One

“Pen Ohmsford!” The black-cloaked figure caled out to him from across the chasm that separated the
idand of the tanequil from the rest of the world. “We have been waiting for you!”

A mae Druid. He came forward afew steps, pulling back hishood to reved the strong, dark features of
hisface. Pen had never seen him before.

“Come across the bridge so that we can talk,” the Druid said.

Thefirelight threw his shadow across the stone archway in adark stain that spilled into the chasm, and
the portent it foreshadowed was unmistakable. Pen wished he hadn’t rushed into the light so quickly, that
he had been more careful. But he had thought himsdlf past theworst of it. He had survived his encounter
with the tanequil and received the gift of the darkwand, the talisman that would give him accessinto the
Forbidding. He had lost two fingersin doing o, but he had cometo believe that they wereasmall price
to pay. Losing Cinnaminson was amuch larger price, but he had accepted that there was nothing he
could do about it until after hisaunt was safdly returned, promising himsdf he would try to come back for
her then. Findly, he had escaped the monster that had pursued them all the way from Anatcherae and
knew it to be dead at last, pulled down into the chasm and crushed.

But now this.

Hisfingerstightened possessvely around the darkwand, and he scanned the faces of the captive Trolls.
All there, he saw. No one missing. No one even gppeared hurt. They must have been caught completely
by surprise not to have put up any fight. He wondered vaguely how that could have happened, how the
Druids had found them at dl, for that matter, but he guessed it was a pointless exercise.

A few of the Trolls were looking up now, Kermadec among them. The anger and disappointment on his
face were unmistakable. He had failed Pen. They all had. The boy saw Tagwen there aswell, dmost
hidden behind the massive bodies of his companions.

There was no sign of Khyber.

“Crossthe bridge, Pen,” the Druid repeated, not unkindly. “Don’t make this any harder on yoursdlf.”

“I think | should stay wherel am,” Pen answered.

The Druid nodded, asif understanding him perfectly. “Well, you can do that, if you choose. I’ ve read the
warning on the stone, and 1 know better than to try to come across after you.” He paused. “Tdl me. If
the danger isred, how did you manage to get over there without being harmed?’

Pen said nothing.

“What are you doing here, anyway? Trying to help your aunt? Did you think you might find her here?’
Pen stared back at him silently.

“We have your friends. All of them. Y ou can see for yourself. We have your parents, aswell, locked

away at Paranor.” Hisvoice was patient, cam. “It doesn’t do you any good to stay over there when
those you care about are dll over here. Y ou can't help them by refusing to face up to your



responghilities”

My responghilities, Pen repeated sllently. What would this man know of his responsbilities? Why would
he even care, save that he thought he could stop Pen from carrying them out?

A second Druid appeared besde thefirst, coming out of the darkness and into thelight. Thisonewas
dender and smdl, aferret-faced Gnome of particularly cunning looks, his eyes shifting swiftly from the
first Druid to Pen and then back again. He muttered something, and the first Druid gave him aquick,
angry look.

“How do | know you aren’t lying about my parents?’ Pen asked suddenly, it was't the first time he had
heard the claim. He il didn’'t want to believeit.

Thefirgt Druid turned back to him. “Well, you don't. | cantell you that they wereflyingin aship cdled
Swift Sure when we brought them into the Keep. They helped us find you. Y our father wasworried
about the disappearance of his sster, but more worried about you. That is how we found you, Pen.”

Gone cold to the bone, the boy stared at him. The explanation made perfect sense. Hisfather would
have aided them without redlizing what he was doing, thinking it was the right thing, that they were as
concerned about his aunt as he was. The King of theSilverRiver was supposed to have warned his
parents of the Druids, but perhaps he had failed. If so, hisfather wouldn’t have known of their treachery.
How could he?

Pen brushed back histangled red hair while trying to think what to do.

“Let me put thisto you another way,” thetaler Druid went on, moving dightly in front of the other. “My
companion isless patient than | am, although heisn’t volunteering to cross the bridge, either. But when
morning comes, we will bring one of the airships across, and then we will have you, oneway or the other.
There are only so many placesyou can hide. Thisisdl abig waste of time, given the way things
eventualy haveto turn out.”

Pen suspected that was true. But his freedom, however temporary, was the only bargaining chip he
possessed. “Will you set my friendsfree, if | agreeto come over?’

The Druid nodded. “My word oniit. All of them. We have no use for them beyond persuading you to
come with us. Once you cross over, they arefreeto go.”

“What about my parents?’

The Druid nodded. “ Once you are back at Paranor, they can go, too. In fact, once you' ve told us what
we want to know, what your purposeisin coming here, you can go, too.”

Hewaslying. He made it sound believable, exuding just the right amount of sincerity and reasonableness
through his choice of words and tone of voice, but Pen knew the truth of things at once. The Druid would
have done better to tell him something less soothing, but he supposed the man saw him as aboy and
thought he would respond better to alie than to the truth.

He paused to consider what he should do next. He had asked the questions that needed asking and
gotten the answers he expected. It reconfirmed his suspicions about what would happen if he crossed the
bridge to surrender to them. On the other hand, if he stayed where he was, they would capture him
sooner or later, even if hewent back down into the chasm, something he did not think he could do.



Worse, he would be doing nothing to help hisfamily and friends. If he was as concerned about
responsbility as heliked to think, he would have to do more than go off and hide.

The decision was easier to make than he would have thought. He had to go to Paranor anyway if hewas
to use the darkwand to reach his aunt. Rescuing the Ard Rhys was what he had set out to do, and he
couldn’'t do that if hedidn’'t get insde the Druid’ s Keep. The Druids who had come for him were offering
him a chanceto do just that. He would have preferred going about it in a different way, but it dl ended
the same. The trick would be finding away to keep the darkwand in his possession until he could get
ingde the chamber of the Ard Rhys.

He had no idea how he was going to do that.

“I want to speak with Tagwen,” he caled out. “ Send him to the head of the bridge and move back so |
can come across safely.”

The Druids exchanged an uncertain glance. “When you surrender yoursdlf, then we will let you talk with
Tagwen,” thetaller one said.

Pen shook his head. “If you want me to surrender, you haveto let metalk with Tagwen first. | want to
hear from him what he thinks about your promises. | want to hear from him how good he thinks your
word is. If youdon't let metak to him, I'm staying right here.”

He watched their dark faces bend close and heard them confer in inaudible whispers. He could tdll they
didn’t like the request and were trying to come up with away to refuseit.

“If you think I will be so easy to find over here come morning, perhaps you should wait to try it and find
out for yoursalves,” he said suddenly. “It might not be as easy asyou think. That spider cresture you sent
to hunt me down? Or wasiit supposed to kill me? Y ou did send it, didn’t you?’

He asked the questions on impulse, not knowing how they would answer, but suspecting. He was not
disappointed. Both Druids stared at him in surprise. The onewho did al the talking folded hisarmsinto
hiscloak. “We didn't send him. But we know who did. We thought he was dead, killed in the Sags.”

Pen shook his head, his eyes shifting to Tagwen, who was watching him aertly now, knowing he was up
to something, anxiousto find out what it was. “He? Not if 7’

“AphasaWye. A man, but 1 grant you he looks more an insect than ahuman. Areyou saying heisn't
dead? Whereishe?’

“No, he'sdead. But hedidn’t diein the Slags. He tracked us al theway here. Last night, he crossed the
bridge. Just as you want to do. Except that he found away. Then he found me, but something el se, too,
and it killed him. If you want to see what that something is, fly your arship on over. I ll wait for you.”

It was abluff, but it was abluff worth trying. AphasiaWye was a predator of the first order—they might
be hesitant to go up against something that had dispatched him. It cast Penin adifferent light, giving hima
more dangerous aspect, sSince he was dive and his hunter wasn't. He had to make them stop and think
about whether it was worthwhile to refuse his request.

Thetaller Druid finished conferring with his companion and looked over. “All right, Pen. We'll |et you
spesk with Tagwen. But no tricks, please. Anything that suggests you are acting in bad faith will put your
Troll friends and your parents at risk. Don’t test our limits. Have your talk, and then do what you know



you have to do and surrender yourself to us.”

Pen didn’t know if hewould do that or not, but it would help if he could talk with Tagwen about it first.
He watched the Dwarf rise on thetaler Druid’ s command and walk to the head of the bridge. He
watched the Druids move back, sgnaing the Ghome Hunters to do the same. Pen waited until the areaiin
front of the bridge was clear of everyone but the Dwarf, then stepped out onto the stone arch and
walked across. He used the darkwand like awalking staff, leaning on it asif he wereinjured, pretending
that wasits purpose. Maybe they would let him keep it if they thought he had need of it to walk. Maybe
pigswould learn to fly. He kept his eyes open for any unexpected movement, for shadowsthat didn’t
belong or soundsthat were out of place. He used his smal magic to test for warnings that might dert him
to dangers he couldn’t see. But nothing revealed itsalf. He crossed unimpeded, captives and captors
staying back, behind the fire, deeper into the gardens, away from the ravine s edge.

When hewas at the far side, he dropped down into a crouch, using the bridge abutments as shelter. He
didn’t think they intended to kill him, but he couldn’t be certain.

Tagwen moved close. They caught uswith our pants down, young Pen. We thought we were watching
out for you, but we were looking too hard in the wrong direction.” His bluff face wrinkled with distaste.
They had us under spear and arrow before we could mount a defense. Anything we might have done
would have gotten usdl killed. I'm sorry.”

Pen put his hand on the Dwarf’ s stout shoulder. “ Y ou did the best you could, Tagwen. We' vedl done
the best we could.”

“Perhaps.” He didn't sound convinced. His eyes searched the boy’ sface. “Areyou dl right? Wereyou
telling the truth about that thing that was tracking us? Wasit redly over there with you? | thought we'd
logt it once and for al when we entered the mountains. Isit finaly dead?

Pen nodded. “ Thetanequil killed it. It salong story. But anything that crossesthisbridgeisinred
danger. I’'m dive because of this”

He nodded down &t the darkwand, which was resting next to him on the bridge, flat against the stone,
tucked into the shadows.

The Dwarf peered at it, then caught sight of Pen’s damaged hand and looked up again quickly. “What
happened to your fingers?’

“Thetree took them in exchange for the staff. Blood for sap, flesh for bark, bones for wood. It was
necessary. Don't think onit.”

“Don’t think on it?” Tagwen was gppalled. He glanced quickly over Pen’s shoulder into the darkness of
thetanequil’ sidand. “Whereis Cinnaminson?’

Pen hesitated. “ Staying behind. Safe, for now. Tagwen, listen to me. | have to do what they want. | have
to go with them to Paranor.”

Tagwen stared. “No, Penderrin. Y ou won't come out of there dive. They don’t intend to let you go.
Nor your parents, either. Y ou' re being taken to Shadea & Ru. She's behind what' s happened to the Ard
Rhys, and once she' s questioned you about what you are doing and you tell her—which you will, make
no mistake—you and your parents are finished. Don’'t doubt me on this”



Pen nodded. “1 don’'t, Tagwen. But look at how things stand. We' re trapped here, al of us. Even
without the Druids to dedl with, we' re stranded in these ruins, surrounded by Urdas. | haveto get out if
I’'m to help my aunt, and the quicker the better. It' salready been too long. If | don't get to Paranor and
use the darkwand soon, it will betoo late. And now | have away. The Druidswill take me faster than |
could get there on my own. | know it's dangerous. | know what they intend for me. And for my parents.
But | havetoriskit.”

“You'rerisking too much!” the Dwarf snapped. “Y ou' Il get there quick enough, al right. And then what?
They won't let you into the chamber of the Ard Rhys. They won't let you make use of that talisman.
Shadeawill see you for the threat you are and do away with you before you have achanceto do

anything”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” He looked off into the gardens, into the pale, shifting patterns of color and the
dappled shadows cast by the Druids and Gnome Huntersin thefirdight’sglow. “In any casg, it' sthe only
choice that makes sense.” He turned back to Tagwen. “If | agreeto go with them, will that tall Druid
keep hisword and let you go? Is hisword any good? I's he any better than the rest of them?’

Tagwen thought about it amoment. “ Traunt Rowan. He' s not as bad as the other one, Pyson Wence,
and certainly not as bad as Shadea. But he joined them in the plot against your aunt.” He shook his head.
“ She dways thought he was principled, if misguided in his antipathy toward her. He might keep his
word.”

Pen nodded. “I'll haveto chanceit.”

The Dwarf reached for him with both strong hands and gripped his shoulders. “Don’t do this,
Penderrin,” he whispered.

Pen held hisgaze. “If you werein my shoes, Tagwen, wouldn’t you? To save her from the Forbidding,
to give her achance, wouldn't you do just what I'm doing?’ Tagwen stared a him in silence. He gave the
Dwarf aquick smile. “ Of course you would. Don't say anything more. I’ ve dready said it to mysdlf. We
knew from the beginning that we would do whatever was necessary to reach her, no matter therisk. We
knew it, even if wedidn’t talk about it. Nothing has changed. | have to go to Paranor. Then into the
Forbidding.”

He closed his eyes againgt the sudden panic that the words roused in him. The enormity of what he was
going to attempt was overwhelming. He was just aboy. He wasn't gifted or skilled or anything useful. He
was mostly just there when no one esewas.

Hetook a deep breath. “Will you come after me? In case | don't find away to get through?In case |
get locked away in the dungeons and don’t get my parents out? Will you try to do something about it?’
He exhded sharply. “Evenif | do get through and find her, the Druidswill be waiting for uswhen we get
back. W€ Il need help, Tagwen.”

The Dwarf tightened his grip. “We |l comefor you. No matter how long it takes us, no matter whereyou
are. We' ll find away to reach you. We' ll be there for you when you need us.”

Pen put his hands over those of the Dwarf’ s, pressing them down into his shoulders. “ Get out of here
any way you can, Tagwen. Don't stop for anything.” He hesitated. “Don't try to reach Cinnaminson. She
hasto wait for me. She can’'t leave until | come back for her.” He shook his head quickly, fighting back
tears. “Don’'t ask meto explain. Just tell meyou' Il do what I’ ve asked. All right?’



The Dwarf nodded. “All right.”
“I candothis” Pen whispered, swalowing hard. “I know | can.”

Tagwen' sfingerstightened. “1 know it, too. Y ou’ ve done everything el se. Everything anyone could have
asked of you.”

“I'll find away. Oncel’mthere, I'll find away.”

“Thereare some il loyd to your aunt,” Tagwen said. “Keep an eye out. One of them might cometo
your aid.”

Pen glanced down again at the darkwand. “What can | do about the staff? It’ stoo big to hide, but |
haveto takeit with me. | know they won't let me keep it, if they seeit. But | can’t afford to giveit over
to them, either.”

From back in the shadows, the taler of the two Druids called out, “Y ou should have said everything you
intended to say by now, Pen. Y ou should be finished and ready to honor your promise. Tell Tagwen to
step back, and then you come forward to us!”

Pen stared toward thefirelight, to the cluster of Troll prisoners huddled together, to the shadowy forms
of the Gnome Hunters surrounding them, to the cloaked forms of the Druids. It had thelook of another
world, of aplace and time he could barely imagine. He was gill enmeshed in the world of the tanequil, of
orange-tipped |leaves and mottled bark, of massive limbs and roots, of asentient being older than Man.
His memories of the past two dayswere sill o painfully fresh that they dominated his present and
threatened to overwhdm hisfragile determination.

He despaired.

“That' sapretty piece of work,” Tagwen said suddenly, nodding down at the darkwand. “1t might help if
it wasn't o shiny.”

