you dl right, Cinnaminson?"

She rushed over to the Rover girl and embraced her warmly, giving Pen adark look. Tagwen, standing
at the entry with hisarmsfolded over hisburly chest, knit hisbrow in reproof and glared a him. Pen
could tell dready that nothing he said was going to make any difference.

Aboard the Druid flagshipAthabasca, Traunt Rowan stood at the forward rail with Pyson Wence and
watched the Gnome Hunters flood the abandoned Trall village. Already, the smdll of smoke risng from
firesand the sound of furniture being smashed had begun to reach them. Their orders, onceit was
determined that Kermadec intended to fight, were to destroy as much of Taupo Rough as possible and
then lay segeto the cliffade redoubt. The Trolls might think themselves safe ingde their rock fortress, but
the Druid warships were equipped with catapults designed to breach such defenses. More to the point,
the Trolls were outnumbered and constrained by the presence of their women and children. The Trolls
might hold out for aday or even two, but in the end, they would be overrun.

"l don't likeit that Shadeais so intent on finding thisboy," Pyson Wence said quietly, hisgimlet eyes
shifting to find Rowan's dark face. "I don't like it that we're out here at dl.”

"Do you suspect that she wants us out of the way?' the South-lander asked, keeping his attention
focused on the progress of the Gnomes. Wence had brought them to Paranor from among hisown
people, but they were under Rowan'simmediate command in this operation. Pyson Wence was adept at
many things, but he was not asoldier.

"| think she would like to see what happened to Terek Molt happen to us. | don't trust her."
"If you did, you would be unique.”

"It troubles me that we have lost both Molt and Iridiain the span of aweek'stime. One dead and one
disappeared, and now here we are, the last two of Shadea's company, dispatched from Paranor to hunt
this boy while she cuddies with Gerand Cera and schemesto make the position of Ard Rhysalifetime
gopointment.”

Shadedls infatuation with Cera bothered Traunt Rowan, aswell, but he wasn't convinced yet that it was
real. Shadeawas far too self-centered to make a pairing of equalswith another Druid. She was up to
something, and on first hearing of her dliance with Cera, he had decided to wait her out. She wasn't yet
so firmly entrenched that she could afford to discard her old dlies. It was unfortunate about Molt and



Iridia, but what had happened to them was not directly Shadea's doing.

Her obsession with finding Pen Ohmsford was more troubling. It was the parents who should concern
them, he thought, particularly Bek Ohmsford, who had the use of the magic of the wishsong, which was
Grianne Ohmsford's principa weapon. Y et even though Shadea had locked the senior Ohmsfordsin the
cdlars of the Keep, she wasn't satisfied. Before imprisoning them, she had tricked them into revealing
their son'slocation so that she could continue to hunt him down. She was merdly being safe, sheindsted,
but he thought it was something more.

Whed swithin wheds. Games and more games. It was a part of the Druid culture, but he had never been
comfortable with it. He was better at confronting problemsin an open way, at meeting them head-on. It
was one of the reasons he had gone to the Ard Rhys on that last night and asked her quite bluntly to
resign her office. She might have been persuaded to do so, had he more time to convince her and had
Shadea not been so anxiousto use the liquid night. But Shadeawas ambitious and manipulative; shewas
more representative of the Druid order at large. Traunt Rowan was more the exception. Oddly enough, it
was one of the reasons he believed himself less vulnerable to Shaded's anger. She knew he was neither
ambitious nor covetous; she knew he was content to let her lead. His goa from the beginning had been to
remove Grianne Ohmsford as head of the order; it had never been to take her place. Intheir desire for
advancement and acquisition of power, the others were more aggressive than hewas. It put themin
dangerous waters, while he stood safely on the shore.

He refocused his gaze on Taupo Rough. The Gnome attack force had reached the base of the cliff walls
and was forming up for an al-out assault. Scaling ladders and grappling hooks were being brought
forward, and shield wallswere being prepared. When everything wasin place, the attack on the redoulbt
would begin.

"I want you to go down into the village with your Hunters," he said suddenly to Pyson Wence. When the
other gaped at him in disbelief, he added, " So that they can see we are committed to their efforts. | don't
need you to lead any charges, Pyson. | need you to provide reassurance.”

"Then you go!" the Gnome snapped.

"I would, but I have to command the airships when we begin to launch the catapults. | would leave you
to handlethisif you had any ideaat al how to use a catapult. But you don't, so your placeison the
ground, keeping your Gnome Huntersin line"

The Gnome Druid gave him awithering stare. "'Y ou don't command me, Traunt Rowan. No one
commands me."

"Aboard this ship and on thisexpedition, | do,” he responded camly. "I have been given the
respongbility for bringing back the boy. Y ou were sent to aid me. So you must do as| instruct you to do.
Asyou agreed to do by coming with me, | might add."

Pyson Wence did not move. "If | do so, what isto prevent you from leaving me behind? What if that is
what Shadea has asked of you?"

Hisvoice was petulant and accusatory. Traunt Rowan held his gaze. "L ook at me, Pyson. Look closdly.
Do you seetreachery in my eyesor hear it in my voice? Since when have you ever worried that | would
betray any of usin thisbusness?’

Long moments passed, their measure ablink of an eye to both asthey stared each other down. "All



right,” Pyson Wence said findly. His narrow face reflected displeasure and disgust. "1 will do asyou ask.
| will go down with my people. | trust you, if not Shadea”

He went over to the ladder and began to descend to theflats, his black robes billowing out behind himin
the breeze. Traunt Rowan watched him in silence, thinking that if Pyson Wence had ever trusted anyone,
itwasamiracle.

Within the caverns of the Troll redoubt, Pen was deeping soundly when arough hand shook his shoulder
and an equally rough voice said, "Wake up! You'releaving!"

Hejerked upright, groggy and lethargic, trying to figure out where he was. When he caught sight of
Atalan moving over to Tag-wen to wake the Dwarf, he remembered. He had no idea how long he had
dept, but it didn't fed asif it had been more than afew minutes. He rubbed his eyes and climbed to his
feet. Khyber and Cin-naminson were standing by the cavern entry, staring out into the corridor. Heavy
booming shook the chamber, asif agiant were striking the cliff face with ahuge hammer. From
somewhere not too far away, shouts and cries rose, the sounds of a battle being joined.

Pen moved over to the girls. "What's going on? What's happened?'

"The Druids and their Ghome Hunters are attacking the Trolls,” Khyber answered. "Hear that pounding?
They're usng catapultsto launch huge bouldersinto the cliff wallsto break down the Troll fortifications.
Gnome Hunters are scaling the cliffs on ladders and ropes, trying to breach the redoubt.”

"Which they will do, sooner than later," Kermadec declared, appearing out of the corridor shadows.
"They're determined about this, it seems. We have to get you out now, before we lose the chance. All
awake and ready to go?' He swung around. "Ataan! Gather up their things. Digtribute them among the
others. Hurry!"

Atdan hestated. "Am | to go with you?'
"You are. Now join the others. Go!™

Black eyes glittering eagerly, Kermadec's brother snatched up everything in sight belonging to the four
companions and bolted from the room. It was clear that he had taken on anew attitude.

Pen was less happy about the pending flight. "Kermadec,”" he said, drawing the big Troll's attention. " I'm
sorry about this. | shouldn't have let Tagwen talk me into coming. Look what I've done.”

To hissurprise, Kermadec laughed. "Well, you can make that argument, Penderrin. Y ou can say that this
isal your fault. But the fact remains that we need to bring back the Ard Rhys from where Shadea and
those others have sent her. Besides, what's happening now would have happened sooner or later.

Theré's no peacefor the Trolls of Taupo Rough while your aunt islost to us. So don't blame yourself for
this. Blame her, if you want to blame anyone, for not listening to me or Bristle Beard when we warned

her to be more careful "

He beckoned Tagwen over and gathered dl four around him. "Now, listen. We haven't much time.
Evacuation of the women and children isaready under way. All will be spirited away through tunndsthat
open onto the other sde. The men will follow as soon asthey are out. Then amarch will be undertaken
to reach anew safehold. Weve done this before, and we are practiced at it. Everyone will just
disappear. Therewon't even be atrail left. The Druids and the Gnomes will never know what happened.



"Buit first, we have to get you out. I've selected adozen Trollsto provide escort. That includes Atalan
and mysdlf. You'l be aswedl looked after as possible. But we have to move quickly in the beginning,
because as soon asit is discovered we are gone, Traunt Rowan is going to realize what we have done
and bring his warships over the peaks and down the other side to search for us. HEll have the advantage
from the air because we must cross the Klu Mountainsto reach the Inkrim. That's ajourney of perhapsa
week on foot. A long time to be out in the open, but we haven't any choice.”

Helooked at each of them in turn, measuring. "Areyou up to it? Are you ready to try?"

All nodded, but the Troll shook his head. His blunt features were tight. "Don't be too quick to sign on. If
any of you wantsto stay behind, now isthetimeto tel me. It won't be held against you. Not by me or by
any of those who go with me." He paused. "' Cinnaminson?”

She dtiffened. "Why do you choose to start with me? Isit because | am blind?"

Kermadec reached out with his huge hand and placed it gently on her shoulder. "No, girl. | start with you
because you have less of astakein al thisthan the others do. It would be easiest for you to walk away."

"Once, that was 50." She shook her head dowly. "Not anymore. My decisionismade. | an going.”

Kermadec looked at the other three. "Pen, you haven't any choice, so there's no reason to ask you. And
Tagwen will go because he doesn't trust me to get the job done done. What of you, Khyber Elessedil?"

She gave him afierce look. "I will go because my uncle would have goneif he had lived. | stand now in
his shoes"

Kermadec nodded his gpprova. "Then were acompany.” He whedled away. "Come with me."

Heled them back down the corridor they had come through earlier, toward the shouting of fighters and
the thunder of Siege weapons. Pen felt histemperature rise and his hands begin to sweat as the sounds of
battle reverberated through the mountain catacombs. He remembered how it had felt to be chased
through the streets of the village, dodging arrows and ding stones, trying to stay safe. He did not careto
experience that again, and yet it seemed asif that was exactly what was going to happen. He wished they
had an airship and could smply fly awvay. He wanted to be back in the skies, where he felt safe.

The main chamber of the redoubt wasfilled with Trollscharging in al directions. The men stood &t the
wallswhere the cliffs opened to the village bel ow, crouching behind their fortifications as boulders
smashed into the rock and arrows whizzed past their heads. The women and children were making their
way in smdl groupstoward the back part of the cavern, then filing down a series of tunnelsinto the
torchlit dark. The women, distinctive by their smoother skin and dender bodies, herded the tiny children
like puppies, urging them aong, carrying those too smdl to walk. They seemed cam on the face of
things, moving ddliberately and with purpose, evidencing none of the panic that Pen fdt. Their self-control
impressed the boy, and he tightened his own resolve.

With Kermadec |leading the way, they hurried after the women and children. Dust wasfaling from the
cavern celling as the pounding of the catapult missiles againgt the rock walls grew moreinsstent, the
resulting reverberations deep and threatening. It felt asif the mountain might come down about them,
broken in two by the constant hammering. Pen ducked his head instinctively and reached over to take
Cinnaminson's hand. He did so as much for himself asfor her, and was grateful when she squeezed his
fingersreassuringly.



They were mingling with the women and children now, the latter staring up a him with curious, anxious
eyes. Hetried not to read accusation in those stares,- the children wouldn't know that their upheavd was
hisfault. He smiled at them as he hurried past. He didn't know how eseto tell them that he wanted them
to think better of him than he thought of himsdif.

"Stay together!" Kermadec called back.

Silt rained down on Pen in a sudden shower, and he tripped over one of the children. Releasing
Cinnaminson's hand, he paused to pick the child up, brushing off itstiny head, handing it back to the
closest of the women. The woman took the child and smiled at him, her strange black eyes and smooth
features drawing him in. Something in thelook she gave him reminded him of hismother, and suddenly he
missed her so that it made him ache. The shock waslike aphysica blow, and it left him stunned and
momentarily disoriented. Hisworld compressed to atightness about his heart, where the things he
needed most felt the farthest away.

Stll struggling with hisfedings, he hurried after the others.

dxteen

| hey fled through the tunnels, away from Taupo Rough and deep into the mountain rock. At first they
followed the women and children, apart of their steady flow down the boltholes, and then they broke
away to follow adifferent set of tunnelsand did not see them again. Pen and the rest of their small group
moved swiftly and purposefully, diding through the darkness with torches to light the way and a sense of
urgency to keep them focused. The din of the battle they had escaped was audible for atime, then
dimmed and faded, and they were |eft with the soft scrape and rustle of their own movementsin the
ensuing Slence

No one spoke. All of their efforts were concentrated on moving through the tunnels, on getting clear of
the pursuit that was sure to follow. It might be that the Druids and their Gnome Hunters couldn't track
them through the rock corridors, but Pen knew that Kermadec and his Trolls would not rely on that. He
held Cinnaminson's hand as they went, drawing on the strength he found there, reassuring himsdlf that she
waswith him. Hedidn't even try to tell himself that the contact was for her,- he knew that she was better
able to navigate the dark than he was. It wasto keep his despair and londliness at bay, for hewas afraid



that otherwise, without the fedl of her, he would give way to the dark emotionsthat threstened to
overwhem hisfailing sense of purpose and leave him drained of strength.

The eyes of those women and children haunted him, burned into | his memory, became ghodtsin his
mind. That wouldn't have happened had hefdt lessguilt over their fate. But he could not absolve himsalf
of the respongbility hefelt, no matter what Kermadec might say. Too much of what had transpired
aready on the journey was directly attributable to him. Fortunes dtered, plans shattered, and lives given
up—that was pretty much the story for everyone with whom he had come in contact since leaving Petch
Run. It might not be hisfault and hisinvolvement might not matter anyway in the long run, but he could
only see what was, not what might be. His presence was the catdyst for everything that had happened.
So much depended on him, and the weight of it wasterrifying.

"Keep right," Kermadec called over his shoulder, motioning toward Pen and his companions. "Don't
look down."

They entered acavern that dropped away on the left into ablack hole so vast that it looked asif it could
swalow wholevillages. Thetrail became anarrow ledge that hugged the wall of the cavern, and the
company pressed closeto that wall asthey edged forward. They were strung out in singlefile, torches
spaced dong the ledge. Pen could seefor thefirst time the other Trolls who had joined them somewhere
aong theway, aline of burly, dark shadowsin theflicker of the firdight. They wore no armor, only
|eather tunics and pants, closed-toe sandals, and heavy cloaks. All carried weapons strapped across their
backs, aong with packs of supplies. They moved ponderoudy, but with no visible effort or strain. They
had the look of massive rocks into which faces had been carved.

On thefar side of the cavern, atunnd opened into the rock wall, and soon they were burrowing
downward once more. They had been descending steadily since they had set out, and if Pen wasjudging
right, they were below thelevel of the village of Taupo Rough by severa hundred feet. He wanted to
know where they were going, wanted to reach a place where he could ask, and wanted most of dl to get
out in the open air again, where he could breathe. The mountain and its darkness pressed down against
him with suffocating force. He was aflier, born to the air, and he hated being closed away.

But the tunnels wound on, deep and dark passageways thick with stale air and tar smoke, dead fedling
and tomblike. Pen closed his mind to them after awhile, adefense againgt his distaste and the hint of fear
that lay behind it. He whispered now and again to Cin-naminson, just so that he could hear her voice.
Each time, she squeezed hishand, asif sensing his need to make contact.

When they findly emerged from the tunnels, it was late afternoon and the sun had disappeared behind
the peskswest, the light gone gray and misty. A narrow wedge of sky was visible overhead, distant and
thick with clouds. They were deep in avalley where the shadows were so heavily layered that the trees
carpeting the dopes surrounding them seemed aready given over to night. Mountains rose al about them
in sheer diffs and jagged edges. Pen stood with the others, breathing the fresh, cold air and thinking that
he had somehow tunneled down to the bottom of the world and must now climb back out again before
he lost hisway forever.

Kermadec was speaking in his deep, calm voice with one of the Trolls at the front of the line, but the
conversation was being conducted in his own tongue so that Pen could not understand it. When they
were finished, the other Troll disappeared into the trees, and Kermadec walked over to the boy and his
companions.

"Barek will scout ahead to make sure the way is safe. We will follow in afew minutes" He gestured
toward the dense line of peaksthat lay east. "These are the Klu. Part of the Charnals, but their own



range, aswell. To the extent that it's possible to do so, well travel at night from here on.” He paused. "Is
everyonedl rignt?'

They nodded, all of them, but with nothing that approached enthusiasm. Pen was somewhat relieved to
find that his companions had seemingly fared no better than he had within the tunnels and the dark.

Kermadec nodded. "WEell go on in afew minutes. We have to crossthe valley floor before nightfall to
be certain we're safe enough to get some deep. Drink plenty of water. The air isdry here. Y ou won't
notice it until you passout.”

Pen and hisfriends did asthe big Troll instructed, casting uneasy glances back at the opening to the
tunnels from which they had emerged, then at the sky overhead where searching airships might appear at
any second.

"It will take them aday or two just to discover we're gone,”" Tagwen announced confidently.

"Only if they are exceedingly stupid,” Atalan shot back, overhearing as he walked past. He gave a
dismissve shrug. "Thefortifications will have been abandoned by now and our people moved on. We're
being hunted dready, little man.”

Tagwen scowled deeply, not at al happy with being addressed in such familiar terms by the young Troll.
After Atdan had moved away, Pen said quietly to the Dwarf, "Hisnameis Atalan. He clams he's
Kermadec's brother.”

Tagwen shook his head. "Kermadec never spoke of abrother. He never spoke about hisfamily at al.
Whoever thisfdlow is, he'sin need of some manners.”

"l don't think he's overly fond of Kermadec, from what he said earlier. | think he resents Kermadec's
position as Maturen.”

The Dwarf snorted. "Kermadec is aforce to be reckoned with, make no mistake. If we'reto complete
thisjourney in one piece, heisthe onewho will make it possible. His brother, if that'swhat heis, ought to
know as much.”

At Kermadec's command, they began walking east through the trees. Because they were aready on the
valey floor, travel was smooth and steady. The Trolls set the pace and chose the way, finding paths
wherethere didn't seem to be any, moving everyone along, keeping watch on al sdes. Pen fet much
better out in the open again, and his earlier discomfort subsided and eventudly disappeared. Thingsdidn't
seem S0 impossible when he didn't have an entire mountain pressing down on him. He gazed skyward
and thought wistfully that if they could find an airship to convey them the rest of the way, thingswould be

perfect.

But there would be no airships, of course. Kermadec had made it clear that airshipswere at risk in those
mountains, and that travel afoot was much safer if their intent wasto remain safely concedled from
would-be pursuers. 1t was a choice that Pen might not have made, but they were in Kermadec's country,
and the Rock Troll would know the best way to get to where they were going. Whatever else happened,
Pen did not care to experience another encounter with the Druids who hunted him.

Ahead, the trees thinned as the valey floor opened up before them, and they crossed the central flats
under acover of clouds and mist and growing darkness. Diffuse and Slvery, light from moon and stars
began to filter through the haze, lending just enough brightness to enable the company to pick itsway



ahead without groping. Judging from the pace that Kermadec was setting, the Trolls knew the country
wdll,- there was no suggestion of hesitation as they progressed.

When they stopped to rest, just inside athick stand of fir midway across the valley, Tagwen sat down
next to Pen and leaned close.

"Thisiswhat you need to know about Kermadec, young Pender-rin. It isn't the only story about him, but
itisthe onethat | think says the most. Some years ago, when he was still aboy, he was taken on an
outing with two dozen other young Trollswho werein the training stages of their wilderness surviva
education. All young Rock Trollsare given thisingtruction, boys and girlsdike. Becausethey area
migratory people, it is presumed that at Some point each of them will become separated from the tribe
and be forced to find the way back aone, perhaps through dangerous country. Y oung Trolls are taken
out twice ayear beginning at the age of Sx or seven in order to learn what they need to know about
doing so0. The group in which Kermadec was included consisted of al ages and both sexes. For some,
thelittlest, it wasthefirgt time. It was autumn, and the green of summer was just changing to the bolder
colorsin the broad leaves. Therewas abiteto the night air.”

His head lowered into shadow, Tagwen rubbed his beard. " Three handlers managed the two dozen,
about average for aclass of that size. They were hiking through the Razor Mountains acrossthe valey
from one of the villages several miles below the Lazareen. A two-week outing, give or teke afew
days—that was the intended duration. The country was familiar to them, mostly uninhabited, forested low
mountains, some small lakes, streams, typica for the middle Northland and safely above the Skull
Kingdom. Nothing too dangerous.

"Except that the unexpected happened. A band of renegade Forest Trolls, traditional enemies of the
Rock Trolls and dangerousin their own right, sumbled across the group while it was descending asteep
dope and recognized it for what it was. They began tracking it, deciding they would wait until their quarry
was deegping, kill the handlers, stedl their supplies and weapons, and take the smallest children asdaves
to sl to those who use children in that way. It wasn't much of areason for such daughter, but renegades
don't usualy need much of areason to justify what they do.”

He paused as Atdan stalked past, ignoring them as he had ignored them dl day. Without aword of
greeting, he moved over to tak with Kermadec. Tagwen glared at him baefully then sghed. "1 wish |
could think better of him. I wish he would give me areason.”

He shook his head. " So, the Forest Trolls had their plan. But it failed because they weren't careful
enough. The handlers spotted them and set about making an escape. That, too, failed. The Forest Trolls
attacked, a dozen strong, and the two male handlers were killed along with one of the boys. Kermadec
and the fema e handler managed to hide the rest of the children in adense wood just asthe sunwas
eiting. The Forest Trolls spent dl night hunting them, combing the wood in the dark. If they had been
smarter, they might have thought better of the idea. But there were nine of them il alive after the battle
with the handlers, and they thought there was safety in numbers. After dl, these were only children they
hunted.”

He smiled. "I would have liked to have seen their faces when they found out otherwise. Kermadec was
less a child than they thought, aready big and strong, dready as skilled asthe adults. When heredlized
that the renegades weren't giving up, he dipped away from the other children and the woman handler,
who was badly injured in the earlier skirmish, and began stalking the Forest Trolls. He caught them by
surprise, and one by one, hekilled four of them before the rest realized what was happening and backed
off. But dtill they didn't give up. These were only children, after dl. They waited until dawn, and they
began to hunt again. A reasonable idea, but not when you're dealing with someone like Kermadec. He



was waiting for them. He ambushed them and killed two more. Thistime, the rest fled for good.

"But that wasn't the end of it. Kermadec's little group was deep in the Razors, milesfrom their own tribe,
and the woman handler was so weak she could no longer walk, let done act as guide. So Kermadec led
the rest of the children out of those mountains and back to the tribe. It took them four days. He carried
the handler on his back the entire way, more than fifty miles. No onewas|eft behind. All of them arrived
home safe”

He paused. "Kermadec was fourteen years old when he did this." He arched one eyebrow at the boy.
"That's the sort of man you've placed your trust in, should you be in any doubt about the matter.”

They set out again shortly afterwards and walked the rest of the way acrossthe valey into a deep wood
that ran up the flank of the mountains and into the valeys and defilesin dark green fingers. Thelast of the
light faded, and night drew in about them. By then, Kermadec had brought the Trolls and their chargesto
agrassy clearing by a stream that tumbled down out of the rocksinto a high-banked pool that then
spilled over to meander on acrossthe valley west. They set camp, putting themselves safely within the
cover of thefir and spruce and forgoing any sort of fire. They ate ther dinner ration cold and rolled into
their blanketsto deegp without wasting further time.

But before they fell adeep, Khyber eased over next to Pen. Even in the darkness, he could see the
troubled intengity of her dark eyes. "I've something to tell you, Pen. I'd forgotten earlier, in dl the chaos,
and when | remembered, | couldn't decide right away whether you should know. But | guess you should.
| can't be sureif it'strue, but Traunt Rowan told Kermadec that the Druids have made prisoners of your
parents.”

Her dark eyes studied him carefully. "I'm sorry. Especidly if | made amigstakein teling you. Areyou dl
right?’

Hewasnt, of course. He wasn't anything closeto al right. He felt hollowed out, drained of any good
fedlings he might have salvaged from their escape from Taupo Rough. 1t was bad enough that he carried
the weight of hisguilt from al of the otherswho had suffered on his behalf. He had thought his parents
safe. The King of the Silver River had said he would warn them of the danger, that he would take steps
to protect them. But perhaps that hadn't been enough and not even they were to be spared.

"It might have been alie," she said. Her hand rested on his. "In fact, it probably isalie. They would say
anything to get to you. Even something asevil asthat."

Butit wasn't alie. He knew it indtinctively. It was the truth. Somehow, the Druids had lured his parents
to Paranor and locked them away. What was expected of them, he couldn't be sure. But he was afraid
for them because he thought that anyone connected with him, or with hisaunt, was at risk. Hisimpulse
was to abandon the quest and go to them at once, to do anything that would help them. But of course,
that was exactly what the Druids were hoping for, what they intended by giving out such information. He
would not be helping his parents by giving in to hisimpulses. He could only help by finding hisaunt and
bringing her home again. She was the one who could save them dll.

He remained awake long after the rest of them were adeep, trying to reassembl e the shattered pieces of
his confidence, trying to reassure himsdlf that he wouldn't give way to what he was fedling.

They set out again at dawn, climbing out of the valley and into the jagged peaks of the Klu Mountains.
The Klu were rugged, barren pinnacles that time and ashifting of the earth's crust had compressed asif
they had been grasped by a giant's hand, the rock cracked and broken by the pressure, eroded by wind



and water, and reshagped into strange formations that barely resembled the mountainsthey had once
been. Narrow defiles and deegp chasms split the rock at every turn, and passes were aslikely to lead
through stacked rocks and weather-carved fissures as along ledges or across dides. Nothing made sense
about the Klu, which seemed to comprise an amagam of every geologica configuration that nature could
devise.

Asthe day wore on and the air cooled at the higher elevations, the mist thickened about them. It did so
dowly, but noticesbly, so that Pen had time to realize that they would soon be climbing blindly into the
rocks. It was not a pleasant prospect, given the treacherous terrain with its difficult and uncertain footing.
But Ker-madec pressed ahead, moving them aong as quickly as conditionswould alow, taking them off
the flank of the mountains and into a series of defilesthat twisted and wound through dliffstowering
hundreds of feet above them.

The mist dissipated, but forward progress dowed. Loose stone littered the trail, and ice patches coated
its surface. Wind howled overhead and down the gapsin the dliffs, buffeting them asthey struggled to put
onefoot in front of the other without dipping. The path fell away to the l&ft, the resulting cliff asheer and
unbroken drop that vanished into blackness.

Pen hugged the rock wall on hisright, trying not to think of what would happen if he dipped, trying not
to look down. He had managed to put his concern for his parents and his doubts about himsdlf aside
upon waking, but they nudged their way back into his thinking now, prompted by an increasing suspicion
that their efforts on this day aone, their first day, were not going to be enough to get them to Stridegate.
He watched Cinnaminson as she moved cautioudy ahead of him, hands and feet finding theway. He
would have taken her hand, done something to help her, but it was too dangerous on the narrow trail.

Then, abruptly, the mist gathered and settled down about them with such compacted heaviness that
everything Smply disappeared.

"Stay where you arel" Kermadec called back to them.

Pen froze on thetrail, feding the cold of the rock seep into him, listening to the wind die away to nothing,
thinking that the worst had just happened. They were trapped, unable to go forward or back, exposed to
the whim of the elements. It was probably close to midday. What would happen when it was night?

He reached out, groping, until he found Cinnaminson's hand and took it in his own, then edged forward
until he wasjust behind her. "Can you see anything that we can't?" he asked.

Her face turned to his, her lips cold when they pressed againgt hisear. "I can see alittle of what lies
ahead, but | don't know which way to go. There are too many choices. It al looksthe same.”

Pen thought. "Could you guide usif Kermadec told you what to look for?

She gripped hisarm. "I don't know. Maybe." She sounded scared, but no more scared than hefelt. And
shewas their best hope. He called to Kermadec, then eased hisway forward past the others, leading
Cinnaminson by the hand. He moved carefully, taking histime, onefoot in front of the other, body
pressed to the cliff wall. The mist was getting worse, visihility dropping to where he couldn't see more
than afew yards ahead, and no wind appeared to blow it al away.

When he reached the Maturen, he explained hisidea. Once Kermadec understood what the Rover girl
was able to do, he agreed to let her try. He had never seen fog so bad and didn't care to wait it out.
Exposed asthey were, it was too dangerous to remain on the cliff trails. They needed to find shelter.



So with Cinnaminson leading them, using her specid sight to see beyond the layers of mi<, they began
inching forward. It was dow going,- Cinnaminson stopped often to explain what she was seeing o that
Kermadec could advise her on which way to go. A maze of smilar paths and trails awaited his decison,
most of them leading to sudden drops or blank walls and only afew leading out. Pen wondered how far
they were from safe ground and an easier passage, but wasn't sure he wanted to know the answer.

Themist got worse, and their progress dowed even more. Pen felt Cinnaminson hesitate more often, as
if even her sight could not penetrate the haze. He turned hisface into the mist, and the fed of it made him
shiver. There was something wrong with its dampness and color, something that sent awhisper of
warning rushing through his chilled body.

"Kermadec!" he called back. "Why isit getting worse?' "Because the mist is Druid-formed,” Khyber
answered, an invisible presence somewhere behind him. "Because it isn't real. We saw thisbefore, Pen,
when we crossed the Lazareen. The ones who track us now must have sent it through the peaksto trap
us. They must know what we are trying to do!"

"Canyou get rid of it, Elven girl?' Kermadec called back. "Can you counter their magic with your own?"

A long pause. "If | do, | will give usaway. They will track my magic to where we are. | expect that is
what they are hoping for."

Therewas along slence in the aftermath of this pronouncement, a silencefilled with heavy breathing and
ashuffling of fedt.

"We can't just stand out here!™ Ataan snapped angrily. "They'll find us anyway! Or the wesather will.
Therés snow coming.”

Cinnaminson leaned over to Pen and whispered in hisear. "'l can't see anymore. My sight isgone. The
Druid magic mugt be affecting it.”

Pen leaned back againgt the rock, feeling the rough surface dig into his back. What could they do? If
Cinnaminson couldn't find the way, they were trapped. But if Khyber used her magic to spring the trap,
Traunt Rowan and his Gnome Hunters would be on them in minutes. They needed to find another way.
But what way? A cave in which to hide? Even adeep crevice would be sufficient. Just something . . .

Heturned hisface into the rock, peering ahead, and felt something move againg his cheek. Hejerked
away, looking back in surprise a agreenish gray patch on the stone.

Lichen.
But it had moved. He had felt it move. He hesitated, then placed his cheek againgt the patch again.
Again, hefdt it move. He wasn't sureif hewasfeding it with his senses or hismind. It wasn't quite one or

the other. He held his cheek againgt it and closed his eyes.

Warm.

Thelichen was expressing what it felt, and his odd magic was reading its communication. He placed his
cheek againg it once more, feding the faint movement of itstiny bristles, the expression of itstiny
intelligence.



Warm.

Helooked around quickly. Lichen grew &l over these rocksin mottled greenish gray patches. He
peered into the mist. Everything looked the same to him, but maybe not to the lichen. The lichen couldn't
see, but it could fed. It was aplant. It sought the sun. That waswhat it was communicating to him.Warm.
It was sensing the hidden sunlight.

Wasthere away that he could use the lichen, away that could help them get clear?

"Kermadec!" he said quickly, searching for the Maturen. The big man moved out of the haze past
Cinnaminson. "What direction doesthetrail go, the one we need to follow?"

The big man bent down, his barked face asrugged as the mountains they were trapped in. ™Y ou look
likeyou've seen aghogt.” "Jugt tell me. Which way?" " Southeast. Why?'

"And thetime?What time of day isit?'
" After noon by about an hour, | would guess. What are you asking, Penderrin?'

"Then north would be that way?" He pointed, and Kermadec nodded. "And south that way?' Again, the
Rock Troll nodded. Pen took a deep breath. "Let metakethelead. | think | can get usout of here. If the
trail leads down a some point, back to tree level, maybe we can get below this mist. Will you let me

try?

Kermadec eased him to the front of the line, and Pen began to move forward, running his hands along
the patches of lichen that grew on the rock face. The afternoon sun would be south and west of them. He
needed to |lead them south and east to stay on the path. It was easy at first, becausethetral only ledin
one direction and there were no choices to be made. But it quickly grew more difficult as the number of
twists and turnsincreased and the path split, forcing him to read the lichen's response to histouch and
then advance accordingly.

He couldn't be sure he was going the right way, not entirely, not while he was unable to see anything of
his surroundings, the mist so thick and impenetrable it was like swimming underwater at night. But at least
they were moving somewhere, rather than just stlanding out in the open with night coming on. It was
better to take the chance, he told himsdif. It was better to do something than nothing.

Sometimes the lichen disappeared, and he was forced to continue on blindly until he found anew patch.
Sometimes he found patchesin places so cold and shadowy that they were locked down inside
themsalves and he could read nothing from them. Sometimes he was reduced to guessing at which way
they should go, unable to be certain that he wasinterpreting the lichen's message clearly. It was dow,
torturous work; the lichen's form of communication was much more subtle than that of aseagull or a
deer. It wasn't alife-form of high intelligence, and what it gave to him was not much more than atiny
response to the environment that sustained it.

| candothis.

To their credit, the othersin the little company left him aone. Once or twice, he thought he heard
grumbling from somewhere behind, but it was ways momentary and not directed a him. He never let it
bother him, never let it break his concentration. Forgotten were the fears and doubts he had experienced
the night before. He had something to do now, a purpose that was as much alifeline asaduty. They
were dl here because of him, but now he was doing something to help. He wasn't just a charge to whom



they were committed, to whom they must offer their protection. He was amember of the company, a
part of the effort to find away to their destination.

Heran hishands carefully over thelichen, feding itstiny movement, its soft response.Warm. Reaching
toward the sun, toward the light.

Deep and ill, the mist continued to blanket them, and the light faded dowly with the passing of the day.
Timewas dipping away. He kept moving, kept his concentration focused. Cinnaminson hadn't spoken
once since he had taken command. He understood. She couldn't do anything to help, her inner sight
rendered usdless by the ondaught of Druid magic. Like the others, shewas relying on him.

| can do this.

It was nearing dark when &t |ast they emerged from the mist and found the first sparse patches of grassy
earth, uneven and rocky high meadows forming cradles of life among the barren peaks of the Klu.

Sowly the mist began to dissipate as they continued downhill. Then dl at once it was gone, and they
were standing in scrub and twilight at the edge of an dpineforest, the air clear enough for them to see
one another once more.

Kermadec came over to Pen at once and clapped him on the shoulder. "Well done, young Penderrin.
We owe you amessurable debt for this day'swork."

The other Trolls, even Ataan, nodded their agreement, dark eyes communicating what words did not.
Khyber was smiling. Even Tagwen muttered grudgingly that Pen was to be congratul ated.

Cinnaminson didn't bother with words. She smply walked up to him and hugged him so tightly that the
bresth |ft his bodly.

It wasthe best he had feltinalong time.

Seventeen



When Grianne Ohmsford regained consciousness, she was surprised to discover that shewas il dive.
In attempting her escape from Krad Reach, she had fully expected thet if shefalled, Tael Riverinewould
have her put to death. It waswhat she would have doneif their positions were reversed and she were il
the Use Witch. Lying on the stone floor of her cell in awash of pain and despair, she found her earlier
assessment of her stuation reaffirmed: She was being kept alive because the demon needed her that way.

But that was a dangerous supposition, and she quickly abandoned it for aless pleasant concluson: The
Straken Lord intended to make an example of her. Some form of punishment was to be administered.

When she could Sit up again, she made aquick assessment of her Situation and found that not everything
was as it had been. The conjure collar wasin place, but now her hands were shackled behind her back
and to her waist and ankles so that while she could shuffle about on her knees, she could not stand
upright. She had been moved to adifferent cell, one in which the front wall had been replaced with iron
bars so that ajailer could Sit on achair across from her and watch her every movement. She was till not
gagged, but there wasllittle risk in dlowing that. She dready knew the consequences of attempting to use
the magic of the wishsong.

Nevertheless, she began thinking about doing so dmost immediately because she knew what was going
to happen otherwise.

Still, time passed, and nothing did happen. She was spoon-fed and given water by hand through the
bars. Atfirgt, sheresisted, but in the end, hunger and thirst won out. Besides, after her initial assumption
regarding her fate failed to prove out, she grew increasingly curiousto find out why thiswas so. She
wasn't being kept dive for no reason,- the Straken Lord didn't admire her pluck. Her escapewasin
defiance of the rules she had been instructed to obey and a challenge to the demon's authority. She didn't
think it likely that it would forgive her for that.

But the hours passed, then the days, and neither Tael Riverine nor its underling, Hobstull, appeared. She
saw no one but the guards, cloaked and hooded silhouettesin the faint light of the torchesthat burned in
wall brackets across from where she lay. Now and then, one would rise from its sitting place to feed her
or to clean the messes she made when she was forced to relieve hersdlf, but otherwise they ignored her.
She spent her timetrying to get comfortable, to shift her position often enough to prevent cramping and
sores. Shewas only partialy successful. She dept fitfully and for short periods of time, and because she
was |locked in awindowless cell deegp within the rock of Kraal Reach, she never knew for certain what
timeit was. After awhile, it no longer mattered. Nothing did. Shefet her hopes diding away. Shefelt her
couragefailing. Her one real chance at escape had failed, and she did not expect she would get another.
All that remained for her wasto prepare herself for whatever fate the Straken Lord intended.

Then, when sufficient time had lapsed that she had lost al track of it, Hobstull appeared. One moment,
the corridor was empty save for the guard, and the next, the Catcher was standing there, staring at her in
that peculiar way, head cocked, eyes contemplative. He didn't say or do anything. She stared back at
him, as ill as he was, waiting him out. A small surge of expectation gave her new strength. Findly,
something was going to happen.

When he had satisfied himsdlf, the Catcher opened the cell door and cameinside. A pair of wizened
Goblins stood crook-legged to either side of him, crosshows armed and pointed at her.Don't move, the
sharpened bolts advised wordlesdy. She didn't. She waited while Hobstull bent down and released the
chainsfrom her waist and ankles, leaving them in place about her wrists until he had helped her to stand.
Then he released those, aswell, moved her handsin front of her, and refastened the chains about her
wrists. He stepped back, waiting to see how she would react, his strange eyesfixed on hers, then
nodded. Taking the loose end of the chain that bound her wrists, heled her from the cell.



They went down the shadowy corridor to a set of stairs and began to climb, Hobstull leading, the
Goblinstrailing watchfully. Her mind raced. If they intended to kill her, she would have onefind chance
at escape when she got to where she was going. If they intended to punish her, she would have the same
option. Perhaps shewould live long enough to find out why they had kept her dive and left her lonefor
solong.

At thetop of the stairs, she was taken down another corridor, then out through an entry warded by a
heavy iron door and into atiny courtyard waled in by buildings on four sdes. The wallsrose severd
dozen feet, leaving the courtyard bathed in cool shadows and resonant with the trapped echoes of voices
that drifted in from more open places. She stood in the courtyard as Hobstull once again removed the
chainsfrom her wrists and thistime left them off. The Catcher studied her in wordless gppraisd, then
went back through the door with the Goblins, leaving her done.

She looked around. The walls were too smooth to be climbed. There were no doors save the one
through which she had entered, and no windows at al. There weretiny ditsthat overlooked the
courtyard from high above, too far to reach. Murder holes. She took a deep breath, walked over to one
wadll, and sat down againgt it. Overhead, clouds scudded through the gray sky like foam capping arough
seq, yellow-tinged and frothy. She saw adark shape wing itsway past, a Harpy perhaps. She smelled
the decay of theland. Everything in thisworld felt ill used and tarnished. Everything felt asif it were dying.

Long minutes passed, and then the door to the courtyard opened again, and Tael Riverine appeared. It
emerged into the pale courtyard light like awraith risen from its midnight lair, so impenetrably black that
itsfeatures were indistinguishable. It looked bigger than she remembered, but that might have been
because its spikes were raised like the hackles on an angry dog, protruding everywhere in what felt to her
likeawarning.Say clear. Keep away. It wore its weapons strapped on like body armor, studs and
sharp edgesglinting dully.

Itsblue eyesfixed on her.

She climbed to her feet, unwilling to give even the appearance of weakness. It required noticeable effort
to do so.

"Y ou disobeyed me," it announced.

It gestured languidly, and ingtantly the familiar pain ripped through her, parayzing her musclesand
dropping her to her knees. She bent her head and clutched her body, trying to breathe.

"Disobedienceis an unacceptabl e response to my commands,” the demon continued, and gestured
agan.

Thistime, she collgpsed atogether, her agony so excruciating shelay curled in aball, sobbing. Her mind
locked down and would not let her think of anything but the pain. She pressed her facein thedirt, fedling
broken and helpless.

"Get onyour knees," Tadl Riverine ordered.

It took her awhileto do so, but eventually she managed, still bent over at thewaist, her arms wrapped
protectively about her body.

"Look at me."



Shedid 5o, lifting her head from the vell of her dark hair, trying to hide the mix of fear and suffering that
washed through her as she did so.

"Apologize for your disobedience.”

"l am sorry, Master," she whispered.

The Straken Lord nodded, cold eyes glittering. "Y ou are only sorry you were caught. | seeit in your
eyes. Y ou do not respond well to discipline. It isnot in your nature to choose obedience when you can
avoid doing s0."

It walked over to her, huge and forbidding, and reached down to haul her back to her feet, picking her
up like arag doll and propping her againgt the courtyard wall. She sagged dightly, but stayed upright,
eyes|locked on the demon's.

"I would have killed another for what you did," it said softly. "I would have taken my time doing so. |
would have made the pain so unbearable that death would have come as arelief. Do you understand
this?'

She swallowed. "Yes, Magter."

"But you interest me."

It paused, and she waited for more, not yet understanding what that meant. Why would she be of any
further interest? Other than the purpose she had dready served in switching places with whatever
creature the magic had set free from the Forbidding, what reason could the Straken Lord have for taking
aninterest in her?

"Do you know why you are here, insde the world of the Jarka Ruus?'

"No, Master."

The demon gestured angrily, and again the pain ratcheted through her, inducing awave of nauseathat
caused her to wretch violently as she dropped to her knees. It was on her a once, hauling her upright

and damming her againg the sonewall.

"Don't lieto me!" it hissed, fury etched on itsflat features, rage mirrored in its strange eyes. "Do you
think me such afool? Speek!"

"l ...wont lieagain, Master," she gasped.

"You areintelligent. You are caculating. Y ou are clever. Y ou can pretend that you are not, but you will
be disobeying meif you do and will be punished. Do you understand? Answer me.”

"l understand, Master." Her ssomach heaved, but she fought down the urge to empty it.
The Straken Lord nodded patiently. "Again, now. Do you know why you are here?”

"Yes, Magter."



"Tdl me"

"I was brought here so that something that livesin thisworld could be transported into my own.”
"Very good. Do you know why | arranged for this?'

Shetook a deep, quieting breath. "No, Master."

The demon studied her carefully, then nodded. "Not yet, you don't. But you will, soon enough. Y ou will
understand everything, because that inquiditive mind of yourswill mull it through until the answer surfaces.
If nat, | will tell you mysdlf. If you stay divelong enough for meto do so."

Ifyou stay alive. She closed her eyes and exhaed softly. What were the odds of that? She blinked,
feding the weight of his gaze on her, shifting from place to place, contemplétive, curious. She was avare
of how ragged and dirty she was, unwashed and uncombed, a used-up plaything. For an instant, she saw
herself asworthless, of so little vaue that she deserved to be discarded without further consideration.

"You areaspecimen,” the Straken Lord said, asif reading her mind. "Hobstull finds you asinteresting as
| do. He makes more of astudy of such things, so his opinion carries weight. He wishesto find out more
about you, but | have forbidden him to use hisknivesjust yet. Still, we both deserve an opportunity to
see what sort of magic you wield. Y ou do have magic, | know. It resdesin you—ademon trait. His
interest liesin that. He thinks you might be one of us."

She cringed at theidea. She was nothing like them. She was human. No matter what they thought or did
to make her seem otherwise, she was human. But she said nothing, keeping what she was thinking hidden
away indde.

"| intend to test you, Grianne Ohmsford, Ard-Rhys-that-was, my specimen of such promise.” Itsvoice
had turned oddly soft and soothing. "I intend to test you in away that no one has ever been tested
before. | want to see what you can do. | want to see how strong your surviva ingtincts are.”

Asit spoke, its spikeslowered againgt its body, changing itslook entirely. She stared in spite of hersdif,
wondering what it was seeking from her that it didn't aready have.

"Thisafternoon,” it continued in the same compelling voice, "1 will test you then. 1 will see how you
respond.”

Then it turned and disappeared through the door, leaving her breathless and pressed hard against the
courtyard wall.

Hobstull returned with the Goblin guards moments later, and she was taken back to her cell. Although
the chains were not put on again, three guards were stationed across from her cell with crossbows
pointed in her direction at al times. She sat quietly on thefloor of her little room and thought about what
the Straken Lord had told her. Shewould be tested. But what did that mean? Tested how? She did not
think the answer would please her. She wished she could find some reassurance in till being dive, but
her ingtincts told her that she would be foolish to do so.

Hobstull reappeared after awhile with abasin of hot water, a clear indication that she wasto clean
hersaf up for whatever was going to happen next. He deposited sandals and a shift at her feet aswall.
Shewaited for him to leave, then turned her back on the Goblin guards, stripped off her rags, and used
them to wash her aching body. Then she dressed in the sandal's and shift and sat back down again to



wait.

The wait was longer than she had expected. She had no accurate way of measuring, but she thought
afterwards that it must have been severa hours. When Hobstull led her back up the stairs and out of the
tower and into the light, the day was edging rapidly toward nightfdl, the gray of the sky gone darker and
the endless clouds and mist dropped lower against the heights. The Catcher replaced the chains about
her wrisgts, and a phaanx of Goblins surrounded her. She was taken across the courtyard through an
outer wall to where arolling cage smilar to the one that had brought her to Kraal Reach was waiting. She
was placed insde, and the chain that bound her was fastened to the bars. The Goblins formed ranksto
either side of the cage, and Hobstull climbed onto the seat next to the driver. The driver snapped hiswhip
over the heads of the massive horned creatures hitched up front, and the wheelsbegan to roll.

They went out through aset of bigger, bulkier gates, heavy oak toughened with pitch and bound with
iron plates. There demon-wolvesjoined the procession, panting and davering, yelow eyes shifting to find
her, their muzzles drawing back. She felt their hatred for her, read the warning in their snarls.

Down through the buildings of the fortress they wound, heading east into the growing darkness, toward
the mountains against which the keep was backed. The earlier crowds had thinned to awary-eyed few,
some of them Goblins, some of them Gormies and kobolds, and some of them crestures she could not
identify. When they were outside the walls, they turned south, bending with the land toward avast
depression that dipped into the flats overlooking the countryside beyond. Scrubby and desolate, the
depression was rippled by amaze of deep gullies and sharp ridges born out of massive erosion. They
followed a cart path marked by wagon whedls and animd tracks, the dust rising in heavy clouds, the air

hazy and gritty.

She sat quietly in the center of the cage, rocking back and forth to its uneven sway, one deeve of her
tunic held across her mouth to help keep the dust from her bresthing passages. They had advanced far
enough that when she looked back at the keep, its walls and towers had shrunk to the size of achild's
toy. Shewatched astheimage grew smdler and lessdigtinct and findly vanished entirely.

Asthey arrived on the valey floor, the roadway straightened and the landscape opened up again. The
denizens of Kraa Reach, absent before, were now clustered everywhere she looked, fingers pointing,
eyes and faces bright and eager, their conversations animated as they watched her pass. They
understood more about what was going to happen than she did,- that much was clear from their
behavior. It was not astretch to think that most of the city had come out to watch.

An embankment rosein front of them, awall of earth more than thirty feet high. A pair of tal gates
opened through the wall, and when the cage reached the other side, she found that the embankment
wrapped around abowl of earth and rocks that was perhaps a quarter mile wide from end to end.
Seated atop the embankment were thousands of Kraal Reach's denizens, sharp-faced and gimlet-eyed,
hunched over in their robes asthey cheered and gestured in greeting. It was not acomforting welcome; it
was awelcome of dark expectation and impatience, the kind reserved for those who would provide a
form of blood sport. Certain that her testing wasto take the form of combat against a carefully chosen
opponent, shedid not like what shefdt in that moment.

Thewagon rolled to an unsteady stop in front of aset of tall risersformed of an iron framework and
wooden dat seats. In the center of agroup of unidentifiable creatures hidden within robes and hoods sat
the Straken Lord. Asthe cage ceased its forward movement, the demon rose and walked down to greet
Hobstull. Heads lowered and hacklesraised, the wolves dunk away at his approach. The Goblin guards
stepped back and bowed low. Only Hobstull made no overt movement of submission, hisangular body
unbent, his expressionless ova face lifted watchfully. The Straken Lord spoke softly to him, then nodded



a Grianne.

Shetook a deep, steadying breeath as the Catcher approached her, keysin hand. If shewas going to
attempt another escape, she would have to do so now.

But she fought down the urge, telling herself to wait, to be patient. A wrong move would mean the end
of her. She stayed quite still while Hobstull opened the cage door and stepped inside, then walked over
to unlock the chains that bound her wrists. He stepped back, beckoning her outside. She did as shewas
told, risng gingerly to exit the cage and stand on the floor of the arena, facing the Straken Lord.

"Bow to me," it ordered quietly.

She did s0, deeply and dowly. It cost her nothing. She felt no respect for the creature, only a
deep-seated wariness. She would do what was required of her until the time wasright. She was good at
waiting.

"Are you washed and rested?" the demon asked.
"Yes, Mager."

"Itisthetime of your testing. Are you ready?"
"Yes Mager."

"The Jarka Ruusthat are my subjects have come to watch. If you disappoint them by showing fear or
cowardice, | will give you over to them to bekilled. If you try to escape, | will kill you mysdif. Y ou have
only one choice. Complete the test successfully. Demondirate that you are worthy of being kept dive.”

Shewaited. She knew better than to speak without being spoken to, better than to ask questions. She
held hersdf erect, her hands clasped before her, her fingersworking dowly over her wrists, where the
manacles had numbed the nerves.

The Straken Lord gestured, and the rolling cage was pulled away. With it went the Goblin guards and
the demonwolves. Only Hobstull remained, bright eyesfixed on her. His specimen, awaiting her trid. She
did not look at him. She would not give him the satisfaction.

"Walk out into the center of the arena,” the Straken Lord ordered. The blue eyes glittered with an
excitement she had not seen before. "There, you will find your opponent waiting. Y ou may use any magic
you possessto defeat it. Y ou may call on any of your skillsto protect yourself. So long as you do not
attempt to escape this arena, the conjure collar will not be used against you. Y our sole responsbility
whileyou are hereisto yoursdlf. Y our obligationisto survive. If you do, Ard-Rhys-that-was, your future
isassured. Therewill be no need for further punishment. Y ou will be given aplace anong us, onel shdl
choose for you, and it will be a place of honor. Now go.”

She waked away at once, not daring to look at him another moment, afraid that the incredulity and
disgust she was fedling would show through in spite of dl that she was doing to hideit. What wasthe
demon talking about? What could it think she would find to be honorable about life in this desolate prison
world? All shewanted to do, dl shelived for, was escape. The Straken Lord had an overblown opinion
of what it could expect of her if it thought anything would change that, and she had no ideawhat fuded it.

She stared out into the flats as she walked, searching. There was nothing to see, no sign of movement in



any quarter, no indication of any life. What sort of opponent had the demon chosen for her that an entire
city would come out to see? What manner of creature was she expected to defeat in combat that would
indicate she wasworthy of keeping her life?

She glanced skyward momentarily, then out onto the horizon, thinking the attack might be coming from
outside the arena. Nothing. She was aware that a hush had settled over the assembled denizens of Kraal
Reach. They were waiting now, anticipating. All conversation had dropped to a barely audible whisper.
Movement had stopped. All eyeswere on her.

When the mewling sound began, soft and low, she had dmost reached the center of the arena. She
knew it for what it wasimmediately. A chill washed through her, causing her skin to shiver and thetiny
hairs on the back of her neck to raise. She stopped at once, mouthing a single word voicelesdy.

Furies.

She experienced an odd sense of calm. The uncertainty was gone, the waiting over. At least she could
derive some small sense of satisfaction from knowing her opponent'sidentity. What better way to test her
than with creatureslike this? She breathed dowly, deeply, trying to steedy hersdf. The mewling was
risng steedily, building in intengity. She had only moments,

Wheat shall | do?

Herswas the stronger weapon, her magic againgt their teeth and claws. Hers was the superior skill and
cunning, her craft honed in athousand battles. But the Furies were driven by ingincts that did not value
safety or salf-preservation. A pack mentality ruled them when they found prey, and they would attack
and keep attacking until either the enemy or they were destroyed. No quarter would be given and none
asked. Furiesknew only one way, and that way eschewed any identifiably rationa behavior. She had
been put into aden of madness, and the source of that madness was alegion of relentless, inexorable
killers.

She tested the magic of the wishsong to seeif the Straken Lord had told the truth about using it, thinking
that if the demon had lied, she would be rendered unconscious fast enough that she wouldn't fed it when
the Furiestore her to bits. But the magic blossomed at the end of her fingertips on command, gathering
force, taking shape, waiting to be used, and the conjure collar gave no warning. Hope welled up within
her at the redlization that it would be an even battle. She would have her chance to survive.

A amdl chance.

Shewould havetokill al of them, if shewasto walk away. Nothing short of that would save her. They
would come at her in arush, and they would keep coming until the life was bled out of them. Once, the
task would have been a challenge she would have embraced, astruggle of dark magic againgt dark intent,
the wellspring of the Use Witch'sindomitable self-confidence. But she was no longer the Use Witch, and
her desire for combat had fallen away with the identity she had shed.

Her strength must come from her life asthe Ard Rhys.
Wheat shdl | do?
They began to appear, smdl shadowsin thefailing light, feline faces and danted eyes, sinuousforms

diding from holesin the earth and from behind bits of scrub. Like ghodts, they materiaized in the gloom,
their mewling rising and faling in waves of expectation. They wereal around her, perhaps ahundred of



them. Too many for her to overcome, no matter how much magic she used, no matter how strong her
determination. Like the ogre she had seen on her way to her confrontation with the shade of the Warlock
Lord, shewould fight with passon and fury, but in the end she would be pulled down.

Instantly, she began to rethink her strategy for surviving the confrontation. Strength aone would not be
enough. Cunning was what would save her. Innovation and surprise. The unexpected might turn aside
theselittle terrors. They were inching closer, some of them within twenty yards. She saw the madness
glinting in their eyes. She felt the heat of their bloodlust. Thelonger she took to respond, the bolder they
would grow. They were stalking her with a certain amount of caution now, but the testing would be
finished dll too soon, and then . . .

Thetedting.
Of who and what | am.

As swiftly asthe thought was completed, she knew what she had to do. She didn't pause to consder the
consequences or weigh the risks,- she just did it. She reabsorbed the magic gathered at her fingertips,
pulled it back insgde, changed itsform, and redistributed it throughout her body. The effect was
ingtantaneous and irreversible. Shelost control dmost immediately, swept away by the magic's
implacable response. Gasping in shock, she dropped into a crouch, her gppearance changing as she did
30, her form dtering. The magic burned within her, turning her feverish asit stripped away her look and
smell, her thinking, her reasoning, her conscience. She began to mewl like those that stalked her. Like
those she confronted. Like a Fury. She made the change in a heartbeat, the magic sweeping across her
until Grianne Ohmsford, Ard Rhys of the Third Druid Council, smply vanished from the valley floor.

What appeared in her place was another Fury, this one larger and more dangerous than its brethren, but
clearly atwin.

The transformation was s0 unexpected that the other Furies drew back in shock. One moment, their
prey was standing helpless before them. The next, it was gone, replaced by another thing, arecognizable
presence that somehow wasn't exactly what they were, but close enough that it gave them pause.

She moved forward swiftly, cat-smooth and chalenging, al spiky fur and menacing sounds, her eyes
sweeping across those smaller replicas of herself, her teeth and claws bared and threatening. She hissed
and spit as she swung about in uncontrollable rage. Where was her prey? Where was the human? She
went so deep into her assumed form that she could anticipate the taste of blood in her mouth. She was so
removed from her human side that she wanted to rip and tear at something — anything — that came
within reach. She mewled her need to her cat kind, mirrors of herself, and they hissed and spit in reply.

Down through their midst she stalked, lost to herself, turned killer demon, no visible, recognizable part of
her human side in evidence. She was dl Fury now, apart of the pack, at one with the madness. If there
had been something to attack, she would have done so, shredding it with relish, satisfying her newly
minted primal need.

The other Furies rubbed against her as she passed, accepting her presence, her place among them. They
circled and sniffed, taking in her smell, marking her as cats would. She responded in kind, moving
through the landscape asiif in adream, afloat and not quite grounded by anything. She had avague sense
of things not being right, of seeming out of joint in place and time,- she had adim memory of having had
another lifethat didn't square with thisone. But her Fury sdf wouldn't give way to thet other life, wouldn't
let it intrude, and so shefdt it dipping farther and farther away.



She cast frequent glances toward the embankment, where creatures she could egt if she could reach
them buzzed and whispered among themselves, their voices raw sounding and enticing. She stalked
toward them, drawn to them for areason she couldn't identify. The other Furiesignored her, returning
now to their dens, disappearing back into the earth like shadows in sunlight. The excitement was over,
the chance for akill gone. One by one they vanished, the happenings of earlier moments dready

forgotten.

She waked on, drawn by a craving she could neither understand nor resist. At firg, it involved the
creatures on the embankment, then only one of them, asingularly tal, dark, spiky being that was
descending from its perch into the valley. Her ears pricked in expectation. Fresh prey. A med. She eased
forward, but the creature didn't turn aside or back away like her, it came on. She bared her teeth and
flexed her claws. In amoment shewould have it and then summon her brethren to the feest.

But al at once the spiky creature gestured at her, and pain ripped through her body, dropping her
squirming and spitting on the earth. Shetried to rise, and the pain returned, harsher and longer, flooding
her with itsrazors and knives, stealing thelast of her strength. Shelay gasping asthe black thing came
over to her and stared down at her expressionlesdy.

"Do you know me?' it demanded, blue eyes cold and brittle.

Shedid. It came back to her ingtantly, came back astheidentity she had assumed fell away and her
knowledge of who she was returned.

"Yes, Magter," she whispered.

The Straken Lord nodded. "Y ou have excelled in your testing. Y ou have proved your worth. | am
pleased.”

The demon picked her up asif she were weightless and bore her from the arenato the thunderous roar
of the assembled, to cheers and grunts and stamping of feet, to unmistakable acclam. Y et shefet no
euphoria,- shefet only disgust and an appaling rage at what she had been forced to do. She had
survived, aswas her intention, but the cost could not be measured. It had taken more than she wanted to
acknowledge, her emotional sanity compromised, her carefully constructed integrity destroyed. She had
waked into the arena as the Ard Rhys, but she had emerged as something else. She had reverted to the
mongter she had once been. In the arena she had become the Use Witch again in everything but her
heart, and that becoming could not be easily undone, if a al. She was blackened through and through by
the change she had wrought in hersdlf, by the adopting of the Fury persona.

She had made hersdlf sick, and athough it made her weep insde to acknowledgeit, she did not think
shewould ever bewell again.




eighteen
Captain, he'scaling for you."

Pied Sanderling, Captain of the Elven Home Guard, looked up from the maps he had been studying
sncerisng early that morning and stared at the tent flap wordlessly. He had been expecting it, but he had
hoped that somehow it might be avoided. He couldn't understand how the King could be so mistaken
about something so obvious. But the King saw things differently, and perhaps that was why hewasKing,
athough Pied wasinclined to think that being King was mostly an accident of birth.

Not that he had any room to talk. He was the King's first cousin, and that had played asignificant part in
his ascens on through the ranks of the Home Guard and eventua sdlection as Captain. There had been
Sanderlings standing with the Elessedil Kingsfor aslong as anyone could remember. A Sanderling had
stood beside Wren Elessedil when she had fought at the Valey of Rhenn and driven the Federation and
itsalies back into the degp Southland more than 150 years ago.

"Pied, are you there?' Drumundoon pressed anxioudly.

Sanderling could picture his aide's young, anxious face with itsfringe of black beard, high forehead,
swept-back hair, and deeply danted Elven features. Drum was aready anticipating the worst, imagining
how it would beif it wereleft to him to face the King alone, unable to explain what had become of his
trusted cousin. But that was Drumundoon, always seeing the goblet as being half empty, waysmissing
the slver lining behind any dark cloud. If he wasn't so good a organizing and managing, wasn't so
dependable, and wasn't so impossibly loyal . . .

But he was, of course.

"Oneminute," he called to hisaide, dleviating the other's fears.

Herose, stretched to relieve cramped muscles, and stared down at the maps onefind time. Thewhole
of the Prekkendorran lay revealed in cartographic rendering, the positions of each army, Free-born and
Federation, painstakingly delineated. It had taken someone along timeto do this, he thought. But it wasa

onetimejob, since neither army had moved more than afew feet in over two years.

Until now, perhaps.



He reached for his weapons and began buckling them on. A brace of long knives went about hiswals,
and a short sword was strapped over one shoulder. He picked up hislongbow aswdll, an unusual
weapon for amember of the Home Guard. Their primary duty was to defend the King, which more often
than not entailed hand-to-hand combat. But Pied favored the longbow, aweapon both versatile and
reliable. Like most members of the Elven army, he had done atour of duty on the Prekkendorran,
serving as an archer in the ranks for six months, then as the leader of along-range scouting unit that spent
the bulk of itstime degp in enemy territory. Both assignments required extensive reliance on the longbow,
and he had never felt comfortable without it sSince. It was hiswork on the Prekkendorran that had gotten
him noticed and appointed to the Home Guard on his return. The longbow was his good-luck charm.

Besides, he was short and dight of build, and hand-to-hand combat with broadswords was never going
to favor him. Skill and quickness were what he relied on, and the longbow was aweapon that utilized
both.

He glanced around his quartersto seeif anything €l se needed doing, decided it didnt, that he had stalled
aslong ashewas able—

though not nearly long enough to suit him—threw on his cloak, and went out through the tent flap.

Drumundoon came to attention, a habit he couldn't seem to break, even when only the two of them were
present. Tal and lanky, he towered over the shorter Sanderling. "Good morning, Captain.”

"Good morning, Drum." Pied led the way as they moved down through the Elven camp toward the
King'stent. He brushed back his mop of sandy hair and squinted up at the cloudless sky. " So he's made
up hismind." He shook his heed. "1 wish hed wait."

"Y ou don't know what he's decided,” Drumundoon ventured hopefully. ""He might have decided not to
tryit”

"No." Pied shook hishead. "He had his mind made up last night when | left him, and he's not changed it.
1 know him. He goes with hisfirst impression of aplan, and heliked this one right from the start. It
doesn't matter what the risks are. It doesn't matter that the source is suspect. All that mattersisthat it's
bold and it favors hisnature. Like hisfather, al he livesfor isto bresk the salemate and drive the
Federation down off the heights and south again. He's obsessed with it." He shook hishead again. "'l
can't reeson with him."

"You havetotry."

"Of course, | havetotry. | am being summoned to try. Helikesit when he can win these arguments. He
forgetsthat he wins them solely because he isKing. But that isthe way thingsare, and | can't change
them.”

They walked in silence, wending their way through the Home Guard units encamped about the King's
pavilion tent, where brightly colored bannersflew bravely in the midday breeze, marking the territories
they had occupied for months or, in some cases, for years. Elven Hunters came and went with the
beginnings and endings of their tours of duty, but the camps remained, like markersin alandscape that
had been trampled and pummeled and fought over for so long that nothing recognizable was | eft. The
desolation depressed Pied, the barren earth and broken rock;, the colors all brown and gray. He missed
the green of hisWestland home. He missed the lushness of the trees, the cool breeze off the Rill Song,
and the sound of birds singing. He wanted it al back again. Wanted it now. But he would have to wait.
Even though he had been there dmost two months, he knew it would be another two at |least before the



King lost interest and went home again.

Stll, he knew the situation—had known it from the moment he had accepted his appointment. A Captain
of the Home Guard was the King'sright hand, and where the King went, he went, too. This King was not
agtay-at-home King. ThisKing was restless.

"Y ou sent Acrolace and Parn to see what they could discover?' he asked findly.
Drumundoon nodded. "Last night. They haven't returned. Can you sl until they do?"

"Probably not." He hunched his shoulders defensively. "I wish thiswasn't being rushed so. | would fed
better about thingsif alittle more thought were being given to the probable consequences of guessing
wrong. It bothers me that we are so eager to charge into things.”

"TheKing," Drumundoon pointed out.

"The King, indeed. What sort of adviceis he getting? If someone besides me would speak up, we might
be ableto bring him to his senses.

"Thereisno one but you." Hisaide smiled cheerfully. "His advisers, Ministers and otherwise, are dl back
in Arborlon, safely out of harm'sway. Y ou know that. They want no part of thisfoolishness. Half of them
want no part of thiswar at al. Thiswas always an Elessedil war more than it was an Elven war. Firg, it
wasthe King'sfather, after his grandfather's death, and now it isthe King. All of them haveviewed it in
the same way—a chance to expand Elven influence into other territories, to reassert Elven control over
the rest of the Four Lands, to place the Elven people at the forefront of development and expansion.”

Pied Sanderling grunted. "We have Druidsfor that. Let them be the onesto spread their influence.”

"Cheek by jowl with the Federation. They have no time for the Free-born. Not since the disappearance
of the Ard Rhys. Not that it would make any difference while Kellen Elessedil isKing, in any case. He
hates the Ard Rhys and her Druids. He blames them as his father blamed them for al the bad things that
have happened to the Elves. There's no reasoning with him on the subject. He sees our future asleader of
the Free-born, and that'sthe end of it."

Pied glanced over a him. ™Y ou never cease to amaze me. Your political senseisasastuteas. . ." He
paused.

"Asyour own, Captain,” the other interjected quickly. "Don't pretend otherwise."

Well, whatever political sense we possess, it isn't going to get us out of our current predicament, Pied
thought.We could analyze the situation all we want and still be helpless to do anything about it.

Aheed, the King's tent rose above those of hisretinue. Kellen Elessedil never traveled lightly, dways
with baggage consisting of agreat deal more than the clothes he wore. On this occasion, he had brought
his sons dong aswell, something Sanderling regarded as particularly dangerous. The King wanted them
to learn early about the redlities of his office—as he saw it. That meant coming to the Prekkendorran to
witnessfirghand what war with the Federation was like—if you could cdl thisimpossble sdemate a
war. At fifteen and thirteen, they were old enough to understand, the King had inssted, in spite of his
wifésand Pied's pleasto the contrary. That he hadn't inssted Arling and thelittle girls come aswell was
the only true surprise of the whole business.



Sometimes, in his darker moments, Pied thought that the Elves had the wrong Elessedil as King. One of
the others might have done a better job—say, the King's younger sister, Khyber. Headstrong and
independent, she was forever sneaking around behind the King's back to visit her exiled uncle, which was
aconstant source of trouble. But she wastrueto her beliefs, chief of which wasthat Ahren Elessedil was
the best of the lot and should never have been blamed for any of what had happened after theJerle
Shannara had returned.

Kéllen thought otherwise, of course, as had hisfather. There was no reasoning with ether one. There
was no forgivenessin their heartsfor perceived treachery, however misconstrued the judgment rendered.

"What can | say to him, Drum?" he asked quietly, their destination right in front of them now.

Drumundoon shook his head helplessly. He had no answer to that question. Pied marshaled his courage
and resolve for what lay ahead, saluted the Home Guard on duty at the tent entry, nodded for Drum to
wait, and entered.

Kedlen Elessedil looked up from his own set of maps as his Captain of the Home Guard appeared
through the tent opening, his young face eager and intense. Pied knew that look. It meant the King had
decided on something and was impatient to act on it. It didn't take much thinking to know what would

happen next.

"Good, you're here.” The King'simpatience was reveded in histone of voice. "The reports from the
scoutsare dl in. Guesswhat they tell me, cousin?”

"That you should attack.”

TheKing smiled. "The Rover mercenaries have dl pulled out, the whole bunch of them. Boarded their
airships and flown off. They're on their way home, back to the coast, off the Prekkendorran. Weve
confirmed it. Thisisn't astunt. Either they've quit or they've been dismissed, but either way, they're gone.
The best pilots, the best craft, the best of everything, gone. The Federation ison itsown.”

Pied nodded. "Any idea asto why this happened? Have we heard of arift between the Federation and
the Rovers? Anything out of the ordinary, | mean. Now and then, some of them quit anyway. But not all
of them at once. Why now?"

"Y ou're suspicious?’
"Aren't you?'

The King laughed. "No, cousin. Y ou're suspicious enough for both of us. Y ou dways have been. It's
worrisome."

Kédlen Elessedil was not oneto sit when he could move, rest when he could work. He was abig man,
taller than Pied and broader through the shoulders. There was nothing soft about him, his muscular body
hardened by hours of exercise and training, his devotion to physical perfection legendary. Hewas so
different from his grandfather and father in this respect that it was hard to believe they had come out of
the same family. When they were children playing together at Arborlon, Kellen had dways been better at
every sport, every game. The only way to beat him, Pied had discovered early on, wasto out-think him.

Nothing had changed.



"Part of my role as your protector isto suspect everything and everyone of being something other than
what appearances suggest. So, yes, | am suspicious of this Rover withdrawa. | am suspicious of the
Federation leaving itslf so obvioudy vulnerable, of inviting usintoitslair likethe spider doesthefly.”

"They Hill havethelr armies, and their armies are formidable," the King pointed out quickly. He pushed
back hislong dark hair and knotted his hands. "They may think these are enough to keep us at bay. They
know we would never launch afrontal attack againgt their lines, because if we did, they would smash us
to pieces." He paused. "Which iswhy an aerid attack is so perfect. Look at the opportunity they've given
us! Their fleet isbig, but unwieldy. Their airship Captains are no match for ours. One quick strike and we
can st fireto them al. Think of what that would mean!™

Pied shook hishead. "I know what it would mean."

"Complete and unchallenged superiority of the skies," the King continued, so caught up in hisvision that
he was no longer even listening to his cousin. "Control of everything that flies. Once we have that, their
ground forces no longer matter. We can ravage them at will, from too far up for them to do any red
damage, from too far away for them to do anything but cover up. We can bregk them, Pied! | know we
can!"

Hisface was flushed with excitement, his blue eyes bright and eager. Pied had seen him that way before.
When they trained together with staffs and swords in hand-to-hand combat, it was the look he assumed
when he believed he had gained the upper hand. What he had never learned was to distinguish the
difference between when Pied redly wasin trouble and when he was only pretending at it in order to lure
Kélen into making amistake.

Nothing had changed about that, elther.

Pied nodded agreeably, hiding his frustration. ™Y ou may beright. But just to be certain about al of this, |
have sent two of my Home Guards into the Federation camp to see what they can learn. | would liketo
wait for thelr return before we act.”

TheKing frowned. "How long might that be?"
"Today, | should think. Tomorrow, at the latest.”

Kédlen shook his head. "Today, perhaps. Tomorrow, no. That'stoo long. By then, reserves might be
called up and the odds made too gresat for usto chance agtrike. Thetimeto act is now, while the
Federation fleet is diminished, whilewe are clearly superior in numbers and experience. Waiting is
dangerous.”

"Acting out of haste is more dangerous till." Pied stepped in with both feet, his eyeslocked on his
cousin's, watching as the other's face darkened angrily. "I know you want to attack now, but something
about al thisdoesn't fed right. Better to wait and chance losing this opportunity than to seizeit and find
we have been tricked."

"Tricked how, Captain?' His cousin'stone of voice had turned dark and accusatory. "What exactly isit
you fear?"

Pied shook his head. ™Y ou know | don't have an answer for that. | don't know enough about what the
Federation'sintentions might be. Which iswhy | want to wait—"



n No.ll
"—until we have areport—"

"No, cousin! No! Therewill be no waiting, no hesitation, no second-guessing what seems clear to
everyone but you. None of my other advisers, commanders on the field and off, has voiced your
concerns. Suppose you are correct. Supposethisisatrap. What risk do we take? We fly superior
arships. We can outrun and outmaneuver our enemies at will. We cannot be hurt from the ground. At
worst, we will find we were mistaken about the Size of their fleet and be forced to retrest. We have done
50 before, and it has cost us nothing. Why would thistime be any different?’

Because thistime you are beinginvitedto act against them, Pied wanted to say, but did not. He knew
the argument was over and the matter settled. Kellen Elessedil was King of the Elves, and the King had
thefina word on everything.

"Cousin," the other soothed, stepping over to put hisarm about him, "we have been friendsalong time. |
respect your opinion, which iswhy | asked you to come speak with me before 1 gave the command to
proceed. | knew what you would say, but | wanted you to say it. | wanted you to question me, because
frequently you are the only onewho will. A King needs candid and reasoned advice from his advisers,
and in most matters, no one gives better advice than you."

He gave Pied asmadl squeeze with his powerful arm. "That said, aKing must listen to what hisingtincts
tell him. He must not waver once his mind ismade up. Y ou know this."

He waited for Pied's response, o it was necessary to giveit. "I know, my lord.”

"l have made acommitment to turn the tide of thiswar once and for dl, and now, at last, | have away to
do so. It would be cowardly of meto turn away a chance such asthis merely because there arerisks. It
would be unforgivable."

"I know that, aswdl."

"Will you gtill come with mewhen wefly into battle?' The King stepped away, rdleasing hisgrip. 'l wont
ask it of you if you fed strongly about not going. Nor will | think less of you."