He eased back on his hedl's and reached behind him for a handful of damp earth, then rubbed it dong the
length of the aff, clotting the runes, dulling the surface. He worked in the shadows, shielding his
movements.

“If they takeit away fromyou,” he said, finishing up, “tdll them you found it in the ruins. Tell them you
don't know what it is. If they think it was given to you to help the Ard Rhys, you'll never seeit again.
Y ou might keep it long enough to useit if they don’t suspect what it’sfor.”

Pen nodded. He stood up, one hand gripping the staff. He leaned on it once more, asif he needed its
support. “Go back to them. Tell Kermadec to be ready. Khyber is ill out there, somewhere. | saw her
while coming back to you. She should have been here by now. She might be watching al this, and | don't
know what shewill do.”

The Dwarf took aquick look around, asif thinking he might see her in the darkness, then nodded and
rose, aswell. Saying nothing, he returned to the Gnome Hunters and the encircled Rock Tralls, his head
lowered. The Trolls watched him come, but did not rise to greet him. Pen waited until he was seated
among them again, then looked over at the Druids, who were stlanding to one side.

“Do you promise my friendswill not be harmed?’ he asked again.



“Not by us or those who travel with us,” thetdler Druid replied, coming forward astep. “We' Il leave
them here when we depart. What happens to them after that is up to them.”

It was the best Pen could hope for. He would have liked to have found away to get them back to
Taupo Rough, but he couldn’t chance trying to make that happen. Kermadec was resourceful. Hewould
find away.

Pen glanced down at the darkwand. The dirt and mud that coated its length mostly hid itsrunes. Its
smooth surface was dull. If hewaslucky, they would not pay close attention to it. If they took it, he
would haveto find away to get it back later.

His gaze shifted to theidand of the tanequil, to the dark silent wall of the forest that concedled the
sentient tree. He was leaving things unfinished here, he knew, and he might never have a chance to come
back and set them right. The urge to act immediately threatened to overpower him, to turn him from his
path to the Ard Rhys. He knew her so little, and Cinnaminson so well.

He took another deep, steadying breath and looked back at the waiting Druids. “I’m ready,” he called
out in what he hoped was abrave voice.

Then, using the staff as a crutch, he began to walk toward them.

Two

From deep in the shadows at the edge of the gardens, Khyber Elessedil watched the drama unfold with
amix of anger and indecison.

“Oh, no, Pen,” she whispered.

She had returned before him, seen the Druid airships hanging over the gardenslike spidersfrom an
invisble web, the Ghome Hunters ringing the captive members of her little company, the Druids watching
the bridge, and she had determined that she must do something to warn the boy.

But she wastoo late. He appeared abruptly, incautiously reveaing himself before he could think better of
it and before she could stop him. She held back then to see what would happen, thinking that she must
not act too hagtily, that she did not know yet what to do. She could save one—the boy or the rest of the
company—>but not both, not without agreat dedl of luck she could not depend upon. Two Druids were
more than she was able to handle on her own, her skillswere too rudimentary, her knowledge too
shdlow. Shewould catch them unawares, but that would not give her enough of an edge to guarantee
SuUCCess.

No, she must wait.
She must bide her time.
And so0 shedid, listening to the conversation that ensued between Pen and Traunt Rowan. She could

divine the nature of their maneuverings, of their hidden intentions, from what they said and how they
moved. She understood what was at stake, but not how the matter would be resolved. Desperately



trying to concoct a plan that would allow her to act, knowing that sooner or later she must, she waited
them out. When Tagwen was dlowed to confer with Pen in private, she thought that then wasthe timeto
do whatever she could, but she was unable to make herself do so. Everything she considered promised
to end badly. Everything depended on help that wasn’t available. She prevaricated and waffled.
Indecison froze her.

Until, finaly, it wastoo late. Pen was coming down from the bridge to give himself up, counting on
Traunt Rowan to honor hisword about Tagwen and the Trolls, giving himself over to afate he had
aready determined he must embrace. Anything to get to Paranor, he was thinking. She knew it without
having to betold.

She watched him limp forward, leaning on his staff, his young face etched with lines of determination. He
was sacrificing himsdlf. For the Ard Rhys. For Tagwen. For Kermadec and his Rock Trolls. Evenfor
her. He did not know where shewas, only that she was out there somewhere, still free, perhaps still able
to do something to help. But he wasn't looking for that help just then. His intention was to get to Paranor
and hope that help could be found there.

The staff drew her attention. She had seen it before, when he was scurrying through the woods on the
idand of the tanequil. But then it had looked much brighter and better kept. She had thought it wasthe
darkwand, the talisman he had cometo find. The tree would have given it to him, persuaded in away that
only he knew, away that the King of the Slver River said hewould find when it wastime. If it wasthe
taisman, infact. If...

But it was, of course. He had muddied the surface and was using it as a crutch to disguise what it redlly
was. He was taking a desperate chance that neither of the Druids would think it anything morethan a
length of old wood. He could not go to Paranor without it, and go to Paranor he must, of course. That
was hisintention in giving himsdf up.

Shesaw it dl clearly, aconclusion about which shefdt so certain that she never questioned it. Brave
Pen.

Seconds later, she was moving, diding aong the edge of the trees, making her way toward the closest of
the airships. She must do what she could to help him, and to help him she must go where he was going.
She must get aboard the airship, travel hidden to Paranor, then disembark in secret and find him before
they discovered hisintentions and put an end to them. Because they would, she knew. He was not clever
or strong enough to fool them dl. One of them would see through him.

Within the circle of light cast by the fire, the Druids had moved forward to intercept Pen. He did not
resst them as Traunt Rowan took Pen’s arm and guided him toward theAthabasca. Rowan’ s actions
were amost paterna. He spoke softly to the boy, walking beside him in away that suggested good
intentions. He had not bothered yet with the staff, did not seem to care much about it at al. Pen was ill
limping, perhaps causing the Druid to think he wasindeed injured and in need of support. The other one,
hisdy eyesfixed on them, trailed purposefully, and Khyber did not trust anything about him. If he had
been the one to make the promise to release Tagwen and the Trolls, she would have acted at once, she
told hersdlf. There would have been no hesitation.

She reached the rope ladder that dangled from the airship she had chosen—not the one Pen was
boarding, unfortunately—and went up it in arush, not bothering to look back until she was aboard. There
were Gnome Huntersforward against the railing, but their attentions were occupied with the eventstaking
place below, and they took no notice of her. She dipped into the shadow of the mainmast, then over to
the shelter of arail ding set in place to port. From there, she could see Pen being led to the ladder of the



other ship, the Druids shadowing him watchfully. She watched the Gnome Hunters drift through the light
toward their ships like wraiths to their haunts. She saw Tagwen’ srough features, sad and desperate, peer
upward as Pen climbed the ladder. She saw Kermadec' s strong hands knot together in a promise of
certain action.

She could il stopit, shetold hersalf. She could fling Druid Fire or elementa windsal through those
Gnome Hunters and knock them sprawling. She could separate Pen from those Druids, burn away the
ladder from below where he climbed, and give him achanceto flee. But it would not be settled then and
there, and the consequences for those Trollstoo dow to reach the shadows or the weapons of which
they had been stripped would be ugly.

Remember. Penisnot trying to escape. Heistrying to reach Paranor. He has made up his mind.

She pictured him anew as she had seen him from across the chasm not two hours earlier. She saw the
mongter Traunt Rowan had named Aphasia Wye. She saw Pen prepare to do what he could to stopit,
even when there appeared there was nothing he could do. Facing what must have seemed to be certain
degth, he had not tried to flee or hide. He had stood there to mest it.

And would have, had she not been thereto give him aid.

Perhaps he was relying on her now.

Perhaps he knew she would not abandon him, that because she had saved him once, hislife was her
responsibility. Old legends said that this was s0. She had never believed it.

But somehow, at that moment, shedid.

“Areyou injured?’ Traunt Rowan asked pleasantly, supporting Pen under hisfree arm, not looking at
him as he talked, moving him steadily dong toward theAthabasca.

Pen shrugged. “Nothing serious.”
“AphasaWye?’

“I hurt it trying to get away from him.”
“But no broken bones?’

Pen shook his head.

“You'relucky. If you hadn’t gotten away from him, broken boneswould have been the least of your
problems.”

The second Druid, the one Tagwen had named Pyson Wence, moved up suddenly on Pen’s other side.
“Howdid you get away from him?’

“1don’'t want to talk about it.” Herisked aquick look at Traunt Rowan, seemingly the friendlier of the
two. “Not until we' re away.”



Pyson Wence seized hisarm, the blunt fingers squeezing so hard he flinched. “1 don’t like your tone of
voice, littleman,” he hissed. “What you want in this matter is of no concernto us”

Pen shrank from him. “I want to know my friends are safe before | tell you anything.”
“Let him go, Pyson,” thetaler one whispered. “ Unfriendly eyes are watching. We can wait.”

The one caled Pyson let him go. Pen tore away from Traunt Rowan and rubbed hisinjured arm. He
kept his head down and his eyes averted. He didn’t want to do anything to aggravate them until the
arrshipswere doft and hisfriends free. He didn’'t know what to expect then, but he would have astory in
placeto tell them that might buy him sometime.

They reached the ladder, and as he made an attempt to climb it while till holding the darkwand, Pyson
Wence snatched it away and cast it aside. “Y ou won't be needing any crutchesfrom hereon,” he said.

Pen froze, hands on the ladder, one foot on thefirst rung. He couldn’t leave the talisman behind.

Then Traunt Rowan waked over and picked it up. “He might have need of it, Pyson. I'll carry it up for
him. Go on, Pen.”

Pen exhded sharply and began to climb, taking care to favor his supposedly injured leg as he went. He
did not look down at the Druids. He did not dow until he was aboard the airship, when he turned to wait
for them. They were aboard quickly, dark faces shadowed and unreadable in the faint diffusion of the
now distant firelight. Below, the Gnome Hunters were moving to follow, al but those who ringed the

prisoners.

Traunt Rowan moved over to Pen and handed him back his staff. “Y ou wouldn’t consider trying to use
this as awegpon, would you?’ he asked with an edgy smile.

Pen shook his head.
“Good. Now let’sgo below and get you settled in.”

Instantly, Pen moved over to therailing, away from everyone. “Not until 1 seethat my friendsare going
tobedl right,” he said. 1 want to watch what happens next.”

Pyson Wence' s Gnomic features were dark with anger, but Traunt Rowan merely shrugged. “ Stay
whereyou arethen.”

He turned to Wence and nodded, and the latter issued orders to the Hunters who crewed the airships.
The Hunters began scurrying about the decks and up the rigging, preparing the three shipsto sail. Witha
last, dark look at Pen, Pyson Wence moved into the pilot box to stand next to theAthabasca’ s Captain,
his face turned away from the boy.

Now only the few Gnomes guarding Tagwen and the Trolls remained, and one by one, weapons held at
the ready, eyesfixed on the prisoners, they began to drift back toward the airshipsaswell. Pen's
companions sat quietly and watched their captors withdraw, making no attempt to stop them. Atalan was
staring up at Pen, astrange ook on hisfierce face, one that suggested he couldn't quite believe what he
was seeing. Tagwen was whispering to Kermadec, his head bent close to that of the Troll, their faces
dark and intense.



Pen scanned the grounds at the edges of thefirdight, where thewalls caught the last of the flickering
ydlow glow, where the shadows encroached from the woods beyond. No sign of Khyber. But she had
to be there. She had to be watching.

Then theAthabasca waslifting avay, the other two arshipsfollowing close behind, and the ruins of
Stridegate were shrinking into the darkness. His former companions cameto their feet and stood close
together, looking after him. Quickly, their faces turned smdl and inditinct, and then disappeared. The
ruinsfaded, aswell, until dl that remained wasthetiny dot of thefire' s heart.

When that disgppeared and the idand of the tanequil was nothing more than adark lump silhouetted by
garlight againgt the horizon, Traunt Rowan appeared at his side to take him below.

On the deck of the ship flying to starboard, Khyber Elessedil sat quietly in the concealing shadow of the
aft port rail ding, watching theAthabasca. Pen had gone down the main hatchway and was no longer in
view. Theruins of Stridegate had disgppeared into the distance, and her companions with them. The
glow of the fire had faded, and the position of the starstold her they were flying south along the edge of
the Klu toward the Upper Anar, the vast sprawl of the Inkrim adark lake below.

There was nothing she could do but wait.

When she was twelve, she had run away for the third time. On that occasion, intent on escaping her
family and their dictatoria ways, she had stowed away aboard an airship flying to Callahorn. It wasn't
that she didn’t love them. It was that she didn’t love what they had planned for her. Her brother and her
father before him had very definite ideas about the ways in which an Elessedil Princess should conduct
herself, and Khyber had trouble even seeing hersalf asa Princess. Her station in life was an accident of
birth, and she could never quite bring hersdlf to accept it as her due. She was dways more comfortable
with being someone and something else. Her family didn't like that. Her family let her know that
rebelliousness would not be tolerated.

Her response had been to run away. She started at eight. At twelve, after two failed attempts, she had
determined that thistime she would succeed, that she would put herself permanently beyond their reach.
Callahorn was Free-born land, and people of al Races were wel comed and accepted no matter who
they were or where they came from. Everyone was tregted the same. Royalty had been gone from the
Borderlands for hundreds of years and wasn't likely to be coming back anytime soon. If she could get
that far, she could disappear into the mix and never be found. At least, that wasthe way she saw it at
twelve.

She got asfar as her destination, but she was discovered by the Captain before she could disembark
and was hauled back kicking and screaming yet again to her family. It was not a pleasant reunion. But
shelearned something vauable from that effort. She learned how to hidein plain sight. Shelearned thet if
you looked enough like you belonged, you stood a pretty good chance of being accepted. On that
outing, she took on thelook of acabin boy or avery young crewmember, and to her surprise the crew
never stopped to consder that she might be something else. Admittedly, she kept her exposureto a
minimum, staying out of Sight most of the time. But when she did surface, for food and water or just to
breathe fresh air, she was able to move about without being stopped or questioned.

Aboard the Druid airship, she resolved to put this knowledge to good use. She had aready
appropriated one of the short cloaks worn by the Gnome Hunters who served as crew, using its hood to
concedl her face. At night and in the absence of close scrutiny, she looked like one of them. She had



aready determined that by day, she would hide bel ow, somewhere out of the way, somewhere the crew
didn’t often go. There were no Druids aboard the ship, so she had only the Ghomes to worry about. She
knew arshipswell, and the configuration of the one she was on was familiar to her. Because the
Athabasca was awarship, she offered plenty of hiding places. Because shewas aDruid ship, everyone
was trained to do their job and not ask questions.

Sitting by therail ding asthe ship flew into the night, pretending at ingpecting its mechanism asthe
Gnome Hunter crewmen went impassively about their business, she considered her resources. She had
the use of her Druid magic, dthough she possessed only asmall arsend and waslargely unskilled inits
use. She had the Elfstones, too. But, athough powerful, they were of limited use. Mostly she had her wits
and her determination, and she thought that those would probably end up serving her best.

Around her, things were settling down. The ship’s course was set, her sailsdoft, her rigging in place.
Night enfolded al three vessdls, rendering them starlit silhouettes againgt the horizon. She wished she
were aboard Pen’ s ship so that she might reach him long enough to let him know he was not alone. But
she knew that she was not likely to see him again before they reached Paranor. Even then, getting to him
would be problematic. He would be celled and guarded, and he would be taken before Shadeaa Ru
quickly once she knew hewasthere.