Pied arched one eyebrow at his cousin. "I am Captain of the Home Guard, my lord. Where you go, |
must go, aswell. That isn't open to debate. Don't makeit seem asif itis”

The King'sintense, considering gaze locked on him. "No, cousin, | guessit isn't. Not with someone as
dedicated asyou. And | wouldn't want it any other way." He paused. "I'll give this matter several hours
more thought before acting. | had planned alate afternoon strike in any case, so that we can come a
them from out of the twilight, out of the shadows. Y ou may keep watch for your scouts until then. If they
return in time, bring me whatever newsyou think matters. | promise | will listen. But if none comes, | will
see you on the plains an hour before dusk.”

Pied turned and started for the door. "One thing more,” the King called after him. Pied turned. "1 intend
to take Kiris and Wencling with me." He must have seen the confusion in Pied's eyes. "Aboard the
flagship, cousin. | want them to watch.”

Pied stared. Kellen Elessedil wastaking about his sons. About boys who were fifteen and thirteen.
About taking them into the heart of an engagement with adangerous enemy. "No," he said a once,



before he could think better of it.

The King seemed unruffled. "They need to see what a battleislike, to understand what happens. They
need to experience it for themselves, not just hear about it. They are future Kings, and thisisa part of
their traning.”

"They aretoo young for this, my lord. There will be other times, safer times, when therisk isnot so
gredt.”

"Therisk isdwaysgreat inwar, cousn," the King said, brushing hisarguments aside.

Pied took a deep, steadying breath, picturing Arling's reaction once she found out what Kellen had
done. "With any Elves-in-training, we expose them gradually to the dangers of war. We don't just throw
them out on the battlefiel d—not unless we are desperate. We bring them aong dowly. 1 think that is
what is needed with Kiris and Wencling. Let them come on afew overflightsfirst, onesin which combat
isnotagiven.”

Kdlen Elessedil took along moment to study him, asif seeing something he hadn't seen before,
something he was not atogether pleased about. Then he said, softly, "1 will think about it, cousin.”

He motioned for Pied to go out, an odd gesture Pied had not seen before. But thiswas not the time for
gpeculation. He departed quickly, happy to escape before Kellen could think of some further madness.
Because he would, Pied knew. Hewas in that place where ideas came and went like silverfish, and each
looked better than the one before, but never was.

Outsde the tent, Drumundoon fell into step beside him, histal form bent closeashe said, "Did helisten
toyou?'

Pied nodded. "He listened. Then heignored me. If | don't give him fresh reasonsto call it off, the attack
takes place a dusk. Worse, he intends to take his sonsalong for theride.”

Drumundoon exhded sharply. "Has helogt hismind?"

"Arling would think so. | wish she were here to speak with him. She might have better luck than 1."
Drumundoon shook hishead. "' doubt it. He doesn't listen to her, either. Although he might, where those
boys are concerned. What mattersisthat she left them in your charge. Y ours, specificaly. | wasthere
when she did so. | heard the way she spoke to you. If anything happensto her sons, she will have your

Pied glanced a him.Because | loved her once. Because | think she loved me, aswell You left that
part out, Drum.

He stalked off into the midday heat and tried not to think about it.




nineteen

By late afternoon, Acrolace and Parn had till not returned. It worried Pied, but he had learned long ago
to live with the guilt associated with sending his Home Guard to spy on an enemy. It was obviousin any
case that Acrolace and Parn were not going to return in time to be of any help in dissuading Kedllen
Elessedil from hisill-advised foray. The attack on the Federation fleet was going to happen whether he
wanted it to or not, and he was just going to have to make the best of it. That was sometimes asoldier's
lot, even if you were Captain of the Home Guard and cousin to the King.

Dressed in his battle gear, his wegpons strapped about him once more, he called Drumundoon to his
tent, and with the sun creeping toward the horizon through a screen of thin clouds and the daylight
becoming diffuse and weak, they set out for the airship field.

"No word of any sort, Drum?’

The aide shook his head. "Nothing. | hear that the Federation is massing soldiersaong itslines, looking
to shore up the weaknesses brought about by the departure of the Rovers. That's the King's reading of
the situation, at least. It reinforces what he dready bdlieves, which makesit attractive. It supportsthe
decision hefavors. Word is, he seesthiswar over and done within aweek."

"Ceebrating hisvictory before hel's even engaged his enemy. How very like him." Pied shook his head.
"Something is going on that we don't know about. | can fed it in my bones. Thisattack isamistake. |
haveto find away to Sopit."

Drumundoon pursed hislips. "I don't know thisfor afact, but | am given to understand that the King
hasn't advised our dliesasyet of hisplans.”

Pied cameto an abrupt hdt, staring at him. "What?'

"He intends to inform them just before he sets out, I'm told. That way, they can't top him." Hisaide
cocked an eyebrow at him. "He doesn't want to risk anything or anyone getting in hisway. He knows he
isn't commander of the Free-born army, that heisn't even commander of the airship fleet. But heisKing
of the Elves, and the Elves make up the greater part of the airship command, so in hismind, that's
aufficient judtification for striking out on hisown.”

Drumundoon glanced around warily, making sure no one se was listening. "' Captain, he doesn't intend



to ask for support from any quarter in this business. He intends this victory to belong solely to the Elves.
Dwarves, Trolls, and Bordermen can sharein it afterwards, once it has been redlized, but ultimately it is
the Elveswho will bring it about. That'swhat they say he's decided.”

Pied fumed. How had he not seen that coming? For more than two months, Kellen Elessedil had
camped on the Prekkendorran with his Elven Hunters, an inspiring presence and little more on the face of
things. But Kellen Elessedil was nothing if not driven. Y ou could seeit in hisimpeatience with the failure of
the Free-born army to effect any noticeable change in the status quo. Always anxiousto bein the thick of
things, aways looking to see how matters so long stalemated might be resolved, the King was pressing
hisfelow commanders a every opportunity. The war was more than thirty years old, and the Elves were
sck to death of it. The King saw it as hismora imperative to bring it to aconclusion, and no one could
fault him for his commitment to do so. What was wrong with his gpproach was hisinsstence on doing it
hisway, on finding asolution that did not necessarily involve his Free-born dlies. What was mistaken in
histhinking was that the solution existed in Smple terms-that somehow the answer lay inasingle brilliant
military stroke, and that the finding of that answer had been left up to him.

Wi, it wastoo late to try to explain it to him now, even supposing he would be willing to listen, which
Pied was quite sure he would not.

He gtarted walking again, more purposefully, amix of irritation and concern flooding through him. King
or not, Kellen Elessedil was overstepping his bounds, and it would come back to haunt them all.
Drumundoon matched his strides to those of his Captain and kept his peace while he did so. Neither of
them spoke. There had been enough talk aready.

Pied surveyed the camp asthey passed through it, taking careful note of what he saw. This section was
mostly Elven those farther on, east of where they walked, comprised Bordermen from the larger cities of
Cdlahorn aswell as Dwarves and Trolls, most of the latter mercenaries. The nomina |leader of the army
was an aged, though highly respected, Southlander named Droshen, but the real |eader, the man who
commanded the soldiers on the battlefield, was a Dwarf called Vaden Wick, aveteran of countless
campaigns against the Gnome tribes before coming to the Prekkendorran. Just now, coordination of the
various dlied forces was|oose, a condition brought about by the near inactivity of the armies on either
gde of the conflict over the past few years, an erosion of structure and discipline through constant
changesin both ranks and command. The third generation of alieswasfighting thewar, and the toll was
noticeable. It was assumed by most that the war would end only when the leadersfindly grew so tired of
it that they caled it off by mutual agreement. No one thought it could be won on the battlefield. Not after
s0 long. Not after so many failed attempts.

Except, of course, for afew who thought like Kellen Elessedil. Pied was disconcerted by what he saw
that evening. The obvious lack of discipline was worrisome. The looks on the faces of the men and
women asthey sat around their fires, playing games of chance and drinking ae, were more worrisome
gtill. Disinterest and resignation were mirrored in those faces. That spoke to him clearly: No one believed
inthewar anymore. It said that everyone was sick of the fighting and dying. It said that keeping your
head down and your mouth shut was al that would get you through. These men and women were waiting
things out. They were waiting to go home.

He glanced around. No one drilled or trained. No one sharpened wespons or tightened straps on armor.
There were Elven Hunters manning the walls at the front and there was awatch in place - that was
enough. If something more was needed, it was somebody else's problem.

It was worse e sewhere, in the other armies, where discipline was even lessin evidence. It wasn't that
Bordermen, Dwarves, and Trollsweren't brave and capable,- it was that they had no reason to think



those attributes would be tested. The Federation army had squatted in place for amost two years without
doing anything beyond sending out scouts and attempting an occasiond foray into the Free-born lines.
They were asindolent and disinterested in fighting as their enemies were. The mobilization of fresh forces
along the Federation front in the wake of the departure of the Rover airships did not suggest to the Elves
and their dliesthat their enemy’s attitude had changed.

Pied glanced over at Drumundoon and gestured toward the encampment. "They don't seem to have
much to do with their time, do they?'

Drum said nothing. There was nothing to say. He was of the same mind as his Captain. The Home
Guard had a different gpproach to discipline than everyone e se, but that was why they were Home
Guard. Therest of the army regarded them as curiogities. They were asmal unit assgned asingle
task—to protect the King. The way they conducted themsealves, others believed, was mostly the result of
the suspicion that the King was dways watching them.

When they reached the heights, Pied paused. The front stretched aong the plateau that comprised the
Prekkendorran for more than two miles east and west through a series of broad flats segmented by
twisting passes and ravines. At present, and for much of the past twenty years, the Free-born had
occupied apair of high bluffs bracketing a deep, wide passthat angled north al the way to the other side
of the plateau before turning down through the foothills beyond.

Elves occupied the smaller bluff on the west; amix of Bordermen, Dwarves, and Trolls, thelarger one
on the east. By placing archers and dingmen on either side of the gap, whereit narrowed, they were able
to ward against penetration. The Federation's only choice was to come at the allies from the front or
sdes and to do so from ahighly vulnerable position.

The Federation had penetrated deep into the flats early on in the war, but once the allies had found the
bluffs on which to set their defenses, the attack had stalled. Because the Federation was the invading
force, the dlies could afford to Sit back and wait. 1t was the invader who must come to them, and by now
they had consiructed defenses of stone and timber that were believed to be sufficiently strong that it
would cogt the lives of thousands of men to achieve a breakthrough. It was generdly agreed by both
Sdesthat another way must be found, and asyet it had not.

Pied studied the Federation lines, Stuated on the flats not half amile away. A mass of dark figures
crowded behind fortifications smilar to their own. In the two months he had been on the front, they had
not emerged from behind those walls. The most excitement he had experienced was the result of apair of
rather haphazard airship attacks on the Dwarf linesamile farther down the front, which had been quickly
driven back.

Were there more Federation soldiers at those walls than there had been aweek ago? A mottled stain of
black-and-silver uniforms spread away behind those fortifications for better than amile, clusters of men
settled about cooking fires and stacks of weapons. There was no drilling or training in evidence, no
suggestion of an impending attack. Everything looked asit dways looked.

But that didn't mean it was.

He shook his head. He didn't like anything he was seeing on either sde of the front. He had been a
soldier dl hislife, and he had learned to trust hisingtincts. They were screaming a him, tdlling him thet the
possibility of disaster was enormous and close a hand.

"Drum, | can't let him do this™ he said quietly.



"TheKing?' Hisade shook hishead. "Y ou can't sop him, Captain. Y ou've dready tried, and he won't
listen. If you can't tell him something he doesn't dready know, you'll just make him more determined.”

Pied walked on, saying nothing. There had to be away to stal, something he could say or do to wina
reprieve. He had always been able to out-think Kellen,- he ought to be able to do so now.

Ahead, the airfield came into view, settled in aswale at the center of the encampment east, closeto the
draw that separated the alied armies. There was noticeable activity, even from adistance. Shipswere
being readied for liftoff, crews scurrying across the decks and aop the rigging, tightening draws and
loosening sails. Railgunswere aready fitted in place, and missiles were stacked in boxes beside them.
Two dozen airships were set to fly, the larger part of the flegt, the best of the warshipsit comprised. The
King was determined that the attack would succeed, holding nothing back againgt the possibility that it
wouldntt.

As he descended from the higher flat, Pied caught sight of the King grouped with his airship commanders
inatight circle by the flagshipEllenroh, talking. The discussion appeared heated, but al the heat was
coming from the King. His Captains were doing little more than listening.

Then Pied caught sight of Kirisand Wencling, standing off to one side of their father, and his heart sank.
The King had decided to take his sonswith him, after dl. In spite of Pied'sreservations. In spite of his
advice. His nephewswere looking at their feet, trying not to draw attention to themselves, saring ill at
ease and out of place, and he guessed they didn't like the idea of being there any better than he did.

Taking adeep breath, he walked acrossthe airfield and up to the King.

"Captain,” the King greeted on catching sight of him. He would never use Pied'sname or refer to thelr
familiar relationship in astuation likethis. "We are ready to depart. No word, | gather, from your scouts?
No? Then we have no further reason to delay."

"My lord, | wish you would reconsider,” Pied said quickly. "I would fed better for your safety if we
waited just one more day. My scouts should return—"

"My safety isin good hands with these men,” the King interrupted, an edgeto hisvoice. "l thought we
had settled this earlier, Captain. Was there something | said that wasn't clear to you?”'

There was no mistaking the anger in hisvoice. He did not care to be chalenged in front of hisairship
Captains and his sons and particularly not about the coming attack. He wastelling Pied he had gone as
far as he was going to be alowed to go, and that he had better not try to go farther.

But Pied had no choice. Not if he wasto keep his self-respect. "My lord, you made yourself perfectly
clear. | respect your thinking. But | have been asoldier for along time, and | have learned to trust my
ingincts. They tell methat something isn't right about what we're seeing—about the unexplained Rover
departure and weakening of the Federation fleet. Nor do | fed right about the mobilization reported
along the Federation front. | know it seemsto be in response to the Rover departure, but | think it might
be something ese. If | could suggest an dternative plan, my lord, | would ask you to take an exploratory
flight to see—"

"Enough, Captain!" the King snagpped, cutting him short. There was a hushed silence. The King was
seething. "More than enough. Y ou are Captain of the Home Guard. Limit yourself to that and leave the
decison meking to me!™



"As Captain of the Home Guard, | am responsible for your safety and must do everything in my power
to protect you!" Pied snapped back. "I can't do that if you won't let me!™

The slence turned asfrosty as midwinter in the Charnds. Pied caught a glimpse of the shocked faces of
the King's sons, who stared at him in dishdlief—Kiris, tall and dark like hisfather, and Wencling, fair and
small like his mother. No one talked that way to their father, certainly not outside the family and not in
public. Pied had crossed the line, but his conscience refused to let him back down.

Kdlen Elessedil turned away. "Captains,”" he addressed his airship commanders, "prepare to set out.
Board everyone. Make certain they know what is expected of them.”

He gestured to a messenger standing off to one side. "Carry the message | gave you to Commanders
Droshen and Wick. Go quickly and tell them to take whatever precautions they fed necessary in case of
acounterattack. Make certain they know that | have dready |€eft.”

When everyone was gone but his sons, he turned back to Pied. ™Y ou have abused your position as
Captain of the Home Guard. As a consegquence, you will not be coming with me. | don't trust you
anymore. You'velos your nerve. | dont want my life or thelives of my family and soldiersin your hands.
You arerdieved of your duties. My safety isno longer your responsibility. Perhaps others, more capable
of understanding the nature of your office, will serve me better."

He paused. "Just because my wife gtill favors you, akindness she would do well to reconsider, doesn't
give you theright to question me as you have just done—in front of my sonsand my officers.

He turned to his sons, beckoned for them to follow, and stalked angrily toward theEttenroh. Ped
watched them go, stunned. He should say something more, he knew. He should make another attempt to
stop him or maybe just try to explain himsdlf better. But he couldn't make himsdf move.

Hewas till standing there when the airshipslifted off like huge hunting birds and swung south toward the
Federation lines.

Drumundoon, who had waited patiently in the background until Pied's attention had shifted away from
the departing vessels, came up to him.

"Hewill change hismind, Captain,” the aide said quietly. "He will redize he acted out of hagte.”

"Perhgps.”" There was an awkward silence as they faced each other. "1 couldn't think of anything elseto
say, Drum. | just stood there and let him walk away from me."

His aide nodded and gave afaint smile. "Maybe there weren't any words | eft to be said.”

They walked back acrossthe airfield and into the Elven encampment in silence. Now and again, Pied
cast anxious glances toward the Federation lines, where the first torches were being lit with twilight's
approach. He could still see the Elven warships, dark smudges pinned againgt the sky. He searched for
ground activity, but saw none. It was hard to tell, though, so far away and in poor light.

Histhoughts drifted. He had grown up with Kellen Elessadil, and there were few men or women who
knew him better. He should have been able to devise a more effective approach to dissuading him from
making an ill-advised attack. He should have been able to avoid angering him so. Somehow things had
gotten out of hand, and he was il struggling with the fact of it. He could see the faces of Kirisand



Wencling in hismind, looking shocked and afraid, asif seeing what he hadn't seen, asif knowing secrets
he should have known. He tried not to think what Arling would say once she discovered how badly he
hed let her down. If shewould talk to him at al, he amended. She might not. She might dismisshim as
swiftly asKelen had.

"Captain,”" Drumundoon said suddenly, taking hisarm.

A man was racing toward them from across the flats, one of his Home Guard. The man's name escaped
him, though he knew it aswell as hisown. He struggled to remember it and failed.

"Phaile" Drum whispered, asif reading hismind.

Phaile reached them in arush and saluted. "Acrolace has returned, Captain!” he exclaimed. His bregth
camein short, labored gasps. " She's badly injured! She saysyou are to come right away!”

They broke into arun, Phaile leading the way. Pied didn't bother questioning the man,- Acrolace wasthe
one he needed to see.

But the urgency of the summonsfrightened him.

They reached a cluster of Elves closeto the edge of the bluff, just above the front of the Elven defensive
line. Acrolacelay on the ground, the silver-and-black Federation tunic she had donned as adisguise
stained and torn, her left arm ripped open dl the way from shoulder to elbow. She was pae from loss of
blood and rigid with pain. Her green eyesfound his as he kndlt beside her, and her fingers fastened on his
wrig.

He bent close to hear her, his eyes never leaving hers. "What happened, Acrolace?' he whispered.
"Where's Parn?'

She shook her head. "Dead." She swallowed thickly. They have an airship . . ." She coughed, and blood
bubbled on her lips. "Under heavy guard, no one dlowed close. But . . . we got near enough . . ."

Shetrailed off, her eyes closing againgt pain or memory, he couldn't tell which. When she opened them
again, he squeezed her hand. "What did you see?

"A wegpon mounted on the deck. Big. Something new." Sheinhaed sharply. "They're waiting for us,
Captain. They know . . . we're coming. We heard them . . . say s0."

She gave along, dow sigh, and her hand released its grip on his. Aweapon, he repeated silently.
"She's unconscious,” one of the Hedlers said. "Better s0."

Pied looked around quickly, trying not to panic. "Phaile," he said, spotting his Home Guard messenger.
"Find Commander Fraxon. Tell him | said to expect a Federation attack. Tell him it will be massive, a

push to break dl the way through our lines. Tel him it will come a any time and to have his Elven
Huntersready. Hurry!"

He stood up. "Drum, cal up al eements of the Home Guard and place them on the airfield. They areto
hold it a al cogs. All costs, Drum. Until | tell them to stand down.”

His aide nodded, hislong face as pae as Acrolace's. "Where will you be? What will you do?'



Pied was already hurrying avay, his determination etched on hislean fegtures. "1'm going after the King,"
he called over hisshoulder. Thistime hewill haveto listen to me!™

twenty

Pied Sanderling sprinted the length of the Elven encampment, bumping aside anyone who got in hisway,
knocking over equipment and stores, leaving in hiswake a string of angry shouts and curses. Hismind
was aready far ahead of hisbody, thinking of what he must do and how he must do it, aware of how
futile hiseffortswerelikely to be. A terrible certainty gripped him. He was going to betoo late. No
matter how quick he was, he wasn't going to be quick enough. The disaster he had feared had cometo
pass, and dl the failed warningsin the world would not be enough to persuade him it was not hisfaullt.
Run faster!

He reached the airfield winded and flushed, and as he tore down the embankment toward the airships,
he searched frantically for someone he recognized among the few who hadn't gone with Kellen Elessedil.
Hefound only alone commander of arailgun doop, agrizzled veteran named Markengtal. He barely
knew the man, knew more of his reputation than of him. A brave man, dependablein afight, asolid
presence in the pilot box—that would suffice.

"Captain!" he shouted, rushing up to the older man. "Is your doop fitted and ready?' He glanced at her
name, carved into the stern. Asashiel.

Markengtal stared at him with amix of surprise and doubt. Gray whiskers stuck out from the sdes of his
jaw, deep lines furrowed his weathered face, and his ears were tattered and scarred. He had the look of
aman who had been in more than afew fights.

"Answer me, Captain!” Pied shouted a him.

The older man started sharply. "Ready and fitted as she can be, Captain Sanderling,” he growled.

"Good. Weretaking her up. Cast off."



Markengtd| hesitated. "Captain, I'm not authorized to—"

"Listen carefully tome," Fied interrupted. "The King fliesinto atrgp. One of my Home Guard nearly lost
her life getting that news to me,- another lies dead somewhere beyond our lines. I'm not about to let that
be for nothing! Thereisn't time to seek authorization of any sort. If you want to save the King and those
who went with him, we must leave a once!™

He cast aquick glance south, where the sky had turned deep blue in the twilight haze and the airships his
gaze had followed earlier had disappeared from view. The dusk was thickening, the last of the sunlight a
dim glow below the horizon west, the first stars beginning to brighten in the sky north. East, the moon
was aslvery crescent lifting out of the Lower Anar.

Hiseyesflicked back to Markengdl. "Captain, please!”

The veteran studied him amoment longer, then nodded. "Very well. Get aboard.” He turned to apair of
sallorsgitting nearby. "Pon! Cresck! Off your duffs and get aboard! Takein the lines and anchors!

Prepare to cast of f!"

The two crewmen and the grizzled Captain were skilled at making quick departures, and theAsashiel
was airborne in minutes, swinging south with the wind, tacking swiftly out acrossthe flats and beyond the
Free-born lines. Pied stood in the pilot box with Markenstall while the crewmen manned the railgunsto
either side, breeches opened and |oaded, triggers unlocked. No one mistook the foray for anything but
what Pied was certain it was going to turn out to be.

"Mindif | ask what it isyou intend to do with adoop and two railguns?’ Markengtall asked once they
were winging out over the desolate front, ahint of sarcasmin hisvoice.

Pied shook his head. "Whatever | can."

Ahead, the Federation lineswere so dark they were virtualy indistinguishable from the surrounding land.
Pied thought he heard shouting, the sounds of sudden activity, but it was hard to tell with the rush of the
wind and thewhine of therigging in hisears.

Then lightning split the darkness, brilliant and piercing, the bolt a horizonta rope stretched low and taut
againg the horizon. The bolt struck something that exploded ingtantly into afiery ball, burning fragments
pinwhedling into the darknessto fal liketiny firebrandsto the earth. For just an ingtant, a cluster of
arships was slhouetted against the brightness, masts and hulls stark and black.

"Shaded" Markengtd | hissed. "What was that?"

Pied swiftly amended his earlier conclusion. It wasnt lightning after al. Not riding that low and that
draight.

Then it flashed again, and there was another explosion, this one more violent than the first, and again the
arshipswerereveded, scatering in al directions now, angling away from thefireball like frightened
animals. An earth-shattering boom reverberated through the night, the shock waves so powerful that Pied
could fed them even through the deck of the doop.

He knew then what it was. It was the weapon Acrolace and Parn had discovered in the Federation
camp. The trap had been sprung; Kellen Elessedil's airships were being destroyed, one by one. Pied was
too late to give warning. He was too late to do anything but witness the consegquences of the King's



ill-consdered, rash behavior.
"Fagter, Captain,” he said, catching hold of Markengtall'swiry arm. "We haveto try to help.”

It was afaint hope at best. There waslittle one airship could do to help another in the best of Situations,
which this most assuredly wasn't, and hiswas likely the weakest airship aoft. But he had to get acloser
look. He had to know what the Elves and their dlieswere up againg. If the King didn't get safely back, if
none of them managed to get back . . .

Heforced the thought away, hating himsdf for alowing it to surface. But another firebolt erupted and
another airship caught fire, the flamesturning masts and rigging into torches that illuminated the whole of
the night sky. Stricken, the airship whedled away from the attack, trying to stay aoft, to seek cover. But
there was no cover in the skies and no place to hide when you were burning. A second strike turned it
into amassivefirebdl. It blazed brightly for amoment, then fell apart and disappeared into the dark.

"Shades!" Markengtall whispered again in shocked disbelief.

They were close enough by then that Pied could make out the vague shapes of the Elven airships asthey
whedled thisway and that to avoid the huge Federation airship that wasin pursuit. Her name,
emblazoned across her upswept bow, was theDechtera. The terrible wegpon was affixed to her
decking; Pied could just make out its armored bulk. Even asthe shape of it registered, the man-made
lightning exploded out of it again, crackling with energy and power, aterrible bright lance through the
enfolding night, burning everything inits path. It caught pieces of two shipsthistime, nicking the hull of
one, boring holesthrough the sails of another. It wasfiring blindly, Pied saw, unableto distinguish its
targets clearly in the darkness. The moon was behind abank of clouds, and the starlight was il too thin.

The Elven airships might have achanceif they fled now, if they turned around, if they raced for the safety
of their own lines.

Incredibly, they did not. Instead, they attacked. It was suicide, but it was exactly what Kellen Elessedil
would do, refusing to quit a battle, ready to diefirst.He will get biswish here, Pied thought in horror.
The Federation wegpon was firing into the Elven airships as they drew near enough to distinguish, and
they were exploding one after the other. The King wastrying to ram the Federation ship, to damage it
sufficiently that it could be forced down, perhaps even made to crash. He was intent on salvaging
something out of this disaster, but he could not seem to recognize that it was dready too late for that.

"What in the name of everything saneis he doing?' Markengtall whispered in dishdlief, recognizing at
oncethefutility of the effort.

Committing suicide, Pied thought. Trying to ram the bigger ship in the mistaken belief that by doing so he
could till save hisfleet. But he wasn't even going to get close. Already, theDechtera wasfiring  the
Ellenroh, a series of short, sharp burststhat set theElven flagship on firein severd places and brought
down the foremast. Still, Kellen came on, hisrailguns raking the enemy's decks. But the wegpon that was
destroying hisfleet was protected behind heavy metd shields that the railguns could barely scratch.
Another burst set theEllenroh's mainsail afire, and now the airship was lurching badly, her sails gone and
one or more of her parse tubes damaged or blown away.

"No, Kdlen," Pied whispered. "Land her! Get her down now before she—"

A fresh burgt from the Federation weapon rocked the big Elven flagship from bow to stern, striking with
such forcethat it knocked her backwards. TheEllenroh shuddered and bucked, then exploded in a



blinding bal of firethat consumed everything and everyone aboard.
In seconds she was gone.

Pied stared in stunned silence, unable to accept what he had witnessed. The King, gone. Kirisand
Wencling, gone. The biggest warship in the Elven fleet together with every last one of the men and
women who crewed her, vanished.

"Captain Sanderling,” Markengtall hissed in his ear, and he jerked around in response. "What do we
do?'

TheDecbtera had turned her attention to what was | eft of the Elven fleet—ahandful of airshipsonly,
three of which were dready sttling onto the flats. The plains were swvarming with Federation soldiers
marching toward the Elven lines, adark stain that spread like ink on old parchment. Thousands, Pied
judged. He watched the damaged airshipsfall into the mass of charging men. He watched the men swvarm
up the sdes of the ships and onto the decks. Then he quit looking.

His eyesflicked back to the fleet, under attack once more from the Federation killing machine. The
Dechtera was moving after them, overtaking them one at atime, burning them out of the sky theway an
archer might shoot down aflock of trapped geese. She shouldn't have been able to do that, as big and
cumbersome looking as she was. She must be powered by an abnormaly high number of crystds, her
stored energy capacity twicethat of any other ship of the line. Some of the Elven shipswere dropping
toward the plains now, trying to use the enemy soldiers as cover so that they could not be fired upon
from above. But the tactic wasn't working. The weapon aboard the big ship was too accurate to be
deterred by the threat of what amisswould mean. It smply took itstime, burning away the Elven ships
whether they fled or tried to hide.

Helooked at Markengtal. "We have to do something, Captain.”

The older man nodded, but kept silent.

"Can you get behind that Federation ship? Can you come up a her from below?”

The veteran stared a him. "What do you intend to do?’

"Disable her steering. Use the railgunsto damage her rudders and thrusters from underneath, where they
can't do anything about it without breaking off their attack and setting her down." He paused. "Were

small enough that they might not see us coming in from behind."

Markenstall thought amoment. "Maybe. But if they do see us, we won't have achance. Railguns are
only good from close in. From more than fifty yards, well be so much target practice.”

Pied glanced quickly at the skyline. The moon remained covered by clouds, the light still something
between dusk and full dark. Off to their |eft, theDechtera was hunting its Elven quarry like abig cat,
gedthy and sure, striking with bursts of white fire that filled the night air with blinding explosons and the
pungent, raw smell of ash and smoke and desth.

"Wecan't just St here and let this daughter continue,” he said quietly.

Markengtd| adjusted the controls without aword, swung theAsashiel toward the enemy camp, and sent
her skimming over the heads of the advancing Federation soldiers, who fired up at them with bows and



dingsasthey flew past. But they dipped through the darkness unhindered and undamaged, and soon they
were behind their target, staying low so that they would not be silhouetted againgt the horizon,
gpproaching in agradua ascent that kept them carefully masked from view.

But suddenly new airships began to lift off from the Federation arfield, fresh reinforcements setting out to
lend support to the ground attack on the Free-born camp, their dark shapes like hunting birds as they
swung about to place the doop directly in their path. "Captain,” Pied exclaimed with a sharp intake of
breath. Markenstall nodded. "I see them. Warn the men on therailguns.” Pied left the pilot box in arush,
scuttling across the deck to Pon and Cresck, his safety harness dragging behind him, and aerted each of
the crewmen of this new danger. He found himsdf wishing they had something besides rallgunswith
which to work, but there was nothing to be done about that.

Moments later, he was back beside Markengtall. The night had gone black again, the moon disappeared
once more behind the clouds, and the air turned brisk and chilly. Pied shivered in spite of himsdlf, wishing
he had thought to throw on warmer clothing.

He glanced out at the cluster of rising Federation airships. At least haf adozen were advancing in their
direction.

"They'regaining on us," Markengtall announced. "1 don't think they see usyet, but they will soon enough.
We can't wait, Captain Sanderling. We have to take achance." "What do you mean?"

"We have to gain speed and altitude both, get above the heavier air and into the wind and closer to that
ship." The other man paused. "We haveto let them see us. If we don', they're going to find us anyway.
We don't have timeto be clever or cautious about this."

Pied hestated. He knew Markenstall was right, but he hated the thought of exposing the Soop when
they had so few weapons with which to defend themsalves. Once they were spotted, the other ships
would be after them like cats after amouse. That would give them only asingle pass, barring amiracle, at
thelr target.

"All right," he said. "Do your best. But find away to get us closeto that ship.”
"Hold on," Markengtall said, and he pushed the thruster leversdl the way forward.

TheAsashidl bucked and shot ahead,- the mouse was in flight. They rose swiftly into the sky,
abandoning the comparative safety of the darknessfor the reveding light of stars and moon—for the
|atter was emerging from behind the clouds. Fresh illumination bathed the Prekkendorran in brilliant white
light, revedling the hordes of attackers surging toward the Elven defensive lines. Already they were
flooding the gap between the twin bluffs occupied by the Elves and their dlies, bresking down the Elven
fortifications and scrambling onto the airfield, wherethe last of the Elven airshipswere franticaly lifting
off. All acrossthe battlefield, the remains of the destroyed ships burned fiercdly, sgnal firesfor the
advancing army, encouragement for its soldiers. Pied saw theEllenroh's hull, a charred, smoking wreck
at the center of everything.

Y ou should have listened to me, Kellen,Pied thought. He closed hiseyes.l should have found a way to
make you listen.

They were gpproaching their target now. TheDechtera wasright ahead of them, her bulk blocking out
an entire section of the sky. She was huge, aflying platform supported by four sets of pontoonswith
cross-bracing running al dong her underside. Three masts flew yards of light sheeths, radian draws



feeding banks of parse tubes housing the diapson crystals that powered her, metd shields opening and
closing in sudden bursts of converted energy as the ship maneuvered firg thisway and then that, bringing
the deadly weapon mounted on the foredeck to bear. No one aboard seemed to redlize yet that the
Asashid wastracking her, al eyeswere directed forward to where another Elven ship was under attack,
arope of fire burning through her, szzling and exploding wood and metal in abooming cough that rocked
the doop with concussive force. Burning bodies flew over therailings of the stricken airship, tumbling to
the earth like stricken fireflies.

Pied made aquick, agonizing survey. Only three Elven airships remained doft of the twelve or so that
had started out. The fleet was decimated.

"Quick, Captain!" he hissed at Markengtd|. "Before we lose any more!™

TheAsashiel wasright below theDechtera now, and Markenstall angled her to the port side, away from
the gpproaching vessda s that by now had surely spied them, giving his crew a chance to position the
railguns where they could do the most damage. He, too, knew they would only have one pass. The big
ship was moving forward in adow, steedy line, afresh target dready in sight, till obliviousto them. They
were going to have a clean shot a her underside. The men on the raillguns had sivung their wegponsinto
position and were sSghting down the long barrels, waiting patiently.

Pied glanced over his shoulder. Their pursuers were closing on them, and he could see the frantic efforts
of some of the crew to give warning to the men on theDechtera.

"Rdeasal" Markenstdl shouted.

Both railguns discharged in the same ingtant, sending ahail of meta shardsinto the underside of the
Federation ship, the missiles striking with explosive impact. Pied had just enough time to see two of the
parse tubes disintegrate entirely and the main rudder collgpse, and then Markengtal was swinging the
Asashiel away, Speeding out from under the damaged enemy, atiny gnat in flight from agiant bird. They
emerged from beneath the warship's shadow into asky awash with moonlight and were immediately
exposed. The railguns on the decking of the enemy swung toward them, but Markenstal dropped the
doop below their angle of fire, skimming the flats once more, content to take his chances with the missiles
fired from the foot soldiers.

But it wasn't over yet. A line of whitefire Szzled past their mainmast, snapping off one of the spars,
burning away wood and sail and knocking theAsashidl sideways.

"Bracel" Markengtall shouted automatically, grabbing onto the railing to keep upright. Reaching for the
thruster levers, hejammed them all the way forward, then sent the doop into a stomach-churning dive.

"We should have taken ashot at that weapon, tool” Pied snapped at the veteran.

The Captain righted their wounded vessdl not fifty feet above the flats and lurched away from the deadly
Federation wegpon. Pied glanced over his shoulder. TheDechtera hung slhouetted againgt the moonlit
sky. Shewas still moving forward, but he saw that her course was fixed and undeviating. At least one,
and possibly both, shots from the doop's railguns had done the job,- the steering was damaged, and the
vessel was unable to come about.

He exhaed sharply. The big ship was dowing down. The other Federation warships were coming up
from behind, preparing to offer help. It occurred to him that now was the perfect time for that attack
Kellen Elessedil had been so anxiousto launch, the perfect opportunity to destroy that ship and the



weapon she bore. But the bulk of the Elven fleet wasin flames, and the ships of Calahorn were still on
the ground somewhere east.

Helooked down at theflats, swarming with Federation soldiers, then at the Elven defensive lines. He
remembered the faces of the men and women he had seen earlier, weary and disinterested. He
remembered the lack of discipline, evident everywhere. He was not encouraged. The Elven airfield had
been overrun, the remainder of the flegt fled north. If their ground defenses held through the night, it
would beamiracle. Animpossible miracle, he amended, without help from the Free-born dlies. And in
the end, it might not matter anyway. By week's end, theDechtera would be airborne again and would fly
in support of the Federation attack, her terrible weapon primed and ready for use. What it had doneto
the Elven airships was nothing compared to what it would do to the Elven army.

Theimplications of histhinking did not escape him. The war on the Prekkendorran was about to take a
disastrousturn, and he wasn't sure there was anything that could be done abot it.

They wereflying over the captured Elven airfidld now, heading west toward the besieged Elven lines,
"Captain,” he caled to Markengtall. The wind came up again in asudden rush, tearing at hiswords. The
veteran turned. "Can you fly usto where—"

He never finished. White fire lanced through the center of the airship in a searing rope of brightnessthat
dammed the entire craft Sdeways with such force that Pied was thrown from the pilot box, catapulting
over itsrailing. He caught a glimpse of the mast going up like atorch, the flames spurting skyward asthe
sals caught fire. Both railguns and crew disgppeared into an explosion of szzling light. The doop lurched
wildly, bucked, and began to drop.

"Markengtd|!" he called weskly.

There was no response. His safety line was still attached to its ring inside the pilot box, but he was
tangled so thoroughly in the rigging that he couldn't move. Hetried to lift himself to see what was
happening insde the box itself and failed. There was blood on hisface, warm and sticky, running down
his neck and arm. He had thought them safely away from the Federation warship and her terrible
weapon. He had been mistaken. Itsrange must be enormous. Even from the better part of amile away, it
had managed to fix on them. Even now, after the fact, Fied could not imagineit.

Hefdt the doop plunge earthward with sickening speed. He closed his eyes and waited for the impact.




twenty-one

It took Penderrin Ohmsford and his companions almost aweek to navigate the maze of passes and
defiles that wound through the Klu Mountains, although they did not again encounter the treacherous
combination of mist and cloudsthat had very nearly prevented their initid escape from Taupo Rough.
With Kermadec leading, steady and assured now in his choice of routes, they pressed on without needing
to rely on Pen or Cinnaminson to find the way.

Nor did they see anything further of their Druid pursuers, athough Tagwen was quick to point out, when
the subject wasraised, that not seeing them didn't mean they weren't out there. Once before they had
thought themselves safe, only to discover how badly they were mistaken. If the Druids hunting them were
doing so on orders from Shadea a@Ru, they were not likely to give up easily, the Dwarf inssted. But it
was the use of the Elfstones that had brought Terek Molt and theGalaphile down on them inthe Sags,
Pen thought. Aslong as they were able to refrain from using the Stones, they should be able to keep
Traunt Rowan and theBallindarroch from finding them here. After dl, he reasoned, if the Druid and his
cohorts had magic that would enable them to find the little company, they certainly would have done so
dready. That they hadn't shown themselves even once suggested they were hunting blind.

Nevertheless, asthelittle company pressed on through the mountains, Pen found himsdlf glancing
skyward periodicaly to make certain he was not making amistake.

It waslate in the day, the sun dready sinking into the jaws of the peaks west, when they climbed through
aparticularly nasty tangle of switchbacksto aledge that overlooked the broadest, darkest valey Pen had
ever encountered. It was difficult to judge exactly how big the valey was,- from so high up therewas no
point of reference by which to measure accurately. Hundreds of square miles, perhaps? Even more? It
sorawled in dl directions, spilling out fromits central cradleinto passes and canyons like the fingers of a
giant's spread hand. At its eastern end, farthest from where they stood, it Smply disappeared into mist
and twilight, so densely packed with trees and brush that its shadows overlapped to create the
impression of alake thick and black with deadwood and weeds.

Anything might livein aplace that lookslike this, Pen thought, and he shivered in spite of himself.
"The Inkrim,” Kermadec announced, hisvoice flat and unemotional, a perfect match for hisstolid Troll

face. "Some say it isas old asthe Races, and that the things that live there are older still. Some say there
arethingsliving down there that are as old as Feerie.”



"Treesand dirt," Atalan muttered from behind Pen. "Nothing we haven't encountered before.”
"And Urdas"
Atalan snorted. " Savages.”

It seemed to Pen an odd comment coming from someone who looked vaguely like awalking tree stump,
al bark and rough surfaces, as brutish and forbidding as anything that waked the Four Lands.

Kermadec must have thought the same. Helooked at Atalan carefully. " Savages to us, but who are we
to judge?In any event, | wouldn't be too quick to dismissthem. Urdas have lived in thisvalley since the
destruction of the Old World. Thisistheir ancestra home, and they regard it as sacred. Especidly
Stridegate. They will fight to protect it from outsiders. Like the Spider Ghomes on Toffer Ridge, they
worship the creatures that share their abode, a symbictic relationship, however one-sided, that influences
their attitude toward intruderslike us." He paused. ‘There are alot of them down there, brother.”

"Not enough to stop us,brother,” Atdan replied, giving an edge to the last word that left no doubt about
how he viewed the rdationship. "We are the stronger force, no matter how few we are.”

Therewas a hint of anger in Kermadec's eyes and a muttering among the other Rock Tralls. ™Y ou have
never been down there," the Maturen said quietly. "l have. It isn't just treesand dirt. It isn't just Urdas,
either. It isdarkness of adifferent sort. Too many who thought as you do have disappeared into that
darkness. If we are careless, we could end up the same way."

Then wewon't be cardess, will we?' Atdan declared. His eyesflicked from his brother to Cinnaminson
and Pen. "Lucky we havejust thelittle people to help us. A blind girl who sees and aboy who speaks
with lichen. What have weto fear?

He shouldered hisway forward and started down off the ledge, not bothering to see who might follow.
Kermadec watched him go for amoment, then glanced back at the rest of the company and motioned
them ahead.

The descent into the Inkrim was accomplished without incident. Thetrail down was not steep, though it
was narrow and twisting, and at times even Pen, who was among the smallest, was forced to hug the dliff
wall. Thetwilight deepened steadily dl thewhile, and asit did so the valey came dive. Hushed before
the change of light to dark, it began to hum and buzz with insect life. Night birds called out, their cries
piercing and shrill asthey took to the air in shadowy flocks, and Pen could hear grunts from ground
animals, some recognizable, some not. He listened carefully as he walked and tried to sort them out. He
searched for what sounded familiar amid the cacophony and failed.

At the bottom of thetrail, the company made camp in astand of fir. Even though they had reached the
valey floor, they were still severa thousand feet above sealeve, cradled by the peaks of the Klu, and
theair was clear and cold and the sky brilliant with stars and moonlight. As on past nights, Kermadec
would not alow afire. "Tomorrow," he promised. By then they would be deep enough into the territory
of the Urdasthat afire would not draw Druid notice or, if spied, would not seem unusud to anyone
searching for them. They would be risking discovery by the Urdas, of course, but that was arisk they
weretaking just by being there.

"Theruins of Stridegate lie much deeper inthisvalley, Pen," hetold the boy later, when dinner had been
consumed and they were Sitting done at the edge of the encampment. His blocky features were
inscrutable, but his eyes wereintense. "Two more days at least, and that'sif we press ahead a a steady



pace. I've been there, the onetime | wasin thisvalley before. | remember their look. It isn't asight you
aelikdy toforget."

"And theidand?" Pen pressed. "The one that contains the tane-quil ?*

Overhearing their conversation, Khyber, Cinnaminson, and Tag-wen had wandered over to join them.
They sat downinaclosecircle, slent and attentive. Behind them, apair of sentries had taken up
positions just out of sight in the darkened trees. The rest of the Rock Trollswere settling in for the night,
bulky forms lumbering through the darkness, the heavy clank and rasp of their weapons audible. Atalan
was Sitting not far away, hunched and unmoving, his back to his brother, his gaze directed into the forest
dark.

"Itisnot an idand of the sort you might imagine. It is surrounded not by water, but by adeep ravine
choked with vines and trees. A single bridge spansits width, an ancient stone arch thousands of years
old. It offersthe only passage to the other side. But no one | know has ever crossed it."

"Why not?" Khyber asked at once.

Kermadec shook his head. "I am not supergtitious in the manner of the Urdas, but | know the nature of
the thingsthat live within the Inkrim and | respect the power they wield. A warding stone placed on the
near Sde of the bridge forbids passage. | try to pay attention to such things, when | can.”

He paused. "I wastold that others did not. Some attempted to cross anyway. There were rumors of a
greet treasure. A few used the sione arch. A few went down into the ravine with the intention of climbing
out the other sde. None were ever seen again.”

"Then how are weto cross?' Khyber sounded suspicious and didn't bother keeping it from her voice.
"Why are we any different than these otherswho couldn't?"

Kermadec shrugged. "I don't know that we are. | only know that we haveto find out." He nodded
toward Pen. "It iswhat is needed if we are to save the Ard Rhys."

He rose and walked back toward his deeping Trolls. As he passed Atalan, he reached down and
touched his shoulder. His brother glanced up and said something. Kermadec kept walking. A moment
later, Atalan rose and followed him.

Khyber glanced a Pen and Tagwen, her brow furrowed. "I don't remember the Elfstones showing us
anything about a bridge. | don't remember being warned about not being able to crossone.”

"They don't aways show you everything, do they?' Pen asked.

"I just think it odd that we're hearing about thisfor the first time now." She looked angry. "Did the King
of the Slver River say anything to you about this?'

Pen shook his head. "Nothing." He wasn't any happier than she was about the bridge and its warning.
"Hetold meto find the tanequil and ask it for alimb from which to fashion the darkwand, then to take the
darkwand back to Paranor and use it to cross over into the Forbidding." Hislips compressed. "Nothing
about a bridge that no oneis supposed to cross.”

"What arethe Trollsdoing?' Cinnaminson asked suddenly, her blind eyes directed toward the
encampment.



The other three turned to look. The Trollswere gathered in acircle, dl of them, including Kermadec and
Ataan. They were down on one knee, their blocky heads lowered, their palmsflat against the ground,
murmuring what seemed to be a chant. Now and then, one of them lifted ahand momentarily to touch
fingertipsto hisforehead or lips.

"They are speaking to the valley," Tagwen said, pulling absently at hisbeard. "They are asking that it
protect them against the dark spiritsthat live withinit. It isan old custom among the Trolls, to seek the
protection of the land they pass through and might have to fight upon.”

Then, one by one, sarting with Kermadec, the Trollsrose and walked around the circle, touching each
Troll atop his head before returning to his place and knedling to be touched in turn.

"Now they are pledging their livesin support of each other, promising that they will stand together as
brothers should the spirits bless them with their protection and guidance.” He cleared histhroat. "1 don't
believe in thisnonsense mysdlf, but it seemsto make them fed better.”

Theritud continued for severad minutes more. Then the Trolls rose and moved off, the sentriesto thair
posts, the rest to their beds. Only Kermadec and Atalan remained where they were, talking quietly.

"Guessthey've made their peace." Tagwen stretched and yawned. "I'm going to bed. Good night to al of
you."

He moved off, and seconds later Khyber went, too. Pen sat aone with Cinnaminson in the darkness,
their shoulderstouching asthey listened to the forest sounds.

"Thisvaley isfilled with spirits" the Rover girl said to him suddenly. Her fingersreached up to brush the
ar."l can sensethem dl around, watching." She paused. "I think they might have been waiting for us. |
don't know why they would do that, but they are very purposeful in their movements, very deliberate.”

"Maybethey are here because they were called just now by the Trolls" Pen glanced at her. "Maybe
they have comein response.”

Thegirl nodded. "They might be here to offer protection. | don't sense hodtility." She touched hishand.
"l have an idea, Pen. Use your magic to ask them. Y ou can communicate with living things of al sorts.
Spiritsare dive. Seeif they will spesk to you.”

Helooked off into the velvet darkness, into the massed trees toward the black wall of the Inkrim, and
wondered how to go about it. It began, in most cases, with whoever or whatever hewastrying to
communicate with making asound or movement that he could interpret. A hawk might reved its hunger
or itsdesirefor amate through its cries. A rabbit might convey itsfear by the way it looked a him. The
way asmdl bird flew could reved its urgency to reach itsyoung. The brush of treelimbsor tal grasses
againg hisface could tell him if they werein need of water. The movement of thewind told him of
storms. He had once been warned of awolf when atiny ground squirrel darted through dried leaves.

But there was nothing to hear or seein thissituation. Spirits did not always have avoice. They did not
awaystakeform. He would haveto try something else.

Heleaned forward and placed his hands against the earth, trying to read something from the fed of the
ground. But after severd minutes of patient concentration, there was sill no response.



"No, Pen," Cinnaminson whispered suddenly, taking his hands and lifting them away. "These are spirits
of theair. Reach up to them.”

Hedid as she bid, holding up his hands with hisfingers spread, asif to catch the fed of thewind. He
held them steady, then moved them dowly about, groping for contact.

A moment later, he had it. Something brushed againgt hisfingers ever so softly, just for amoment before
it was gone. Then something else grazed hisarm. He read purpose in those touchings,- he found life.
They were as gossamer as spider webbing and as ephemera as birdsong, but they were old and
therefore strong, too. They had lived along time and seen agreet ded. He could tell dl that from asingle
touching, and it shocked him.

But they were gone as quickly asthey had come, and they didn't return. After he told Cinnaminson what
he had fdt, hetried to reach for them severa times more and could not find them.

"They are not ready for usto know them,” the Rover girl said. "We must be patient. They will reveal
themsalves when they are ready.”

Later, wrapped in his blanket, Pen thought for along time before he drifted off to deep about what form
that revelaion might take.

They set out at daybreak, moving into the heavy woods while the shadows still layered the earth in dark
patches and the sunlight was adim glow east through the canopy of the trees. The air was chilly and
smelled of earth grown rich and fecund over time. The night sounds were gone, replaced by morning
birdsong and the soft rustle of the wind through the leaves. The woods remained dark and deep, as
impenetrable to sight asamidnight pond, looking exactly the samein al directions, the trees and grasses
awall againg the outsde world.

They traveled in Snglefile, Kermadec leading, Atalan acting as rear guard, and Pen and his companions
placed squarely in the center of the line. The boy walked with Cinnaminson, his eyes sweeping the forest,
his senses dert. He searched the shadows and treetopsfor life, and more often than not, hefound it. The
Inkrim hummed with activity, itslife-formsasurprise at every turn. The birds were often strange, colored
and plumed in unfamiliar ways. Therewere smal ground animasthat reminded him of squirresand
chipmunks, but were something else. Thisvalley and the creaturesthat lived within it were old, Kermadec
had said, and that suggested that their origins could be found in the world that had existed before the
Great Wars. Certainly nothing of the world Pen knew seemed to have aplace here.

The day wore on and the sun lifted into the mountain sky, but little of itslight penetrated to the forest
floor. The night shadows remained thick and unbroken, and the air stayed cool and crisp. Therewas a
twilight fed to the valley, apeculiar absence of red daylight and summer warmth. The woods produced
their own dimate, peculiarly suitableto thisvalley.

Now and then they would cross atrail. Narrow and poorly defined, the tracks meandered and ended
abruptly, and there wasllittle about them to suggest that they might lead to anything. Kermadec followed
them when it was convenient to do so, but more often than not kept to the off-trail breaksin the trees that
offered easiest passage and clearest vision of their surroundings. He did not seem particularly concerned
about what might be hiding from them and spent no noticeabl e time searching the degp shadows. Perhaps
his training and experience reassured him that he would sense any danger lying in wait. Perhapsit was his
acceptance of thefact that in aplacelike this, ancient and secretive, there was only so much you could
do to protect yourself.



Though he searched carefully a every turn, Pen did not see anything that day that seemed threatening.
While at times the forest gppeared dark and menacing, nothing dangerous ever materidized.

On the second day things changed.

They had enjoyed afire and hot food the night before, thefirst of both in aweek. They had drunk
strong-flavored defrom skinsthe Trolls carried and dept undisturbed through the night. Rested and
refreshed, they had set out again a dawn. This day |ooked very much like thefirst,- the skieswere more
cloudy and thelight paer, but the forests of the Inkrim seemed unchanged. Nevertheless, Penfelt a
differencein thingsadmost a once, asubtle distinction that at first lacked asource. It was only after he
had been walking awhile that he redlized that the forest sounds were quieter, the wind softer, and the air
warmer. Even these didn't seem to him to be the source of the problem, and he was plagued by anagging
certainty that he was missing something.

"Does everything seem dl right to you?" he asked Cinnaminson findly.
"Y ou sense them, too, don't you?' shereplied at once. She was walking next to him, keeping close.

He stared at her, then glanced around quickly, scanning the forest shadows, the deep mottled black and
green of the trunks and grasses, of the limbs and leaves. "'|s someone there?

"In thetrees. Hiding. Watching. More than one."
Heexhaed dowly. "I sensed them, but | didn't know what they were. How long have they been there?'

"Since we started out. They must have found us during the night." She brushed back loose strands of her
honey-colored hair. "1 thought they were the spirits of theair at firg, the onesfrom last night. But these
are creatures of flesh and blood." She paused. "They track us."

Pen took her hand and squeezed it. His eyes swept the trees. "Wait here. I'll tell Kermadec.”

But Kermadec aready knew. "Urdas," he advised, bending close to Pen to whisper the word. "Not
many of them, but enough to keep usin sight without showing themsalves. They'reworking in relays,
small groups of them, each legpfrogging ahead of the othersin turn to pick us up aswe come pag,
bracketing us so that we don't get away."

Pen felt his heart quicken. "What do they want?'

The Maturen glanced over. His barklike features made him seem one with the trees. "They want to
know what we are doing here. They will stay with usuntil they are sure.”

Pen dropped back again, faling into step with Cinnaminson. ""He says he knows about them. He says
they arejust watching us."

The Rover girl smiled. "Someoneiswatching them, too." Her blind eyes shifted to find his. "The spirits of
theair didn't leave, after dl. They are ill out there.”

The morning passed away, and the clouds massed and darkened overhead. A storm was blowing in,
and it would bringa heavy rain. Kermadec began to look for shelter, but there were no caves or rocky
overhangsto keep them dry. Instead, they crawled benegth the protective boughs of ahuge fir, hunkering
down when the cloudburst struck, staying put until the rains had dowed to adrizzle, then crawling out



again, dampened and chilled, to begin walking once more.

That night, they camped in the lee of alightning-split hardwood that had once risen hundreds of feet into
the air and was now as dead as old corngtalks. Its leaves were gone and its limbs blackened and bare,
charred bones on askeleton. All around its shattered trunk, the ground was burned and denuded aswell,
and their fire cast its broken giant's shadow into the enfolding darkness. Kermadec doubled the watch,
and Pen hardly dept at dl. Overhead, clouds scudded across the stars and bats darted through the night
likewraiths.

Thethird day dawned gray and damp, but the rains did not return. The company set out at daybreak,
the Urdastracking it from somewhere in the trees where Pen still could not see them, even if Kermadec
could. Pen wastired and irritable from arestless night, and he was unnerved by the constant, unseen
presence. His spiritslifted only marginally when Kermadec assured him that they were getting closer to
their destination; seeing would be believing.

By midmorning, thelook of the Inkrim had undergone a noticeable change. The trees had become
massive and twisted, aforest of ancient behemothsthat crowded out everything smaller and left the valey
floor barren and stark. The gray light filtering through the clouds was diffused further by the canopy of
leaves and branches. The forest was shadowy and gray at every turn, and the air had grown thin and
gae. Birdsong and insect buzzing disappeared, and the ground animals faded away. There was a hushed
quality to the landscape that reminded the boy of places where only dead things were found. He heard
the sound of his own breathing as he walked. He could hear the beating of his heart.

"1 don't like this place anymore,” Cinnaminson whispered to him at one point, and took his hand in her
own.

Sometime around midday, Pen saw the Urdas for the first time. They appeared al a once, coming out
of the shadows, diding from behind tree trunks, materidizing out of nowhere. Even though he had never
seen one before, he knew what they wereimmediately. They had aprimitive, dangerous ook to them.
Physically, they appeared to be a cross between Trolls and Gnomes. Their bodies were smal and wiry
like those of the latter, but their skin was thick and barklike and their faces blunt and flat like the former.
They were covered in atangle of wiry hair, their Trollish festuresflat and expressionless. Short, muscular
legs and long arms alowed them to move sdewaysin crab fashion as they shadowed the company on
both sides through the ancient trees.

"Stay together," Kermadec called back over his shoulder. "Don't provoke them. They're only watching.”

But more were gppearing at every turn, gethering at the fringes of the hazy light in large clusters.
Gradualy, they began to surround the company. For thefirst time, Pen noticed the nature of the weapons
they carried, amix of short spears and odd-shaped flat objects that were hooked and sharpened on their
ends and appeared to be designed for throwing.

"How far do we haveto go?' Ataan caled to hisbrother from his rear-guard position.

Kermadec glanced back and shook hishead. "I'm not sure. It's been along time. Another few miles,
maybe. Thisforest runsdl theway to the ruins of the city. Kegp moving.”

Moments later, more Urdas appeared directly in front of them, narrowing the way forward even farther.
They were beginning to closein, Pen redlized. He did aquick count; more than a hundred were set to
block theway. Theflat, dark faces were expressionless, but the way they hefted their wegpons and the
deliberate stances they had assumed suggested the nature of their intentions.



"Khyber Elessedill!" Kermadec caled out. He beckoned her forward. The rest of the company closed in
behind them, sensing that things were about to change. "Can you work alittle Druid magic to make them
move back?" the Maturen asked.

Shefrowned. "l can. But if | do that—"

"Yes, it may give usaway to the Druids," he cut her short. "But if you don't, the Urdasaregoing to try to
take us prisoner. They have made up their minds that we intend to invade the ruins, and they won't alow
it. There aretoo many to fight. Magic offers us our best chance of escaping, even if you use just alittle of
it. They are afraid of what they don't understand.”

She glanced back at Pen, giving him alook that suggested thiswas dl hisfault. "All right," she agreed. "l
can scare them. Then what happens?”

Kermadec shrugged. "Then, we run. If we can get to the ruins, they won't follow usin. Theruinsare
sacred ground, forbidden to them. They'll leave usto the spirits.”

Ofwhich we already know there are some, Pen thought. But he understood they hadn't any better
choice.

"Stand ready,” Khyber said, her hands dready beginning to weavein small circles.

Aningant later, the air wasfilled with bits of fire that screamed and flew in al directions, acloudburst of
sound and light that sent the Urdas scrambling away in terror.

"Run!" Kermadec shouted.

The Trollsand their charges raced ahead through the trees and shadows. Kermadec led theway. Asbig
as hewas, he moved like adeer, leaping and bounding past scrambling Urdas and around ancient trunks
with hiswar club swinging. Cinnaminson ran with Pen, holding hishand, letting him lead theway. The
forest was open enough that she could do so, and he matched his pace to hers, quickly discovering she
was amost as swift ashewas.

Behind them, Tagwen lumbered mightily, his bresth coming in short gasps, his stubby legs churning.

Thewhirlwind of fire dartslasted another few minutes, and then it faded, leaving aresidue of smoke
trailsthat lifted toward the canopy liketiny butterflies. It took afew minutesfor the Urdasto collect
themsdlves, and then they werein pursuit. They came through the treesin droves, small, wiry bodies
leaping and scrambling, calling out in sudden, high shrieksthat cut to the bone. Seconds later, their
strange throwing weapons began to whiz through the air with degp humming sounds, dicing off small
limbs and burying themsalvesin tree trunks. Had Pen and his companions been in the open and stlanding
gtill, they would have been cut down in moments. Moving through the woods, they were less easy to hit.
Nevertheless, Pen found himsdlf running faster.

The chase wore on for amile, then two. The Trollsweretireless, and Pen and his companions were
driven by fear, so they managed to keep just ahead of the Urdas. When Tagwen faltered, one of the
Trolls snatched him right off hisfeet, tucked him under one arm, and kept running. But the distance
between hunter and hunted was closing fast. When Pen findly risked aquick glance over his shoulder, he
found the Urdas right behind Atalan and the other two Trollswho were acting as rear guards. The
throwing weapons mostly bounced off the Trollslike sticks, but Pen could see blood showing through



rentsin theleather tunics.

Then one of the Trolls running with Atalan caught a spear in the back of the neck above his protective
vest, and he went down in aheap. Kermadec's brother turned instantly, shouted for help, and charged
back into the pursuing Urdas with such ferocity that they were bowled over and scattered. Khyber
wheeled around aswell, words of magic tumbling from her lips, handsweaving. A fresh assault of fire
dartsflew at the Urdas, shrieking and burning. But thistime the Urdas didn't flee. Ducking behind trees
and flattening themsalves to the ground, they smply waited out the barrage.

Atalan bent quickly over thefdlen Troll. A moment later, he was back on hisfeet.

"Dead!" he snapped a no onein particular. Then, seeing Pen and Cinnaminson frozen in place and
garing a him, he shouted, "Run, you foold"

Everyone turned and began to race ahead once more. But the members of the company were winded,
worn down by the chase and the never-ending number of pursuers. Already, more Urdas were after
them, ignoring thefire darts, tearing through the trees and flinging their wegpons with wild shrieks.

Then one of those wegpons found Pen, catching him just behind the knees and toppling him in awash of
pain and blood.

It happened so fast that he was down on the ground almost before he redlized what was happening. He
had the presence of mind to let go of Cinnaminson as he was struck, so that she was not pulled down
with him. But he tumbled hard, and when hetried to rise he found hislegswould not work. Lying
crippled on the ground, he would have died then if not for Atalan. The burly Rock Troll swept him up as
he charged past, tucked him under hisarm, pounded up to where Cinnaminson stood staring in petrified
dishdief thinking she had lost Pen, and snaiched her up aswell.

"Can't belosing you now, little man," he hissed a Pen, racing after the othersas missilesflew al around
them. "Not after dl the trouble you've caused us."

Somehow he eluded the Urdaweapons flung at him, caught up to the othersin the company, and
matched their pace. Jounced and shaken in the crook of Atalan's arm, Pen was aware of how hard
carrying him must be, how much strength it must require. But the Rock Troll didn't seem winded, just

agry.

Ahead, more Urdas appeared, closing ranksin aline of dark, gnarled bodies. Beyond, the trees thinned,
and the remains of rock walls and stone columns lifted against abackdrop of trees and mountains, their
colors hazy in the grayish light. Kermadec yelled to his Trolls, and five of them joined himin atight
formation of armored bodies and heavy clubs and axes. The rest of the company, including Atalan, fell
into place behind him. There was no time to think about what they were doing,- they were on top of the
Urdas aimost before Pen redlized what they intended. The Trolls went through the Urdaranks asif they
were made of paper. Weapons dashed and cut, but the Trolls fought past any resistance with ferocious
purpose, and in seconds the entire company was through.

Again, therazor-sharp missilesflew after them, but thistime they were thrown hafheartedly and to little
effect. The effort to keep the intruders from the ruins had failed. Prevented by their beliefs from pursuing
further, the Urdas clustered at the edge of the trees and screamed in fury. But by the time Kermadec and
his Trolls had collapsed inside the first set of crumbling wals, putting Pen and his companions safdly
behind the protective stone barriers, the screaming had stopped.



In the ensuing silence, Pen Ohmsford listened to the pounding of his heart.
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Lying on the ground beside aclearly winded Atalan, Pen managed to lift his head far enough to look
back at his pursuers. A seaof staring eyes, the Urdas were hunkered down in knots all dong the edge of
the forest. The sudden silence was unnerving. It was asif they were waiting for something to happen,
something they knew about that Pen and his companions did not. Pen looked over his shoulder into the
ruins. Other than rubble, weeds, and a scattering of saplings that fronted the sprawl of walls of columns
beyond, there was nothing to see.

"Savages," Ataan muttered.

Pen gave up on the Urdas and looked down at hislegs. There was blood all over where the skin had
been broken and the flesh gouged by Urda wegpons. Cinnaminson moved over beside him, running her
hands over his calves, exploring the wounds, her touch so gentle he could barely fed it. He marveled
anew at how she could see so clearly what to do when she was unable to use her eyes. Her blind gaze
found hisface, asif she knew what he was thinking, and her sudden smile was so dazzling that it took his
bregth away.

"It doesn't fed asif the tendons have been severed or the bones broken," she said.

Beyond the walls of their shelter, the Urdas suddenly began to chant, breaking the momentary silence.
Thewords of the chant were indistinguishable, but their purpose was clear.

"Look at them,” Atdan growled. "Afraid to do anything more than stand out there and hope that by
cdling on their spirit guardians something bad will happen to us. Stupid.”

"They do the only thing they know to do," Cinnaminson said quietly.

The Rock Troll glanced over at her, his gaze flat and unfriendly. "Don't make excuses for them, blind girl.
They don't deserveit. They would havekilled you."



"A blind girl understands something about the need for excuses,” she replied, turning her empty eyes
toward hisface. "A blind girl perceives savagery differently than you do, | think."

Kermadec appeared and knelt down beside them. Without aword, he took out his hunting knife, cut off
Pen's pant legs, and used the scraps of cloth to bind the wounds. ™Y ou can wash and dress this | ater,
once we are deeper into the ruins and safely away from the Urdas.”

Pen nodded. "I'll bedl right."
Kermadec moved away again, and Pen looked over at Atalan. "'l oweyou my life," he said.

The burly Troll glanced a him, gartled. His blunt featurestightened. ™Y ou don't owe me anything, little
man," hereplied.

Then he rose with agrunt and walked away.
Perplexed, Pen sared after him. "What iswrong with him? Why is he so unfriendly?"

"Heisn't sure how he fedls about what he hasjust done," Cinnaminson answered. "He doesn't know why
hedidit." Shetouched his shoulder. "This doesn't have to do with you, Pen. It hasto do with his brother
and himsdlf. | think dmost everything does.™

Pen thought about that for atime, sitting with his back to thewall and listening to the Urdas chant, and
decided she was probably right. Atalan's relationship with his brother was complex and disturbing, and
he didn't think there was much point in trying to understand it without knowing agood ded morethan he
did. He glanced over at Khyber Elessedil, who was sitting by hersdlf, looking off into the ruins, and then
at Tagwen, who sat with his head between hislegs, asif hewas sick to his ssomach. Pen didn't like it that
the four outlanders had become so dependent on the Trolls. He couldn't put hisfinger on why that
bothered him so, but he thought it had more than alittle to do with his uncertainty about Kermadec and
Atalan. Rock Trollswere strange enough in their own right without the unwelcome addition of sbling
conflict,- it only heightened his uneasinessto think that at some point their safety might depend on how
well the brothers could manage to get dong. He knew how highly Tagwen thought of Kermadec, but
Kermadec was only one man. They would have to depend on the other Trolls, aswell, and that included
Atdan.

How much did Atalan care about what happened to them? It was an unfair question, of course. Atalan
had just saved hislife. There was no reason for him to be suspicious. Nevertheless, he was.

Kermadec dlowed them ashort rest, then gathered them together again. They kndlt behind the wall at
the edge of theruins, listening as the Urda chant rose and fell in a steady, monotonous rhythm.

"We're going now," he said quietly, ignoring the wailing. "'l want usto be at the bridge by nightfal. We
will make camp there, then crossin the morning, when it islight and we can see clearly. | don't think the
Urdaswill come after us. They are afraid of the spirits and won't chance angering them, no matter how
badly they want to get their hands on us. They will rely on the spiritsto punish usfor them.”

He paused. "Still, | don't want to take anything for granted. So we will leave quietly and in secret, just
two or three of usat atime." At the mention of spirits, Pen glanced at Cinnaminson, but the Rover girl
was staring straight ahead.

"Y oung Penderrin,” Kermadec said, causing Pen to jump. ™Y ou and your Rover girl will gofirst. | want



you to keep a sharp watch for anything moving once we start insgde. |'ve been here only once, years ago,
and | bardly got past these walls. What | know, I've heard from others, and none of it isreliable. | know
of the bridge and theidand. | know of the thing that deepsin theravine. But there may be other dangers,
and | depend on you, with your specid talents, to warn us of them.”

Pen nodded. He noticed that Khyber 1ooked relieved. The onus of having to risk using her Druid magic
again had been lifted for the moment. As Kermadec finished hisingtructionsto Pen and Cinnaminson and
turned his attention to his Trolls, Pen moved over to the Elven girl. "Well done, Khyber," he said. "That
was aclever bit of magic back there. Y ou saved usall.”

She nodded. "At acost | don't care to contemplate.”
"Y ou think you gave us away? Y ou think we were detected?”

She shrugged. "I don't know. | didn't use much magic, and what | did useis not so different from what
can dready befound inthisvalley. Elemental magic, inits purest form. The Inkrim isknown to the Druids
asaplace of such magic. Ahrentold me of it ontheway.” She hesitated. "I might not have attracted any
atention at dl. But | can't be sure. | can't redly be sure about anything.”

She shook her head. " Ahren would know, if he were here. He would do better at this."

Pen leaned close. "Don't talk likethat. | know you misshim. | misshim, too. | know it would be easier if
hewere dill dive." Helowered his gaze quickly when she whedled on him, her eyes hot and angry, but he
kept talking. "He gave you the responsibility for what happensto dl of us. He knew what he was doing.

Y ou've saved us twice now, Khyber. | know we have placed ourselvesin the hands of these Trolls, but
it'syou we depend on. It'syou who redly keegps us safe”

Helifted his gaze again. She was dtill staring at him, but the anger had drained away. " Sometimes | think
you are older than you look, Penderrin,” she said.

Kermadec was motioning that it was time to go. Pen reached over and squeezed Khyber's hand. "Well
bedl right."

The Maturen led Pen and Cinnaminson away from the rest of the company and into the ruins, cregping
across the open spaces behind the crumbling wall to gain the concealment of the undergrowth and rubble
beyond. Theterrain was uneven and difficult to navigate, and it took them some time to make their way
through the weeds and debris. Pen turned his attention to his surroundings, searching out any indication of
danger. All he sensed were insects, ground birds, and small animals. Stands of trees rose from the piles
of broken stone in sparse clumps, casting shadows across the open spaces like wooden fingers, marking
the progress of the sun west. There weren't more than a couple of hours of daylight left, and it was
aready obviousto the boy that Stridegate was much bigger than he had assumed. He saw bitsand
pieces of it poking out of the hillsfarther in and to either Sde of where they walked. He found himself
wondering how old the city was and who had inhabited it. Once, it must have been enormous.

He kept his questions to himself. There would be a better time to ask them. He looked over at
Cinnaminson, noted the concentration etched on her face, glanced back the way they had come, saw
nothing of the others, and turned to what lay ahead.

They walked for along time, more than an hour by his estimation, and Stridegate's look never changed.
At times, he thought he detected movement, but he was never able to pinpoint its source or its nature. He
wanted to ask Cinnaminson if she noticed anything, but he decided that if shedid and if it wasimportant,



shewould say something. The daylight was beginning to fade more rapidly by then, the shadowsto
lengthen and the sky to darken. Pen was growing hungry and wondered if they would be permitted afire.

The others caught up with them shortly afterwards, gppearing in smal groups until the entire company
had re-formed. Atalan, bringing up the rear, reported that there was no indication of pursuit by the
Urdas, who seemed content to remain outside the ruins. He started to say something more, then glanced
at Cinnaminson and turned away.

They continued on, walking into the twilight, watching the shadows lengthen and fedling the air turn brisk
as the mountain breezesincreased. The Inkrim closed them away, yet they could still catch glimpses of
the jagged peaks of the Klu through a cloak of mist and clouds that wrapped the tips of the mountains.
Pen fdlt the enormity of those peeks, their immutability, their weight and age. They made him fed small
and vulnerable, and he wished more than once he were somewhere el se.

Then, dl at once, it seemed asif he were. The ruins underwent a sudden and dramatic change that
brought the entire company to a shocked halt. They had reached the entrance to awall that, while ancient
and worn, was amost whole. But beyond that wall, al evidence of time's passing vanished. Spread out
before them were gardens of such incredible beauty that it seemed asif they belonged to another place
entirely. Blankets of columbine tumbled from rock walls. Fields of mountain violets, lupine, shooting stars,
and paintbrush spread away in adazzling mix of colors. Rhododendrons twenty feet high clustered
againg walsriddled with ferns and tiny yellow blossoms Pen had never seen. Clumps of pink-tipped
heather grew everywhere.

There were fountains, ponds, and streams, too, their waters rippling and shimmering dark silver inthe
fading light. There were walkways formed of crushed stone and tile, set with benches of polished stone.
There were shrines filled with strange images and inset with precious metals. There were columns of
marble and granite. For asfar asthe eye could see, that part of Stridegate looked to have been
untouched by time.

"How can this be?" Tagwen whispered, coming up to stand beside Pen. "Who could have done this?"
"Not those Urdas," Khyber whispered back.

Pen didn't hear them. He was listening to something €l se, something the others couldn't hear. It wasa
voice, deep and resonant. He couldn't locate its source, but he could heer it clearly. 1t was speaking to
him. It was cdling hisname.

Kermadec and his Trollswere fanning out through the gardens, searching for hidden dangers, suspicious
of what they were seeing. Asthey should be, Pen wasthinking, till lisening to the voice.

"Something lives here,” Cinnaminson whispered, her smooth face lifting toward the light. " Something
walts."

Pen shook his head dowly. The voicethat caled his name went silent. He was aware of something else
then, perhaps the same thing that had attracted Cinnaminson's attention. It was close, but it was deep
underground, he thought. It was huge and ancient. It was not human. He was sensing it through his magic
at every turn. He was reading it from the things that grew in the gardens, from the smal rustlings and
movements of the plants and flowers, vines and grasses. They whispered of it. They responded to it.
Insects and birds and animals, they carried knowledge of it. They could not giveit anameor a
description,- they could only giveit apresence.



Pen took a deep breath. "l senseit, too," he whispered.

Cinnaminson was aready moving ahead into the gardens, her sun-browned face intense and her blind
eyes sweeping over everything asif seeing what no one e se could. She moved swiftly and determinedly,
passing by Kermadec, who turned at her approach but did not try to stop her. Instead he joined her and
beckoned for the othersto follow.

Khyber was dready hurrying after them. Pen stood rooted in place, still hesitating.

"Thereis something wrong here," Tagwen said uneasily, sanding beside him. "These gardens are
beautiful, but there is something wrong about them.”

Pen felt it, too, dthough he couldn't explain it. "We'd better go."

They followed the others, Pen casting wary glances |eft and right, still searching for the voice, for the
presence, for anything that would explain what they were seeing. But nothing appeared, and the gardens
gretched oninaprofusion of brilliant colors and sweet smells. Even in the enfolding twilight, they
shimmered with avibrancy that ssemed so foreign to everything that had gone before thet it was asif the
travelers had entered adream world.