She leaned back againgt therail ding. She redlized she would have to reach Pen quickly once they
landed or it might not be worth trying to reach him at al. The Druids would discover what he was up to,
what he had come north to accomplish, and it would &l be over quickly.

If helived that long. Traunt Rowan and the other Druid might decide to dispatch him whilethey were
returning. They might even have ordersto that end.

She could not bear to think about it. Anyway, there was nothing she could do just yet. She could only
wait. And hope.

She moved over to the provision hold, dropped through the hatchway quickly, found a shadowed place
of concealment back among the spare light sheaths, and waited for deep.

Three

They took Pen Ohmsford to a storeroom that had been converted on one sideinto a deeping space and
told him that he wasto stay there during the flight back to Paranor. Hishaf of the room was furnished
with ahammock, a clothes chest, abench, asmal table, and alamp. The other half was piled high with
coils of radian draws, spare light sheaths, casks of water and biscuits, and severa crates of tools and
caulking.

“Sorry we can't do better, but thisisawarship and thereisn’'t much in the way of accommodations,”
Traunt Rowan said.

They had sent three such airshipsto find him, Pen thought in response, which said more about their
intentions for him than did the supposed dearth of decent accommodeations. But he nodded because there
wasn't much to be gained by doing anything else. He was their prisoner whether they said so or not.

They left him then, disappearing back through the doorway into the halway beyond and closing the



heavy storeroom door behind them. Pen heard the dull snick of the lock, further proof of his status. He
waited until their footfals had receded into silence, then sat down on the bench to think things through.

They had not taken away the darkwand, an oversight that surprised him. Having had it snatched away
once dready by Pyson Wence, he had been expecting to lose it again. But neither Druid had shown any
further interest in the staff. He promised he would make them regret their carelessness, but then warned
himsdf againgt making threats—even to himsdf—that he wasin no position to carry ot.

After giving it some congideration, he decided againg trying to hide the staff. He could tuck it away amid
al the gores, but they would notice it was missing the first time he limped about the room without it—and
he would haveto limp, at least for aday or two, to keep up the pretense that he wasinjured. No, hiding
it would only cdl atention to it. They would find it quickly enough anyway, if they decided to look for it.
It was better to just leaveit lying out in plain Sght and hope they paid no further attention.

He stuck it under the bench in a careless fashion and forced himself to pretend it didn’t matter.

After atime, one of the Gnome Hunters brought him a plate of food and a cup of de. He consumed both
hungrily, redizing he was starved. It had been more than aday since he had eaten, and the rush of events
was dl that had kept him going. He needed deep, too. After finishing the medl, helay down to nap and
was adegp in seconds.

He woke to the sound of the lock releasing, and another tray of food was brought inside and deposited
on the floor. The Gnome Hunter barely looked at him as he backed out the door and locked it. Pen
peered through the cracks of the shutters securing the single window opening into the storeroom. The sky
was brilliant with either a sunrise or a sunset, depending on direction. He decided, after amoment’s
congderation, that it was a sunset. He had dept through an entire day.

He sat down and consumed his medl, thinking for the first time since he had been locked away of his
friends back in the ruins of Stridegate. At least they were safe. Or safe from the Druids. They were till
trapped by the Urdas and milesfrom any help. Kermadec would get them free, of course. Or Khyber,
using her demental magic to aid their efforts. But even after that it would take them aweek to walk out
and longer till to reach Paranor. Tagwen had meant well in promising they would comefor him, but Pen
knew that he couldn’t depend on it. He had given them achance & life by agreeing to leave with the
Druids, but he had not given himself much hope in return. No matter what Tagwen had promised, Pen
knew he was on hisown.

He thought about what that meant. Barring unexpected help from Druids ill loyd to the Ard Rhys, he
had to reach his aunt’ s chamber with the darkwand in hand and employ it quickly. That presupposed a
lot of things that shouldn’t be presupposed, the foremost of which was that he would be able to figure out
how to use the talisman. He had no idea how it worked. He had no way of knowing what he had to do
to summon its magic. Did he need to doanything? Or could he just stand there and wait to be whisked
avay?

The enormity of what he was hoping for left him momentarily shaken, and before he could pull himsdlf
together sufficiently to fed at least somewhat reassured that he would find away out of his dilemma, the
storeroom door opened, and his Druid captors resppeared.

He sat on his bench and stared at them, searching their faces for some indication of what to expect.
Traunt Rowan seemed tense. Pyson Wence just looked angry. They moved into the room with an
unmistakable air of authority, and Pen knew that the time for procrastination was over. Taking adeep
bregth, forcing himsalf not to look down &t the darkwand whereit lay on the floor benesth the bench, he



cameto hisfeet.
“I’'m ready to tell you what you want to know,” he said.

Best not to wait on theinevitable, he decided, and saw that hiswords had an ingtant calming effect on
both, athough the Gnome' s brow remained dark and his eyes skeptical. “What isit that you think we
want to know, little man?’ he asked oftly.

“Y ou want to know what I’m doing out here. Y ou want to know why | made such along journey. Y ou
want to know if it has something to do with my aunt. Isn't that right?”

Pyson Wence started to answer, but Traunt Rowan held up one hand to silence him. His eyes fastened
on Pen. “I think you prefer not to play gameswith us, young Pen, so | won't play gameswith you. The
fact that you gave yourself up to save your friendstells me something about your character. | respect that.
| won't waste any more time trying to convince you that everything in your lifeisgoing to bedl right
when thisisover. Asit happens, that isn't my decision. But you could help yourself—and your
parents—considerably by doing just exactly what you propose. Tell uswhat we want to know, and | will
seewhat | can do to help you. | have some influence in this matter. Shadeaa Ru is our leader, but Pyson
and | aregtrong in our own right.”

“Stronger than she thinks,” the Gnome added, scowling a nothing, his eyes sweeping the room asif he
wasworried that someone might be listening.

“Let me repest again that we didn’'t send Aphasia Wye to hunt you,” Traunt Rowan continued. “We
happen to agree with you. He was amonster. We' re glad he' s dead. But you need to understand that we
think your aunt isamonster, too. A monster of another sort.” He paused. “Do you know what we did
with her?’

Pen nodded. “Y ou sent her into the Forbidding.”

He saw the surprise in both men’s eyes. He knew more than they had thought he knew. “How do you
know that?’

“Shetold me s0,” he said. “ She cameto mein adream and told me she was being held prisoner by
Druids. She asked meto help her. | didn’t know what to think, but then Tagwen came to Patch Run and
told me she had disappeared, so | decided to do what she had asked.”

“Which was?’

“Totrave to theruins of Stridegate. To seek help that could only be found there.”

Pyson Wence scowled. “What sort of help? Why would she ask help of you and not her brother?’

Pen’ sthoughts raced. “1 don’t know. Or, at least, | didn’'t know at first. 1 didn’t think it wasredl. But |
was afraid to ignoreiit, too.”

“So you just decided to set out on your own?”’
Hetook a deep breath. “Tagwen cameto ask my father to help him find the Ard Rhys. Tagwen thought

that my father could use his magic to discover where she had gone. But my father and mother were
traveling, and | was the only one home. Then that other Druid appeared, the Dwarf, on theGalaphile, so



we ran. He chased us dl the way into the Black Oaks before we lost him. Then we flew my skiff to the
Westland to ask Ahren Elessedil for help, and he got usalarger airship and took us north to Anatcherae.
But theGalaphile found us again, and tracked us across the Lazareen and into the Slags, and therewas a
fight, and theGal aphile exploded and Ahren and the Dwarf were both killed.”

He paused, trying to gauge their reaction. Did they believe any of this? He wastrying to stay as closeto
the truth as possible without giving anything vita away.

“Terek Molt was dwaysimpatient,” Pyson Wence growled, waving his hand dismissvely. Thistimeit
cost him more than he expected.”

“What did you do after that, Pen?’ Traunt Rowan asked.

“We continued north out of the Slags. We till had the airship. Weflew al the way to Taupo Rough. We
met Kermadec, and he agreed to guide usto Stridegate. Then you appeared and we started running

agan.”

There was along silence asthe two men stared a him, weighing the truth in his story. Pen faced them
squarely, meeting their eyes, willing themto believe.

“And dl thistime Aphasia Wye was hunting you?" the South-lander asked quietly.

Pen shook his head. “1 didn’t know anything about him, at first. He appeared for thefirst timein
Anatcherag, after we had gotten away from the Dwarf. He chased us along the docks to the ship. Then
we didn’'t see him until we werein the country beyond the Slags. He caught up to us again there. But we
lost him. Then he appeared in the ruins. No one saw him that time but me. He crossed over to theidand
somehow, looking for me.”

He paused. “If you didn’t send him to find me, who did?’
Traunt Rowan pursed hislips. “Y our aunt has many enemies, Pen. Not al of them are Druids.”
An answer that wasn't an answer to the question, Pen thought.

“Thisdoesn't fed right,” Pyson Wence announced suddenly. “AphasiaWye tracks you al theway to
Stridegate, but twice you escape him aong the way, something no one else has ever done. Then you
confront him on the other side of a bridge that you say no one but you can cross, and you are able to kill
him?Y ou? A boy? Do you think we arefools?’

Pen shook hishead quickly. “I didn’t kill him. The spiritsdid. The oneswho live ontheidand. They are
caled aeriads. They tricked him, lured him to the edge of the chasm. In the dark, he was confused. He
fel, and thefdl killed him. It isalong way to the bottom of the chasm. There are lots of rocks and
tangled roots.”

Pyson Wence was on him in asecond, snatching him up by the front of his shirt and holding him pinned
againgt the bulkhead. “ Aphasia Wye could see better in the dark than most cats,” the Gnome spit. “He
was askilled hunter. Nothing would have confused him. Nothing would have distracted him once he had
the scent. Certainly not the dark! Y ou arelying to us, little man!”

The Gnome' sfist wasjammed so tightly against Pen’ sthroat that the boy could barely bregthe, let done
talk. “1t wasthe magic!” hefinaly managed to gasp.



Pyson Wence dropped him to the floor and kicked him hard. “Magic? What magic? Magic from these
spirits you talk about? What sort of magic would they have that would stop AphasiaWye? You're
making thisup, boy!”

Pen was shaking his head as hard as he could in denial, both hands clutching at hisinjured throat. “ No,

it sthetruth! 1 didn’t know they were there when | went to Stridegate. 1 didn’t know anything except
what my aunt told me in the dream. | wasto go there and find out what 1 could do to help. So 1 went.
The spiritswere her means of communicating with me from within the Forbidding. She cameto me onthe
idand through them and told me that there was still a chance for her to escape so long as some of the
Druids believed in her. She said that belief formed a connection to her and would help her find away
back!”

Pyson Wence kicked him harder till. “Bédief in her? That' s going to get her out of the Forbidding?
That’ swhat shetold you?’ He kicked Pen again, then looked over at Traunt Rowan. “Let’ skill him now
and be donewithit!”

Thetall Southlander seemed to consider the idea, then shook hishead. “1 don't think s0.” Hewalked
over, moved the smaller man out of the way, then reached down and helped Pen back to hisfest.
Steering him by his shoulders, he led the boy back to the bench and sat him down.

Knedling, he looked Pen squardly in the eye. “He sright about onething,” he said softly. “You'relying
to us. | thought we agreed that there weren’t to be any games played in this business.”

Pen felt histhroat tighten and his scomach clench. He thought for a minute he was going to be sick, but
he kept it from happening by refusing to give them the satisfaction. “1 wasn't lying!”

Traunt Rowan shook his head in disappointment. *Y our aunt summoned you dl the way to Stridegate to
tell you that belief would help free her? Why didn’t shejust tell you that in your dream, Pen? For that
matter, why didn’t shejust tell your father, who might have been able to do something about it? Why
chooseto tell you, aboy with no way to do much of anything without help?’

Pen looked down at his clenched hands. “ All right. There was something else. While | was on theidand,
| had to do something. | had to find thistree, akind of tree 1 had never seen before. | had to find it and
carve her nameinto itstrunk. The tree bled sap into the letters, and therewas akind of magic released. It
was what saved me from AphasiaWye. It kept him from me, confused him, sent him off into the dark so
that he fell into the ravine. The magic was a part of her, brought back from the Forbidding by the carving
of her name. It was’t her body or mind or anything you could touch. It was her spirit, | guess.”

It was a plausible enough story, given the nature of magic and its workings, much of which was e ementa
and released through nature’ s children. 1t even bordered on the truth.

Traunt Rowan smiled. “ Strange, though. Y our father couldn’t do al this? 1t had to be you. A boy not out
of histeens, Pen?’

Pen nodded. “I have the use of akind of magic my father doesn't. It isn’'t much. | can understand the
thinking and intent of birds and plants and animals from their movements and sounds. It isn't
communication exactly, but it's something likeit. My aunt understood that | would know how to carve
thelettersin thetreein away that wouldn't hurt it, that would alow it to permit her to reach through the
Forbidding.”



A totd liethistime, but he wastoo degp in to back away and he needed to buttress his story with
reasons for how things had come about. He felt his credibility was dipping avay, and hethrew up his
handsin mock disgust.

“1 don’t understand it, either. Y ou can believe me or not, | don’t care! But | love my aunt, and | did
what | hadto doto help her. I'd do it again, if she asked me! Sheisn’'t amongter, no matter what you
say.” Heglared at Traunt Rowan fiercely. “I’ ve had enough of thisl Y ou don’t believe anything I’ ve told
you! Finel | don't havetotdll you anything else!”

From the other side of the room, Pyson Wence snorted. Traunt Rowan remained where he was,
studying Pen' sface in away that the boy found disturbing. The Druid could tel he waslying, he redized.
He didn’'t know how he understood that, but he did.

“Y ou might want to take those words back,” the other said. *'Y ou heard Pyson. He thinks we should kil
you and put the whole matter behind us. We dready have your parents. It wouldn't be difficult to make
them disappear aswell. Y ou can prevent this, but it doesn’'t seem asif you want to.”

Pen shook his head. “Of course 1 want to! But | don't think | can prevent anything. You' |l do what you
want with al of us, no matter what | say! Besides, I’ ve told you what | know.”

“Everything you know?" Traunt Rowan pressed. “Y ou’ ve told us everything?’

Pen knew he was dead, sensed it in the way the other asked the question, could fed it right down to the
soles of hisfeet. But there was nothing he could do to change things, not even if he wanted to.

He st hisjaw. “Everything.”

Traunt Rowan nodded dowly and started to rise. But as he did so he reached down for the muddied
gaff tucked under the bench benesath Pen' sfeet and pulled it free. “Wadll, then, it will come as something
of asurpriseto you to discover that this smple staff you have been using as a crutch for your injured leg
isactudly something morethan it appears.”

Heheld it out for Pen to ingpect, keeping it just out of reach as he balanced it loosely in the pam of one
hand. Pen felt dl the strength go out of his body. He had thought the staff forgotten and his secret safe.
He had thought the Druids fooled.

“You did think thisjust asimple staff, didn’t you?’ the other perssted.

Pyson Wence had come over to stand beside him now, his dark face furrowed in surprise. Apparently
he had missed seeing what it was, even if Traunt Rowan had not. “What are you talking about?’

The Southlander ran his hands dowly up and down the length of wood, and as he did so the dried mud
and dirt fell away and the surface turned bright and smooth, revealing the intricately carved network of
runes hidden benegath. He blew gently to clean it of any remaining flecks of dugt, then used one end of his
deeveto polish the wood.