Pen stared about in wonder. How could it be possible?

They caught up to the rest of the company, which was il following Cinnaminson. The Rover girl was
walking asif she knew exactly where she was going, her head lifted into the breeze, her path steady and
undeviating. It seemed to Pen asif she were listening to something. He wondered suddenly if the spirits of
the air had returned, if she was responding to their voices. Was that who he had sensed, aswell?

The group reached a set of broad stone stairsthat led upward until they disappeared into the twilight
haze. Cinnaminson never paused. She began to climb the steps as soon as she reached them, and the rest
of them had no choice but to follow if they were to see where she was going. Pen and Tagwen il trailed
the larger group. The boy was beginning to sense something again, agtirring or awhisper, it washard to
tell. He put out feelers, reaching for what was clearly there, but dthough he could senseit easily, he could
not identify it. There was something confusing about what he was finding,- it wasamost asif helacked a
frame of reference with which to understand it.

At thetop of the gairs, thelittle company cameto ahat behind Cinnaminson, who had stopped findly
and was pointing ahead. The Rover girl's face wasintense and she was breathing hard. Kermadec was
trying to talk to her, but she wasn't responding. Pen, seeing what was happening, abandoned Tagwen
and hurried forward.

"Cinnaminson," he said, taking her by the shoulders and turning her to face him.
Her young face was flushed with excitement. "We have to go there. We have to follow them,” she said.

He looked in the direction she was pointing. An ancient stone arch, pitted by weather and time, bridged
from the grassy area on which they stood to aforest of massive treesthat sat atop a pinnacle of rock, a
forested idand surrounded by adeep ravine that ringed it like amoat, stretching away for asfar ashis
eyescould seein therapidly dimming daylight. The trees on the pinnacle weretal and straight and
unbroken, rising hundreds of feet against the skyline, their bark mottled by greenish gray patches of moss.
Their branches were degply intertwined, forming a canopy so thick that it shut away the sky, but their
trunks were widdly spaced and the ground benegath opened through, clear and uncluttered by



undergrowth. The forest backed away from the edge of the ravinein front of them until it joined with the
curtain of the encroaching night.

Cinnaminson lowered her head againgt his shoulder, asif al the strength had gone out of her. "Did you
hear them, too, Pen? Did you hear their voices?'

Hewrapped her in hisarms and stroked her long hair. 'The spirits of the air?' he guessed. "The ones
from before?’

She nodded. "From the edge of the gardens. Did you hear them?”
"I sensed them, but they spoke only to you." Something el se spoke to me.

"No. It wasn't spesking. They didn't use words. But | knew what they wanted. For usto follow them.
For usto crossto theidand.”

Pen looked again at the narrow stone arch and the forested pinnacle of rock beyond. The top of the
pinnacle was mostly flat, though rock formationsjutted from between the old growth and ravines split the
forest floor. Theinterior of the woods was dark and shadowed in thefailing light. 1t was difficult to tell
how deep in it went.

"Isthetanequil inthere?" he asked quietly. "Isthisthe place?’

She hesitated, then lifted her head to stare blindly at him. "Something isin there. Something iswaiting.”

Kermadec touched Pen on the shoulder and, when he turned, directed his attention to aflat-faced
boulder into which symbols had been carved, the markings so worn they were amost unreadable.

Thisisthewarning of which | spoke," the Maturen advised. "Written in the Ghome language. Very old.
It tells strangers that the place isforbidden. It warnsthat to crossthe bridge is death.” He looked at the
boy. "We can't risk you going until we know. One of uswill haveto go firg."

"No!" Cinnaminson said sharply. Her eyes were suddenly frantic. "No oneisto cross but Pen and me.
We done are permitted entry. The spirits of thear inggt!"

Ataan gave an audible snort and looked off into the trees. Tag-wen began rubbing at his beard the way
he did when he was anxious.

"They told you this?' Kermadec pressed her. "These spirits? Y ou are not mistaken?”

"It doesn't matter,” Khyber interrupted. "1'm going with them, whatever these spirits say. Ahren gavethe
respongbility of making thisjourney to me. He gave me the only red weapon we have. The Elfsoneswill
protect us. And | have the use of Druid magic. Whatever threstens, | will be ableto keep it at bay."

"No," Cinnaminson said again. She walked over to Khyber and embraced her. "Please, Khyber, no. The
warning isclear. Y ou cannot come with us. | wish you could. But whatever lies on the other sideisfor
Pendone”

"And for you, it seems" Khyber said quietly.

"And for me." Cinnaminson released her and stepped back. There weretearsin her eyes. "I'm sorry. |



don't understand why the spirits have chosen me. But my sense of what they want isvery clear. Penisto
go and | am to go with him. But you cannot come. Y ou must not.”

"Thiscould easily beatrap,” Atalan pointed out, hisflat face dark with suspicion as he swung back
around again. Y ou are awfully trusting of invisble voices, Rover girl. If they have bad intentions, you will
likely be dead before you know of them.”

"Heisright," Khyber agreed. " ou aretoo trusting.”

Cinnaminson shook her head. "They are not dangerousto us. They mean us no harm. | havefelt them
guiding us ever since we entered Stridegate. They are a presence meant to shelter us, not to cause us
harm.”

Sheturned to Kermadec. "Please. They have been waiting for us. They want something from us, but
they won't tell uswhat it isuntil we crossthe bridge." She hesitated. "What choice do we have but to do
asthey expect? Pen has come in search of the tanequil, and the Elfstones have shown it to be on this
idand. Doesn't he haveto cross over and find out if it isredly there?!

There was along silence as the other members of the company |ooked at one another uneasily. Even the
Rock Trolls, who spokelittle of her language, seemed to sense what was happening. Already on edge
from their encounter with the Urdas, they were suspicious of everything in this strange place. Stridegate
bel onged to the past, to atime dead and gone. They had intruded on that past by going there, and they
were anxious to do what was needed and be gone again. Most looked to Kermadec, waiting on his
decison.

Cinnaminson turned to Pen, her blind eyes empty, but her face bright with expectation. "Y ou understand,
don't you, Pen?Y ou know what we have to do. Will you cross with me?’

The boy nodded. "I will." He looked at Kermadec. "There is nothing to be gained by sending someone
on ahead. It would be a pointless sacrifice that would tell us nothing. Cinnaminson and | are the oneswho
must test thewarning.”

He could tdll that the big Troll was unhappy with the idea, the impassive face giving away just enough to
reved hisdispleasure. The Maturen glanced at Tagwen and then Khyber, shaking hishead. "I don't like
it, but his point iswdll taken. We won't know anything if we don't et them try. Wewill have comedl this
way for nothing.”

Atalan walked to the edge of the ravine and peered down. "It's degp enough that | cannot make out the
bottom. Maybe there isn't one." Helooked back at them. "If you fall off that bridge, boy, wewill have
comeall thisway for nothing, anyway."

"Tiearope around hiswast," Khyber suggested suddenly. "Tie one to each of them. It couldn't hurt."

They did 0, the trolls knotting the ropesin place and taking up positions on both sides of the bridge,
ready to haul back should it be required. Pen felt foolish, trussed as he was. He thought the effort
pointless. If the spirits of the air or whatever else dwelled in that place wanted them deed, they were not
going to be able to save themselves anyway.

Helooked a Cinnaminson and wished she weren't involved. It was bad enough risking hislife. Hedidn't
caretorisk hers, aswell. It wasn't her fight. It had nothing to do with her. She was here because of him,
and that was unforgivable.



"Pen." Khyber came up to him. "1 will stand at the edge of the ravine when you cross. If anything
threatens—anything at al—I will use the Druid magic and the Elfstonesto help you.” Her lipstightened.

"l wont fail you."
He nodded and smiled. "Y ou haven't yet, Khyber."

Cinnaminson took hold of his hand. Pen looked around at those assembled, those who had come with
him on the quest. Thetrolls stared back, blank-faced and imperturbable. Tagwen was tugging on his
beard, but he managed an encouraging nod. Khyber was aready at the edge of the ravine, the Elfstones
gripped in her hand, her dark face dert and watchful.

Pen took a deep breath and exhaed dowly. With Cinnaminson's hand in his own, he began to walk
toward the bridge.

twenty-three

As he approached, Pen was able to take acloser ook at the bridge, and what he saw gave him pause.
It was narrow, lessthan eight feet wide, and provided no handholdsto protect againgt afall. Y oudon't
want to walk too close to the edge, hethought. Y oudon't want to ook down.

But it was the nature of its congtruction that troubled him most. The bridge was formed of massve stone
blocks cut and placed so precisely that the seams were barely noticeable. Each block was wedge
shaped, with the narrow part pointed downward, the blocks carefully fitted and aligned so that the weight
of each was buttressed by the others, the whole arranged to form the arch that spanned the ravine. There
were no pins or supports or any kind. Stone abutments at each end wrapped the corners, serving as

cradlesto keep the stonestightly pressed together and immobile.

But the massive blocks each must have welghed thousands of pounds. How had they been shaped,
carried, and placed across the ravine without underlying supports? They could not have just hung in
midair, each in turn, while the rest werefitted. Pen could not fathom it. Even using pulleys and a block
and tackle it would have been impossible to suspend the first stones while waiting to set the others. They

were too big, too heavy, and too cumbersome.



There was something el se to consider, he saw. These stoneswere not as old as those of the ruins
themselves. They were smooth and not yet worn and pitted by westher and time aswerethe walls
behind which Pen and his companions had hidden earlier. Stridegate was thousands of yearsold. The
bridge was much newer. It had been constructed long after the city was destroyed and its inhabitants
dead.

Theimplications of his reasoning caused him to shiver,- they made him want to turn around right then
and there and go back.

It would have taken &t least one giant to construct this bridge. It would have taken technology that no
longer exigted in hisworld.

Or it would have taken avery powerful magic.

Hedidn't care for any of those possihilities. All were beyond anything the group had ever encountered.
It dwarfed them, reducing their tiny defensesto a handful of pebbles. Even Khyber, with the magic of the
Elfstonesto ad her, would not be able to stand against something that could accomplish what he saw
before him.

He stopped abruptly, not five feet from the bridge, and stood staring at it. Sensing his discomfort,
Cinnaminson whispered, "Pen? What'swrong?'

He didn't know what to say in reply, how to explain. He wasn't sure he should try. He couldn't turn

back, couldn't give up. The Ard Rhys needed him to go forward if she wasto have any chance at al of
escaping the Forbidding. Those he had come with needed him to crossif they were to redlize any success
from their effortsto bring him there. All other considerations, no matter how daunting, had to be put
adde.

Hewasjust aboy, but he knew ingtinctively what he must do.

"Nothing'swrong," he said, squeezing her hand reassuringly. "Don't worry."

He gtarted forward again, leading her onto the bridge, reaching out with his sensesinto the twilight
shadows that now draped everything from the forested pinnacle to the ravine that surrounded it to the
bridge that reached to it. He used histiny magic, his strange gift, to seek anything that might be waiting.
Whispers came back to him, smal rustlings and little hissngs. They came from unidentifiable sources,
from the impenetrable dark, from the void. He heard them, but could not make sense of them. He sorted
through them swiftly, seeking just one that he might recognize.

Nothing.

He glanced over the side of the bridge into the ravine, into the pooled darkness. His gaze tightened. Was
something moving down there?

He dowed, caution once again taking hold.
-Cross—

A chorus of voices spoke, dl sounding the same, al whispering in perfect unison. They echoed in his
mind, clear astheringing of abell. He started in shock, then glanced quickly at Cinnaminson.



"The spirits of theair," she said softly. "Can you can hear them, too?"
He nodded, surprised that he could, wondering why they were speaking to him, aswell.

-Cross-Fairy voices, soft and feminine. Telling him to come ahead, to do what they had brought him to
do.

"Who are you?"' he whispered.
—Aeriads. Spiritsof theair—

"What isthe matter?' Khyber called out to them, adisembodied voice from somewhere behind. "Are
you dl right?'

He waved back at her without looking.
-Cross-

The whispers urged him to obey, and he did so, not knowing why exactly, not understanding the nature
of hisreadinessto do as they commanded, only knowing that he should. He moved dowly, one careful
gep at atime, climbing toward the apex of the stone arch, watching the idand pinnacle draw steadily
closer.

"Where do you come from?" he whispered, not really expecting an answer, but curious anyway.

-From our father and mother. From seedlings strewn far and wide. From wind and rain and
time-Surprised, Pen considered the words. He had no ideawhat they meant, but the wordseedlings
caught his attention.

"Areyou children of the tanequil ? Isthe tree your father?'

-Our father and our mother. Onelivesin light; one dwellsin dark. One haslimbs- one hasroots. They
walt for you—

Pen shook his head. At the center of the bridge, at the apex of the stone arch, suspended above the
dark void of the ravine, he was suddenly aware of something stirring down in the depths, down where he
couldn't see. His senseswarned him, but he could not trace that warning to anything specific. Hejust
knew. He froze in response, feding Cinnaminson do the same. She was aware of it, aswell. It wasn't the
rustle of grasses or the whisper of leaves. Thiswas something much larger—like the heavy rub of a
massive anima passing through brush or the drag of logs, cut and chained, through dry earth. But it
wasn't locdized like that, either. It was spread dl through the ravine, twisting and turning dong ruts and
down sinkholes, oozing and burrowing through dirt and under |0ose stone.

Mirrored in the sharp glare of the setting sun, avision flashed before his eyes. Out of that glare, a
monstrous apparition took shape, vague and unformed, athing of tentacles and feders, of crushing
strength and brutal response. He saw in its grip the bodies of humans and animals dike. He saw them
break and bleed. He watched their struggles and heard their cries. He cringed from the vision, turning
quickly away, closing his eyesto shut out the sights and sounds.

-Cross-



The ropesthat had been bound about their waists fell away asif severed by knives. Shouts and cries
ensued from those |eft behind, but quickly faded.

-Cross-

The voices of the agriads caled to him once more, firm and insstent. Keeping tight hold of Cinnaminson,
he moved swiftly ahead, no longer even glancing toward the ravine. The shadows had thickened with the
twilight, and it seemed asif, Snewy and rapacious, they weretrying to climb from the ravine, out of the
darkness and into the light. Pen walked more quickly till, trying to ignore their presence, to block away
his perception of the thing below, to ignore the possibility that it was attempting to find him.

Then hewas across, safdly off the bridge, stlanding on the solid rock of the pinnacle amid afringe of
trees and brush, just another of the twilight shadows. He no longer sensed the thing in the ravine. He no
longer fdlt it coming for him. He breathed dowly and deeply, steadying himsalf, pushing back hisfear. He
wasdl right. Hewas safe.

Helooked over at Cinnaminson, whose shadow-streaked face was pale and drawn, etched with lines of
fear. He squeezed her hand. "We're across. It isn't coming anymore.”

She nodded that she understood, but her tension would not be so easily dispelled.

-Come-

The agriads had no time or interest in fear, it s;emed. Pen and Cinnaminson started ahead once more,
moving into the trees. Night descended, the moon and stars appeared, and the texture of the light
changed. Sowly, their vision adjusted, and they were able to see well enough to know how to place their
feet. The trees closed about them, towering old-growth giants, age-worn sentindls of that strange place.
Pen could dmost fed them watching, waiting to see what he and Cinnaminson would do. Theforest was
deep and Hill, and it wasliving. Pen stepped lightly, gingerly, thinking it made a difference where and how
he waked. The earth was soft, carpeted with needles, damp and smelling of mulch and rot. He did not
hear the sounds of night birds or small animals. He did not see anything move.

—Come-

The aeriads led them with whispered encouragement, leading them through the forest, between the
massive old trees, down the ravines and across the ridges, over the rocky outcroppings and around the
steep drops. The path was circuitous and unknowable, athread that no one who hadn't traveled it many
times before could hope to find. Pen could not explain it, but he had the curious feding that it might not
even be possbleto travel the same path twice, that it might somehow be different each time. Even though
comprised of earth and rock, streams and trees—solid, knowable things—that place fdt asif it were
ephemerd and ever shifting. There was achangding qudity toit, amutability that turned it from solid to
liquid, from aterrain of the physical toa dreamscape of the mind. Pen had the fedling that it wasn't aplace
you could go to if you weren't aguest of its maker.

It was aplace, he thought suddenly, in which the King of the Silver River would fed at home.
He began to hear humming then, soft and insstent. He thought it was thewind at first, weaving through

the branches of the trees, vibrating the leaves, but there didn't seem to be any wind. Then the humming
changed to singing, the nature of the words indistinct but the sound clear and compelling.



"Cinnaminson?' he whispered.
Shewasamiling. "The aeriads are Snging, Pen.”

He listened to them, to the strange, echoing voices that seemed to come from both inside and outside his
head, risng and faling in regular cadence, the sounds repesting, over and over.

"Can you understand them?" he asked, leaning close and speaking softly, afraid that hisvoice might do
something to disturb the song, might break its spell.

She shook her head. "Isn't it beautiful ? 1t makes me want to sing with them.”

They continued on through the trees, deep into the forest, far away from the ravine and the thing that
dwelled within it. Night had descended, and the world was amix of tiny pieces of sarlit sky glimpsed
through breaks in the canopy. Pen could not be certain how far they had come, but it seemed much
farther than should have been possible. The pinnacle, though large, was of afinite distance, certainly no
more than a quarter of amile across. Even alowing for dl the climbing up and down and detours over
rocky terrain, they shouldn't have been ableto travel so far without reaching the opposite side.

But they waked on anyway, the time passing, the night settling in, silent and soft, the air warming, the
light from moon and stars growing steadily brighter. After atime, Pen dropped Cinnaminson's hand, no
longer afraid for her or himsdlf, willing to believe that they had found a haven from the dangersthat had
tracked them for so many days. It was a conclusion based on afedling, not rationa cause.

But it felt asrea to him asthe earth he walked and the trees he navigated, and that was enough.

Findly, long after the moon had risen and they had walked well beyond any distance it should have
taken to cross the pinnacle, the aeriads, who had been singing dl the while, went suddenly lill.

-Wait-Pen and Cinnaminson did so, taking hands again without looking a each other, an act of
reassurance that had become as familiar and comforting to them as a childhood hug. All about them, the
ancient forest had gone till, the silence deep and penetrating, apresence asred asthe sky and earth.

Ahead, a sudden, unexpected brightness shone through the trees, asif the moon had broken through the
thick forest canopy to light aplace previoudy hidden from view.

-Come-

They went forward once more, drawn by the invisible presence of the aeriads, trusting to fate and their
invisible guides. Pen felt a strange sense of calmness, a peace of mind he hadn't known since Patch Run.
Everything would be dl right, he knew. Whatever awaited, everything would be dl right.

Then they stepped from the trees into a clearing awash with moonlight. The canopy of the trees had
pulled back, opening to the heavens asif in deference to the ancient tree that sat at the very center. It was
massive by any stlandard, itstrunk thick and gnarled and itslimbs twisted and broad, lending it an
otherworldly, surreal ook among even the largest and strangest of the old growth that surrounded it. The
moonlight revedled it clearly, particularly the odd colorsthat infused its bark and leaves—the former a
peculiar mix of mottled black and gray, the latter deepest green bordered in bright orange. Pen could see
the colors clearly, even in the darkness. He could see the way they mingled with each other, forming a
strange pattern that glimmered againgt the deep black backdrop of the starry sky.



He had found the tanequil.

He had seen it only once, in the flare of the vision revedled by the Elfstones weeks before, when Ahren
Elessedil had used the magic in the Elven village of Emberen to make certain that rinding the tree was an
attainable goal. He had seen it then, but the vision was nothing compared to what he was seeing in front
of him. No vision could adequatdly capture the size and magesty of that giant. No vison could revedl how
it made him fed to stand beforeit, dwarfed by its size and the sum of itsyears.

Dwarfed, he thought suddenly, by itsintelligence.

He blinked in shocked surprise. He could fed the tanequil watching him. Hefelt it considering him,
deciding what it would do with him now that he wasthere. It wasawild, irrationa conclusion, one
couched in premonition. Nevertheless, he was convinced of it. The tanequil was watching.

"Pen, | have to go now," Cinnaminson said suddenly, releasing his hand and stepping away. Her milky
eyesshifted blindly. "The agriads say | must go."

"Go where?' Hewas suddenly afraid. He wasn't sureif hewas afraid for her or for himself,- he only
knew that he didn't want to be separated from her. "Why do you have to go?'

"So that you can be done. So that you can do what you came hereto do." Her smile was quick and
dazzling, lighting up her facein away that rendered her ingtantly beautiful. " The aeriads are going to show
me what they look like. They brought me here so that | could see them. | won't belong.”

He stared at her helplesdy. "I don't want you to leave.”

Her eyes shifted again, searching the space between them, making it seem asif sheweretryingtofind a
way to reach him. "Y ou came to find the tanequil, Pen. Y ou have done so. Make something good come
out of that. Find what you need to help your aunt."

She hesitated amoment longer, then turned away. "'l am coming,” she said to the air, to something only
she could hear. Her head lifted dightly. "Good luck, Pen."

Hewatched her disgppear into the trees, sylphlike, ashadow quickly lost in the changing mix of light and
dark, swallowed whole.

"Good luck," he echoed back, and was aone.

He stood mationlessin front of the tanequil for along time, unsure of where or how to begin, of what to
do. Thetree would give him one of its branches, if he could find away to persuadeit to do so. The
branch could be shaped into something called adarkwand, if he could figure out how. The darkwand
would give him accessto the Forbidding and dlow him to find and retrieve hisimprisoned aunt and bring
her home again, if he could reach Paranor and pass through the portal created by the potion caled liquid
night.

If. That word was everywhere. It loomed al about him like an impenetrable wall.
What should he do?

Hewaited some more, haf hoping that the tree would try to communicate with him, that it would take
the initiative and show him away to spesk with it. But after standing in front of it for what seemed an



interminable amount of time, he gave up hoping. The effort to communicate would have to come from
him. He was the supplicant,- he was the one who was going to have to find away to break through.

He had communicated with the aeriads just by speaking aoud. Would that work with the tanequil, as
wdl?

"My nameis Penderrin Ohmsford,” he said. ""Can you understand what | am saying?"

Hefdlt foolish speaking that way, and he knew as soon as the words were out that there wasn't going to
be any response. The tanequil was different from the aeriads. He was going to have to find a different

way of speaking to it.

Hewaked up to the tree and placed his hands on its bark, running them dowly over the hard, rough
surface. He was surprised at the warmth he found there, a pulsating heat that radiated outward to spread
through his own body. He kept his hands in place as the heat entered him, thinking that might be the
beginning of away to connect.

But nothing more happened.

Hetook his hands away, staring upward into the thick nest of intertwined limbs. The orange-tipped
leaves shimmered in the moonlight overhead, arippling that reminded him of asunset'sglow on the
surface of the Rainbow Lake. Rustling sounds emanated from that shimmer, soft and gentle, and he
reached for them with his senses, drawing them in, trying to sort them out and make them into words.

But nothing reveded itsdlf.

He moved back again, gaining some distance, hoping that by doing so he might aso gain some
perspective. But as he walked dowly around the tanequil, studying its shape, he began to doubt that such
athing was possible. From every angle, the tree appeared the same—ancient and huge, aknotted enigma
aboy could never hope to untangle. It was atree, and as such he understood some little bit about it. But
it was atree of such immensity—of sze and shape and age and immutability, of innate inteligence and
deep understanding—that it defied him. He recognized its power, but he could not begin to cometo
termswith it. Thelonger he tried to decide how it might be done, the more certain he became that it
couldn't. The tanequil was too remote, too foreign, and too impenetrable for anyone possessed of less
meagic than aDruid.

Khyber, he thought, would be better suited for this. He wished suddenly that he had agreed to let her
come.

But that wasridiculous. It wasn't Khyber who had been sent by the King of the Slver River. He wasthe
one who had been told that he could find away to communicate with the tree.

He sat down, crossing hislegs before him, resting his chin in his hands, staring at its mottled trunk, and
trying to think the problem through. There had to be ameansfor doing so. He might not know what it
was yet, but he should be ableto find it if he just thought about it long enough. Communication with living
things came about in all sorts of unexpected ways. He had discovered that over the years,- he knew it to
be true. So there was away to communicate with the tanequil too. There was away to understand it and
to makeit understand him.

How do trees communicate?



He had no idea. Until then, he had never heard of onethat did. Save for the legendary Ellcrys, when it
spoke with the Chosen of the Elven people. But the Ellcrys was formed from ahuman who had willingly
agreed to be transformed into atree. So there was human nature buried somewhere deep within the
Ellcrys. He wasn't sure the same could be said of the tanequil. He knew nothing of its history, nothing of
how it had comeinto being. He could not presume that there was anything human about it.

He must find another way, then. It was atree, and, as such, aplant. What did he know of plantsand
their relationship with the world? They were alive and took their nourishment from the soil. Some, likethe
tanequil, were very old, and because they could not move, they had to be very patient. They had endless
amounts of timeto think, and so they could reason in ways unknown to humans, who were never in one
place long enough to give themsalves over to reasoning as trees could.

He sghed, staring up into the branches. He was imbuing the tree with human characteristics. Should he
be doing that? Did the tanequil think? Did it reason? Could it understand such concepts as patience? Did
it do more than root and nourish as the eons passed and the world changed about it?

He thought for atime about the waysin which he understood other living things. Birds and animashe
understood from their calls and cries, from the way they moved or didn't move. Insects communicated in
much the same way, but without thought. Grasses and flowers possessed limited communicative kills, al
inthe form of ingtinctua responsesto heat and cold, to wet and dry. Days earlier, in the Klu Mountains,
he had read the responses of lichen to the sun's movement by touch. . .

He stopped himsdlf. Would touch work here? He had tried placing his hands on the tanequil, but its bark
was like an armor that protected it from the dements, designed specifically to shidd it. It didn't takein
nourishment or produce responses to the eements through its bark.

It did those things through its roots.

He stared at the tree. Was that the way to communicate with it— through its roots? How in the world
was he supposed to do that, especialy when those roots were buried dozens—perhaps hundreds—of
feet underground? The prospect of digging down to find them seemed ridiculous. Surdly that wasn't what
he was intended to do if he wished to communicate with the tree.

If Cinnaminson were there, she might be able to offer a different perspective. In her blindness,
sometimes she saw things more clearly than he did. He still didn't know why she had been ordered to
leave him aone even though the agriads had been so specific about her coming with him. Frustration and
irritation warred with each other as he thought abot it.

Suddenly, hewasjust tired. He didn't want to think anymore. He didn't want to do anything but rest. He
couldn't remember how long it had been since he had dept.

He stretched out on the ground under the limbs of the ancient tree and closed his eyes. He needed only a
few minutes, just long enough to clear histhinking, and then he would go back to work.

Overhead, the tanequil's branches formed a silvery green canopy in the moonlight, its strange webbing of
orange lines shimmering softly. He had the distinct impression that time was dowing down, that hisown
breathing had become the measure of its passing. Histension and frustration drained out of him until
nothing remained but the leaden ache of his body.

He closed hiseyes and dept.



Ashe dept, he dreamed. His dream was of home and his parents. He was back in Patch Run, and his
mother wastdling him that magic wasn't important, that in some waysit was aburden. His father sood
close by, using the wishsong to bring the buds of flowersinto bloom. All around them, the sky was green
and damp, and the air smelled of rain-soaked earth and leaves. Somewhere distant, an airship flew in
slhouette againgt the sky, and he wished he were on it, safely doft, safely away.

The scene changed, and he was hiding in afortress, degp within itswalls, down where only torchlight
could penetrate the shadows and darkness. He crouched behind awall, listening to sounds that came
from the other sde. He knew what was happening behind those walls, but he couldn't bring himself to
look. Hisaunt, the Ard Rhys, was a prisoner of creatures so terrible that even to look at them was degth.
They were doing things to her best |ft to the imagination. Those things were meant to change her, to ater
her mind, to make her something she didn't want to be. She was calling his name, begging himto help
her, to save her from what was happening. Her cries were desperate, unbearable, filled with pain. She
was dl aoneinthat dark place, and he was the only one who could bring her back into the light.

But he couldn't move.
He could only st there, ligening . . .

He came awake again, eyes opening to a sunrise brightening through the heavy canopy of the tanequil in
aflush of pink light. He stared at the limbs and the sky and the light, fighting back tears and a sense of
desperation that threatened to overwhelm him. He lay without moving, waiting for both to pass, waiting to
regain control of hisemotions, to breathe easily again.

Something stroked the skin of hisarms, soft and feethery. Little fingers were touching him, fairy hands or
insect legs. They moved aong the backs of his hands and wrigts. But their movement wascircular, a
stroking that suggested an attempt to soothe or ease. He grew calm. Histears dried and his heartbeat
dowed. He took deep, steadying breaths.

Without moving his hands or wrigts, he raised himsdlf carefully on hisebows.

Tiny roots sprouted from the ground al around him, little nests of them, some so dender they matched
the hairs on hisarm. They formed a bed, poking from the earth, weaving and touching, twisting and
groking. They were everywhere, though he felt them only where his skin was exposed. In front of him,
the tanequil's limbs were swaying gently and itsleaves shivering in time to the movement of the bed of
rootsthat cradled him. He watched their undulation, watched the swaying of the tree, fascinated,
mesmerized.

Helay back again and closed his eyes. The touching continued, and helost himsdlf in its hypnotic
repetition. He reached out to it with his senses, embraced it, and made it apart of himself.

Then, deegp within his consciousness, down where his heart beat and hislife pulsed, he heard adeep,
dow whisper, and even though it came from within himsdf, the voice waan't his.

—Penderrin—




twenty-four

A singleword spoken. His name. —Penderrin— Only it wasn't spoken in the way that humans spoke. It
didn't come from amouth or even from an independent source. It came from the stroking of the tree
roots againgt his skin, his magic extracting from that touch acommunication meant soldy for him.

—Penderin-

The tanequil was speaking to him. He had been wrong about how communication with the tree would
happen. It wasn't up to him to initiate contact; it was only up to him to be open to it. The tree would
gpesk to him when it chose to. Trying to reach the tanequil on histermswas not going to work.

Helay againg the earth, waiting for something more. But there were no further whispers, and he redized
that thetiny fingerling roots were no longer stroking him. Heroseto asitting position and looked down.
They were gone, al of them. He sat on a patch of sparse grass and bare earth from which no roots
protruded and no sign of the ancient tree was in evidence.

Hetook afew moments to accept that the situation was not going to change, and then he rose and stood
looking at the tree, trying to decide what to do next. Why had it stopped trying to communicate? Did it
require something more from him? He couldn't think what else he could do that would help. To dlow
communication, he had opened himself up to the tree, reached out with his senses, engaged the magic
that was his birthright, and it had happened. What more was there for him to do?

Hecircled thetree, squinting in the glare of the sunrise asthe light fell across hisface. Theforest was
slent and untroubled, avast hall in which even the smallest sound could be heard. It was a sacred place,
and he was asupplicant comein search of hedling and direction. He gtilled hismind and opened his
thoughts, reaching to make afresh connection, his eyes on the tree as he replayed in hismind the
dtill-fresh whisper of hisname.

Nothing happened.

After atime, he sat down again, taking up anew position on the other side of the tree, with hisback to
the sun. He watched the way the light played over the branches and leaves, illuminating fresh parts of the
tree asthe sun lifted out of the mountainsinto the sky. He tried speaking to the tree, tried engaging it with
his magic, with histhinking, even by touching the earth in the hope that he might draw out the root
tendrils. He did everything he could imagine that might stimul ate the treg's consciousness.



Nothing worked.

Frustration washed through him. What had he done before that he was not doing now? Why wouldn't
the tanequil continue their conversation? Perhaps, he thought, it was a question of patience. Trees had
infinite amounts, and for them conversations might require amuch longer period of time. Perhaps one
word at atimewasdl that it could manage, and he must wait awhilefor the next.

Hedidn't like that conclusion. He thought there must be a better one, a more sensible one. He went
back to how things had begun, how he had been deeping, dreaming of home, of the Ard Rhys. . .

He caught himsdlf. Of the Ard Rhys, in danger, threatened because he could not help her, because he
was incapable of acting. And then he had come awake in the sweat of his own fear and the roots of the
tanequil had been reaching out to him. Responding, perhaps, to that fear, to his need to do something to
help hisaunt?

Helay down again on the earth, closed his eyes, and summoned pictures of hisaunt in peril, jogging his
memory, even though it was painful to do so, bringing to mind fresh images, fresh fears. . .

Almogt immediately, the feathery touching begin again, astroking of his skin that communicated a
combination of reassurance and admonition. He remained till, giving himsdlf over to the experience, but
at the sametime keeping hisfearsfor hisaunt at the forefront of histhoughts, the spark that he hoped
would generate something more from the tree.

Hypnotically consuming, the stroking absorbed him. Lulled and calmed, he took a chance, speaking a
snglewordin hismind.

—Tanequil—
—Penderrin. What do you require of me?-

The boy was so surprised by the response that he dmost locked up, his mind going blank momentarily
before he was able to construct an answer.

-A darkwand, so that | can reach my aunt, so that | can save her from the Forbidding-

-A darkwand formed of my body, of my limbs. What will you give mein exchange?

Pen hesitated, surprised by the question. He had not thought to give the tanequil anything. The King of
the Siiver River had not mentioned anything about an exchange of gifts. Or was this something ese? It
might be that the tanequil was looking at adifferent sort of exchange entirely.

—What do you require?

-What you ask of me. A part of yoursdlf-

Pen took a deep, steadying breath, trying to stay focused on his aunt, on the Forbidding, on the journey
he must make,

-What part of mysdlf?-



Asquickly asthat, the stroking ended, the root tendrils withdrew, and the connection between them was
broken once more. Pen lay where he was for atime, refocusing his thoughts on his aunt, sirring his
emotions, and waiting for the words to come anew. They did not. He was left alone with histhoughts, his
mind echoing with the words the tree had spoken and the silence that had replaced them.

Preoccupied with the crossing itself and with what waited, he had not thought to bring anything to est
with him when he crossed the bridge from Stridegate. He rose findly and went looking for food. He
searched the forest about him, never moving too far from the tree, kegping the orange-tinged emerald
canopy awaysin sight. But athough he looked everywhere he could think to look, he found nothing save
atiny spill of water that trickled out of afissurein arock wall. He drank that, the water tasting of meta
and earth.

He was about to return to the tanequil for another try a communicating with it when Cinnaminson
appeared unexpectedly out of the trees, her face flushed with excitement as she rushed up to him.

"Penderrin," she gasped, "it wasincredible!”
"Where have you been?' he asked, taking her by the shoulders. "I was worried about you."

She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him asif she had been gone for weeks, rather than hours.
He could fed the soft hiss of her bregth in his ear as shelaughed. "Did you miss me?”

He nodded, confused by her strange excitement. "Areyou dl right?"

She pushed back from him so that they were face-to-face. Her smile reflected a child's wonder as she
reached up to touch his cheek. "Pen, | saw everything. The agriads showed me. | don't know how they
managed it, but they let me seeit dl. They took shape and flew dl around me, like tiny rainbow
butterflies, changing colors and shimmering so brightly they seemed like pieces of the sun. It was so
wonderful! Then they changed to become like me—qgirls, no older than | am! We danced and played!
Welaughed until 1 could hardly stand up! Do you know how long it has been since | laughed?!

He stared at her, shocked at the transformation. She had dways been effusive, but shewasaive now in
away he had never witnessed. It was asif she were being reborn into the world, made over by her
encounter with the aeriads. He was surprised to find that he was vagudly jedous.

"Did you find out what they realy are? Where they come from?"

She nodded. They told me. They cal themsalves spirits of the air—aeriads—but they are much more.
They call themsdves seedlings, aswell. They think of themsdlves as creatures of the tanequil, his
children." She stopped hersdf. "Their children,” she corrected. "I don't understand this part, but they
think of the tanequil as both mother and father. The treeis both man and woman to them, able to be one
or the other or both as needed." She shook her head. "I'm till learning.”

Pen thought about the tanequil's voice in his head. Masculine, he reaffirmed, not feminine. Wherewas
the mother side of the tree, then?

"Areyou hungry?' she asked suddenly.
He nodded. " Starved. I've been looking for something to eat.”

Shetook hishand. "Comewith me."



Sheled the way through the trees, navigating the maze of ancient trunksasif her Sght had miraculousy
been restored. There was no hesitation, no deviation. She seemed able to see even better than she had
before, her strange gift enhanced perhaps by the magic of the place and its creatures.

Shetook him to a cluster of berry-laden bushes near a clear, spring-fed pool. The berrieswererich and
swedt, and he ate them hungrily, then drank the coal, clear water of the pool, which was nothing like the
metdllic trickle he had sampled earlier.

When they were finished, Sitting next to each other on agrassy stretch by the pool, made lazy by the
food and drink and the warmth of the sunlight through the trees, Pen asked, "How did you find this
place? Did the agriads show it to you?"

She nodded. 'They seem to know what we need, Pen. They knew you were seeking the tanequil, and
they led you to it. They knew that | needed to laugh again, and they made me. And they knew | needed
to understand them, once they had reveaed themselves, and they alowed meto do so. In part, at least.”
She paused, staring off into space. They are so wonderful. | wish | could explain it better. They arefree
inaway |'ve never been. They can fly wherever they wish, be whatever they want, do whatever they
choose. Sisters, of a sort—

though | don't think they redlly are. They seem to have come from different places, a different times."

"But they sound the same," he pointed out.

"They have become one, become a part of awhole. They are different, each of them, but they arethe
same, too."

He puzzled over that one for amoment, thinking of the way afamily worked, then of something more
cohesive, likeaflock or aherd. But that didn't seem right, either. Finally, he settled on aschoal of fish, dl
swimming together and then changing direction at once.

"What do they want with you?' he asked findly.

"I don't think they want anything, Pen."

"Then why are they so interested in you? Why did they bring you herein the first place? Why arethey
telling you so much about themsdves?'

She laughed, asif the answer should be obvious. "I think they just want someoneto talk to. | think they
know | will listen because | am interested in them.”

She reached over and squeezed his hand. "Tdl me about the tanequil. What have you learned?

Strands of 1oose hair fell across her face as she leaned toward him, and he reached out to brush them
away. "l did missyou, Cin-naminson,” hesaid. "1 don't like it when you're gone."

She amiled. "I missed you, too." Her face brightened. "Now tell me about the tanequil. Did you speak
withit?"

"I spokewithit," hesaid. "It took meawhile, but | found away."



Hetold her everything that had happened, how it had taken him al night just to make contact, how it had
then withdrawn until he had realized that his connection was premised upon its sensing of hisneed to help
his aunt. He couldn't explain that, didn't understand it at al. But it was clear that the tree knew why he
had come and what he had come for, and if he wanted to see the quest through, he was going to haveto
keep the needs of hisaunt and his concernsfor her safety foremost in histhoughts.

"But it waswhat it said last that bothers me mogt,” hefinished. "It said thet if | wanted to take a part of
it—alimb from which to fashion the darkwand—then | must giveit apart of mysdlf in return. When |
asked what part it wanted, it quit talking to me."

Cinnaminson thought about it. "Perhapsit was just testing you. Or perhaps it was speaking about
something else. Maybe it wants apart of you that's emotional or spiritua.” She paused. "It can't be
talking about anarm or leg.”

Pen wasn't so sure. The entire business was strange enough that he wasn't willing to rule out anything.

Helooked off in the direction of thetree. "1 should go back and try to find out. Thisistaking longer than
| thought it would."

"Itistaking aslong asit mugt,” she corrected him gently. "Don't be impatient. Don't et yourself become
frustrated.”

He nodded, shifting his gaze to study her. "What will you do? Will you go back to the agriads?!

"For now. | dready know | can't be with you. Y ou have to be alone to speak with the tanequil. | will
come looking for you tonight."

She leaned over and kissed him lightly on the cheek, then on the mouth. He kissed her back, not wanting
to sever the connection, not wanting her to go.

But when she rose and waved good-bye, her face il flushed with excitement and expectation, he didn't
try to stop her.

He returned to the tanequil in the warm hush of midday, the sun spilling infaint, thin sSreamersthrough
the thick canopy of the old growth. Clouds scudded overhead in billowing white clusters, throwing
shadows to the earth, and the skies were so blue they hurt hiseyes. A breeze blew through the trees, and
the air was scented by leaves and grasses sweet with summer warmth. It was the sort of day when you
fdlt that anything was possible.

He sat down in the space he had occupied the night before, where the tree had first poken to him,
sudied it for atime, then lay down benegth it and closed his eyes. He gave himsdlf timeto relax, then
turned histhoughtsto his aunt, to the Ard Rhys and her imprisonment inside the Forbidding, embracing
the fear such thoughts automatically generated.

And waited.

-Penderrin-

—Tanequil—

—Y ou must have what you camefor. Y ou must take what you need-



-What of giving you apart of myself? What of that?-
-Y ou must do so-

He couldn't help himsdlf. -Will | be crippled?

-Y ou will be enhanced-

-A part of mewill be missng?

-A part of you will be found-There was no way to make sense of what he was being told. Pen could not
decideif he was about to make a good or abad decision. He could not read the consequences clearly.

-Areyou afraid?-
-Yes

-Fear for yoursalf has no place in what you would do. Y our fear must be for your aunt if you are to save
her. A darkwand is born of fear for another's safety. A darkwand responds to selfless need. Do you wish
to save your aunt?-

He swallowed hard. -1 do-

-Then no sacrificeistoo gresat, even that of your own life-
-Isthat what is required?

-What isrequired should not matter. Do you wish to proceed?-

He took a deep, steadying breath. Did he? How great arisk was he taking? Things weren't working out
the way he had expected. The King of the Silver River had told him he must persuade the tanequil to his
cause. But the tanequil didn't seem interested in being persuaded to anything. It seemed to have aready
made its decison, and what mattered now was how far Pen waswilling to go to allow that decision to be
implemented.

It was like being trapped in a cave with no light and having to find hisway in darkness. There might be
pitsinto which he could fdl, and he had no way of knowing where they were.

-Do you wish meto give you what you came for, Penderrin?— He closed hiseyes. -I do-

-Then rise and come to me. Walk to me and place your hands on my body-He opened his eyes and saw
that the tiny roots had withdrawn once more, then rose and moved over to stand before the tree.
Gingerly, he pressed his pdms againgt its massve, rough trunk. —Climb up into me—

He found handholdsin the bark and began to climb. It was easier than he would have expected. The
bark was strong and did not break off. The effort was considerable, but eventually he reached the lower
branches and from there was able to continue on up through the sprawl of limbs asif climbing aladder.
He wasn't sure how high he was supposed to go, and so kept looking for some indication of where he
was to stop. But he was deep within the canopy of thetree, itsleavesforming athick curtain about him,
beforeit spoketo him again.



-Stop-He stopped climbing and looked around. He was at ajunction of branches where deep fissures
had split the treg's trunk, forming crevices and bolesin which birds or smal animas might nest. The
fissureswere old, and in the wounds that had healed the skin had grown back over the soft heartwood,
the bark wrapped about the openings anew. —L ook up-

He did 0, turning his gaze skyward to the sea of limbs and |eaves that spread away overhead. -Reach
up-

Hedid this, too, and his hand touched alimb that extended some six feet from the trunk, alimb that
seemed too small and straight, that lacked twigs or even leaves. Hest radiated from the branch, sudden
and unexpected, and Pen jerked away in surprise. -Take hold-

Pen gripped the branch tentatively, feding the heat course through hisfingers and down hisarm. The
branch was vibrating, humming deeply asit did so, astrange, mournful sound.

Then the entire tree shook, and itstrunk split apart where the branch sprouted, a sharp rending that sent
pieces of bark and splinters of wood flying in dl directions. Pen ducked his head and closed his eyes,
keeping tight hold of the branch, rocking unsteadily with the tanequil's quaking. There was a deep,
audible groan of darkest protest, and abruptly the branch came away in Pen's hands. The boy caught
himself against the trunk and stared in shock. The tree had cracked wide open where the branch had
broken off, and sap was leaking out in asteady stream. The sap was red and viscous and looked like
blood. It ran down the trunk in thick rivulets. It dripped from the branch onto hisarm.

Hewas studying it, hisleft hand braced against the tree for support, hisfingers gripping one of the older
splits, when the tree groaned again, deep and menacing, and the split closed over hisfingers. He
screamed in agony and jerked away, fedling flesh and bone tear free ashe did so. He reacted at once,
but was gtill too dow. When he stared down at his hand, he saw that his middle two fingers had been
severed at thefirst knuckle. Blood dripped from the ragged wounds and ran down his hand. Hisfinger
bones shone white and raw.

Still clutching the tanequil's severed limb, Pen collgpsed into acrook in the branches of the tree, pressing
hisinjured hand againg his chest, staining his clothing with hisblood. For amoment, frozen by pain and
shock, he couldn't move. Then, redizing the danger as his blood continued to well up, he tore free one
deeve of histunic and wrapped the cloth about the stubs, compressing it into the wounds.

-A part of you for apart of me-

Pen nodded miserably. He didn't need to be reminded. The pain ratcheting through his hand and arm
was reminder enough. -Take my limb in your hand-Holding his shirtd eeve-wrapped fingerstightly against
his chest, he reached down with his right hand and took the tanequil's limb from hislap, where he had
dropped it moments before. To his surprise, it was fill warm and pulsating, asif it retained life, even
though it had been severed from the tree.

-Thewood of thislimb comes from deep inside me, where my lifeisformed. Thelimb must be forced to
the surface from the soft heartwood and forcibly severed. Such a sacrificeis necessary if adarkwand is
to be shaped to the use you require. But you must give back what you are given if the sacrificeisto have
vaue. A piece of your body. A piece of your heart. Remember this-

Pen closed hiseyes and exhded dowly. Theloss of hisfingersin exchangefor the loss of the tanequil's
limb. Hewasn't likely to forget.



-Climb down from me. Carry my limb with you-Pen cautioudy made hisway down from the tree,
protecting hisinjured hand as he did so, cradling the limb in the crook of hisarm. It was along, tedious
descent, and when he was il ten feet from the ground, he dipped and fell, striking the earth with force
and jarring his hand. Fresh pain caused him to cry out. He was swesgting heavily as he dragged himsdlf to
his feet and leaned back againgt the ancient trunk. Hisfingers throbbed, and the fabric wrapping them
was soaked with his blood. He felt nauseous and weak. —Move away from me and sit-

He lurched from the tree and found the patch of ground he had occupied before. He dropped heavily,
crossed hislegs before him, and bent his head to the earth as he felt everything begin to spin. He
glimpsed the tanequil's root tendrils as they reemerged and began to stroke his clothing and boots. He
pulled back his pant legs so that the roots could find his skin, so that the tree could make contact with
him. He reached out with his own hand to touch them.

-Unwrap your fingers. Take the sap from the end of my limb and place it on your wounds-Pen hesitated,
then unwound the soiled cloth. The stubs of hisfingerswere red and inflamed, and blood was still lesking
from them. He used his good hand to gather sap till 0ozing from the end of the tanequil’slimb, and he
rubbed it gingerly into hiswounds. Almost instantly, they began to close, the bleeding to stop, and the
flesh to hedl. The pain, so intense only moments earlier, faded to adull ache. He stared at hisfingersin
disbelief. -Take your knife from your belt-He did so, frightened anew of what would be asked of him.
-Close your eyes— Again, he did so.

-Y ou must shape the darkwand now, while the life of the wood is il strong-He waited. He could not
begin to carve the wood until he could see how to do so. He must be permitted to open his eyes. But no
command to open them came. Instead, the nature of the touching changed, and communication that had
comein the form of words now camein the form of images. He saw in hismind what he was meant to
do, aclear and unmistakable direction.

Then something odd happened. He felt another hand on his, covering it, guiding it, and his own began to
move in response. By fed done, he began the cutting that would shape the limb into the darkwand. He
should have been terrified that he would make amistake. The cuts were often tiny and intricate. They
were imposs bly time-consuming. But the images were so clear and his sense of what was needed s0
strong that he never wavered in his efforts. And time did not seem to matter. It was asif time had
stopped and he could use it in whatever manner or measure he deemed necessary to accomplish histask.

He worked through the remainder of the day and into the night. He did not eat or drink. He did not
move from where he sat. His concentration was compl ete as he responded to the tre€'s steady, cam
commands. Nothing distracted him,- not the tiny itch of an insect'swings or the cool whisper of abreeze
againg his skin. Hewasin another world, another time, another life.

It was night when he finished, the moon risen and the stars come out, their light falling through the forest
canopy in pale, thin streamers, the darkness about him deegp and pervasive. The images stopped, the
roots withdrew back into the earth, and he was alone in the silence. He opened his eyes and looked
down at hislap.

The darkwand lay cradled in his hands, its six-foot length arich mottled gray and black, the same colors
asthe tanequil's trunk, gleaming and smooth in away that should have been impossible for newly carved
wood. An intricate pattern of runeswrapped its surface, strange markings that Pen did not recognize and
could not interpret. When they were turned to the moonlight, they gleamed asif lit by aninner fire. Pen
could till fed unmigtakable warmth emanating from the wood, the tanequil'slife force firm and strong.



The boy unfolded hislegs, which were cramped and sore. His mouth was so dry he could barely openit.
Hetook afew minutesto gather his strength, then got to his feet and began hobbling toward the pool that
Cinnaminson had showed him earlier. He carried the darkwand with him,- he knew hewould carry it
everywhere from then on. Slowly, hislegs regained their feding and the cramps disappeared. He listened
for agnsof life as he walked, but there were none. Even aslong as he had been sitting beneath the tree,

hewas ill done.

He wondered suddenly what had happened to Cinnaminson. She had told him she would come back to
him at nightfall. She had promised.

He found the pool and dropped down on his hands and kneesto drink. The water was cool and swest,
and he got back alittle of his strength. When he had drunk hisfill, he stood up again and looked around.

Where was Cinnaminson?

Heexhded in frugration. He didn't like it that she was still gone. He never liked it when shewas gone.
Losing her wasworsethan losing hisfingers. . .

He stopped himself, remembering suddenly the sensation of another's hand guiding his as he shaped the
tanequil's limb into the darkwand, one that alowed him to work blindly, his eyes closed, hisrdiance on

touch done.
Apiece of yourbody. A piece of your heart.

A terrible certainty swept through him, harsh and implacable, so traumatizing that he could not give voice
toit, but only whisper it in the slence of his mind. He thought he had understood. He hadn't. He assumed
that the loss of hisfingers was enough to balance the scales. It wasn't.

Something more was required.

Cinnaminson.

twenty-five



Shadea aRu stood at the window of her deeping chambers and |ooked out from Paranor's towers over
the forested sweep of theland beyond. The sun wasrising, a soft golden glow in the east that silhouetted
the jagged peaks of the Dragon's Teeth againgt its bright backdrop and gave promise to the coming of a
warm, languorous summer day.

Her lips compressed into atight, angry line. It would not be such agood day for her. And less so for
some others.

She glanced down at the note she held in her hand, at the words written on it, then looked away again.
Idiots! She brushed absently at her short, spiky blond hair and flexed her shoulders. Her muscleswere
giff and tight. She missed the training and fighting that had been so centrd to her life when she had been a
soldier in the Federation army. She missed the discipline and the routine. She had never thought she
would fed that way, but after weeks of struggling as Ard Rhys of the Third Druid Order, she was ready
to abandon it al for a chance to go back to atime when things were less complicated and more direct.

Her gaze drifted back to the note. It had arrived during the night, while she dept, and she had found it on
waking, tied to the leg of the arrow swift. The bird's dark, fierce face had peered out a her fromiits
enclosure, dmost daring her to reach insde. But it was her bird, one of the many she had appropriated
and trained to carry her messages from her co-conspirators and servantsin the plot against Grianne
Ohmsford. Its countenance only mirrored the intensity that could be found in her own.

She knew the bird. Split wasits name, chosen for the strange wedge initstail feathers, an accident of
birth. The arrow swift was one of those assigned to Traunt Rowan on his departure to the Northland; it
had been sent by him.

She had reached inside for the message, untied it from Split'sleg, withdrawn it from the cage, openediit,
and her face had gone dark with rageimmediately.

THE BOY AND HIS COMPANIONS

ESCAPED FROM TAUPO ROUGH.

HAVE FOLLOWED THEM INTO THE KLU.

And lost them there, of course, though the writer had been careful not to say so.

She looked back at the message again, till furious with its contents and its incompetent sender. She had
expected better of Traunt Rowen. She had expected better of Pyson Wence, aswell, and better still of
the two of them working together to track that boy!

She gritted her teeth. Why wasit so difficult for anyoneto find and hold him? The effort had cost Terek
Molt hislife. It had cost Aphasia\Wye her respect, arespect she had thought nothing could diminish.
What would it cost her thistime? The lives of two more of her alies, men whose support she could
scarcely afford to lose, even if they were proving less competent than she had imagined possible? Her
respect for them had long since vanished, so there was no danger of losing that.

She crumpled the notein her hand, then set it in asmall bowl on her desk, fired it with magic, and
scattered the ashes out the window. She watched the breeze carry the ashes away and wished her anger
and disappointment could be made to vanish aseadlly.



What was she going to have to do to finish this business?

For amoment, for just an instant, she toyed with the idea of breaking off the hunt entirely. It was
requiring much more time and effort than she cared to spend and netting no favorable results at dl. She
had the boy's parents safely locked away in her dungeons. Couldn't shejust wait for him to come for
them? He would surely do so, once he found out where they were, and it would be easy enough to make
him aware.

Her frustration building toward a headache, she rubbed at her temples with her fingers. The trouble with
ignoring him was that she was dmost certain she knew what he was doing. He was trying to find away to
reach his aunt. She had no idea how he planned to do that and believed it beyond his or anyone else's
capability. But she could not chance being wrong. If he had found away into the Forbidding, if he had
discovered an avenue about which she knew nothing, then she had to stop him from using it. Because if
he managed the impossible and actualy reached Grianne Ohmsford from Paranor's side of thewadll, he
might find away to guide her back again.

If that happened, Shadea knew she was finished. They were dl finished, al who had conspired with her.

The chance of that happening was so smdll that it was scarcely measurable, but she knew better than to
put anything past the Ohmsfords. Their history spoke for itself. They had survived impossible situations
before, severa generations of them. They were imbued with both magic and luck, and the combination
had kept them from harm more times than anyone could cournt.

She could not afford to alow that to happen again.

So she would leave things as they were. Shewould alow Traunt Rowan and Pyson Wence to continue
to hunt down the boy. Perhaps AphasiaWye il tracked him aswell, even though she had heard nothing
from her assassin in days. One never knew about that creature. One could never predict.

The ashes of the burned note were gone, turned to dust and blown away. She breathed in the morning
ar, cdming hersdf, reassuring hersdf that everything was going to be al right. In the next few days, she
would journey to Arishaig to meet with Sen Dunsidan.

The Prime Minister was seeking her support for a sustained assault on the Free-born, acourse of action
on which they had aready tacitly agreed but had yet to act. The Federation required the backing of the
Druidsif they wereto succeed in their plansto break the stalemate on the Prekkendorran and advance
into Calahorn. The Prime Minister needed to know that Shadea, as head of the Druid order, would not
act to stop him. She, in turn, needed to know that he would continue to support her as Ard Rhys.

She was less concerned about his backing than she had been at the beginning, when her support was so
small and her position as acting Ard Rhys so tenuous. But things had changed. Once she'd bedded
Gerand Ceraand made him her consort, she began working to gain the support of hisfollowers aswell.
One by one, using promises and thrests, she had subverted them. Even though Cera till thought of
himsdf asleader of hisown faction, she had long since replaced him in that position.

She glanced at the rumpled bed to one side and grimaced. She had played at that game long enough.
She had alowed him enough liberties. It wastimeto put an end to it. It was time to toss him from her bed
and from her life.

Intent on going out to confer with ahandful of those on whom she believed she could depend, she threw
off her nightclothes and dressed in her Druid robes. Matters would get rough before the day was out, and



she must know who would stand with her when they did. She knew better than to leave such thingsto
chance.

Wrapped in her black garments, her chain of office hung about her neck, she was moving toward the
chamber door when it burst open and Gerand Cera strode through, his hatchet face dark with anger.

"We have been betrayed, Shadea," he announced without preamble. He flung off hisrobe and threw
himsdlf down in one of the cushioned chairs. "By the very adly you were so confident would not dare to
do s0."

Shedared a him. "Sen Dunsdan?"

A sneer twigted hislean face. "Sen Dunddan. Last night, the Elveslaunched an airship strike againgt his
army. The strike failed because the Federation forces knew about it in advance and were waiting. They
have invented aweagpon that produces alight beam of such intensity and power that it can burn an airship
right out of the sky. It did S0 in response to the attack, destroying virtualy the entire Elven fleet before the
Federation airship that bore it was damaged and had to set down.”

Heleaned forward. "But that was just the beginning. During the airship battle, the Federation army
attacked the Elven defensive lines and broke through. The Elves were driven right off the Prekkendorran.
They might till be running, for al | know. Their dliesare trying to hang on, but they're surrounded. |
wouldn't give them much chance."

He shook hishead in disgust. "So tell me, Shadea. What do you think of your precious Prime Minister
now?" His sharp eyesfixed on her. "Y ou didn't know about this attack beforehand, did you? 1 would
hate to think you were kegping things from me."

She hadn't known athing about it, of course. She was as surprised by the news as he was. But there
was no reason for her to tell him so. Better that he thought her one step ahead of him.

"There was some discussion about it. | hadn't thought he intended to act so quickly.”

"It would have been niceiif you had told me.”

She shrugged. "We both keep some things to ourselves, Gerand. Don't pretend otherwise. As| said, |
hadn't thought he was going to do thisuntil later. Apparently an opportunity presented itsdlf that he
couldn't afford to pass up. We can hardly begrudge him that."

Gerand Cerafrowned. "I don't likeit that he's acted without seeking our approval. It will look to
everyone asif he no longer cares whether we stand with him or against him. It will look asif he congders
our support irrdlevant.”

Just s0,she was thinking. Sen Dunsidan would have to be caled to account once she was able to
confront him. It might be that it wastime for her to end their relationship in away thet |eft no doubt asto
who wasthe red power in the Four Lands.

"Thiswegpon," she said, changing the subject. "It doesn't sound like anything | have ever heard of. It
sounds asif it employsaform of magic.”

Gerand Cerashook his head in disagreement. 'The Prime Minister doesn't have the use of magic.”



"Perhaps he has acquired the aid of someonewho does.” Her eyes|ocked on his. "One of us.”

He snorted. "Who? Who would want to give aid to Sen Dunsidan, knowing that you would view it as
a—" He stopped himsdf. "Are you thinking of Iridia?’

"Do we know where sheis? Did we ever find out where she went after sheleft here?”

Cerashook hishead dowly. "No. But she wouldn't dare to betray us. She knows what would happen if
shedid."

She cringed at his use of theword us, at the implication that he was somehow a part of the
decision-making process, when in fact he was little more than another obstacle. She glanced away to
hide her disgust, then turned and walked to the window. She stood there for amoment, thinking.

"What do you intend to do?" he asked, rising and coming over to put his hands on her shoulders.

She felt the strength of those hands as they gripped her. They were possessive and commanding asthey
turned her about to face him. They suggested in no uncertain termsthat he wasthe onein control. She
smiled agreesbly as he leaned down and kissed her mouth. She kissed him back, waited for the kissto
end, then broke away.

"l intend to drink my morning cup of tea before speaking with those in the order who will keep an eye on
thingsin our absence.”

He stared after her. "Our absence? Are we going somewhere?”’
"To confront Sen Dunsidan, of course.”

She had told him nothing of her plansto vigit Arishaig before this. The reason was smple. She had not
intended for him to go. She gtill didn't, but it was best to let him think she did.

"To confront him? In his own home, his own city, surrounded by his own people?’ Gerand Cera
considered the prospect. "A bold course of action, Shadea. How safe can we expect to be?”"

She shrugged, pouring teaiinto cups, dipping into histhetiny pill she had been saving for that moment
and watching it dissolve ingtantly. "We are Druids, Gerand. We can't afford to worry about being safe.
We can't afford to be seen to be afraid.”

She handed him histea, stood in front of him as she sipped from her own, and watched with satisfaction
as he drank.

"Sit with me on the bed." Shetook hisarm and moved over. She pulled him down next to her. "Perhaps
we needn't go down right away. Theteais making mewarm al over. | need to find away to cool off."

She smiled and sipped again. "Come, Gerand. Finish your tea. Don't keep me waiting."

Hedrank it in asingle gulp and reached for her. His appetites were so pathetic, so predictable. She
eased away playfully. Hewas till grinning when the drug took effect. An abrupt change came over his
hatchet features. Hisface went dack and empty, and he lurched forward, falling onto his side.

That was quick,she thought. She rose and looked down at him, at theway his eyesrolled franticaly from



sdeto side as hetried to understand what was happening to him. She eased a pillow under his head,
then reached for hislegs and lifted them onto the bed so that he was lying stretched out dong its length.

"Comfortable, Gerand? Much better to rest while thisis happening.” Knowing he could no longer reach
for her, could no longer move at al for that matter, she bent over him. Hislungs and his heart ill
worked, but not very efficiently. He barely had the strength of a baby.

"I'vegivenyou adrug," she explained, Stting next to him. "It sgpsthe strength from your muscles and
leavesyou pardyzed. It only lagts alittle while. Thereisno trace of its presence afterwards. Unlike
poison, for example, which | considered using but decided againgt. After dl, | can't afford to be seenasa
murderess.”

Sheleaned close. "Y ou see what isto happen, 1 expect. Y our eyestell me you know. So now you no
longer love me. Now, you despise me. Loveislikethat. It only lastsfor aslong as both partiesrequireit,
and then it becomes a burden, which is onereason | do not permit mysdlf to love anyone too much. Y ou
should have learned that lesson along time ago. | am surprised you didn't. Now you must learn it the
hard way."

Hewas staring fixedly at her, and she read the hatred in his eyes. In contrast, his face was empty of
expression, and it seemed asif the eyes must belong to someone el se. Y et the eyes wereredly al that
was left of him. Everything el se had been stripped away by the drug.

She leaned down and kissed him lightly on the forehead. " Try not to think too harshly of me, Gerand.
Y ou would have done the same, if you had paid closer attention to how | looked at you."

Then shetook the pillow from under his head, placed it firmly over hisface, and pressed down on it with
al of her consderable strength until he stopped bresthing.

When the cell door closed and the locking bolts were thrown, Bek Ohmsford was engulfed in blackness.
He sat down, waiting for his eyesto adjust, and after atimethey did. A diver of light crept under the
door and through the seams on the latch Side, permitting him just enough illumination to find hisway
around. The cdl wastiny, and it didn't take him long to exploreit. He found nothing that would help. The
walls, floor, and ceiling were hewn from bedrock, and the only exit was through the barred door. The
room contained only the bed, straw, and bucket he had seen upon being brought in. There were no
implements that might be used for tunneling or prying. There were no fissures or ssamson which to
employ such atool in any event. And there was nothing he could use for aweapon.

He sat on the bed and thought about his Situation for along time. If Shadeawas to be believed—and he
had no reason to assume she wasn't—there was a guard stationed on the other side of the door,
watching for any attempt at escape. Down the hall and up the stairs, there would be others. A relay was
in place to send word faster than he could run, should he attempt to break free. He couldn't know al the
particulars, but he had to assume the guards had aform of communication that would alow them to
know if one or more of their number had been overpowered.

Time passed, and eventudly the door opened far enough to permit a Gnome Hunter to dide atray of
food inside before the locks were thrown anew. Accustomed by then to the dark, Bek was blinded by
the sudden glare of torchlight and barely caught a glimpse of what was happening before the door was
closed again. He took that into account as he continued to make his plans, sitting on the floor of hiscell
and eating hismeal. The food, he found, was reasonable; apparently, Shadea didn't intend to do away
with him through starvation. But he hadn't changed his mind that she intended to do away with himin
some manney.



He waited through three more medl's, measuring the time it took the Gnome to pull back thelock bolt,
open the cell door, didethefood tray inside, close the door, and throw the bolt again. 1t was clear to him
that any escape would have to come then. It would not be possible to escape if he had to break down or
lever open the door. The noise such an effort would require, even if time and opportunity alowed for it,
would dert the Gnome Huntersimmediately, and any chance of surprisewould belogt.

Even then, once he was through, what would he find on the other side? At least one Gnome Hunter, but
how many more would be kegping him company? If he were Shadea, he would ingst on at least two,
possibly more, being present anytime the cell door was opened. That would €iminate the chance that he
could successfully overpower one guard without alerting the others.

He began pogitioning himsalf so that he could see something of the halway outside when the cell door
was cracked, and through two further meals, he tried to catch a glimpse of what was out there. But it was
impossible to see more than alittle of what lay beyond, never enough to be certain. He did catch sight of
movement once, a shadow thrown by torchlight that indicated the presence of another man. But it was
clear that he would have to make his break into the hallway without knowing how many Gnomes he
would find.

How could he do that and till make certain they could not sound the darm?

He puzzled it through with an increasing sense of desperation; he needed to find asolution quickly,
because time was dipping away and with it his chances of freeing Rue and warning Penderrin. In spite of
what Shadea had learned of Taupo Rough, he had to assume that his son was till free and his exact
whereabouts still undiscovered. But that could changein ahurry.

He decided in the end that what he must do was use the wish-song in ablanket assault, stunning
everyone within hearing distance and giving him a chance to get up the stepsto confront whomever he
had missed. It was along shot a best, one he did not much care to take. But Sitting in his cell and waiting
for the inevitable was madness. He hated putting Rue &t risk, but he knew that she would want him to if it
meant giving them achance, however dim, of reaching Pen.

He decided to try for one more look, using the next feeding asatria run for determining exactly where
he should stand to get through the door to the guards. He waited patiently, using histime to run repeated
rehearsals of what he would do, working and reworking histiming, his movements, everything that would
be required of him.

When the door finally opened, he was standing just to the open side, watching the movements of the
Gnome Hunter as he knelt to dide the food tray insde, counting the seconds from the time the door
opened until it closed again. It took twelve seconds. He would have to act quickly. He would have to
summon the wishsong and hold it within himsdlf until the locks were thrown. Then he would have to sprint
through the door, directing the magic down the halway as he emerged, aquick and certain strike.

He sat in the darkness and thought about how little chance he had of making this plan work. Wasn't
there abetter one? Wasn't there something else he could do?

Hewas just finishing his meal when a piece of paper was did under the door. He stared at it for a
moment, then reached down to retrieveit. Bent close to the bottom of the door, where the thin light gave
just enough illumination to alow him to make out the words, he read:

HELP IS COMING.



Bek recognized the writing immediatdly. It was the same hand that had penned the note he and Rue had
received on their arrival a Paranor, the one that had warned them not to trust anyone. He had never
discovered the identity of the writer, and in truth, he had forgotten al about the note until that moment.

Lying on the floor next to the crack benesth the cell door, heread it again. Could he believeit? Could he
trust that the writer would be able to find away to free him? How long could he afford to wait to find
out?

He stared blindly into the darkness of his prison, searching for the answers.

twenty-six

He heard the voicesfirdt, soft and ingstent, joined as one, humming and then singing, the words
indecipherable, but their sound sharp and clear and compelling. -Penderrin- she whispered from out of
the confluence. -I've come back-But it wasn't her voice, and he knew that when he looked, it wouldn't
be her. It wouldn't be anybody at all.

-1 said | would come back. | promised, didn't — He lay where he had fallen adeep near dawn,
exhausted from searching for her after realizing where she might be and what she might have done.
Frantic with worry, he had torn through the ancient forest like amadman, plunging through the dark
trunks and layered shadows, calling her name until he wastoo tired to continue. Then, heartsick and
drained of hope, he had collapsed. It couldn't be true, he kept telling himsdlf. His suspicions were
unfounded and fueled by hisweariness and the shock of losing hisfingers. It wasdl alie of the mind,
born of his misinterpretation of the tanequil'swords, of the fearsraised by the tree's dark reminder that its
gift of the dark-wand required alike gift from him. Ofthe body. Of the heart. -Penderrin, wake up.

Open your eyes-

But he kept his eyes closed, wrapped in the comforting darkness that not seeing her afforded, unwilling
to let that last shred of hope fal away. He moved his damaged hand beneeth him, feding with his good
fingersfor the ones that were missing, finding the stumps healed over and the pain gone. It wasn't so bad,
he supposed, losing parts of two fingers. Not for what he had been given in turn. Not for what it meant to
his efforts at finding hisaunt. Not for what it meant to the future of the Four Lands. It wasn't so bad.



But losng Cinnaminson was.
"Why did you doit?" he asked findly, his voice so soft that he could barely hear his own words.

Silence greeted his query, along and empty sweep of time in which the voices grew quiet and the sounds
of the forest dowly filled the void their departure created.

"Why, Cinnaminson?"

Still no answer. Suddenly fearful that he had lost her completely, he lifted his head and looked around.
He was alone, sprawled on the grassy patch on which he had falen adeep the night before, the
darkwand resting on the ground beside him, its glossy length shimmering, its carved runes dark and
mysterious.

"Cinnaminson?' hecdled.

-It was a chance for meto be something | couldn't otherwise be-She spoke to him from out of the air. -I
am free from my body, Pen. Free from my blindness. Freeinaway | could never be otherwise. | can fly
everywhere. | can seewhat | could never see before. Not in theway | do now. | am not alone anymore.
| havefound afamily. | have Sgters. | have amother and father-He didn't know what to say. She
sounded so happy, but her happiness made him fedl miserable. He hated himself for hisreaction, but he
couldn't find away to changeit.

"It was your choiceto do this?" he demanded, his words sounding woeful and plaintive, evento him.

-Of course, Penderrin. Did you think | was forced to become one of them? It was my choice to shed my

body-
"But you knew | wouldn't be given the tanequil's branch any other way, didn't you?"

-1 knew it was the right thing to do. Just as you did, when you agreed to come here to find the tree and
to seek help in freeing your aunt—

"But you knew," he perssted, desperate to wring from her one small concession. Y ou knew that
becoming an aeriad would help me. Y ou knew that giving yourself to the tanequil waswhat it would take
for the tanequil to give meitslimb."

Her hesitation was momentary. -1 knew-

She was moving al around him, apart of the ether, adisembodied voice buttressed by the soft snging
and humming of her Sster aeriads, her new family, her new life. Hetried to see her in the sound of her
voice, but he could not quite manageit. Hismemory of her was strong, but his effortsto form apicture
from her voice done wereinsufficient. He didn't want her back in gtill life,- he wanted her back asa
living, breathing human being, and the images he managed to conjure failed to capture her that way.

He sank back wearily. "When did you decide to do this?' Hisvoice broke as despair threatened to
overwhelm him. "Why didn't you tell me? Why didn't you talk to me about it?"

The singing rose and fdl like awave of emotion born on ashift in thewind. -What would | have said to
you? That | love you so much that | cannot imagine life without you, but that | am old enough to



understand that loving someone that much isn't dways the only measuring stick for making alifewith
them? That choosing love should never be sdfish-

"If you loved methat much. . ."

-Ilove you that much, Penderrin. Nothing has changed. | love you ill. But you were sent here for
another reason, one too important to sacrifice for anything—even for me. | know this. | knew it from the
moment that | heard the aeriads speaking to me. They were telling me what was needed—not directly,
not in so many words, but in the way they sang to me, in the sound of their voices. | knew-

He shook hishead. "I don't think | can do thiswithout you. | can't even think straight. | can barely
move."

Matched by the voices of her sisters, soothing as a breeze on ahot summer day, her voice trilled with
soft laughter. -Oh, Pen, it will pass! Y ou will go on to do what you were sent to do! Y ou will find your
aunt and bring her home again. | am dready amemory, aready fading away-

He stared into space, into the place from where she spoke to him, trying to make himself accept what
shewastdling him, and faling.

The voices sighed and hummed and sighed some more. -Do not be sad, Penderrin- she whispered. -|
am not sad. | am happy. Y ou can hear it in my voice, can't you? | made a choice. The aeriads asked me
to join them, to help you and mysdlf. While you dept, | went with them from the surface of the earth to
the Downbelow. From the sunlight and air world of Father Tanequil to the darkness and earth world of
Mother Tanequil. She roots deep, Pen, to providefor her children, to give them life, to alow them the
freedom she can never have. | saw the truth of what sheis. Of what they both are. Joined as
one—Father, the limbs- Mother, the roots. One lives aboveground, but the other must forever live
below. She getslonely. She needs company. | was agift to her from Father Tanequil. But it waswhat |
wanted. Perhaps he knew that when he sent me to her. Perhaps he knows us both better than we know
ourselves. They are very old spirits, Pen. They were here when the world was born, when the Word was
il young and the Faerie creatures newly made. We are children in their eyes-

"Weare Men!" he snapped. "And they don't know what's right for us! They don't know anything about
us because they aren't like us! Don't you see? We were manipulated! \We were tricked!"

A long silence punctuated his angry words. -No, Pen. We did what we thought was best. Both of us. |
don't regret it. | won't. We have the lives we have chosen, whether fate or the tanequil or something
larger pushed usto that choice-He took along dow breath to calm himsalf. She was wrong,- he knew
she was wrong. But there was nothing he could do about it. It was over and done with. He would have
to livewith it, although he couldn't imagine how he would ever do that.

"Didit hurt at dl?' he asked quietly. "Y our trandformation? Was there any pain?'

-None, Pen-

"But what of your body? Diditjust...?"

He couldn't finish the thought, unable to bear theimage it conjured—an image of her turning to dust,
digntegrating.

Laughter greeted hisfailure, gentle and soothing. -Kept safe and unchanging in her arms, | degp with



Mother Tanequil, Pen, down within the earth, in the darkness and quiet, where she takesroot. She
nourishesme, so that | can live. If | wereto die, | would ceaseto exist, even as an agriad—

Sheisdown in the ravine, he thought suddenly. He was findly beginning to understand. The tanequil was
both male and female, mother and father to the aeriads, atrunk joining limbs at one end to roots at the
other. Cinnaminson was in the keeping of the latter, down in the shadowy depths they had crossed over
on the bridge. Down where something huge had stirred awake on their passing.