“There” he said, smiling cheerfully at Pen. “Y ou can seefor yoursdlf. What do you make of this?
Pyson?’ He glanced over at the other Druid. “Isn’t thisa surprise?’

Pyson Wence started for Pen, his face flushed with rage, but Traunt Rowan held him back. “No, what
areyou doing? No need for that! Y ou heard Pen, he didn’t know what it was. He probably just picked it



up while walking around the forest and ket it because he needed a crutch. 1sn't that right, Pen?’

Pen said nothing, his eyesfixed on the other, watching him the way amouse would a snake. Traunt
Rowan had known all dong. He had been leading Pen around by the nose, |etting him fabricate whatever
story he wished, because in the end he knew the one thing that counted—that what the boy wasredlly
hiding was the secret of the staff.

“Littleman, | will see you hung from mest hooks and gutted before this matter isfinished!” Pyson Wence
hissed a him. His gaze shifted to Traunt Rowan. “What are we waiting for? Let me have him now, and
wewill know thetruth of things quick enough!”

Traunt Rowan shook his head. “Not until Shadeais done with him. | don’t want to have to explain to her
why we failed to keep him dive long enough for her to question him.” He smiled at Pen. “Thisisn’'t going
to work out the way you wanted, Pen. Not for you or your parents. Y ou shouldn’t have tried to be so
clever. You're only aboy, and boys adways think themselves much more clever than they redly are.”

Pen was having trouble breathing. He knew he should say or do something, but he had no ideawhat it
should be. It was dl he could do to keep himself from faling gpart completely.

Traunt Rowan watched him amoment longer, then shrugged. “ Cat got your tongue?’ He hefted the staff
and tossed it to Pyson Wence. “What do you make of it, Pyson? Can you read the markings? Elfish, |
think. Very old.”

The Gnome studied the runes amoment, then shook his head impatiently. “Nothing I’ ve ever seen. We
might find something on it back a Paranor, in the books. What difference does it make?’

“1 don't know. Pen, do you?” Traunt Rowan looked at him. “ Anything about these markings |ook
familiar?No?’ He pursed hislips. “Maybe we should seeif they’reevenrea.”

Hetook the staff out of Pyson’s hands, dropped it carelessly to the floor, and pointed &t it. Bluefire
exploded from hisfingers, engulfing the darkwand. Pen gasped in spite of himsdlf, legpt to hisfeet, and
tried to snatch the darkwand back. Almost casually, Traunt Rowan backhanded him into the wall so hard
that he almost blacked out. On the floor, the darkwand jumped at the touch of the searing fire, but to his
aurprise refused to burn. The Druid tried again, the fire flashing from hisfingersin afresh wave, licking at
and engulfing the wood. But again, nothing happened. When the fire ceased, the wood was | eft
untouched.

Pyson Wence snatched up the darkwand and smashed it against the bulkhead, but the staff bounced
away unmarked and unbroken.

“Magic, of avery powerful kind,” Traunt Rowan declared softly, looking down at a dazed Pen. “Isthis
meant for the Ard Rhys, Pen? 1 have afedingitis. A talisman of some sort, to be used to free her.”

Pen tried to keep his expression blank, hisfedings from showing on hisface or reflecting in hiseyes. He
tried to pretend he didn’t feel anything, that nothing that was happening mattered. But pain ratcheted
through him as he dumped on the bench, his head throbbing with the blow he had taken, and his hopes
for achieving anything of what he had set out to accomplish vanished.

“He doesn’'t want to talk now, but he will soon enough,” Pyson Wence hissed. “Do you hear me, little
men?’



Traunt Rowan stepped forward and yanked Pen off the bench, holding him up so that they were
face-to-face. “He hears you, Pyson.” He bent so close to the boy that their noses were admost touching.
“Areyou worried for your parents, Pen?’ hewhispered. “1 worried for mine, too, but it wasn't enough
to save them. Y ou think Grianne Ohmsford isworth giving up your lifefor, but sheisn't. Shekilled my
parents, and in away shewill end up killing yours, aswell, won't she? Sheisamongter, Pen. She dways
was and she dwayswill be. Except that now she' swhere she belongs—with the other mongters.”

Helet go of the boy, shoving him back onto the bench. “Y ou think about it while wefly to Paranor. Y ou
think about how much shereally meansto you.”

He stepped back, flushed with the heat of hiswords. Then he turned and walked from the room, taking
the staff and Pyson Wence with him.

In the ensuing silence, Pen was|eft alone to consider the fate that awaited him.

“What do you think you are doing?’ avoice caled out from behind Khyber, causing her to turn aoruptly
to face the speaker.

It was the sunset of the following day, and the light was weak and tinged with twilight, so she could not
make him out clearly, other than to identify him as one of the Gnome crew. Of course, he couldn’t make
her out, either, so she was able to act before he could determine who she was. A quick movement of her
fingers caused him to hear an unexpected noise, a sound he recognized as dangerous. When hewas
looking the other way, she brushed the air about her to create ascreen of mist and walked away.

It was one of the small skills she had learned from Ahren Elessedil while aboard theSkatel ow dl those
weeks ago. A lifetime ago, she thought. It made her sad, remembering. It made her wish she could
change things, even though she knew she couldn’t.

She glanced back at the Gnome Hunter, who was looking around in confusion, trying to figure out what
had happened. It was the first time anyone had challenged her, but she had been prepared for the
possibility. Still, she would have to be more careful. One sighting might go unreported. A second was
more likely to draw attention.

They were flying south along the spine of the Charnals, come out of the Klu now and gone down below
the Lazareen. Ahead, the bleak wasteland of the Skull Kingdom was a dark smudge againgt the extended
green of the landscape stretching toward the southwest, where the light was adim reddish gold band
along the horizon. In another day, perhaps as early asthe next evening, they would reach Paranor. The
Druid warships were swift, and they flew unhindered and unconcerned through that dangerous country.
Few enemieswould dare to attack even asingle Druid warship, let alone three.

She scanned the countryside below for amoment, then started for the starboard aft hatchway. The
decks were mostly deserted, the crew bel ow eating dinner, the night watch not yet come topside. Only
the pilot and two crewmen werein view, and they were mostly passing time until they could eat and

deep.

Shewas at the hatchway when she saw the flash of light from theAthabasca, which wasflying just aheed
and to port. The light was sudden and intense, and it came from somewhere in the hold, bel ow-decks,
flaring out through cracksin the shutters, divers of brilliance againgt the black. She recognized it asmagic
right away; it was too sharp-edged for firdight. She stared momentarily in shock, then waiched it flash a



second time,

But that was all. Shewaited, but it didn’t come again. She listened for some indication of what had
caused it, but heard nothing. Shetried to read its origins using her own magic, probing the space between
the vessdls, but the air currents caused by the airships movements swept away all traces.

Wasit Pen?

She had no way of knowing. She wouldn’'t be ableto tell anything until they landed a Paranor—perhaps
not even then. She stared out at the dark bulk of theAthabasca. The ship was only ahundred yards
away, but it might aswell have been ahundred miles.

Disconsolate and frustrated, she dropped her gaze and dipped through the hatchway to try to get some
deep.

Four

Rue Meridian sat with her back against the cdll’ sfar wall, facing the locked door. Her prison, like BeK's,
was deep benesth the walls and buildings of the Druid’ s Keep. There was only the single door. The door
was solid metd, savefor aflap at its bottom, which permitted her jailersto dide atray of food indgde
without opening the door, and aseries of ditsat eyeleve, which let in divers of torchlight from the
hallway beyond. Within her cell were awooden bed frame and mattress, ablanket, a dop bucket, and a
broom. The broom was amystery. Was she supposed to sweep up the cell when it got too dusty? Was
she supposed to knock down cobwebs?

Since she had been shut away, she had not been allowed out. Not once, even for amoment. Nor had
anyone come insde. She had heard the guards moving in the halway, and she had looked out in an effort
to see them once or twice. But the guards kept out of her line of Sight and spokein low enough tones that
they were out of hearing, aswell. They had not spoken to her through the door. Other than delivering her
food and alowing her to dide the bucket out for emptying now and then, they had paid no attention to
her at al. Asfar as she could determine, in the minds of her captors she had ceased to exist.

So she sat and waited for something to happen, dl the while thinking of ways she might escape.

She thought constantly of her son, frantic for his safety. Her husband was resourceful and would be able
to help himsdf. And shewould befine. But Pen lacked their experience and their skills, he would be at
the mercy of whoever went to find him. She knew enough of Shadea a Ru to appreciate how determined
shewasto eradicate the Ohmsfords. It wouldn't stop with Grianne, though she was the excuse for the
purge. It would continue until the last Ohmsford was wiped from the face of the Four Lands.

Thinking of it left her furious. She had never trusted the Druids, never cared for their secretive ways and
manipulative schemes. It had been bad enough when there was only one, and that one was Walker Boh.
But now there were dozens of them, not only within the walls of Paranor, but scattered throughout the
Four Lands, aswell. She had dwaysfelt at risk, especidly with Grianne as Ard Rhys. Her fedingsfor
Bek’ ssister were unchanged. In her mind, Grianne would always be the llse Witch. Bek’ s assurances
notwithstanding, she had never been convinced that Griann€e' s transformation from dark witch to white
queen wasred. Her atitude was not so different from that of many others. She could understand why
some among the Druids were so eager to berid of her.



But the real problem was her certainty that their connection with Grianne put them all in danger. It didn’t
matter that they were not close to the Ard Rhys and had nothing to do with the Druid order. It didn’t
matter that their lives were so different. Blood and history bound them inextricably. She had dways
known that the cauldron of mistrust and didike Grianne stirred among those who were troubled by her
position of power as Ard Rhyswasin danger of spilling over onto the rest of them.

Her present circumstances seemed to bear that out.

She stared at the iron door and wished she had thought to stick athrowing knife into her boot. She
wished she had any kind of weapon at al. She wished she had two minutes a one outside that door.

After atime, she dozed, drifting away on thoughts of her family and better times. In the near blackness of
her prison, deep wasthe only form of relief she could find.

She did not know how long she dept, only that it ended suddenly and unexpectedly. She awoke with a
gtart, her deep broken by an odd sound from beyond her cell. She blinked in confusion, sensing that
what she had heard was the collgpse of something. She sat up straight, listening for more.

Then akey twisted in the lock, metal scraping on metal, and the lock released with a sharpsnick. She
got to her feet quickly and took a deep breath to steady herself, to clear her deep-fogged mind. She
didn’t know what to expect, didn’t know how to prepare hersalf. She snatched up the broom, the only
thing at hand that might serve as aweagpon, and moved to stand close by the door.

The door opened, and a black-cloaked figure stepped through. One gloved hand came up quickly in
warning as she started to move out of her crouch. “Wait!”

The hands rose to pull back the hood, and she found herself confronted by ayoung man with angular
features and aquizzica expression. He blinked a her and smiled. “No need for that. I’ ve cometo help.”
He glanced over his shoulder into the hallway, hislank brown hair faling over hisforehead and into his
eyes. “Hurry. We haven’'t much time. They’ |l discover you' ve gone soon enough and they’ Il know where
itisthey must look.”

Satisfied to be free, to have a chance at escaping the Keep, she went with him without questioning their
destination. They dipped from the cdll into the hallway, where she saw the collapsed form of the Gnome
Hunter who had been keeping guard outside the door. There was no blood, no mark on him anywhere,

“A deeping potion,” whispered her rescuer, hisyoung face brightening with pleasure. “Worked on the
one at the top of the stairs, too. They have awarning system to prevent your escape that travels from the
bottom up, but not from the top down. They expect any attempt at escape to come from you. They don’t
think you have any friends here.”

“I didn't think so, elther,” she admitted, reaching down to snatch away the guard’ s dagger.

“Oh, yes,” hereplied quickly. “A few. Well, two of us, anyway. | am the one who dipped your husband
that warning note when you first arrived. But | couldn’t do more until now. Come, hurry!”

They moved silently down the shadowy corridor. Torchlight from brands set in wall brackets cast pools
of yellowish light on the stonefloor. Shelistened carefully for the sound of other movements as she went,
but heard nothing. At the bottom of acircular ascent, her rescuer paused to peer upward into the dark
hole of the stairwell. No light filtered down.



He glanced over. “I left the door closed against intrusion. No shift changeis due for another hour, but
you don’'t want to take chances.”

He amiled hisinfectious smileagain. “I’'m Trefen Morys” He stuck out his hand, and she gaveit aquick
squeeze. “Bellizen and | are till loyd to the Ard Rhys. And to you and your husband, too.”

“Whereis Bek?’ she asked quickly.

“Imprisoned, likeyou. | couldn’t risk trying to reach him until you were free. They keep him closely
watched, held in check by awarning that any attempt on his part to escape will result in your desth. They
are afraid of hismagic. They think that if they keep him contained, you will not present aproblem. So |
freed you firgt, to take the pressure off while we break him free.”

She nodded. “ Sound reasoning, Trefen Morys.”

He blushed. “I hope you will have achanceto tdl that to my mistress.” His brow furrowed. “When she
disappeared, | knew that Shadea @ Ru and those who follow her had something to do with it, especialy
after they seized control of the order. Then Tagwen disappeared, and the word went out that they were
looking for you and your son. It was al too clear that they meant to stop any effort at finding my
mistress”

“Do you know where Pen is?’ she asked quickly. “Have they found him? Have they brought him here?’

He shook his head. “ Thereis no word of your son. | know he has not been brought here. | have been
watching for him. We both have, Bdllizen and |.” He gripped her arm. “We have been waiting for the
right time to set you free, but we could not chance it while Shadea and the otherswere dl present at
Paranor. But Shadea has gone south to meet with the Prime Minister of the Federation and will not return
for severd days. Her closest dlies, Traunt Rowan and Pyson Wence, flew north days ago.”

“In search of Pen?’

He nodded. “Wewill try to reach him first, once you are both free and we have control of your airship.
Our usefulness hereis ended. Thereis nothing more we can do to hep my mistress. The order follows
Shadeanow, al but ahandful. Already, they believe sheisthe leader the order requires and that my
mistress was an unfortunate mistake. Whatever we can do to change their thinking, to find my mistress
and stop Shadea, must happen €l sewhere.”

He pointed up the stairs. “We have to go. Follow me.” He put afinger to hislips. “Quiet like amouse,

They tiptoed up the stone risers, the young Druid leading the way. Rue had the Gnome dagger in her
right hand, ready for use. She wished she had more than one, but the truth of the matter wasthat if they
were discovered, a dozen daggers wouldn't be enough to save them. They must count on stealth and
surprise to see them through.

At thetop of the gairs, Trefen Morys eased open the iron-bound wooden door and peered through the
crack. Glancing over his shoulder, he nodded and pushed through to the light beyond.

They werein aguardroom that served as awaypoint between the cellars and the rest of the Keep.
Wegpons and armor hung from racks on the walls, and open doors revealed storage closetsfilled with



cloaks and boots. Torches burned in their racks, but the room was empty save for them.

Trefen Moryswalked over to apair of closed doors and opened them. A Gnome Hunter lay Sumped
on the floor. The young Druid nudged the Gnome with his boot, and when he didn’t move closed the
doors once more. Then hetook one of the cloaks from its peg and handed it to Rue.

“Y our hushband is being held in another part of the Keep. They are taking no chances that one of you will
have any chance of finding and rescuing the other. But | know where to go and how to get there. The
trick will bein digposing of the Gnome Hunters who serve as guards. Make no mistake. They are Shadea
a Ru' s men—mercenaries recruited and paid for by Pyson Wence to replace the Trolls. They have been
ordered to kill both of you if thereis any sort of escape attempt. So we have to keep them from finding
out what has happened here until we reach your husband.”