But ill whole, shewastdling him. Still divein human form.

"Cinnaminson,” he said, an idea coming to sudden life, aplan to implement it taking shape. "I need to see
you again before 1 go. | need to say good-bye. It isn't enough just to hear your voice. It doesn't fedl red
to me. Can you take me to where you deep?”’

Therewas along pause. -Y ou cannot have me back, Pen. Mother Tanequil will not et me go. Not even

if you beg-

Sherecognized hisintentions dl too well, but his mind was already made up. He wasterrified of what he
might find if hedid it, half certain that she was dready reduced to bones and dust, that her vision of
hersdf as dtill being whole was a subterfuge fostered by the tree. But he couldn't leave without knowing,
no matter how devastating the truth. I there was away to set her free again, to take her withhim . . .

"I won't do anything but make sure that you are safe," helied. "'l just need to see you onelast time."

-Thisisamigtake- shetrilled, her voice rising amid those of her ssters, sharp with rebuke. -Y ou
shouldn't ask it of me-

Hetook adeep breath. "But | am asking." He waited amoment. "Please, Cinnaminson.”

Thevoices of the agriads hummed, along sustained chord that matched the sound of wind whispering
through the leaves of trees, soft and resilient. He forced himsealf to keep silent, to say nothing more, to
wait.

-| am afraid for you, Pen- she said findlly.
"| am afraid for mysdlf," he admitted.
A pausefollowed, and the humming died away.

—Come with me, then, if you must. If you can remember my warning-He exhaed softly. He was not
likely to forget.

Onthefar sde of the ravine, Khyber Elessedil stood &t the foot of the stone bridge, listening to the soft
moan of the wind. She had been standing there for the better part of an hour, using her admittedly
unskilled Druid sensesto scan the forest for sgn of Pen and Cinnaminson. It wasn't the first time she had
done 0, but the results were the same. She might aswell have been casting about the Blue Divide for a
sailor logt at seq, for all the good it was doing her.

One hand clutched the Elfstones. She kept them close on the theory that they might at some point prove
useful in her search. They were doing her about as much good as her Druid sKills.



Frustrated, she turned away. She hated fedling so hel pless. Ever since the safety linestied to Pen and
Cinnaminson had dropped away asif severed by an invisible blade, she had known that the fate of her
friends was out of her hands. More than once she had considered trying to cross over hersef—and she
wasn't afraid to try, in spite of the warning on the stone—but she didn't want to do anything that would
jeopardize Pen's efforts to secure the darkwand.

She looked back into the gardens, her dazzlingly colorful prison. Trapped in al that beauty and unableto
enjoy it, her concentration on Pen and on the idand and on the Druids tracking them and on time running
out—thinking about it al made her want to scream. But there was nothing she could do.

Nothing but wait.

She stalked over to where Kermadec sat talking with Tagwen, trading stories of the old days, when
Grianne Ohmsford was new to the position of Ard Rhys and they werejust beginning in her service.

"Do you think there might be another way across?' she asked abruptly, knegling next to them, her voice
urgent. "Another bridge or anarrows we might vault?* She exhaled sharply. "I don't think | can stand
waiting another minute without doing something.”

Kermadec stared at her impassively. "There might be. If you want to take alook, you can. | can send
Atadan or Barek with you."

She shook her head. "I can manage done. | just need to do something besides stand around.”
Tagwen frowned into his beard, but didn't say anything.

"Y ou won't lose your way, will you, Elven girl?' the Maturen pressed. "1 wouldn't want to have to come
looking for you."

"l canfind my way."
"If you discover anything, you will come back and tell us?' Tagwen pressed suddenly.

"Yes, yes" she sngpped. "1'm not going to do anything rash or foolish!™ Her irritation got the better of
her for amoment, and she took a deep breath. "I just want to seeiif that ravine goes al the way around
or if there are other placesto cross. | won't attempt anything on my own.”

Shedidn't know if they believed her or not, but if they did, they ought to be lesstrusting. Shefully
intended to attempt a crossing if a place to make one could be found. She should have gone with Pen
and Cinnaminson in thefirst place, but she had dlowed her ingtinctsto be overruled.

She stood up, giving them abright smile. "I don't expect to be gonelong. | probably won't get much
beyond what we can see from standing right here, but it will make me fedl better to havetried.”

Their eyesfixed on her, asif searching for the truth behind her words, neither replied. She turned away
quickly and started off, choosing to go south, where the gardens opened out toward a thinning woods
and ast of hills. She could seetheravine asit snaked itsway into those hills, disappearing findly into the
horizon. In truth, she didn't have much hope that she would succeed in her quest. She mostly hoped that
the digtraction would help with the waiting.

Shewas so intent on her effortsto get clear of the othersthat she failed to detect with her normally



reliable Druid training the shadowy form lying in wait directly ahead. She missed it entirely asit dipped
away at her approach and circled back around toward the bridge.

Pen Ohmsford followed the low, vibrant humming of the aeri-ads asthey led him on through the trees
and back toward the dark cut of the ravine. Thelight casting his shadow before him as he waked, he
could measure the direction they were taking from the dant of the sun'sthin rays through the heavy
canopy. Hetried to hear Cinnaminson in the mix of aeriad voices, but he could not detect anoticegble
differencein any of them. She was being assmilated into their order, and he could not stop himself from
thinking that if he did not reach her soon, there would be no way to separate her from the others, even if
her body was dtill intact.

Thinking of her body at rest beneath the earth in the cradle of the tanequil's roots made him wonder
about the condition of the bodies of the other agriads. For their spiritsto survivein aeriad form, their
bodies must be kept whole, aswell. But how was that accomplished? He wasfedling less and less certain
about what it was he was going to find. He was arting to think that his request was amistake.

Y et he kept on, drawn by the humming, by the promiseit offered that he might still find away to bring
Cinnaminson back to him. Both hands gripped the polished length of the darkwand, the only weapon he
possessed aside from hislong knife. The darkwand was a talisman of magic meant to be used to breach
thewall of the Forbidding. But it had come from the wood of the tree. Could it be used to penetrate the
tangle of the tanequil's roots? Could it be employed in someway to free the Rover girl?

It was wishful thinking, seductive and empty of promise. There was nothing to suggest the darkwand
would do him the dightest bit of good in his effort to bring Cinnaminson out of theravine. Butit wasdl he
had to rely on, and so even in the face of the patent improbability of it helping him, he held out hope that
it would.

Time dipped away. He was beginning to lose his sense of direction asthe tree limbs tightened overhead
and the light faded to adull wash. But the voices stayed strong, the humming steady, and so he
persevered, his determination unshaken. Now and again, he thought to call out to Cinnaminson, to
reassure himsdlf that she was gill there, but he restrained himsdlf from doing so, knowing that it suggested
aweaknessin himsdf he did not want to acknowledge.

Eventualy, the ground began to dope, then to drop sharply, and the dark crease of the ravine loomed
ahead through the trees. Asthetrilling of the agriadsintensified, Pen felt hishopes sink further; there was
unmistakable joy and expectation in those voices. Tightening his grip on the darkwand, he followed the
singing to anarrow trail that led downward. The brush and trees a conceding wall, thetrall wasinvisible
from anywhere but where he stood. He descended dowly, tracking the trail's switchbacks, keeping close
to theravinewall so hewould not dip. One glance down revealed that if he wasto do so, he could fdl a

long way.

As he went deeper, the light grew ever more faint, until everything was shrouded in gloom. Spots of
iridescence given off by organisms growing on the plant life began to shimmer softly in the enfolding
darkness. Theravine had the fed of amaw, its dark, wet earth sprouting jagged rocks that jutted like
teeth.

lam a fool to come here, hethought.
Y et he continued, unwilling to accept that the danger he faced might be too great or the consequences of

his effort too terrible. Would Cinnaminson lead him to his doom, even in her newly adopted form? He
could not make himsdlf believe so. No, he decided after consdering the possibility. She would keep him



safe. She would take him to Mother Tanequil. She would do as he had asked, and he would have his
chanceto free her.

Then thetrail ended, and he was at the bottom of theravine. A vast tangle of roots stretched away
before him. The smallest of them were closest, some no larger than strands of human hair. The largest
were farther back, barely visible through the enfolding darkness and the pale wash of diffused sunlight,
and many were thicker than hisbody. They lay in twisted heaps, loose and coiled, half-emerged from the
earth in which they had buried themsdalves.

Pen drew to ahdt, uncertain about what to do next. All around him now and no longer moving forward,
the aeriads hummed and sang. He glanced about for help, but there was no help to be found. He had
gotten asfar as he was going to get without doing something on his own, and he had no ideawhat that
something should be.

"Cinnaminson?" he cdled softly.

Ahead, the tree roots shifted, and in their dow grating and scraping he heard the sound of his own degth.
Like snakes, they were coiling and uncoiling in anticipation of wrapping about him, of squeezing him until
there was no breeth left in hisbody. He felt himsalf begin to shake as the image eroded his courage, and
he tightened his grip once more on the darkwand.

"Cinnaminson!" he called again, louder.

Asif inresponseto hiscry, the tree roots parted where their wall was thickest, and he saw revedled in
the paletrickle of sunlight and tiny flashes of iridescence the bodies of dozens of young girls. Thousands
of tiny roots wrapped about them, cradling them in nests of dark, earth-fed fiber, their ends attached to
the exposed skin where clothing had rotted and fallen away. Their eyes and mouths were closed, and
they appeared to be deep in deep, locked in dreams that he could only imagine. They must have been
breathing, but he wastoo far away to be certain.

Then he saw Cinnaminson. She was off to one side in an areain which the tendrils had not yet grown so
thick, and her body was still mostly exposed and unfettered. She dept the deep of the others, and most
probably dreamed their dreams. But her place among them was newer, her coming clearly more recent.

He didn't stop to think about what he should do. He smply started toward her, compelled by his
determination to get close enough to touch her and, by doing so, to wake her and then to free her. He
didn't know how he would manageit or evenif he could. He only knew he had to try.

-Pen, no— Cinnaminson cried out, her voice separating suddenly from those of the other aeriads.

Instantly, the tanequil's roots began to shift, the rasp and scrape of fiber on earth and stone so menacing
that Pen froze in midstride and brought the darkwand up like ashield. Thewall had re-formed in front of
him, barring him from getting any closer, tdling him in no uncertain termsthat he had transgressed.
Tendrils stroked the exposed skin of his hands asthe tree roots closest to him lifted out of the earth. In
his mind, he could hear ahiss of warning, a sound so soft it was like the rustle of sand on old wood.

-Don't come any closer- It was the sound of a serpent's tongue diding from a scaly mouth. -Go back to
where you came from-

-Please, Pen- he heard Cinnaminson whisper. -Please, go away. Leave mewhere | am-



He wanted to ignore the warning, to go to her, to reach out to what was il real and substantive about
her, to free her of that nightmare. The tanequil had given her the boundlessworld of an unfettered spirit,
of the aeriads for whom it provided such freedom, but it was feeding on her, aswell. He could tdll that
much just from looking. Did she redlize that? Did she understand what was happening to her?

But he sensed, even as he asked these questions, that it didn't matter what she knew or how she might
respond to knowing. What mattered was that she was content. She was the tree's captive, adave to the
roots that formed its feminine half, and they were not about to let her go for any reason. If hetried to take
her, he would be killed. Then no one would know what had happened to her and no one would ever
cometo set her free.

He closed his eyes againgt what he was thinking, againgt his fedings of frustration and hel plessness. He
should do something, but there was nothing he could do. He had lost her al over again.

-Good-bye, Penderrin— he heard her say to him.

Her voice rose and fell to blend with the voices of the other aeriads before finaly disappearing into them
completely. Then the voicesfaded entirely, and shewas gone.

Cinnammson.

Aware of the sudden silence, he stood staring into space. Even the tree roots had gone till. Their
tangled lengths lay limp and unmoving before him, awall that he must breach. But he lacked the meansto
do s0. He looked down &t the darkwand, wondering anew if it might provide him the magic that was
needed. But the purpose of the talisman was to help him gain access to Grianne Ohmsford, not to
Cinnaminson. The darkwand could breach thewall of the Forbidding, but not thewall of the tanequil's
roots. Nothing had happened to suggest otherwise. No magic had surfaced when his passage through the
roots had been denied. No magic had emerged to help him.

Histhroat tightened as he realized that there was nothing more he could do. He would have to abandon
his hopes of freeing her. He would have to leave her where she was. He would have to take the
darkwand and travel to Paranor. He would have to attempt to cross over into the Forbidding and rescue
the Ard Rhys. Cinnaminson had given hersdlf to the tanequil so that he might do so. What was the point
of her sacrificeif hefailed to take advantage of it?

But it meant risking the possibility that he might never have a chance to come back for her.
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. "Good-bye," he said softly to the darkness.

Then he turned away, walked back to thetrail that had brought him down into the ravine, and began to
dimb.




twenty-seven

The hand shook him gently awake, and Drumundoon's familiar voice whispered, "Captain, they're
coming.” The Federation army. Preparing to attack.

Pied Sanderling opened his eyesto dawn'sfaint glow on the eastern horizon, scanned the maze of hills
and ravinesthat surrounded him, and waited for the buzzing in hisearsto quiet. Every muscleand joint in
his body ached, but he couldn't very well complain. Hewas lucky to bediveat al.

He closed his eyes again, remembering. The explosion of fire, rocking theAsashiel, sweeping away
railguns and deck crew. The plummet of the craft toward the earth as he clung to his safety line and called
invain for Markengtdl. Theimpact of the airship asit dammed into agrove of wide-limbed conifers,
breaking them apart, leaving him hanging from their shattered boughs. Miraculoudy, in one piece. No
broken bones or severed limbs and no cuts or dashes deep enough to bleed him dry while he waited to
be found.

And found he had been, dmost at once, by Elven Home Guard in retreat from the airfield, who had
watched hisvessd fdl out of the sky. His own troops, who had recognized him ingtantly and cut him
down, pleading with him not to die, begging him to hold on until they could get help. He had been
half-ddlirious then, burned and shocked, fighting demons that he imagined il flew overhead and hunted
him as ahawk would a mouse seeking refuge where there was none to be found.

He had come around eventualy, sometime during the long nighttime retreat through the cut to the hills
north of the Prekken-dorran, getting hisfirst good look at the ragtag condition of hisvaiant Home Guard.
Obedient to his orders, abandoned by Elven army regulars, they had stood a one against the hordes of
Federation attackers that had swept across the airfield. The Home Guard had tried to hold their position,
ahopedesstask that, in the end, had failed. He had learned this much from Drumundoon, who had found
him somehow during the night and stayed with him. He had learned, aswell, that the Elven sector of the
Prekkendorran was lost and that the Free-born dlies, besieged on three sdes, were in danger of being
overrun. The battlewas il being fought, amix of Bordermen, Dwarves, and mercenariesfighting under
the command of the charismatic Dwarf Vaden Wick. But disheartened by the death of their King, broken
by the swiftness of their defeet, the Elves had abandoned the field.

"We need you, Captain," Drum had hissed at him, bent close so that only Pied could hear. "We need
you desperatdy.”



Pied could not quite understand why his aide was saying that. There was no longer anything he could do.
Hewas a Captain of the Home Guard relieved of his command, reprimanded and humiliated by hisKing
inaway that left no doubt about hisfuture. Nothing could change that, especially with Kellen Elessedil
dead and the Elven army scattered to the four winds.

But that was just the point, Drum had said. Kellen Elessedilwas dead, and so was everyone who had
heard him dismiss Pied as Captain of the Home Guard. The whole incident might never have happened,
and in truth it would be best if everyone thought it hadn't. Look at how matters stood. Stow Fraxon, who
commanded the Elven army regulars, was dead, killed in the Federation assault during the night. All of the
airship commanders were dead. Mogt of the other commanders were scattered or lost. Of dl Elven army
units assigned to the Prekkendorran, only the Home Guard was till intact, and only Pied Sanderling was
dtill with hiscommand.

"We have Elven Hunters coming in from al over, Captain,” Drum whispered. "They think you aretheir
only hope, the only commander of the only unit still making astand. Think about it. If they can't depend
on you, whocan they depend on?Y ou still command, no matter what Kellen Elessedil might have said.
Besides, adead King can't do anything to save usfrom hismess. Only alive Captain of the Home Guard
can do that."

Pied dept for atime, too tired to argue the point. When he woke, it was midday, and the Home Guard
was deep in the tangle of hillsnorth of the flats, pulling together the strays and the logt, linking up with
other unitsthat till looked to stand and fight somewhere, in spite of what had happened the night before.
Most were in shock, but word had spread that Pied Sanderling had led a successful counterattack
againgt the Federation and damaged the airship and weapon that had destroyed their fleet. While others
had run, the Captain of the Home Guard had stood his ground. If there was any hope for the Elves, it lay
withhim.

Pied heard the talk, even though the words were whispered and the looks cast hisway furtive. Drum
hadn't exaggerated—everyone was depending on him. He might have been an ex-Captain of the Home
Guard twenty-four hours earlier, but he was back in harness, like it or not. He could choose to set the
record straight, but what good would that do? The Elven army needed confidence and determination,- he
knew better than most how to provide that, and he wasin aposition to do so. To forgo that responsbility
would beto commit aviolation of trust worse than anything Kellen Elessedil had ever imagined.

S0 he had called together his subcommanders and Lieutenants and devised a plan that would give them
achanceto stall the Federation advance. In these hills, the Elves were aless visible target than on the
flats or in the skies. Here, they could be more elusive asthe terrain better suited their style of fighting. The
Federation army was advancing on them with the intention of crushing any fina resistance they might
offer, then flanking and surrounding their Free-born dlies. Putting astop to their effort might very well
determine the outcome of the entirewar.

With aplan in place and the army regrouped, Drum had persuaded Pied to go back to deep. Hewas
gtill battered from histumble out of the sky, still exhausted enough that he needed to rest. Nothing he
could do now was more important than what he would do when the Federation found them.

And now, he thought, opening his eyes once moreto stare up into the still-darkened sky, ithas.
Helooked a Drumundoon. "Any sign of their airships?' He pushed himsdf up on one ebow with a

grunt. The resulting aches and pains gave evidence of the time and distance he must travel till before he
hedled. "What about that big ship that was carrying their wegpon?"'



"Noarshipsingght a al," hisade responded, reaching down to pull him al theway up and handing him
the chain-mail vest he dwaysworein battle.

Pied stared in dishelief. "How in the world did you find this?"

"I never let go of it, Captain,” the other man advised, giving him awry amile. "I knew you'd be needing it
when you came back."

That he believed Piedwould come back spoke volumes about hisfaith in his commander. Pied pulled on
the vest, buckled on the leather greaves and arm guards that Drum had a so somehow salvaged, strapped
on ashort sword and long knife, and dung his bow and arrows across his back.

He shook hishead. "Y ou never cease to amaze me, Drum." He stretched, adjusted the armor and
weapons, and nodded. "All right. Lead the way."

They went down through the camp to cheers and waves from the Elven Hunters and Home Guard. The
ranks of the previous day had swelled to double and, in some cases, triple what they had been, units that
had been broken and scattered re-formed and made whole again overnight. The day was clear and the
sky cloudless, but the light was pae and slvery on the horizon, the sun still down behind the hills. When it
lifted into view, it would blind thosewakinginto it.

Accordingly, Pied had set his defensive line on alow rise that placed the Elves with their backsto the
sun and required their enemiesto come at them from out of awide draw that was flanked by high hillson
ether sde. Thedraw led out of aten-mile-long cut that twisted through the twin plateaus of the
Prekkendorran, a natural passage that seemed to those marching north to be the beginning of aclear
opening to the land beyond. But the look was deceptive,- after entering the draw, it became apparent
that navigating a series of narrow defiles was then necessary to reach open terrain.

Pied was hoping that whoever was leading the Federation pursuit force did not redize that. It wasa
redistic hope, given the fact that no Federation force had penetrated that far north in dmost fifty years.
Airships scouting the Prekkendorran might have noticed the lay of the land, but surveys so far north
would have been deemed unimportant or, even if made, long since forgotten or lost.

He put his archers on the flanking heights and his Home Guard and regulars within the draw in two
ranks, splitting each into a series of triangles that could attack or retreat in sequence. He was counting on
ashifting, three-sided Elven counterthrust to dow the expected full-fronta assault by the larger
Federation force. He was counting on being able to turn the attacker's left flank into its main body. He
was counting on the resulting confusion and the blinding sunriseto alow the Elvesto inflict enough
damageto force aretreat. The Federation, he believed, would be relying on superior numbers and brute
strength to break the back of the Elven defense. Its perception would be that Elven morale was low after
the previous night's debacle and that not much would be needed to put an end to whatever resistance
remained.

In truth, Pied was not entirely certain that that wasn't exactly what would happen. He believed the Elves
had recovered their pride and sense of purpose, but he a so remembered his own assessment of two
days earlier, when he had judged them ill prepared and poorly motivated. He had to hope that things had
changed, that their defeat on the Prekkendorran, rather than disheartening them, had given them fresh
courage.

But it was only in the heeat of battle that he would discover which way the tide was running. By then, the
die would be cast.



ben Dunsidan stalked the perimeter of the cordoned-off shipyard where Federation workers were
crawling al over theDechtera in an effort to get her back in the skies. She had suffered damage to her
steering mechanisms and severd of her parse tubes, and he did not want to risk taking her up again until
he was certain she was not in danger of going down behind Free-born lines, where his enemies could get
their hands on his precious wegpon. Nor did he want to risk the possibility of further damageif there was
away to protect againg it. So he wasimpatiently biding histime while the airship engineersworked on
repairs and improvements, dl of them aware of what would happen if they failed in their efforts.

Sometimes he wished he were sufficiently skilled and knowledgeable to solve dl of his problems himsdlf,
knowing that the job would get done quickly and efficiently. He hated relying on others, hated waiting to
discover if they would succeed or fail, and hated the fact that members of the Codition Council and the
public dike would attribute their failures to him and their successesto anyone bt.

Stll, what was the point of being Prime Minister if you couldn't delegate and command the services of
thoseyou led?

He stopped his pacing and stared north. He could take considerable pleasure in what hisleadership had
accomplished so far. The trap he had set to snare the Elven warships had been more successful than even
he had believed possible. In asingle night, he had destroyed the bulk of the enemy fleet and killed the
King and his sonsin the process. The latter was an incredible stroke of good fortune, for it |eft the Elves
not only without afleet but without their titular leader and his chosen successors, aswell. He couldn't
imagine what had possessed Kellen Elessedil to do something so foolhardy, but he was grateful for the
unexpected gift. Like hisfather before him, Kellen was given to rash acts. That hislast had come when it
could be capitalized on so completdy was asign to Sen Dunsidan that his fortunes were about to turn.

But not if hefailed to finish thejob. Not if hefailed to destroy what remained of the Elven army so that
he could surround and annihilateits dlies. Not if hefailed to get theDechtera back into the skies.

He caught sight of Etan Orek scurrying across the platform that housed the weapon he had invented,
checking fittings and surfaces, making certain that everything was sound. He had brought the little
engineer out to the battlefield with him when he flew theDechtera from the shipyardsin Arishaig, deciding
that he should be close by in case anything went wrong with the wegpon once it was put into use.

A needless concern, asit turned out, but how was he to know? The prototype had performed as
expected—nbetter than expected, redlly, given the destruction it had wreaked on the Elves. It wasthe
Dechtera that had fallen short of her god. Still, adelay was not so costly at this point. The Federation
army had penetrated the Free-born lines, taking command of the west plateau and sweeping dl the way
north into the hillsin which the remnants of the Elven Hunters hid. The Free-born dlies till held the eest
plateau, but they were surrounded on three sides. More to the point, they were confused and hesitant to
counterattack. Having witnessed the destruction of the Elven fleet, they wereterrified for the safety of
their own. Aswell they should be, he thought. Because once theDechtera was airborne again, it would
be asimple matter to burn the dlied vessasto cinderswhile they sat on the ground and cut apart the
Free-born defensive lines to allow the Federation army passage through.

Hewas impatient for that. He wanted it to be over and done with. He wanted his victory in hand.

Beware, Sen Dunsidan, he cautioned himsdlf as the adrendine sent afresh surge of heady, euphoric
anticipation rushing through him.Don't over step. Don't overreact. Don't rush to your own doom.

He had been apalitician too long to indulge in rash behavior. Mistakes of that sort werefor less



experienced men and women, for the likes of those whose life spans he had cut short on more occasions
than he cared to remember. Being a survivor meant being wary of premature celebration and incautious
optimism. Being asurvivor meant never taking anything for granted, never accepting anything at face
vaue

"Are your thoughts deep ones, Prime Minister?”

Hewhirled at the sound of Iridia Eleri'svoice, surprised to find her standing right next to him. It
frightened him that she could get so close without him hearing her approach. It angered him that she had
been doing so repeatedly since he had agreed to accept her offer to act ashis private adviser, asif their
arrangement invited such intruson. Worst of dl, it reminded him of the way the Use Witch used to
materidize in his bedchamber, amemory he would just as soon forget.

"My thoughtsaremy own, Iridia," hereplied. "They are neither deep nor shdlow, only practicd. Have
you something to offer, or are you just looking for new waysto stop my heart?'

If shewas offended by hisirritation, she kept it to hersdf. "I have something to offer, if you seek away
to end thiswar much more quickly than it will be ended otherwise."

He stared at her, transfixed by more than the possibility her words suggested. Shewas so palein the
moonlight that she seemed almost trangparent, the cast of her skin as white as death, the darkness of her
eyesin such sharp contrast they seemed opague. She was dressed in ablack robe, her dender body
completely shrouded and her head hooded. Her face, peering from the hood's shadows, and her hands,
clutching loosdly at the robe's edges, gave disconcerting evidence that he wasin the presence of aghost.

It was not the first time he had experienced that feding. There had been alook to Iridiaof |ate that was
0 chillingly otherworldly, he had trouble &t times believing she wasn't something less than human.

Hepursed hislipsat her. "1 will end it quickly enough on my own, once theDechtera isarborne again.
My wespon will burn what remains of the Free-born fleet to cinders. | dready hunt the remnants of the
Elven army and will find them within the week, aswell. Aren't you better off worrying about Shadea and
her Druids than matters of war? Isn't that the task which you were assigned?”’

It was astinging rebuke, ddlivered as much out of distaste for her unwanted intervention as dismay over
her lack of sophistication in battle tactics. But she seemed unmoved by hiswords, her expression empty
of feding.

"My task isto save you from yoursdlf, Prime Minister. The Free-born have lost their ships on the
Prekkendorran, but they can obtain others. Their army might be scattered and in momentary disarray, but
it will regroup. Y ou will not win thiswar through asingle victory. Y ou should know as much without my
having to tell you."

Her words were 0 dismissive that he flushed in spite of himsdlf. Shewastaking to him asif hewerea
child.

"Thiswar haslagted fifty years," she continued, seemingly obliviousto hisreaction. "It will not be ended
on the Prekkendorran. It will not be won on any Southland battlefield. 1t will be won in the West-land. It
will bewon when you bresk the spirit of the Elves, becauseit is the Elves who are the backbone of the
Free-born struggle. Break their spirit, and those who fight with them will be quick to seek peace.”

Hefrowned. "I would have thought that theloss of their fleet and their King had accomplished thét.



Obvioudy, you don't agree. Have you something €lse in mind, amore persuasive way to bring them into
line?'

"Much more persuasive.”

Hefdt his patience ebb as hewaited in vain for her to continue. "Am | expected to guessat what it is, or
will you save methetrouble and smply tel me?”

She looked away from him, out over the shipyard to where theDechtera sat dark and menacing in the
moonlight, to where the shipyard workers continued to repair her. She waslooking in that direction, but
he had the fedling that she was|ooking at something €l se atogether, something hidden from him. Hewas
struck again by the distant fedl of her, the sense that she was not entirely where she appeared to be.

"You are not averseto killing, are you, Prime Minister?" she asked suddenly.

It was the way she asked the question that made him think she intended to trap him with his own words.
He had developed a sixth sense about the use of such tactics over hisyears, and it had saved him from
disaster more than once.

"Areyou afraid to answer me?" she pressed.
"You know | am not afraid of killing."

"I know you believe that the endsjustify the means. | know you believe that accomplishing your gods
entitles you to take whatever steps are required. | know that you are the architect of the deaths of your
predecessor and those who would have succeeded him. | know that you have participated in blood
gamesof dl sorts.”

"Then spesk your mind and quit playing gameswith me. My patience with you growsthin."

Her bloodless face lifted out of the hood's concealing shadows so that her dark eyeslocked on his.
"Listen closdly, then. Y ou waste needless time killing soldiers on the Prekkendorran. Killing soldiers
means nothing to those who send them forth. If you want to break the spirit of the Elves, if you want to
put an end to their res stance, you haveto kill those whom the soldiers protect. Y ou haveto kill their
women and children. Y ou haveto kill their old people and their infirm. Y ou have to take the war from the
battlefield into their homes.”

Her voicewas ahiss. "Y ou have the weapon to do so, Prime Minister. Fly theDechtera to Arborlon
and useit. Burn their precious city and its people to ashes. Make them afraid to think of doing anything
other than begging for your mercy.”

Shesaid it dispassionatdly, but her words transfixed him. He went hot and cold in turn, cowed at first by
the prospect of such savagery, then excited by it. He was already perceived to be amonster, so there
was little reason to pretend he wasn't. He did not care in the dightest about preserving the lives of those
who opposed him, and the Elves had been athorn in his sde for twenty years. Why not cull their
numbers sufficiently that they would not threeten again in hislifetime?

"But you are an EIf yoursdlf,” he said. "Why are you so willing to kill your own people?’

She made a sound that might have been meant as laughter. 'l amnot an EIf! | anaDruid! Just asyou
are aPrime Minister and not a Southlander. It isthe power we widld that commands our loyalty, Sen



Dunsidan, not some accident of hirth."

Shewasright, of course. His nationdity and Race meant nothing to him beyond the opportunities they
provided for advancement.

"AsaDruid, then," he snapped, "you must know that Shadeawill not approve of this. Shewill be hereto
confer with mein two days. Sheisaready distressed that | attacked the Free-born without first advising
her. Once she discovers my new intention, she will put astop to it. In gppearances, at least, the Druids
must seem impartid. She might back the Federation in its bid to reclaim the Borderlands, but she will
never countenance genocide.

"Tdl her nothing, then. Let her respond when it is over, after she has dready openly declared her
support of the Federation. Will anyone listen to her, no matter how loudly she protests?

"In which case she will comelooking for me, and not to offer congratul ations."
The paefacelooked away. "'l will ded with her when she does."

He thought to question such boldness, for in the time he had known Iridia he had never once believed
that she was amatch for ShadeaaRu. But perhaps things had changed. She sounded very sure of
hersdlf, and the steely resolve she brought to their alliance had given him reason to suspect she had grown
more powerful.

"What isyour decison, Prime Minister?' she pressed.

Hewas certain of one thing only. If he choseto pursue Indias course of action, questions of ethics were
pointless. If hefailed, questions of ethics would betheleast of his problems. And if he succeeded, such
questions would be whispered in private, because he would then have become the most powerful figure
in the Four Lands. Not even the Druids would dare to challenge his authority.

It should have been an easy decision. Where power and influence were a stake, he had never hesitated
in making hischoice. Y et he hesitated here. Something felt wrong about this, perhaps a consequence he
had not considered or a possibility he had overlooked. But whatever it was, it was definitely there,
nagging a him. He could fed it degp insde where such things could not beignored.

"Prime Miniger?'

He gave the doubt another few seconds, and then he dismissed it. There was never gain without risk,
and risk aways raised doubts. He knew his own mind well enough to embrace what he must do. Without
Grianne Ohmsford to worry about, he could afford to take chances he might not otherwise take. Theloss
of afew thousand lives was not worrying enough to deter him. There was more at Stake than lives.

"Wewill fly to Arborlon,” hesaid.

Dawn brokein aflare of brightness asthe sun crested the rim of the hills and began to lift into the sky.
The Elves were settled in, most hidden from view behind hummocks and rocks and in the shadows of the
defiles, ranks formed and weapons at the ready. Already, they could hear the sound of the Federation
army marching to the attack, the pounding of boots and the thumping of spears and swords against
shields steedy and rhythmic and unnerving. Hashes of light reflected off the flat surfaces of blades asthe
Federation soldiers wound through the cut and began the long, twisting trek across the flats to where their
quarry waited.



Pied, standing with his Home Guard, scanned his ranks for movement and found none. The Elves had
disappeared as only the Elves could. They would not be spied out by the Federation until it wastoo late.
He wished he had the services of cavary to ride a the Federation flanks, but foot soldiers would haveto
do. Hewished he had the use of catapults and fire launchers, but dings and arrows would have to do. He
would be outnumbered, perhaps by as much asfive to one. Helacked practical experience commanding
on a battlefield,- he was Captain of the Home Guard, not a Commander of the Elven army. He wasthe
highest-ranking officer present, and he had never been in abattle of such size.

Therésafirg timefor everything,the old saying went. He just wished there wasn't so much at stake.

Helooked down the ranks of those closest and found Drumun-doon standing almost next to him, tall
and gangly and looking oddly out of placein his battle gear. Drum wasn't meant to fight on theline; he
was meant to serve behind it. Y et there was determination in his young face, and when he caught Pied
looking at him, he winked.

Reason enough to believe in him, Pied thought. Reason enough to believe in them all Hetightened his
grip on his sword and settled deeper into the shadows.

twenty-eight

Grianne Ohmsford lay with her face pressed againgt the stone floor of her cell, her eyes closed. Shewas
trying to escape, even though there was nowhere to run. Torchlight from the halway beyond intruded on
the darkness in which she wished to hide. Low voices and the soft shuffling of boots nudged her out of
her hiding places. Water dripped and the earth rumbled deep within its core, reminders of where she
was. Like hungry predators from the black holesinto which she had tried to banish them, memories
emerged and made her skin crawl.

But it was the mewling cries of the Furies, triggersto amix of horror and madness from which there was
no escape, that chased her down and found her out no matter how far inside herself sheretregted. She
cringed from them, drawing up into abdl, becoming as small and gtill as possible, willing hersdlf to
disappear. But nothing helped. She had used her magic to become one of them, and she could not
change back again. She mewled with them. She hissed and snarled with them. She spit with poisonous



intent. She flexed her claws and drew back her muzzle. She rose to greet them, responding to their
summoning, aresponse she loathed but could not prevent.

She squeezed her eyes so tightly shut they hurt. She would have cried had there been tearsto do so. Her
world was aroom six feet by ten feet, but it might aswell have been the Size of a coffin.

They had returned her to her cell from the arenain the same way they had brought her, inacageandin
chains, Goblins and demon-wolves surrounding her, Hobstull directing them. Back through the crowds
and the blasted countryside. Back through the gloom and mist. Time had stopped, and her sense of
hersdlf and her place had disappeared. She was a captured beast. She was alifetime removed from her
role as Ard Rhys, and the Druids and Paranor were adim memory. All the way back, she fought to
regain her identity, but the rolling and the jouncing seemed only to exacerbate her confusion. It was easier
to disappear into the role she had adopted than to try to follow the threads that might lead her out. It was
smpler to embrace the primal creature she had awakened than to cast it aside.

They stripped and bathed her on her return, and she did not try to stop them. She stood naked and
exposed and uncaring, gone so deep insde herself that she felt nothing of what they did to her. Cat
sounds issued from her lips and her fingers flexed, but she did not see the way her captors drew back.
Shedid not seethem at dl. She did not know they were there.

| am lost,she thought at one point.| am destroyed, and | have done it to myself.

Time passed, but little seemed to change. Guards came and went, the light dimmed and brightened as
torches sputtered and were replaced, food was ddlivered and taken away unesten, and the demons that
haunted her kept edging closer. She wanted to break their spell, to banish them aong with the hissing and
mewling of her Fury memories, but she could not gather together the will to do so.

Onetime only did she deep. Shedid not know for how long, only that she did, and that when her
dreamstook the shape of her memories, she woke screaming.

The Straken Lord did not reappear. Hobstull stayed away. She did not know what they intended, but
the longer she was | eft done, the more certain she became that they had lost interest in her entirely. There
was no use for such as her, for awoman who was willing to take the form of amonster, to assumethe
personaof araver.

There was no place, even in the world of demons, for something that lacked any moral center or
recognizable purpose. She saw herself asthey did, adamaged and conflicted creature, a chameleon that
could not distinguish between reality and fantasy, able to be either or both, but unableto tell the
difference.

Shefet hersdf diding over the edge of sanity. It was happening gradudly, just afew inches at atime, but
therewas no migtaking it. Each day, shefdt her Ard Rhys sdf fdl just alittle farther away and her Fury
sef close about her just alittle bit tighter. It grew easier to embrace the latter and reject the former. It
grew more attractive to see hersdf asinhuman. If she was no better than one of the Furies, her life
became |l ess complicated. The madness seemed to ease and the conflict to diminish. AsaFury, shedid
not have to worry about where she was or how she had gotten there. She did not need to concern herself
with theincreasingly fuzzy digtinctions between different worlds and lives. Asa Fury, the world flattened
and smoothed, and there was only killing and food and the lure of life with her cat kind.