He paused. “ One thing more you need to know. It isimportant that we do this now. Things are very bad
here. Many Druids have been dismissed from the order and sent home. Others have smply disappeared,
including some who were close to Shadea. Terek Molt has been gone for more than amonth. Iridia Eleri
disappeared two weeks ago. And right before Shadea left for Arishaig, her consort, Gerand Cera, was
found dead. There wasn't amark on him. No one says so, but we dl think the same thing—she used him
until he became expendable. It might be true of the others, aswell.”

He shook hishead. “Y et most within the order il follow Shadea. However they fedl about her secretly,
they don’t mistrust her in the same way they did the Ard Rhys. My mistressis shackled by her history as
the llse Witch. She cannot escapeit. Too many refuse to forgive her, even though she has changed. It
does't matter that in the end, Shadeawill prove aworse choice. They cannot see that she will destroy
the order, that she will lead it to ruin because she lacks my mistress s passion for doing whet isright.”

“lsn’'t there agood chance that Grianne Ohmsford is aready dead?’ Rue asked. “Isthere any reason to
think sheign't?’

He shook his head vigoroudy. “If my mistress were dead, why would they work so hard at finding your
son? What difference would it make to them where he had gone and what he was doing if she weren't
gill adive? No, they think he has found away to reach her and if not stopped might well do so0.”

Rue heard the sound of footfalsin the corridor outside, and they both turned quickly. “Y our cloak!”
Trefen Morys hissed, pulling up his hood and tightening thefolds.

But Rue knew it wastoo late for any sort of disguise. Stepping slently to one sde of the entry asthe
steps approached, she waited for the door to open and the Gnome Hunter to step through, then brought
the haft of the knife around in a powerful blow that caught the Gnome on histemple and dropped him like
astone.

“Help me,” she said, kicking the door closed and taking the Gnome sarms.

Together they hauled the body to one of the closets, bound hisarms and legs, gagged his mouth, and
suffed him ingde. Without another word or more than aquick glance at each other, they went out
through the door the Gnome had entered and down the corridor beyond, Trefen Morys leading the way.
One corridor intersected with another, one set of stairs wound to a second, doors opened and closed
into rooms, and so they made their way through the shadowy halls, pausing only to listen for voices or
footsteps as they went. The minutes dipped away, and Rue was quickly lost. She didn’'t know that much
about Paranor anyway, having visted only a handful of times and having never ventured much beyond the
main hallsthat led to the council chambers and the rooms of the Ard Rhys. They were deep underground



here, in amaze of passageway's she had never seen and could never have navigated on her own. She
could fed the cold permeating the rock. Even the centrd fires of the Keep' sfurnace, the firesthat burned
from deep underground at the earth’s core, could not push back the chill.

Once or twice, Trefen Morys glanced back, and each time she nodded quickly for him to go on. She
was thinking of Bek, just out of reach, but she was thinking about Penderrin, aswell, much farther away
and more vulnerable. She was thinking about her child and how she would never be ableto live with
hersdf if something wereto happen to him.

Findly, Trefen Morys dowed, then stopped atogether, dropping into a crouch beneath the light of a
torch burning initswall bracket. Ahead, adoor stood closed to whatever lay beyond.

“A pair of guards keeps watch there,” he whispered, as she crouched next to him. “We have to silence
them both. Beyond that room, stairs lead downward to a corridor of cells. Y our husband isin one of
them. A second pair of Gnome Hunters stands watch there— one at the bottom of the stairs, another in
front of the cl that imprisons your husband. Any sort of warning will result in aswift response.”

She nodded. “Therewon't be any warning.”

“| was able to get another note to your husband severd days ago, so that he would know that someone
was looking to help him. He will know we are coming, and he will be ready, even if the Gnome Hunter at
his cell door attemptsto kill him. | don’t know agreet deal about hismagic, but | gather it was amatch
for hissger’s, so hewill have achanceto survivethis” Hesighed. “1 wish | could have done more.”

She gave him aquick smile. “Y ou have done al that could be expected of you, Trefen Morys. However
thisturns out, you can't be faulted for your efforts.”

Hetook her arm as she Sarted to rise. “Wait.” He seemed suddenly nervous. “1 haveto tell you
something. | am not awarrior Druid. 1 am not skilled in the use of weapons or magic as asubgtitute for
weapons. | have magic, yes. But my studies are of rocks and soils.”

She gtared at him. “Rocks and soils?’

He nodded. “I have never killed anyone.” He dropped hisgaze. “| have never even hurt anyone. | don't
know how to fight.”

She took a deep breath. She had fought aone before and againgt great odds. But she had been much
younger then, harder and more resilient, reckless about her safety in away she no longer was. Not with
the lives of her husband and son at stake aswell as her own. She wished suddenly that her brother were
there, that Redden Alt Mer were standing with her as he had on so many other occasions. Having Big
Red with her would change the odds considerably. But she might just aswell wish she could fly.

“Youwon't havetofight,” shetold Trefen Morys, reaching out to grip hisarm reassuringly. She saw
some of the tenson drain from his young face. “ Stay behind me and do what you can to protect yourself
if you arethreatened. | will dispose of the guards.” Her grip tightened. “ One thing you must promise me,
though. If | fall, wounded or dead, you must continue on. Y ou must do whatever you can to reach Bek.
Y ou must free him and then tell him what you have told me. He will know what to do. Will you do that?’

Trefen Morys nodded. “Y ou have my word.”

Shelooked down at the long knife she had taken from the Gnome Hunter and wished she had something



more substantia with which to work. 1t had been twenty years since she had fought a battle like the one
shewasfacing, and she knew she had lost the sharp edge of her surviva ingtincts.

Could she do this?

A fierce resolution washed over her as she hefted the knifein her pam, watching the way the torchlight
played acrossits polished surface. Some things you did because you had to.

“All right,” she said, looking up a him. “I’m ready.”

In aguarded crouch, they began to creep down the hall.

Fve

Rue Meridian was leading the way, Trefen Morys hanging back. She reached the door to the
guardroom, hesitated, glanced down at the latch, then back at the young Druid. He saw her questioning
look and he nodded, motioning her to go ahead, indicating the door was not locked. She wasn't sure
how he could know that, but had to believe him.

Taking adeep breath, she placed her hand over the heavy iron handle, twisted hard, and pushed.

Two Gnome Hunters looked up as she entered. One was a work on the broken handle of a short
sword. The second stood across the room, leaning idly against the wall. Both hesitated, confused by the
presence of the Druid behind her.

She had just enough time to register the open door across the room, and then the Gnome leaning against
the wall made up his mind about her and reached for apike.

Flinging the long knife underhanded with such force that the blade was buried in his chest dl theway up
to the hilt, she killed him before his hand could close on the pike' s wooden shaft. The Gnome gave a
sharp gasp and sank dowly down, hands clutching at the haft of the knife. By then, she was acrossthe
room and on top of the other one. He awkwardly struck at her with the broken sword, but she caught
theflat of the blade on her forearms and knocked it aside.

She jammed her fingersinto histhroat, slencing hisvoice, and then struck him repeatedly on the side of
his head with her fist. Hiseyesrolled back, and he collapsed and lay till.

Neither Gnome was moving. She found no pulse on either. She snatched apair of daggers from arack
and stuck them in her belt, hesitated, then added along knife. She turned to an ashen-faced Trefen
Morys, who clearly hadn’t exaggerated when he said he was't afighter. She placed awarning finger to
her lipsand moved close. “Areyou dl right?” she whispered.

He nodded, hiseyeshig.
“Ligten, then. | want you to go down the stairs ahead of me. The Gnomeswon't react so quickly to the

sght of aDruid. They will think Shadeaor one of her dlies sent you. When you reach thefirgt, get him
turned around so that his back isto me. Can you do that?’



He nodded again, breething hard through his mouth.
“Don’'t worry,” shesad. “We ll bedl right.”

She steered him toward the open door across the room. Beyond, a set of narrow stairs spiraled
downward into near darkness. She had to hope that no sound of the struggle that had just taken place
had reached the ears of the guards below. It had been quick enough, there had been no cries of darm.
She paused at the top of the stairs and listened carefully.

Nothing.

She nodded to Trefen Morys and motioned him ahead. He moved reluctantly, woodenly, and she seized
his shoulder to make certain he wasn't going into shock. He gasped in pain and glanced quickly at her,
then took a deep breath and nodded that he was ready. She released him with a gentle shove and
watched him start down.

She waited until he was out of sight around the bend in the gairs, then followed, creeping on cat’s paws
aong the rough expanse of the curved wall, one of the daggers out and resting loosely in her hand.
Halfway there, she thought. But the second pair might pose more of achalenge. She would haveto
slence them one at atime, and that wouldn't be easy. Bek might be ready or he might not, but the
suddenness of arescue like this one could throw your thinking off, no matter how formidable your skills.
Bek was brave, but he did not have her experience at close combat. Though he had grown considerably
during their journey to Parkasia, that had been twenty years ago and she was willing to bet that he had
aready forgotten much of what he had learned. Nor had he practiced with the wishsong in the intervening
years. He had disdained to useit, preferring to leave that part of hislife behind him. In spite of her own
didike and mistrust of the magic, she wished he had not been so ingstent on ignoring his gift.

Weéll, that was the way of things, she supposed. Hindsight always suggested how you might have been
better prepared.

She edged forward as the light grew dightly stronger near the bottom of the steps. Ahead, she heard
Trefen Morys svoice and the responding grow! of the Gnome Hunter on watch. She did around the
curvein thewall so that she could see them. The Gnome had his back to her. So far, so good.

She came up behind him swiftly and killed him with asingle thrust of the dagger.

At which point Trefen Morysthrew up. The retching sound reverberated down the corridor and instantly
brought a sharp query from the near darkness. L egping past the young Druid, Rue raced ahead, diding
free the other dagger as she ran, no longer bothering with stealth, speed was dl that mattered. Ahead,
there was movement at the edge of the light, and she saw the final guard peering a her through the smoky
torchlit gloom, crossbow at the ready. She threw hersdlf flat as the weapon swung up and heard the whir
of the bolt asit shot past her, ricocheted off the one wadlls, and fell harmlesdly to the floor farther on.
She was up and running again, watching her adversary wind back the string and insert another bolt with
quick, practiced movements. This one waswell trained, dangerous.

The crossbow came up, and she threw herself down a second time. But thistime the Gnome did not fire
at her. Ingtead, as soon as she was down he whedled toward the cell door in front of him, grappling to
release the heavy locking bolt. Rue was on her feet ingtantly, redizing at once what heintended. His
ordersin this stuation were clear. She heard the locking bolt dide free and the cell door swing open. The
guard brought up the crosshow a second time. Shewas still too far awvay to stop him, so she screamed at
him, then hurtled the dagger as hard as she could. There wasn't enough force behind the throw to injure



him, but the heavy blade ripped through hislegther tunic, causing him to jerk back.

Then Bek Ohmsford was hurtling through the open cell door and damming into the Gnome. The
crossbhow released, the bolt flew into the ceiling and dropped harmlessly. The Southlander and the
Gnome went down in a hegp, tumbling across the floor, arms and legs entangled. Rue put on aburst of
speed, drawing the long knife from her belt. Ahead of her, theflat surface of ablade caught the light asit
swept down. Someone cried out, and then she was on top of the fighters, screaming in rage, burying her
own blade deep into the Gnome Hunter’' s back, driving it al the way through him.

The Gnome Hunter fell away, dead before his hands released their grip. Rue threw the body aside and
knelt next to her husband, aready seeing the red stain spreading across histunic front. “No!” she hissed,
and began trying to sort through the tangle of his clothes for the wound.

“Stop it, Rue!” He pushed her hands away, shaking his head. There was pain and frustration in his voice.
“There sno time. We haveto get out of here.” Hewas dready struggling to hisfeet, clutching his
midsection. “I'm al right. He only scraped my ribs”

“It' smorethan that!” she snapped back. “Look at the blood!”

Trefen Morys came pounding up, his black robes flying out behind him. He looked at Bek and turned
white. “How bad isit?’

Bek shook his head. “Not now. Which way out? Can you get ustoSwift Sure?”

The young Druid nodded. “Bellizen should dready be there. She will have secured it for us. Canyou
wak?’

Rue was tearing her robe into long strips, using the dagger to cut the fabric. Without comment, she
began wrapping it tightly about Bek’ s midsection. He leaned into her and whispered as she did o, “|
loveyou.”

Then they were running, al three of them, back down the corridor past the dead men and fallen
weapons, past the blood and vomit, and up the stairs, gaining the guardroom and the corridors beyond.

It was till quiet in the Keegp, no warning yet raised, no darm given. Then Trefen Morystook them a
different way, using a series of narrow back stairwaysto gain the higher floors. Ruetried to help Bek,
who was beginning to fater. His blood speckled the floor behind him asheran. They were dtill in grest
danger, their escape reliant on reachingSwift Sure before the rest of the Gnome guards discovered their
comrades.

Or they had the misfortune of stumbling across someone who would give them away— which was
exactly what happened.

They had just reached the upper levels, where tall windows opened to hazy gray light and heavy clouds,
when alone Gnome Hunter came out of aroom right next to them. Everyone froze for an ingtant, and
then the Gnome was crying out. Rue buried her dagger in his chest, knocking him back into the room, but
the damage had been done. The cry wasimmediately taken up, and the pursuit they had feared was
mohilizing.

They began to run again, Bek’ sarm about Ru€e' s shoulders, her arm about hiswaist. She fdlt the thick
dampness of hisblood seeping into her own clothing.



“It' snot far!” Trefen Morys called back to them, leading the way. “ Just ahead, through those doors!”

A pair of heavy, ironbound oak doors stood closed at the end of the corridor. But the sound of boots
reverberated on the stone flooring from just out of Sight behind the fugitives.\We' re not going to make it,
Rue thought.

Gnome Hunters burst into view, rounding a corner of the hallway perhaps ahundred feet back. Too
many to stand and face. Too many to overcome with conventiona weapons. Rue glanced at Bek. His
eyeswere ditsin aface gone pale and swesty. His breathing was shalow and ragged. He wasfailing
rapidly and in no pogition to use hismagic.

Then they were at the double doors, and Trefen Morys was wrenching them open. Rue and Bek
stumbled through, and the young Druid shoved the doors closed behind them and stepped back. “Wait!”

He mumbled something, his hands weaving. The locks on the doors melted and fused into aknot of iron,
Sedled shut.

He turned back to them and grinned triumphantly. “1 know alittle magic.”

They werein the airship courtyard andSwift Sure hovered just off the ground not a hundred yards
ahead, straining at her anchor ropes, her light sheaths rippling in the breeze and her radian draws tauit.
Shewas rigged for flying and ready to lift off. From the pilot box, a solitary figure dressed in black Druid
robes jumped up and started waving.

“Bdlizen!” Trefen Morys shouted.

The girl shouted back, then darted out of the box and down to the decking. A moment later, one end of
arope ladder flew over the side.

But in the same ingtant a clutch of Gnome Hunters appeared on the Keegp' s battlements behind them.
They howled in anger when they saw what was happening. Still supporting awounded Bek, Rue lurched
toward the safety of the airship. Trefen Morys darted ahead. Then, seeing how badly his companions
were struggling, he raced back to help, taking Bek’ s other arm and dinging it over his shoulder.

“Hurry!” he urged.

Rue didn’t need to be told. Arrows fired from Gnome bowswere faling al around them, sharpened
heads clattering and skipping across the stones. Rue redlized suddenly that she had no weapons of her
own, that none of them had, that they had |eft everything behind in their battle to escape the cdlls.

She glanced ahead at Swift Sure, caught Sght of the starboard rail ding in place on the bow, and ft a
flutter of hope. “Does Bellizen know how to use airship weapons?’ she shouted at Trefen Morys above
the cry of the attacking guards. “ Do you?’

Theyoung Druid shook his head. “Neither of us does! We aren't trained in the use of weapons!”
A bad oversight, she thought. She took a deep bregth. “ Stay with Bek!” she ordered.

She dropped her husband’ s arm and sprinted for the airship ladder. She knew what she was doing. She
wastrying to save him, but shewas aso leaving him to hisfate, abandoning him to the Gnome Hunters.



Hewould never reach the airship if shefailed. Both he and Trefen Moryswould die.
But there wasn't any other way.

A crosshow bolt caught her in the thigh, passing so deep into her flesh it jarred the bone. She cried out
in pain, sumbled, righted hersalf and hobbled on. Arrows rained down al about her, but she was only
nicked until one caught her in the shoulder and spun her dl the way around. She continued to run, teeth
clenched, hands knotted into fists.

Jug alittle farther.

She leapt onto the rope ladder and clambered up the rungsin awash of razor-edged pain and
suffocating heat that took her breath away. She reached the top and Bellizen grabbed her arm and pulled
her past therailing and onto the deck. The Druid girl wasno older than Trefen Morys—younger till, Rue
guessed. Short-cropped blue-black hair formed a helmet about aface paer than Grianne Ohmsford’s.
Eyes as black as pools on amoonless night peered over. “What do you need meto do?’

Rue hesitated. Ghome missiles thudded into the arship decking, bristling from the planks and rallslike
quills. Impatient with the failure of their bowmen to bring her down and infuriated by the efforts of Trefen
Morys, Gnome Hunters were rappe ling down the Keep' swalls on ropes. The young Druid had shown
enough presence of mind to use his Druid magic to cause clouds of dust to swirl acrossthe courtyard,
hiding Bek and himsdlf. It was aclever strategy. But once those descending the walls reached the ground,
the pair would be found again quickly enough.

And therail ding, with its dow-cranking winch and single bolt, wasn't going to be enough to stop them.
“Help meinto the pilot box,” she said, struggling to stand.

Bellizen was stronger than she looked, and she hauled Rue to her feet, practicaly carrying her acrossthe
deck and up the three steps into the pilot box. Fighting the waves of pain and nauseathat threastened to
undo her, Rue gripped the controls of the airship, unhooding the parse tubes to release the power stored
in the digpson crystals and readying the thruster levers.

“Cut the aft and forward anchor ropes,” she ordered the girl. “ Then drop flat againgt the deck close by
the rope ladder. But leave the ladder down!”

Bellizen saw what she intended, jumped down the steps out of the box, and raced off to cut the ropes.
Swift Sure was dready straining againgt the lines, responding to the fresh power Rue was feeding her In
the courtyard, the haze of dust till obscured Bek and Trefen Morys, but the Gnome Hunters who had
rappelled from the battlements were amost upon them. She shouted again at Bellizen, fedling the ship
swing about as the aft anchor rope was cut, then lurch forward moments later as the bow anchor rope
followed.

Swift Sureshot forward asif catapulted from ading. Too much power! They would run Bek and the
young Druid down! Rue hauled back on the thruster levers, reversing the flow of power through the
parse tubes. The airship bucked and dowed, and she was suddenly in the thick of the dust cloud, arrows
and crosshow bolts flying everywhere as shouts rose from the Gnomes charging across the courtyard.

“Bek!” she screamed.

The big airship swung about, clearing a space in the dust cloud, and she saw her husband and his rescuer



amogt underneath the hull. Bellizen was on her feet, calling down to them, directing them toward the
ladder. They reached it in seconds and began to climb, Bek in the lead, Trefen Morys hel ping to boost
him up. But they were too dow, each step taking too long. Bek, weak from loss of blood and exhaustion,
was barely hanging on.

Frantic, Rue legpt from the pilot box onto the decking and charged forward to therail ding. Cranking
back the winch furioudy, she inserted a bolt, swung the weapon about, and fired it into the clutch of
Gnome Hunters just emerging from the haze. Three or four of them were knocked backwardslike rag
dolls. Therest, caught by surprise and not exactly sure what had just happened, dropped flat against the
courtyard stones, trying to shield themsalves. That gave Bek and Trefen Morysjust enough timeto gain
the airship railing, where Bdllizen was waiting to pull them aboard.

Rue dropped the handle of the rail ding and raced back for the pilot box. Leaping ingde, she threw the
thrustersto the left parse tubes forward and yanked the thrusters to the right parse tubes al the way
back. Swift Sure swung violently about, turning toward the outer wals and the Dragon’s Teeth, and Rue
shoved dl the thruster leversforward and tilted the tube noses up to gain lift.

An ingtant later, the airship exploded out of the courtyard and rose into the midday sky, leaving Paranor,
with its Druids and Gnhome Hunters and dark memories, behind.

Six

Dawn broke on the Prekkendorran, abrilliant flare of golden light sweeping out of the eastern horizon
down the twisting, broken maze of ridges and gullies where Pied Sanderling crouched. The sky wasa
cloudless canopy of brightening blue, the air still and coal, the light knife-sharp, etching the contours and
folds of the land. It was aday created for the witnessing of greet things.

The Federation army, a steady wave of slver and black visible through gaps in the shadow-dappled
draw, approached like awinding snake toward the rise where the Elves waited. The scrape of their
boots againgt the hardpan, and the clash of meta armor and weapons, signaded their arrival long before
they cameinto view. In two days of steady marching, they had encountered only remnants of the force
that had withstood their effortsto gain the heights for dmost thirty years. Clearly, they felt they would
encounter no meaningful opposition now that they had broken the back of the Elven army.

AAaybe they will pay for their arrogance and overconfidence before the day is over,Pied thought. Or
maybe such arrogance was justified, and he was the one who should take better stock of the situation.
What reason did he haveto think hisragtag force of Elves could defeat an army of regulars? Yet he
knew that the Elves were determined, driven by rage at the losses they had suffered and by ahumiliating
sense of impotence at having been madeto flee like cattle.

“Drum,” he called quietfy to hisaide.

Drumundoon scooted over, staying low on the crest of the rise to keep hidden, hisyoung face intense.

“Captain?’
“What isthis place caled?’

Unable to answer, Drum shook his head. He crab-walked away, spesking to a handful of the Elven



Hunters before coming back again. “I1t doesn’t have aname. There' s never been areason to giveit one.

Indeed, Pied thought.Look at it. A barren wasteland in which no onewould want to live, a
nature-ravaged stretch of earth which humans and animals passed through quickly on their way to
somewhere moreinviting. But it needed aname. His sense of his own mortality was strong that morning,
and if hewasto die there, he wanted to do so knowing where it happened.

“Wewill cdl it Elven Rock,” he said. He gripped Drum by his shoulder. “1t is here that the Elves become
arock againgt which al enemies are smashed. Passthe word.”

Drum gave him astrange look, then turned and hurried off to do as he had been ordered. Pied watched
him go, watched him stop and speak with groups of soldiers as he worked hisway down theline,
watched some of those soldiers nod in agreement, watched fresh determination etch their brows. They
would fight hard, those men and women. They would not bresk easlly.

Within the draw, the sounds of the Federation’ s approach deepened. The army was amost through. In
moments, it would begin to emerge onto the flats leading up to the rise and the Elves.

Pied took afind look around at the defenses he had set, taking their measure onelast time.

He could see nothing of the Elven bowmen hidden in the rocks and crevicesin the heightsto ether side,
where the draw opened onto the flats. There were more than two hundred, and they would have an
unobstructed view of the Federation soldiers as they emerged from the shadows. Longbows were the
order of the day, the favorite weapon of Elven bowmen, who disdained use of the bulkier, heavier
crossbows. Erris Crewer, a Third Lieutenant, the highest-ranking officer |eft among them, commanded.

From hisdightly higher vantage point, Pied caught glimpses of the Elven Hunters hidden in the deep folds
of theravinesto hisright. AlImost aquarter of hislittle army was concedled there, waiting for the
summonsthat would bring it into battle on the Federation’ sleft flank. The timing of that strike would
determine the outcome of the battle. The soldier who wasto call for that strike was a veteran Captain of
the Home Guard who had served under Pied for many years. Ti Auberen could be depended on, and
Pied Sanderling was depending on him heavily.

The bulk of the army, the Elven guards armed with swords and short spears, was gathered about Pied,
grouped in makeshift units with newly designated commanders and lieutenants. Because they were
formed of remnants of decimated units, few had fought together before. That was a considerable
disadvantage in close quarters, where one’ slife often depended on the experience and quick thinking of
those on elther sde. But most were familiar with the triangle formations Pied had chosen to employ, so
the Captain of the Home Guard could only hope that in battle the men would remember to do what was
needed to keep the unitsintact and the enemy from breaking through.

Pied glanced up and down the linesto ether Sde, checking for readiness. He found it in the faces of
most, and he knew that would have to suffice. There was no time left for anything but hope and trust.
Alternating the advances of the triangles would give each unit ashort respite between strikes and arear
guard to buttress points threatened with breakthrough. He had decided to hold two unitsin reserve,
keeping them back for when they were needed most. With luck, they would not be needed at all, but he
couldn’t trust to luck in the face of what was at stake.

These were the best of what remained, they were il dive and they had not fled during the night. They
had chosen to gay, to stand with him against an enemy that had aready routed them once. That said
something to him about their courage.



Thefirst wave of the Federation attack force appeared from out of the draw, marching in loose
formation, shields up but swordslocked in placein the carry straps behind the shields. Their scouts
ranged to either side, but were ill well below the ravines and rocksin which the Elves hid. Had they
chosen to come on ahead, doing what scouts were supposed to do, they would have been disposed of.
Pied had no ideawhat the Federation commanders were thinking.

Perhaps that the Elves were too disorganized to make a stand. Perhaps that they would do so farther
north. Perhgpsthat they were ralying with reinforcementsin Calahorn.

Or perhaps they weren't thinking anything. Perhaps they were just moving ahead, surprised themselves
that after so many years the stalemate was broken. Perhaps they were still coming to termswith what that
might mean.

Pied glanced behind him at the veteran archer he had chosen to give the attack signal. The man’s bow
was strung and the whistle arrow notched. Meeting his commanders eye, he nodded that he was ready.

Pied took a deep breath. The sounds of the approaching army filled his ears. Their boots ftirred the dust
from theflats and filled the air with alight haze. Spear blades glinted in the sunlight, and coughs and
shouts emptied out the last of dawn’sslence.

Patience, he willed himsdf. His hands closed more tightly about his sword.Another few seconds.

Helet thefirst ten rows of the Federation army clear the mouth of the draw before he gave the hand
signd to the archer at hisback. The archer dropped to one knee, drew back his bowstring, and released
thesgnd arrow. Its shaft meticuloudy cored and itstip dtered, the arrow caught thewind asit flew and
made a shrieking sound that could be heard for hundreds of yards. In the silence of the early morning, it
was desfening.

Instantly, the Elven bowmen released their arrows from both sides of the advancing Federation force. A
deep whine like the buzzing of athousand swarming bees replaced the shriek of the warning arrow, and
Pied’ s heart lurched. Positioned to fire in three aternating waves, his bowmen sent wave after wave of
stedl-tipped arrows raining down on the unprotected men. Screams and cries rose on the morning air.
Dozens of Federation soldiers were dead or injured before they could react. When those remaining
redlized what was happening, they turned in dl directions at once, and dozens morefdl. Caught in the
open, they had no chance of escaping the assault. Even using armor and shields to ward off the deadly
killing shafts, they were vulnerable. No matter where they turned or what they did, some missles ill
managed to get through.

Finally, someonein the ranks took control, and the remnants of the stricken forward units formed up and
charged the archersin smal groups, reinforced by soldiers still coming out of the draw— hundreds of
them, flooding the flats with slver-and-black uniforms.

“Elessedil!” Pied Sanderling shouted the Elven war cry, legping from his hiding place and raising hisarm.

Inasolid line, the front ranks of the Elven Hunters surged from their hiding places behind therise and
charged the Federation command, taking up Pied’ swar cry. The Southlanders, split apart in their efforts
to reach the archers on their flanks, were caught by surprise. To their credit, they siwung into defensive
formation with practiced smoothness, but their ranks were aready decimated, and there were gaps that
could not befilled quickly enough. The Elves hammered through the front lines to the center, bowling
over Federation soldierswho tried to stop them, pushing back the entire command.



But the soldiers of the Federation were wdll trained, and they regrouped quickly, first dowing, then
stopping the assault, bracing behind dozens of oncoming ranks, behind weapons and armor, front ranks
dropping to one knee and bracing the butts of their spears against the hardpan, rear ranks lowering
spears over their shoulders. The Elves dammed into thewall but failed to bresk it, tried a second time
andfailed again.

Fied, sill standing on the rise with the bulk of the Elven forces, sgnaled hisarcher asecond time. A pair
of arrows shrieked a command as they arced above the combatants. Not al heard the shrieking sound,
but those who did signaled their fellowsto pull back. Swiftly, the Elves disengaged, retreating on the run
to the topmost part of the rise, moving past the six fighting triangles into which the remainder of the Elven
foot soldiers had been formed.

It took only minutes for the first wave to retreat, but even in that short time, hundreds more Federation
soldiers poured through the gap onto theflats, joining their fellows. It was amuch larger force than Pied
had envisoned, much larger than his Elves were equipped to handle, but there was nothing he could do
about that. Lifting his sword a second time, he called out the Elessedil battle cry and sent histrianglesinto
battle.

Thetriangles advanced as one. Shieldslocked and spears lowered, they presented bristling walls of steel
tips. The triangles were formed into two lines, three triangles of eighty men each in front and three behind,
the |atter offset dightly to the right of the former, so that the leading points of each trianglefilled dl the
gaps. Asthetriangles bore down on the Federation, Erris Crewer had the archers on the dopesrake the
enemy soldiers once more, forcing them to cover up with their shieds asthey scrambled to reform their
shattered lines. Federation archers responded with crossbows, but they could not see their targets and
wereforced tofire blindly.

The men of the Federation reformed their ranks once more, but many of thosein the front lines had been
downed by theinitia attack and the gaps were hadtily filled with reinforcements. Theresult wasa
reconfiguration of ranks where the soldiers were unfamiliar with each other and dow to act in concert or
to acommon purposg, it was dl they could do to make ready to engage the advancing Elves. Ther
commanders struggled to unify them, but the chaos was so complete that no one could be heard.

Fifty yardsfrom the Federation lines, the Elves shifted hard to the left, drawing the Federation squares
about to face them. Asthe Federation lines turned to face the Free-born advance, their rear |ft flank
was exposed. Ti Auberen, ill hidden in the rocks with his men and waiting for his opportunity, was
quick to act. Just before the triangles reached the Federation ranks, he brought his own soldiers out of
hiding and attacked in arush. Once again, the unexpectedness of the assault caught the Federation off
guard. Having survived the first ambush, the Southlanders were not looking for asecond. Ti Auberen’s
forces caught their rear ranks unprepared and vulnerable, and they smashed through before the surprised
soldiers could even bring their wegpons about to defend themselves.