She began seaeing herself as an imprisoned anima. She began making cat sounds dl thetime, finding
comfort in the soft mewling. She flexed her fingers and arched her back. She bit her cheek and tasted her



own blood.

But she did not rise or eat. She did not move from where she lay. She refused to come out of the dark
refuge of her delusions. She stayed safe and protected in her mind.

Then, asif from adream, she heard someone cdling to her. At first she thought she must have imagined
it. No one would call to her, not here or anywhere else. No one would want to have anything to do with
someone asterrible as shewas.

But she heard the voice again, hushed and insistent. She heard it speak her name. Surprised, she stirred
from her self-induced lethargy to listen for it, and heard it again.

"Grianne of thetrees! Can you hear me? Why do you make those cat noises? Do you dream? Wake
up!™

Her mind sharpened and her concentration coaesced, until the words became distinct and the voice
recognizable. She knew the one who called to her, remembered him from another time and place.

Shefdt the pull of that familiarity, asif she were coming back from along journey to someone she had
left behind.

"Wake up, Straken! Stop squirming! What iswrong with you? Don't you hear me?”

Her breathing quickened, and abit of the duggishnessfdl away. She knew that voice. She knew it well.
Something about it gave her fresh energy and a sense of renewed possibility. Shetried to speak, choked
on wordsthat wouldn't come, and made unintelligible sounds instead.

"What are you doing, little cat thing? Have | wasted my time coming here? Are you not able to speak?
Look at me!"

She did s0, opening her eyesfor the first timein days, breaking the crust of tearsthat had dried and
sedled her lids, squinting against the unfamiliar brightness, reaching up to rub away the deep and
confusion. She stirred dowly, raised herself on one elbow, and looked toward the light that spilled from
the halway into her cdll.

A Goblin sentry stood pressed againgt the cdll bars, peering in a her. Thetorchlight cast his shadow
across her like ashroud. She stared in confusion, fedling the lethargy and hopel essness return amost at
once. Thiswas no one. She was deceived. Her head lowered once more, and her eyes began to close.

"No! What are you doing? Straken! It'sme!”

Shelooked up in time to see the Goblin pushing back the hood of his cloak to reved hisface. She
peered at it out of afog of exhaustion and uncertainty, watched it take shape, and struggled to make
sense of what she was seeing.

"WekaDart," shewhispered.

She stared at him, not quite believing he was actudly there. She had dl but forgotten about the little Ulk

Bog. Once he had abandoned her and she had falen into the hands of the Straken Lord, she had not
expected ever to see him again. That he was standing there was dmost incomprehensible.



"Y ou should have listened to me!™ he hissed. "Didnt | tell you? Didn't | warn you not to go on without
me?'

His sharp features were scrunched into aknot, giving him thelook of ademented beast. His hair was
gtanding straight out from his head and neck, bristling and stiff. His sharp teeth flashed from behind his
lipsas hetried to smile and failed, and hisfingers knotted on the bars.

Her mind cleared abit further, and she pushed back against the urge to mewl and spit. "How did you
find me?'

He stared a her asif shewere mad. "Y ou till don't know anything, do you? What kind of Straken are
you?"

She shook her head. 'The worst kind."

"You certainly look it." Weka Dart laughed. "I found you by paying attention to the world around me,
something you seem to have failed to magter. But thisisn't your world, isit? Thisisn't even remotely like
it. So maybe you aren't to blame for anything more than bad judgment.”

Hewastdling her something, but she couldn't make sense of it. "Wasit good judgment that brought you
here, then?"

The Ulk Bog spit. "I am not sure what it was. | heard in my travelswhat had happened to you, and |
admit that | thought it best to leave you to your fate. But then chance and inspiration intervened, so herel

"Chance and inspiration”?"

"| was crossing the Pashanon on my way to Huka Flats, the route | had chosen for myself and advised
you to take aswell. As| traveled, word reached me of your capture. Such things do not go unreported in
thisland, and | keep my eyes and ears open. It was easy enough to determine what had happened to
you. The difficulty wasin deciding what | should do abouit it."

He puffed out hischest. "1 will admit that at first | thought it best Smply to go on. Y ou had dismissed me,
after all. What did it matter what became of you? Y ou were rude to me. Y ou insulted me. In the end, you
ignored my good advice and brought disaster on yoursdlf. | owed you nothing. No one could fault meif |
choseto leave you to your fate.

"But then, | reconsidered. After dl, it wasn't your fault that you were a stranger to this country, one
lacking in good judgment and common sense. Y ou were to be pitied. | felt an obligation toward you. |
thought it over and made up my mind. I would come find you. | would see how you were. If you were
niceto me, | would decide whether you deserved a second chance.”

Even in her confused and debilitated state, of being not al of one thing or the other, she recognized that
hiswordswerelies. She could hear it in the way he spoke; she could seeit in the rapid shifting of hiseyes
and body. As aways, he was after something, but she had no ideawheat it was.

"How did you get down here?' she asked.

Hegaveacasud shrug. "l have my ways."



"Waysthat allow you to get past the demonwolves and the Goblinsthat serve the Straken Lord?”
He sniffed. "1 am not without skills."

She pulled hersdlf into a gitting position and became aware for thefirst timein days how stiff and sore
shewas. Shelooked down at hersdlf, first at the bruises and cuts on her arms and legs, then at the white
shift she wore. She was much better dressed than when she had been taken to the arena. She glanced
around. Her cell was cleaner, too.

Her focus narrowed sharply. Was she mistaken about the intentions of the Straken Lord? What was
going on?

Shelooked at WekaDart. "If you don't gop lying to me and tell methetruth,” she said softly, "1 might
have to use my Straken magic on you, Ulk Bog."

He grinned, showing dl his sharp teeth. "That might be alittle difficult, since you wear aconjure collar.”

He seemed to redize his mistake dmost immediately, a change coming into his eyes and the sdlf-satisfied
look fading as hislips compressed in slent reprimand. " Conjure collars are not unknown to me," he said
quickly. "I've seen them before.”

In truth, she had forgotten about the collar until he reminded her of it, but he didn't know that and she
wasn't about to tell him so. She held herself very till and continued to Stare at him.

"I don't know who you are or what you want, Weka Dart," she said findly, "but you haven't told me one
word of truth snce we met.

Thishas dl been agamefor you, agamein which you seem to know al the ruleswhile know none. If
you know what a conjure collar is, you know too much to bejust asmple village cresture traveling to a
new part of the country. If you know how to bypass the Straken Lord's guards, you have skillsand
knowledge that suggest you are something more than you pretend. | have had enough of you. Either tell
me the truth or leave me hereto rot."

She held up onefinger as he started to speak. "Be careful. If you are about to tell me another lie, think
twice. | don't have much left to cal my own, but | do have my sense of what istrue and what isn't. You
don't want to try to take that from me."

The Ulk Bog stared at her. Wary eyes studied her uncertainly; deep creases etched hiswizened face.
He shook hishead. "I don't know how much | should tell you," he said finally.
She sghed. "Why not tell me everything? What possible difference can it make now?"

"Morethan you think. Difference enough that | must consider carefully. Y ou are right about me. You are
right about my story. But you are in astronger position than you believe. Y ou have something | want. All

| haveto offer in exchangeisthe truth—and perhaps away out of here. | can give you the one for the
other. But 1 am afraid you will refuse me when you hear what | haveto say. | am afraid you will hate
me"

He spoke with such sincerity that for the first time since she had met him she wasinclined to believe what
he said. She did not understand how al that could be, but it didn't matter. What mattered was that he had



said he might be able to help her escape. At that point, she would do anything,- make any bargain, agree
to any conditionsto gain her freedom. Because if she remained where she was, she knew shewas|og.

But she couldn't let him know that. She couldn't let him see her desperation. Giving Weka Dart that sort
of power over her was too dangerous. He would take advantage of her as quickly as Tael Riverine had.

Shetook adeep breath. "Listen to me. Y ou came here with the intention of trading or you wouldn't have
come hereat all. My word is good, Weka Dart. | keep my promises. So | will give you one now. If you
tell methe truth about yoursdlf, | will tdl you if | can forgive you for your lies. Then you can decideif you
gill think it'sworth it to try to trade what you want for my freedom."

She hauled hersdlf to her feet and with some effort ssumbled over to where he stood. "What'sit to be,
little Ulk Bog? A bargain or agood-bye?| don't redlly care anymore.”

He stared at her some more, hisydlow eyes nicking left and right, up and down, scanning the whole of
her face, but never settling on any one part. She could see aglimmer of doubt and fear mirrored there.
But she could also see hope.

He nodded. "Very well, Grianne of the many promises. | will tell you, even though | think al Strakens
lie" He spit again and shook his head. "I know who you are and where you come from. | dwaysdid. |
know because | was Catcher for Tael Riverine before Hobstull was. | would be Catcher il if the
Straken Lord hadn't decided | had lost my skills. He waswrong, but thereis no arguing with a Straken.
So hereplaced me. But not before he humiliated mein ways| will never discuss, so don't ask it of me.”

He swalowed hard. "He took me in when | was driven from my tribe for eating my young. He cared
nothing for any of that, only for what | could do for him. He recognized my skills and offered me aplace
at Kraa Reach ashis Catcher. He knew that | would accept, that | had to because | could not survive
alone and unprotected in the world of the Jarka Ruus. He gave me what | needed, but then he took
everything back when he cast me out. So | vowed that | would take everything from himin turn.”

Hisvoice grew fierce. "The plansto bring you here have been in place for sometime. Tagl Riverine
would swap you for his changeling creature, the Moric. Easy enough for a Straken of his power. |
decided to disrupt his plans by getting to you first, which | did. | intended to take you away from him, to
stedl you out from under hisnose. | intended to embarrass Hobstull and revea him to the Straken Lord
asafalurel Then | would produce you and regain my rightful place!”

Hewas breathing hard, his eyes become narrow dlits, histhroat working rapidly as he sought to gauge
her reaction. She gave him nothing, listening blank-faced and empty-eyed, her talent asthe Use Witch
resurfacing from where she had kept it buried for twenty years. Soeasy to call it up again, shethought.
Soeasy to go back to being what | was.

"My plan failed when you refused to come with me," Weka Dart continued. "Failed completely. | tried
everything. But you were so ingstent on going your own way! And | couldn't change your mind without
giving mysdf away!" He shook hishead. "So | let you go. | said,If that is what she wants, then give it
to her! See bow well she does without you! Walk away from the Straken and nothing islost! |
wasn't going to risk my life following after you when | knew what would happen. Hob-stull waslooking,
and it was only ameatter of time until he found you. He didn't know exactly where you would appear,
only that you would. But | knew! | knew, because | have aways been better able to read the signs of
such things! | have dways been the better Catcher!™

He spit the words out and flung himself away from the cdll bars, dropping to the floor in acrouch,



refusing to look at her. She watched him for amoment, her mind working through the choices his
revelaions had given her.

"WekaDart," shesaid.

He stayed where he was.

"Look a me."

He refused, turned away, and hunched down.
"Look a me. Tel mewhat you seein my eyes.”

Findly, heturned just enough to glance over his shoulder and make momentary eye contact, then |ooked
away again.

"l am not angry with you," shesaid. "Y ou did what | would have doneif our positions had been

reversed. In fact, once upon atime, when | was adifferent person living adifferent life, 1 did things much
worse to others than what you have doneto me."

Helooked back at her once more.
"l don't hateyou," shetold him.
"You should." Histeeth clicked as his jaws snagpped shut.

"My hateis reserved for others more deserving and less forthcoming about their effortsto see me dead
and gone." She gestured for him to come back. Tell me the rest of what you know."

He stayed where he was amoment longer, then sighed, rose, and came back to stand in front of her.
"Y ou don't hate me? If you were free, you wouldn't try to kill me?'

She shook her head. "I don't hate you. Eveniif | had the chance to do so, | wouldn't try to kill you. Now
tell metherest. Do you know the Straken Lord's plans?’

The Ulk Bog nodded. "I was here at Kraa Reach when he was making them.” He looked closdly at her.
"You gill don't know what he intends? Y ou haven't seen theway helooks at you?"

She went cold all theway to her bones, the little man's words conjuring up an image that froze her
blood. "Tel me”"

"He has been testing you to seeif you are asuitable vessd to bear his children. He wishes to mate with
you."

For thefirgt time, shewasredly afraid. The demon was anathemato her. She could think of no worse
fate than to be the mother of its children, the mother of demonkind, abearer of monsters. She had never
considered the possibility. She had never recognized that the Straken Lord had any interest in her beyond
keeping her imprisoned and aive until its cregture, the Moric, could do whatever it had been senttodoin
her own world.

"Thiswas the reason for bringing me here?' she managed to ask, working hard to keep her voice steady.



Weka Dart shook his head, hisgimlet eyes glittering. "No. The ideamust have occurred to him after you
were his prisoner. His plans are much grander than that.”

"How much grander?’

The Ulk Bog leaned close. "He has been searching for away to send the Moric into your world for
sometime. But for that to happen, it was necessary to find someonein your world willing to help. He
found those people, and he used them as histool. Whoever they were had no ideawhat the Straken
Lord intended, but were only interested in digposing of you. That waswhat your betrayer knew that using
the magic would banish you to the world of the Jarka Ruus. That, and nothing more. Y our betrayers
knew nothing of the exchange, nothing of the way the magic redly worked, nothing of the trade that was
necessary to bring you here. The Straken Lord was careful to keep that secret hidden.”

Aswell it should have been, she thought. But she wasn't sure that knowing atrade was required would
have stopped whoever was desperate enough to send her into the Forbidding.

"But why was| brought hereif not to mate with Tadl Riverine?' she pressed.

"Y ou missthe point, Straken!" Weka Dart snapped. "Bringing you here was never what mattered! What
mattered was sending the Moric into your world!"

She shook her head. "Why?"

"So that it could destroy the barrier that keeps uslocked away! So that it could free the Jarka Ruus!™

Now she understood. The Moric had been sent to complete the task that the Dagda Mor had failed to
accomplish more than five hundred years earlie—to break down the walls of the prison behind which the
dark things of Faerie had been shut since before the dawn of Man.

Her mind raced. To do that, it would have to destroy the Ellcrys, the magic-born Elven tree that had
been created to ward the Forbidding. How would it manage that, when the tree was always so closdly
guarded?

More important, how could she stop it from happening?

"Does the Moric have away to destroy the barrier?' she asked Weka Dart.

He shook his head. "It wasto find one onceit crossed over into your world. It isvery talented and very
smart. It will have done so by now."

Sheignored the fear that rushed through her at the thought that the Ulk Bog might beright. " Do you have
away to get me out of here?' she asked quickly.

On the landing above them, at the top of the stairway, adoor opened and closed with athud. Footsteps
sounded on the stone steps, coming down.

"On thefloor!" he hissed at her, and darted away.

She threw hersdf back down, sprawling in the same position in which he had found her, her heart
pounding, her musclestensed.Don't move, shetold hersdlf.Don't do anything.



The steps approached her cell and cameto astop. A slence settled in like morning mist.

Eyes closed, body ill, shewaited.

twenty-nine

Pen Ohmsford's ascent from the ravine was an endless dog. Burdened with sdlf-recrimination and
despair, it was al he could do to place one foot in front of the other. He kept thinking he should go back,
should attempt one final time to free Cinnaminson, make one more pleaor take one last stand. But he
knew it was pointless even to think about doing so. Nothing would change until he had some better
means of succeeding. Y et he couldn't stop thinking about it. He couldn't stop himsdlf from fedling that he
should have done more.

Lead-footed, he climbed through the hazy darkness, working hisway up the narrow switchback trail,
ducking under vines and brushing past brambles and scrub, leaning on his staff for support, histhoughts
scattered al over the place. His grip about the rune-carved handle of the darkwand helped to center him,
areassurance that he had accomplished something in the midst of al thefallures. Lives had been lost and
hopes blown away like dried leavesin astrong wind, and he blamed himsalf for most of it. He should
have done better, he kept telling himsdf, even though he could not think what more he might have done
or exactly what he might have changed. Hindsight suggested possibilities, but hindsight was deceptive,
gfted through afilter of distance and reason. Thingswere never so easy asthey seemed later. They were
mostly wild and confused and emotionally charged. Hindsight pretended otherwise.

But knowing so didn't make him fed any better. Knowing so only made him work harder to find a
reason to believe he had failed.

He took some comfort in the fact that he had gotten to Stride-gate at al, that he had confronted the
tanequil and found away to communicate with it, that he had secured the limb he needed and shaped it
into the darkwand. He had gotten much farther with his quest than he had ever believed hewould. He
had never spoken of it, but he had always thought in the back of his mind that what the King of the Silver
River had sent him to do was impossible. He had always thought that he was the wrong choice, aboy
with little experience and few skills, aboy asked to do something that most grown men would not even



attempt. He did not know what had persuaded him to try. He guessed it was the expectations of those
who had accompanied him. He guessed it was his own need to prove himsdf.

These and other equaly troubling thoughts roiled through his brain as he climbed, working aong the
tunnels of his conscience like worms, probing and sfting for explanations that would satisfy them. He
tried to lay them to rest, but he only managed to settle with afew. The rest continued on, digging away,
finding fresh food in his doubts and fears and frudtrations, growing and fattening and taking up al the
gpace hisemotiona well-being would alow.

Herested a one point, dropping down on his haunches with his back against thewall of the ravine,
feeling the cold and damp of the earth seep through his clothing and enter his body, too tired to care. He
leaned on the darkwand for support as he lowered his head and cried soundlessy, unable to help himsdlf.
He was not the hero and adventurer he had envisioned himself to be. He was just aboy who wanted to
go home.

But he knew that wasn't something that was going to happen anytime soon, and it wasn't helping him to
think that it might, so he quit crying, stood up, and began climbing once more. Overhead, the daylight
was beginning to fall, agraying of the sky that Sgnaed the onset of twilight. He needed to reach the top
of the ravine so that he could cross the bridge before it was dark. It never occurred to him that he would
have any trouble doing so,- the tanequil would let him pass unmolested. It had taken from him aready
what it wanted.

The dope broadened and the trail cut away from the bridge into athicket of scrub and grasses that
quickly melded into the beginnings of theidand forest. The way forward grew more difficult and the light
continued to dim steadily. He continued on, eyes forward as he resisted the urge to look back, knowing
he would see nothing if he did, that shewastoo far away from him now. His memories of her werefirmly
etched in hismind, and that was as much as he could hopefor.

Hewasthirsty and wished he had something to drink, but that would have to wait. He was hungry, too.
He hadn't eaten anything since ... Hetried to remember and couldn't. More than aday, he thought. Much
more. His stomach rumbled and his head felt light from the ascent, but there was no help for it.

He rested again, pausing in the dark concealment of a stand of saplingsto let the dizziness pass, and it
was then that he redlized he wasn't done. It happened all a once. A mix of thingswarned him of his
danger—things not so much externd asinternd, a sensing through his magic that the world about him
wasn't quite right. He stood listening to the silence, took notice of the way the light shifted with the
passing of cloudswest across the sunset, caught the fed of the wind through the trees. His awareness
was born of those mundane, ordinary observetions, though he couldn't explain why. Something was there
that hadn't been there earlier. Something he knew.

Or someone.

Hefdt achill cregp up his spine as he waited, trying to decide what he should do. Hisingtinctstold him
that he wasin danger, but they did not yet tell him what that danger was. If he moved, he might give
himsdf away. If he stayed where he was, he might be found out anyway.

Findly, unableto think of anything elseto do, he sarted forward, very dowly, afew stepsat atime,
Then he stopped and waited again, listening. Nothing. He took a deep breath and exhaled silently. If
something was there, it was probably deeper in. His better choice wasto skirt therim of theidand,
abovethe ravine, until he reached the bridge and could then cross.



It occurred to him suddenly that he might be sensing someone from his own party, Khyber perhaps,
grown impatient with hisdeay. But he didn't think Khyber would dicit the sort of response hewas
having,- he wouldn't be made so uneasy by her presence. Hisreaction was surprising in any case, given
the nature of hismagic. Usudly, he required contact with animas or birds or plants for such sensationsto
happen. Y et his response hadn't been triggered by any of those. It was coming from somewhere else
entirely.

Move, hetold himsdlf slently, mouthing the word.

He started ahead, angling back toward the ravine. He could just make it out through the screen of the
trees, the earth split wide and deep, amaw as black as night. An image formed, unbidden. Cinnaminson.
He cast the troubling image aside angrily. Move!

To hisleft, farther into the trees and away from the ravine, something shifted. He saw it out of the corner
of hiseye and froze ingtantly. Leaves and grasses shivered, and the air dtilled. Twilight had fdlenin agray
mantle that blended shadows into strange patterns that gave everything the look of being dive.

He was aware suddenly that he was slhouetted againgt the horizon, easly identifiable by any eye. He
thought to drop flat, but movement of that sort would give him away instantly. He stayed where hewas, a
datue, waiting.

In the trees, there was fresh movement. He saw it clearly thistime, shadows separating and taking
shape, the outline of acloaked figure reveding itsdf. Thefigure crept through the maze of dark trunks
and layered shadows like an anima, crouched down and moving on al fours,

Spiderlike.

He recognized it from their previous encounters. It was the thing that had chased him when hefled the
segport of Anatcherae to crossthe Lazareen. It was the monster that had killed Gar Hatch and his crew
and taken Cinnaminson.

It had tracked him al the way.

His heart sank. It was moving away from him, which meant it did not yet know exactly where he was.
But it would find him soon enough, and when it did, he would have to face it. He wasn't going to have
any choice. He knew it with acertainty that defied argument. He might try to run, to reach the bridge and
cross to where his companions waited, but he would never make it. Flight wasn't going to save him. Not
fromthis

Hisfingerstightened on the darkwand, and he wondered again if it might possess amagic that could
savehim.

Then he wondered if anything could.

Khyber Elessedil had walked for the better part of two hours, following the dark line of the ravine
through the trees, searching without successfor away across. At times, the gap narrowed, but never
enough to suggest that trying to jJump it or bridge it with atree was going to work. Unchanging in itslook
asit twisted and turned and disappeared into the horizon, it angled on ahead of her as she stopped to
consider whether to continue.

She glanced west, where the sun was dropping toward the jagged peaks of the Klu. No more than an



hour or two of daylight remained. She sighed in exasperation. She did not want to give up, but shedid
not want to get caught out there donein the dark, either. She looked ahead once more, then reluctantly
turned around and started back. There was no help for it. Tomorrow, if Pen and Cinnaminson hadn't
regppeared, she would consider going the other way, following the ravine north.

Or perhaps she would smply cross the bridge and find them, her promise to wait notwithstanding.
Perhaps enough was enough.

She trooped back through the trees and grasses, muttering to hersalf and thinking that they had al been
ill served in the venture, starting with the questionable decision by the King of the Silver River to entrust
the rescue of the Ard Rhysto Pen. Not that she doubted Pen's courage, but he was only aboy, much
younger even than she and totdly lacking in skillsor magic. That hewas il diveat dl after what had
happened to them was something of amiracle. Look how many of their company had died insteed,
including the most talented and experienced of them dll.

But it didn't do her any good to think that way—to suggest that in some way Ahren Elessedil had died
without reason—and she put the matter aside. Her doubts and fears could not be placed at the feet of
others. If shewasworried or afraid, she would have to find another way of dealing withit.

She thought it odd how things had changed since she had left Emberen. There, her chief concern had
been in determining how and when to reved to Ahren her theft of the Elfstones so that he wouldn't teke
them back until she had learned to use them. Now that the Elfstones were hersto keep for aslong as she
chose, she wanted nothing more than to be able to give them back.

Thinking she might aswell wish she could fly for dl the good it would do her, she kicked at the earth as
shewaked. Shewasin until the end, which meant at least until Pen had returned to Paranor and gone
into the Forbidding to find his aunt. Even then, she would not be free to go home again until Pen
regppeared safely. Probably, she should go with him. After dl, they only had the word of the King of the
Silver River that she couldn't, and there was good reason to question anything the Faerie creature had
told them.

The sun did down into the peaks, coloring the horizon in the wake of its passing, leaving the depthless
bowl of the sky dark with night's approach. She cast wary glancesleft and right as she walked, using her
Druid skillsto make certain she was not being tracked by anything unfriendly. The Urdas might have
chosen to come around the walls at the front of the ruinsin an effort to get a them from the Sides.

It was because her senses were pricked and her magic deployed that she found Pen. It happened
unexpectedly, when she was nearing the bridge, her attention focused mostly on her return to her
companions. She caught awhiff of his presence and dowed at once, casting al about. He wasn't
immediately visble, but she could tell that he was still on the far side of the ravine, back in thetrees. He
was moving dowly and cautioudy, asif wary of something.

When he appeared at the ravine's edge, her impression was confirmed. He was advancing in a crouch
through athin screen of trees, stopping frequently to look back into the deeper part of the forest. Each
time he did so, he cocked his head asif listening for something. Or to something. She couldn't tell.

She thought to call out to him, but she was afraid that if she did so, she would give him away to whatever
he was trying to avoid. So she waited, tracking his movements. She noticed a dark staff he was carrying,
something new. Wasit the darkwand? A rush of expectation surged through her. It must be. He had
found what he had come for and was heading back.



She wondered suddenly what had become of Cinnaminson. Pen would never leave her behind, at least
not without good reason. Perhaps he was trying to lead whatever pursued him away from the Rover girl.
That sounded right.

As he edged ahead, she went with him, keeping low in the scrub and grasses, aware that the darkness
was degpening and her ability to see lessening. There was no sign of the moon, and there were few stars
in aclouded sky. Soon shewouldn't be ableto seehim at al.

Then ablack shape appeared out of the trees behind the boy, a cloaked and hooded form that she knew
immediately. It was the monster from Anaicherae. It had tracked them all that way, and now it was over
there with Pen and had him alone. Her scalp crawled, and she felt amoment of panic. All she wanted to
do wasto rush to hisrescue.

But she couldn't reach him. No one could.

Her fingers fumbled wildly for the Elfstones, but even asthey closed about the talismans, she hesitated.
There was no reason to think their magic would work against the creature. And there was no time to test
it. She needed something &l se, something morerdiable.

Her mind raced in search of a solution asthe black thing crept closer to her friend.

Pen was till trying to decide what to do, till frozen by fear and indecision, when he heard the voices. At
first he was certain that his hearing was playing tricks on him, that he wasimagining things, thet the loss of
Cinnaminson had affected his mind. He cocked his head in response, trying to understand why the wind
would sound asit did and why it would do so now.

—Follow-

The chorus whigpered softly to him from out of the twilight before dancing away in afading echo. The
aeriads, and no mistake about it. Not Cinnaminson aone, but the entire chorus, a blend of identical
voices asthey caled to him.

He stared into space, hesitant and confused.
-Follow. It comes-

He understood. They were speaking of the black thing back in the trees, the creature that was hunting
him. They weretrying to hep him get away fromit.

He began moving, obedient to the voices, thinking that in some way Cinnaminson was reaching out to
him from her prison, giving him one more gift. He dipped slently through the trees and grasses, casting
quick glances toward where he had last seen his pursuer. He could fed its presence. He could senseit as
it tracked him. It had found histrail and wasfollowing him, but it did not yet realize how close Pen was.
Onceit cut across his most recent tracks, the onesleading out of the ravine, it would beon himin
seconds.

How far, he wondered suddenly, was he from the bridge?

Helooked for it in the fading light, but could not find it. Hewasright &t the edge of the ravine then,
skirting itsrim as the voices beckoned him on. He peered down into its darkness, but nothing could be



seen. He glanced acrossits span, as well, but there was nothing to see there, either. The voices
whispered more urgently, redirecting his concentration. They were humming now, but he could detect in
theriseand fal of their music the need they were trying to communicate to him.Don't slow down, they
were saying.Don't hesitate.

He gripped the darkwand in both hands, moving ahead in a crouch, the twilight degpening swiftly toward
nightfall. If hefailed to reach the bridge quickly, he would be left in darkness. What chance would he
have againg his pursuer then?

Hefdt asudden rush of panic, sweat forming on his brow and trickling down his spine, soaking through
histunic.

-Follow—

Hedid so, focusing his attention on the sound of the voices, the direction of their humming becoming his
compass. He must trust in them. He must believe that it was Cinnaminson who guided him, the controlling
voice among the many, no different now than before, when she had led him down into the ravineto find
Mother Tanequil. She waswatching out for him gill. She was protecting him.

Behind him, he heard movement, a sudden rustling, and he turned to look. A shadow moved dowly
through the trees, bent low, scrabbling on al fours, head close to the ground. An animal, tracking. It was
moving dantwise to where he crouched at the edge of the ravine, not yet seeing him, but sensing his
presence, redlizing he was close. He froze, watching it creep through the grasses, appearing and
disappearing. Hefdt histhroat tighten and his mouth go dry. He had never been so afraid.

-Follow-Mechanicdly, he started moving ahead again, his thoughts scattered, his mind on the
consequences he would faceif his pursuer caught up to him. He saw Bandit stretched lifelesson the
grassy flats near Taupo Rough. He saw the desiccated bodies of Gar Hatch and his crew hanging from
the spars of theSkatelow. Hefelt Cinnaminson shiver againgt him as she told him some of what she had
endured asacaptive. Hefelt his skin crawl as heimagined what it would be like for him if he were

caught.
-Quickly-

No longer pretending that there was any time | eft, that he could afford to rely on stealth and caution to
see him through, he began to run in alow crouch. His only chance wasto reach the bridge and his
companions. Surely Kermadec was amatch for that monster. Surely Khyber could call on the Elfstones
to Sopit.

Please, please, someone must be able to help!

Then he heard the sudden, explosive sound of his pursuer coming fast, tearing through the trees, heedless
of caution. He whedled back to see the shadowy form bounding toward him, the glint of its strange
wegpon flashing in the darknessin small burgts of slver fire.

Pen backed toward the ravine's edge, lifting the darkwand to defend himself, a pitiful weapon employed
in ahopeless effort. -Stop. Do not move. Trust us-

What choice did he have? There was nowhere | eft to go. He waited helplesdy, staff lifted, body tensed,
not knowing what he was going to do, no longer ableto think clearly, watching as his pursuer drew
closer, grew larger, turned darker than the night about him. He could seeits cloak and hood. He could



see that they were shredded and blackened with blood, the result of its encounter with the moor cat days
earlier. It looked ragged and wild, something left over from the netherworld. It camea himin afrenzy,
screaming, the sound so chilling that the boy very nearly broke and ran in spite of the admonition of his
protectors. -Stand. Be strong-Hel pme, he thought. Then the monster was on top of him.

On thefar sde of the ravine, Khyber Elessedil watched Pen stop suddenly and turn back toward his
pursuer, asif redizing that he had been discovered. Then the black-cloaked hunter legpt from cover and
closed on the boy in areckless, maddened rush. She was shocked by its ragged |00k, its clothing torn
and crusted with muck, pieces of itscloak trailing behind it in long black streamers. It had clearly gone
through some bad timesto get there, but now, having arrived, its course of action was settled. Even from
asfar away as shewas, she could see the flash of itsknife asit attacked.

She had only amoment and only one thing she could think of to do. She threw up her hands, the Druid
magic gathering in asudden rush at her fingertips.| know so little, she was thinking. She needed more
time, she needed better preparation, she needed Ahren to act for her, she needed so much and she
wasn't going to be given any of it. She wasn't even going to be given a second chanceif shefailed with
thefirg.

She braced hersdlf against the earth, legs spread for balance, arms extended.

It felt to Pen asif agiant's hand had struck him, the force of the blow knocking him completely off his
feet ashis attacker legpt at him, knife sweeping through the space he had just vacated. But the back side
of the giant's hand caught the attacker aswell, flinging him away in an audible rush of wind that scattered
dust and debrisin all directions and ripped up clots of scrub and grass. Out flew the black-cloaked form
toward the dark drop of the ravine, arms and legsflailing wildly. The hood fell away, and Pen saw his
pursuer'sface for thefirst time—ablasted, torn visage that was only barely human and reflected an
unfathomable madness.

A fresh shriek ripped from its twisted mouth, one born not of fear or anguish, but of fury and apromise
of terrible retribution. Still trying to escape, Pen scrambled backwards on dl fours. His attacker's
abnormdly long limbs grappled for the roots that grew aong the edge of the ravine, fingers catching hold,
toesdigging in. It caught itself and hung there, scrambling to find purchase, to get back atop the dope, its
crazed eyesfixed on Pen.

Then adirt-encrusted root snaked out of the ravine like a sealeviathan's tentacle and wrapped about the
leg of the dangling creature, fastening tight. The black-cloaked form twisted and struggled asits grip was
loosened. Another yank, and Pen's attacker was faling into the abyss, down into the blackness. It struck
with an audible thud, and then the roots of Mother Tanequil were moving, diding againgt each other in
rough scrapings. Pen heard the sounds of flesh tearing, bones breaking, and blood exploding out of
ruptured limbs.

A final shriek rose out of the ravine's depths.

And then there was only silence.




thirty

Pen sat facing the ravine, bresthing so hard he thought his heart would give out. He stared down into the
void, haf expecting the hooded creature to reemerge, even knowing that thistime it was dead and gone
and never coming back. Stunned by the suddenness of its demise, not quite certain that he could trust
what he had seen, he waited anyway.

When helifted his gaze, he saw Khyber. She was standing on the other sde of theravine, ams
extended, body braced. Her posture and the shocked |ook on her face revealed her part in what had
happened. It was her Druid magic that had knocked him aside. She had used it there, as she had weeks
earlier aboard theSkatel ow in Anat-cherae to sweep their hunter from the decks of the airship and into
the waters of the Lazareen. Both times, she had saved hislife,

He dtared at her in disbelief and gratitude, then lifted hishand in asmall wave. She straightened and
waved back. They stayed where they were for amoment, looking at each other across the ravine, but
from agreater distance, too, one measured by hardships endured and deadly encounters survived.
Suddenly it made him fed closeto her, enough so that he wanted to cal out and tell her so. But the
darkness was a curtain between them, and the night seemed poised to steal away hiswords, so he stayed
Slent.

She waved once more, pointed in the direction of the ruins, and started off into the darkness.

He watched her go, then gathered his strength, stood, and walked to the edge of the drop. He didn't
want to look down, but he did so anyway. He peered into the blackness, telling himsdlf that it wasdl
right, that he didn't need to be afraid anymore, that the thing that had hunted him for so long wasreally
dead. He stayed where he was for along time, waiting for the bad memories and troubling emotionsto
Htle, to lose their edge, to find aresting placeinside.

When he had satisfied himsdlf, he exhded dowly and ddliberately and turned away. He wondered if
Cinnaminson was at peace with what had happened, aswell, adeep in the arms of Mother Tane-quil. He
hoped she was.

He followed the rim of the ravine once more, stepping carefully aong its border through the degpening
night, the clouds drifting overhead in tattered dark strips, the stars a sprinkle of silver dust inthe
firmament. He had no ideawhat time it was. He scanned the horizon for the moon, hoping to useit to
judge the hour, but hefailed to find it. He couldn't seem to remember if it was waxing or waning, full or



new. He couldn't remember when he had seen it last. He wastired, he knew. Too tired to think.

Histhoughts scattered, and he found himsdlf wondering if the aeriads had known that Khyber was
across the ravine and ready to act to save him. He wondered if Cinnaminson was responsible, and if,
being linked to the tanequil, she had asked the treeto aid him, too. Then it occurred to him that for the
black-cloaked creature to reach theidand to begin hunting him in the first place, the tanequil would have
had to et it cross the bridge, thereby inviting it to its own doom.

Helooked down at the darkwand. Having given up itslimb in exchange for hisfingers and Cinnaminson,
had the tree become linked to him in away he did not yet fully understand? It seemed clear that he was
being kept safe at least until he was back across the bridge. It was no accident that he had been rescued
that night. Khyber had not found him by chance. The aeriads had not led him to the edge of the ravine
without knowing that Mother Tanequil waswaiting.

How far did the protection of the tree reach?

He stopped and looked back into the darkness of the idand forest. He wanted to know so much more
than he did. He wanted to return to the tree to ask for the answersto his questions. But there was no
point. Hisroad lay ahead, on the other side of the ravine, back in theworld of the Druids and Paranor.

And beyond, in the world of the Forbidding.

He began walking again, a steady march. The bridge was not far ahead. He saw aglow in the distance,
fireslit within Stridegate's ruins. Kermadec and his Trolls were waiting. Khyber would be back. He was
anxious suddenly to see them. He wastired of being aone. He needed their companionship; he needed
the reassurance their numberswould provide.

He pushed through the screen of saplings fronting the bridge supports and stopped short.

Three huge warships hung anchored above the ruins, their massve black hullsreflecting dully in the light
of bonfireslit al through Stridegate's flowered gardens. Shadows cast by the flames danced across
through the carpeted beds and vine-covered walls, a swarm of shimmering black moths. Kermadec and
his Rock Trolls sat wegponless and ringed by Gnome Hunters, their impassive faces lowered, their huge
hands clenched about their knees as they faced away from their captors. Tagwen was crouched in their
midd.

Directly across from Pen, on the far side of the bridge, stood asingular figure cloaked and hooded in
black. At his appearance, the figure turned to face him.

Pen fdlt hisheart sink and his euphoriafade.

The Druids had found them once more.

Here ends
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book three,
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will completethetrilogy.