Caught in aclassic pincer movement, the Federation lines collapsed into pockets of men fighting to
aurvive. Thetriangles came at them in aseries of thrugts, first one rank and then the second, jabbing at
them repeatedly, forcing them back and apart from each other. The Federation defense held only minutes
againg the Elves, then fell gpart. The attack turned into arout, the menin the front lineswho tried to flee
piling up againgt those gtill coming through the draw. Screams and criesfilled the air as soldiersfell
beneath the crush, trampled. The ground grew cluttered with dead and wounded, the flats turned into a
daughterhouse. The destruction of the Federation force was so complete that it became difficult for the
Elvesto advance across the body-strewn ground.



Findly, the surviving Southlanders broke free of the charnel house and began to retreat into the draw,
the rear ranksfalling back so that those till divein the front could follow. Most of the latter never made
it. The memory of their defest on the Prekkendorran was till fresh in the minds of the Elven Hunters, and
they were consumed by akilling lust that would not alow them to stop fighting, even when dmost no one
was | eft dive to oppose them.

“Signd aretreat,” Pied ordered the archer at his elbow, exchanging aquick glance with Drumundoon.

The archer did so, three arrows whistling through the midmorning air, their shrieks mingling with those of
the dead and dying men below. The Elven Hunters, streaked with blood and wild-eyed with battle fever,
fell back reluctantly, leaving behind atangle of dead men and an earth turned dick and matted with
blood.

In the shadows of the draw, the last of the retresting Federation soldiers disappeared from view.

Thirty minuteslater, Pied stood at the head of the rise with Ti Auberen and Erris Crewer, watching the
details move through the carnage bel ow, extracting the Elven dead and wounded. The sun was highin the
sky by then, midday approaching, and the air was hot and till and thick with the smell of blood and
death. Hies swarmed in black clouds. The men on the rise were making a conscious effort to breathe
through their mouths.

“It'snot finished,” hesad.

“No,” Ti Auberen agreed, looking off into the hillsasif he might catch sght of the enemy. Hewasabig
man, broad-shouldered and lean, wearing hisdark hair long and tied back. “But they will come at us
another way.”

Pied nodded. “They will regroup, reinforce, and come looking for us again, but not through that draw.
There are other trails through these hills, tough to navigate, but usable. They will find one and try to get
around behind us.”

“But they won't underestimate us next time,” Auberen added.

Pied thought about that a moment, then turned to Drumundoon, who was standing off to one side.
“Drum, seeif we have someone in the command who knows this country well enough to talk to us about
itspassesand trails.”

Eager to be doing something other than standing around trying not to watch the burid teams,
Drumundoon hurried off. Pied would have been happy to go with him.

“What about that airship?’ Erris Crewer asked quietly. His blocky form shifted. “ The one that destroyed
theflet?’

Pied shook his head. “I don’t know how badly we damaged her. If they can make her fly, we'rein
trouble. We have no defense againgt her from the ground, and little enough from the air. We have to hope
they can't use her yet.”

“They might dready be using her against Vaden Wick and our Free-born dlies,” Auberen growled. “If |
was them, that’ swhat | would do. Break uswhere we till hold, chase us back into the hills and then hunt



usa lesure”

Pied consdered the possibility. Auberen might beright. It made senseto finish the effort to drive the
Free-born completely off the heights, to smash their defenses and claim the Prekkendorran themselves
before worrying about the Elves, most of whom were dready scattered to the four winds, his command
notwithstanding. After al, how much trouble could hislittle force present in the larger scheme of things?
Pied did not fool himsdlf about their chances. They might have won this one battle, driven back one unit
of the Federation. But the enemy forces were vast and close to home, where reinforcements were readily
available. A sustained Federation effort at finding and engaging his Elveswould eventually succeed, and
when that happened, they were finished.

He exhaled softly, frustrated. They couldn’t win the war, not with the way things stood. The best they
could do wasto avoid the forces hunting them long enough to link up with their dlies. Astheir leader, it
was up to him to find away to make that happen. It was atall order, one he was not sure anyone would
be able to carry out, let alone a Captain of the Home Guard whose primary duty until two days ago had
been to safeguard one man.

Drumundoon had reappeared with a smalish, nervous-looking Elf with lean features and quick, sharp
eyesthat darted everywhere.

“Captain,” hisaide said, “thisis Whyl. He has served on the front for more than ayear, working asa
scout on both sides of the line, much of the time aboard airships. He has seen more of the terrain than
most. | think he can help.”

Pied nodded. “ Tell me what you know about the passes that run through the Prekkendorran to these
hills. Arethere many?’

The Elven Hunter hunched his shoulders and pursed histhin lips. “Dozens.”
“How many that alarge force could negotiate, coming south to north?’

“Three, maybe four.” The eyes skipped across Pied' s face to the faces of his companions and back
agan. “Youthink they’ Il come at usagain, Captan?’

“Maybe. Could they, if they wanted to, do you think? How would they come?’

Whyl thought about it. “ Other than through the draw they just retreated down, they have only one other
good choice. There' sanother cut through the hillsto the west. It swide and flat and open. But it will take
them two or three days to reach it and get through, then come up to where we are.”

“Tothewest,” Pied repeated, thinking. “Nothing east?”’

The EIf shrugged. “Onetrail, through scrub, forests, low country. Pretty dangerous. Lots of bogs and
sinkholes. Cuts pretty close at its south end to where the Dwarves and Bordermen hold the east plateau.
It would berisky for themtotry it.”

For them, but maybe not jor us, Pied thought. The beginnings of a plan were taking shape. He nodded to
Whyl. “Y our help is appreciated. Y ou may go back to your unit. But keep what we've said to yourself
for now. Don’t speak of it to anyone.”

The Elven Hunter nodded and hurried off across the grass with severa anxious glances back. In spite of



his promise, hewould tell hisfriendswhat had been said. In particular, he would tell them that their
commander was anticipating another attack, one that might not turn out aswdll for the Elves asthisone
had. Word would spread quickly. Panic, if not squelched, would aswell.

Pied turned back to Ti Auberen and Erris Crewer. “ Form up the wounded—everyone who can't fight
another battle right away. Detail enough men to carry those who can’'t walk. llse asfew asyou can
manage, but enough so that they can travel afoot for severd days. | want them to make for the
Rappahaladran, then for the villagesin the Duln. They will find wagons there to complete the rest of the
journey home. With luck, they will come across an airship to transport them. Form up everyone e'se and
prepare to march. We'll move east toward that pass Whyl mentioned, the tougher one that leadsto the
defensive position of our dlies. Our best choice now isto try to link up with Vaden Wick before the
enemy finds us again. There s some cover along the way. It may help shied usfrom Federation airships.”
“Captain, if they send airships after us, whether it's the one with that wegpon or not, we won't be able
to hide thismany men,” Erris Crewer pointed out quietly.

Pied met hisgaze. “Get on with it, Lieutenant. | want al burials completed and the wounded dispatched
north within the hour. | want the rest of us heading east. Wait, not al of us. Detall two dozen men to Stay
behind to watch the passin case the Federation decides to send scouts through to seeif we're till here.
We don’t want them to find out too quickly that we ve gone. All we need is a presence to keep them
guessing. The men can usethetimeto create fasetrails. 1 want them to hold the passfor one day, then
catch up to us. Put a Tracker or two in the mix. And bring up Whyl again, aswell. We Il need what he
knows about the country.”

When they were gone, he walked over to Drumundoon. His aide shifted his lanky body from foot to
foot. He looked dusty and tired, but he smiled at Pied anyway. “Not much help for somethings, isthere,

Captain?’

“Drum, | need you to do something,” Pied replied, taking the other’ sarm and steering him away from
everyone else. “Word has to be sent to Arborlon of what' s happened. Maybe it’ s already been done,
but we can’t know. The Elven High Council hasto be told that the King and his sons are dead. Moreto
the point, they have to be told to send reinforcements. More airships, more men to fly them. We don't
stand a chance without their support. | want you to do this. Travel on foot until you can find horses. Then
ride until you can find an airship. Take two of the Home Guard with you, just in case. Leave a once.”

Drumundoon looked at him. “ Arling will be Queen now,” he said. “It will be her decison.”

He was saying that she might not be favorably disposed toward Pied’ s suggestion, no matter what the
High Council said. Nor toward Pied, for that matter, once she learned that he had failed to keep her sons
safe. But there was nothing Pied could do about it without speaking to her. He had to hope she would
alow him the opportunity, that something of what he believed she had once felt for him would persuade
her to do what wasright.

“Do the best you can, Drum,” he said quietly. He placed his hand on the other’ s shoulder. “But do it
quickly.”

“| don't like leaving you, Captain,” hisaide replied, shaking his head dowly, looking down at his feet.

“I don’'t like having you leave me. But we don’t ways get to choose in these matters. | have to send
someone | can depend upon to do this. Thereisn't anyone | depend on more than you.”



He thought he saw Drumundoon actudly blush, but it was hard to tell beneath the layers of dirt and
sweet. Drum rubbed hisfringe of black beard and nodded. “I'll do my best.”

Hewas, asusua, as good as hisword. By the time the wounded were loaded on litters and their bearers
and caregiversready to depart, Drum was dready gone. Pied found himsdlf wishing he could have given
his friend something more than encouragement, but at least he was sending him out of the fighting. Drum
was agood man, but he wasn't meant to stand in the front lines on a battlefield.

Maybe I’m not meant jor this, either, Pied thought.But here | am.

He dung hislongbow across his shoulders, cinched his quiver anotch tighter, and went off to meet his
fae.

Seven

Darkness had settled across the cities of the Southland, but it was nothing compared to the darkness that
had found ahome in Shadeaa Ru’ s heart. She stood at a floor-to-ceiling window in areception room
deep inside Sen Dunsidan’ s compound, staring out at the lights of Arishalg. She had not moved from that
spot, had barely changed her position, in more than an hour. She had gone deep inside herself, escaping
the disagreesableness of the present, a Druid trick she had taught hersdf early onin her time at Paranor,
when she had no friends and no future. It had served her well then, it was less effective now.

Behind her, the Captain of her Gnome Hunters stood with two of his men and watched her uneasily. He
could fed the heat radiate from her. Hefelt her anger as she quietly seethed. He did not want to be
present when she reached the boiling point, but there was nowhere else for him to go.

It had been along day in more ways than one. They had arrived aboard theBremen the previous night,
only to betold that Sen Dunsidan had not yet returned from the Prekkendorran, where he was personaly
overseaing the destruction of the Elves. Shadea had been willing to forgive hisfailure to adhere to their
schedule, the defeat of the Elves was amgjor blow to the Free-born hopes, and the Prime Minister
would want to make certain things did not go awry. She had heard of the defeat of the Elven flegt, of the
burning of their airships, and of the deaths of Kellen Elessedil and hisyoung sons. She had heard of the
subsequent rout of the Elven army and itsfrantic retreat into the hills north. Sen Dunsidan had
accomplished something important, and he had doneit without her help. She would grant him hisvictory,
even though it rankled her that he had deliberately gone behind her back to achieveit. She had goneto
bed in the quarters provided for her with the expectation that their meeting would take place promptly the
next day.

She had been wrong. A day of touring the ministries, of speaking before the Codition Council, and of
deliberate ddlays had left her convinced that something she knew nothing about was happening. She
could fed it in the attitude of the Ministers with whom she met—men and women who were civil and
indulgent, but clearly disdainful of her, aswell. They extended courtesies because they would do so even
to their worst enemy on such avisit, but there was no warmth or sincerity in the efforts.

By nightfall, she had lost her patience with Sen Dunsidan entirely. She had been advised of hisreturn
severd hours earlier, but then he had asked that she wait while he freshened himsdlf for their meeting. She
had kept her composure mostly by telling hersdf that it would only weaken her position with him to
reved the depths of her irritation. If he thought he could undo her so easily, he would be much more



difficult to manage. And she dready knew from the news of hisvictory on the Prekkendorran and the
nature of her reception here that he would be difficult in any case.

A knock sounded on the door to the reception room and a functionary cautiousy stepped just insde the
opening. Shadea came out of her shell instantly, but let him stand where he was for amoment, her eyes
directed out the window toward the city. Then, drawing hersaf up, she turned to face him.

“My lady,” he said, bowing to her. “The Prime Minister apologizesfor the delay and begs your
indulgencefor just afew minutes more. Heisamost ready to receive you and asksthat you wait—"

“I have waited long enough,” she said quietly, cutting off the rest of what he was about to say.

The words were edged in sted so sharp that the functionary winced visibly. He hesitated, then tried to
speak again, but Shadea’ s hand had lifted, her fingers had pointed in his direction, and suddenly hisvoice
had failed completely. He gasped and tried again and again, but nothing would come out.

She crossed the room and stood before him. “Captain?’ she said to the leader of her Gnome escort. His
hard, weathered face appeared at her ebow. “Ready theBremen for departure. Take your men with
you. | will bedong in afew minutes.”

Her Captain of the Guard frowned. “It isnot safe for you here alone, Mistress.”
“Safer for methan for some,” she answered. “Do as| say.”

He left without further comment, taking his men with him, leaving her donein the reception room with
the dtill-voicdessfunctionary.

“Asfor you, little man,” she said to him, “1 have other plans. Do you wish your voice back?’ The
functionary nodded eagerly. “I thought as much. What service do you think | require of you if | amto
grant you thisfavor?’

He didn’t need to ask. Heled her out through the doorway and down the hall. They passed dozens of
guards, al armed and at watch, but none tried to stop them. Shadea had drawn her Druid robestight
about her, but within their folds, concedled from view, the fingers of her right hand flexed in a series of
intricate moves, caling up magic to within easy reach, readying hersef for the unexpected. She did not
think she would have to use her magic, but she knew enough to be prepared in case she did. She could
not trust Sen Dunsidan, could not rely on him to act honorably toward her, even asaguest of state. One
thing she had |earned about the Prime Minister of the Federation—he would do whatever hefdt was
necessary to get what he wanted.

The hallway ended at a pair of ornately carved double doors that stood open to the light. The room
within was candldit but draped in its corners and aong its edges by deepest shadow. She heard Sen
Dunsidan’ s voice, smooth and persuasive, ahiss againgt the silence. A snake' s voice, she thought. But
she knew how to draw the poison from hisfangs.

The functionary turned toward her questioningly asthey reached the door, uncertain of what he was
expected to do next. She solved the problem for him by fastening one hand about his neck and marching
him into theroom in front of her.

Sen Dunsdan was seated on a couch to one side, Sipping wine and speaking with a shadowy figure
seated in the corner of the room where it was darkest. Shadea did aquick search of the chamber, found



only the two and no one else present, swept up to Sen Dunsidan in arush of black robes, and threw his
functionary a hisfedt.

“Ready to receive me now, Prime Minister?’ she asked softly. She eyed the glass of wine he held poised
midway to drinking and smiled. “Go aheed. Finishit.”

Hedid so, watching her carefully, clearly surprised by her appearance, but not atogether unprepared. A
man like him was never entirely unprepared. She gestured at the functionary, who coughed out afew
gtartled words, climbed quickly to hisfeet, and ran from the room.

“I wasjust about to come for you,” Sen Dunsidan said, putting down the glass of wineand rising. “But |
wanted to make certain of what | would say before we met.”

“Y ou have had time enough to make certain of what you will say for the next year. What seemsto bethe
problem? Areyou at alossfor words? Do you find your oratorical skills have suddenly deserted you?’
She paused. “ Or are you smply worried about how | might perceive your duplicity in acting without my
knowledge in the matter of the Prekkendorran?’

The Prime Minister’ sface darkened. “1 do not need to gpologize for that. | acted when the opportunity
presented itself, just as you would have done in my place. Had | waited to consult with you, the
opportunity would have been forever lost. Don't presume to lecture me on how to conduct myself as
leader of the Federation. | do what | must.”

“Yes,” sheacknowledged. “ And you tell me of it in your own good time, it seems. | do not judge you for
your decison in attacking the Free-born. | judge you for your failure to inform me of it. It smacks of an
independence that verges on rebellion. Have we come to a point where you think you no longer have
need of an aliance with me? Or with the Druid order? Does your success whisper to you that you are
aufficiently strong that you need dly yoursdlf with no one? Isthat the course you have chosen?’

She turned toward the shadowy figure in the corner. “Or do you take your counsel from someone else
these days, someone you think may advise you better?’

Therewas along slence. Then the figure in the corner rose, adow languid movement of limbs and
torso. “He seeks the counsd of someone who has his best interests at heart, Shadea.”

irdia”

She breathed the name like acurse. Iridia Eleri—or &t least apale imitation of the Elven
sorceress—stepped into the light. Whatever Shadea might have thought she would find, it wasn't this.
There was no reason for Iridiato be present, not asan ally to Sen Dunsidan, not asacreaturein thrall to
the Prime Minigter of the Federation. Even more shocking was how her onetime aly |ooked—abloodless
and drained of life, thin to the point of emaciation, and hard-eyed in away she had never ssemed before.
There was something wrong with her, but Shadea could not decide what it was.

“Did you think you had seen the last of me?’ Iridia asked, her voice as bloodless as her face. “Did you
think me safely away from Paranor and your Druid schemes?’

Shadea stared, not knowing what she thought, except that it wasn't this.

“Y ou drove me from Paranor,” Iridiacontinued in her flat, lifeless monotone. *Y ou refused me any
chance to gain revenge over the man who had wronged me. Y ou took away my power. Y ou stripped me



of my pride. So | came here, to give my servicesto one who would better appreciate them.”

Shadealooked back at Sen Dunsidan. He shrugged. “ She acts as my personal adviser now. Her help
has been invaluable to me. | hope you don't intend to try to rob me of it out of jealousy or amisguided
sense of prior dams.”

She grimaced. “Please, Prime Minigter, try not to sound as stupid as you act. | don’t care whom you
bring into your confidence. Even her. She spesks the truth. She was banished when shefailed to live up
to her pledge to serve the order. She would not be welcomed back now even if she sought to return
voluntarily. | certainly have no intention of trying to make her return by force. But you might think about
her failure to serve one master and ask yoursdlf how likely it isthat she will successfully serve another.”

“I think | am the best judge of how well a person will serve me, Shadea.” Sen Dunsidan shrugged.
“After dl, | was smart enough to dly myself with you, wasn't 1?7’

“An dliance that no longer seemsto have much merit, given what | see of your present situation.”

The Prime Minister moved over to his couch and sat down again, his earnest expression only barely
concedling the satisfaction she was certain he was feding at her discomfort. She would have liked to wipe
it away with her fingernails, but she wanted to see where things were going firg.

“Our dliance dtill hasvaue,” he said, motioning for her to Sit. She remained where shewas. “Asl sad, |
acted as| did on the Prekkendorran because the opportunity presented itself. But the war is not over,
and | still have need of your support. And the support of the Druid order. If | am to successfully conclude
the war with the Free-born, | must press north and west to force aresolution. | cannot do this without at
least the tacit support of the Druids. By the same token, | know that you need my support, aswell. You
lack any other dliances. The Dwarves, the Elves, the Trolls, and the Bordermen al refuse to give you the
allegiance you seek. They have not yet accepted you as Ard Rhys. For that matter, some within your
own order have not accepted you.”

She said nothing, holding her temper, showing nothing of what she was feding. When thetime wasright,
she would squash him like abug—assuming Iridialet him live that long. Shadeawas convinced that the
sorceress was making use of him for her own needs and would keep him around only so long aswas

necessary.

“| don’'t say that you won't find away to ded with these troublemakers, Shadea,” the Prime Minister
continued. “But you must agree that it will make things consderably easier for you if we maintain our
dliancerather than cast it asde. And, of course, it will makethings easier for me, aswell.”

“Especidly if your armies suffer another defeat like the one they suffered in the passes north of the
Prekkendorran two days ago.” She smiled. “How many men did you lose? More than a thousand? At
the hands of some ragtag Elven castoffs you had driven from the heights?’

She enjoyed the look of surprise that appeared on hisface, alook he tried without successto conced.
He had not expected her to know of the army’ s defeat, a secret he had tried hard to conceal from
everyone. But there were no secrets that he could conceal from her.

“Y ou had them beaten, Sen Dunsidan. Y ou had them scattered and disheartened, and you let them drive
your pursuit force into the ground. In al theyears| served in the Federation army, | never heard of such
supidity. How could you let something like that happen?’



“Enough, Shadea. Y ou have had your fun with me. Now let it done. 1 intend to rectify matters on the
Prekkendorran within afew days. When | am finished, the entire Free-born army will bein tatters, and
my armieswill be degp within their homeands.”

“If | decideto let you do s0.” She kept Sen Dunsidan’s eyes locked on her own, chained by the sted of
her gaze. “1 am not certain now that | should.”

She saw therage in those eyes, his hatred for her burning in them. She did not look away. The silence
between them lengthened.

“You presume agreat ded, Shadea,” IridiaEleri said suddenly.

Her voice was as cold as winter midnight and empty of feding. Shadea was taken aback in spite of
hersdf. Something about Iridia Eleri was not right. Something about her was changed, something deep
and abiding, invisbleto the eye, but there dl the same.

She broke eye contact with Sen Dunsidan and glanced over. “It worriesmethat | may have dlied myself
and my order’ s cause with fools. | will presumewhat | must to remedy such amistake.” She sudied
Iridiaamoment longer, then turned back to Sen Dunsidan. “ Tell me, Prime Minister—must | do so
here?’

Sen Dunsidan sighed. “1 don’t want you for an enemy, Shadea. Y ou must know that. | need the Druid
order to giveitsblessing to my efforts. | need to know you will not interfere with my plans. Surely you
can seethis?’

Shadea waked over to the wine pitcher, poured hersalf aglass, and drank deeply. She watched Iridia
casudly as she did o, trying to read something of what it was about her that was so troubling. It wasin
her eyes, she thought. It wasin the way she looked out at the world. The problem was there.

“You need me,” she sad, “but not enough to tell me of your plans until after they are executed.”

“I have kept nothing back from you that you couldn’t find out on your own, it seems.”

“Your attack on the Elven fleet, your destruction of their army, your own army’ s subsequent setback,
your aliance with Iridia—what other secrets do you keep from me?’

He sighed. “What secrets do you think | keep, Shadea?’

“I haven't heard any mention of your new wegpon, the one that so effectively destroyed the Elven fleet.
Anoversght?’

The Prime Minigter shrugged. “It isafirelauncher, apressure feed that sends burning liquid from a
nozzle mounted on our arshipsinto others, setting them aflame. A conventiona wegpon, good over short
distances when properly manned. It is hardly worth mentioning.”

What a pathetic liar, Shadea thought. “Which must be why you failed to mention it. Or isthere something
about it | might find objectionable? A forbidden use of magic, perhaps?’

“Magic?’ Sen Dunsdan laughed. “Wherewould | get magic? Oh, you think Iridiamight have given me
something from the Druid storehouse, do you? Wouldn't that be useful! But, no, the weapon was
developed long before Iridia appeared with her offer of support. She brings nothing of her Druid lore or



of Druid magic to our relaionship. Nothing that isn’t her own, anyway. Thereisno betraya of the Druids
involved in the building of this weapon, Shadea. What are you worried about? The power of the Druids
ismore than amatch for anything | have at my command. | have only my armiesand my airships.”

It was difficult to judge how deep the lie went, but it went sufficiently deep that Shadea was certain the
weapon was much more powerful than he was suggesting and that he intended it for more than smple
warfare. At some point, he would seek to useit againgt the Druids, because in his heart he could never
be at rest until he had destroyed everyone who might threasten him. That was the demon that had driven
him since he had begun his ascent to power al those years ago. It was ademon with which she had afair
amount of persond experience.

“Your plan,” she said, “isto use this weagpon againgt the remaining Free-born ground forces on the
Prekkendorran? On the Dwarves and Bordermen?’

He nodded. “ And on the remnants of the Elves who ambushed my pursuit force. The Free-born have
nothing with which to combat it. The best they have been ableto do is damage the airship that transports
it, and that was afluke.” He Sipped at hiswine. “The war on the Prekkendorran is over, Shadea, the
moment my airship returnsto the skies. All | require to proceed isyour clear support for my efforts. For
the Federation’ s efforts,” he corrected.

She walked over to the window, brushing past Iridia Eleri asif sheweren't there, but feeling something
50 dark and empty as she did so that she wished she had avoided the sorceress entirely. Pausing at the
window, she shuddered amoment in spite of hersalf. Whatever had happened to Iridiawasn’t anything
for the better.

Shelooked out at the city, considering her options, giving hersdf sufficient space and time to choose
wisdly. She made severd decisionsin that moment, but she spoke only of one.

She turned back to Sen Dunsidan. “The Druid order will support your efforts, Prime Minister. | will
announce that support on my return to Paranor. But there are two conditions. First, you will speak before
the Coalition Council tomorrow in support of my ascendancy to the position of Ard Rhys. Y ou will make
your support complete and unequivoca. No half measures, no politician’ sword games. Second, you will
fly to Paranor within the week to speak before the Druid order so that all may hear your justification for
theinvasion of the other lands. Y ou are good at explanations, Sen Dunsidan. Y ou should be able to
come up with one.”

The Federation leader studied her, thinking through the ramifications of accepting her offer, as she knew
he would, then nodded. “Agreed.”

She walked back across the room, her eyes never leaving his, coming to a stop when she reached him.
“A fina word. Do not even think about trying to use your new wegpon againgt me. Y our hunger for
power isvast, Sen Dunsidan, so | know the thought has crossed your mind. Control the Druids, and you
control the Four Lands. But you lack the skill and the experience to manage such a task—even with your
new aly to adviseyou.”

Sheglanced at Iridia. “ Sheisgood at what she does, and once she was great. But sheisonly one
person and nowhere near strong enough to challenge me. So keep atight rein on your ambitions and do
not forget your place in the pecking order. The Druidswield the real power in the Four Lands, just as
they dways have”

Shelooked back at him, waiting for hisresponse. “I won't forget,” he said quietly. “I won't forget



anything.”

He was making athinly veiled threst, but shewould dlow that. A threat was only words until it was
backed up by something more substantial than anything Sen Dunsidan could command.

She moved closeto him, placing herself squarely between Iridiaand himsdf. “Watch your back, Sen
Dungdan,” shewhispered.

Then she strode from the room without looking at either of them again and made her way through the
hals of the compound buildingsto board her airship and fly home.

“Sheistoo dangerous,” Sen Dunsidan declared, once she was gone. He faced IridiaEleri in chalenge.
“Too dangerousfor either of us. Y ou would not argue the point, would you?’

She floated across the room into the darkness from which she had come and sat down again, cloaked in
shadows. “1 wouldn't worry about Shadeaa Ru, Sen Dunsidan.”

Hedidn't care for theway she said it. “Well, | do worry about her, Iridia. If you choose to pretend she
isn't athredt, that isup to you. But | intend to do something about her.”

“I can protect you,” she said.
“Perhaps. But if Shadeaisdead, | won't need your protection.”

Therewasalong slence. “Killing her won't beeasy,” shesad. “And if you fail, shewill know who to
come looking for. Besides, who will you send to diminate her? Who can you trust to make certain sheis
dead?’

He hesitated, unable to answer those questions.

“And we have other concerns at the moment.” Iridia sounded deepy and bored. “Y our airship is nearly
ready to fly again. Y ou need to do what | told you. Y ou need to take it into the Westland and attack the
Elven home city of Arborlon. Y ou need to convince the Elvesthey are not safe anywhere so that they will
agree to abandon their dliance with the Free-born.”

“If | smash the Free-born army firgt, | won't need to worry about persuading the Elves to abandon their
dliance. Therewon’t be anyone left for them to dly themsdaves with.”

“Anill-advised course of action.” Hefdt displeasure radiating from her words. “A waste of time and
effort. Y ou might smash thisarmy, but they will Smply raise another. Y ou think too small, Sen Dunsidan.
Y ou must think in larger terms. Winning the war on the Prekkendorran will not happen until you win the
war intheir homes. Strike at their capita cities, and they will seek your peace quickly enough. Start with
Arborlon, then fly on to the others. Soon, dl resstance will end.”

Her argument made sense, asit had the firgt time she had made it, but something about it bothered him.
It felt to him asif she was saying one thing, but meaning another—asiif she had thought the Situation
through better than he had and knew something about it he didn’t. Besides, he could not ignore the defeat
he had suffered in the Borderlands at the hands of the Elves. Hisarmy, so certain of victory after the
destruction of the Elven airfleet, was stunned by the abrupt turnabout. He could not ignore what that



meant to morae. If hedidn’t give the army afresh reason to believe that the war was ending, it was hard
to say what might happen.

“The best gpproach is ill the one | settled on origindly, Iridia. We attack the Free-born position on the

east plateau of the Prekken-dorran, using the airship and her wegpon to break their defensive lines. Once
they are scattered and the position overrun, the Federation will hold the entire Prekkendorran. Then | will
do asyou suggest and fly theDechtera to Arborlon and attack the Elven home city.”

She said nothing. She stared at him from out of the darkness, an al-but-invisible presence, facelessand
slent. Hewaited for her to spesk, but she didn’t. Finaly, helost patience and rose. “1 am going to bed.
We can talk about thislater. Think about what we can do to diminate Shadea. | won't deep soundly
again until she' sdisposed of.”

He walked quickly from the room, theweight of IridiaEleri’ s eyes pressng againgt his exposed back.

Eight

Asudden lurch of the arship brought Khyber Elessedil awake, jarring her from deep with such
abruptness that for amoment she did not know where she was. Then her scattered thoughts came
together, and she remembered. Shewas hiding in alocker in aforward storeroom that was filled with
yards of light shesths and coils of radian draws and heavy rigging. Rough voices sounded from
somewhere outside the locker and she flinched anew. Gnome guards. She blinked uncertainly, listened as
the voices drew nearer and the storeroom door banged open. She caught her breath as the Gnomes
rummaged about, conversed in their guttural tongue, then departed once more.

She took adeep, steadying breath, squeezed free of the sail materia into which she had wrapped
herself, then opened the locker door cautioudy and peered out.

Shadows draped the storeroom in heavy layers, the darkness broken by dender bands of moonlight
spearing through cracksin the shuttersthat closed off the storerooms solitary window. Reluctant to
chance another encounter that might end less favorably, she had been hiding there since she had been
discovered and dmost caught the previous night. If she was discovered, she knew Pen would have no
chanceat dl.

Not that he had much anyway. After watching the flare of magic explode from the hold of theAthabasca
the previous night, she feared the worst had happened already.

She dipped from the locker and moved over to the shuttered opening, peering through its cracksinto the
night. The airship had landed insde a courtyard ringed by high walls and stark battlements interspersed
with watchtowers. To one side, huge buildings rose against the moonlit sky like the squared-off sides of
cliffs. They had landed and were inside Paranor. She glanced across the courtyard for the other airships,
but at first saw only dark figures scurrying about the landing site, securing lines and fastening anchors.
Lights appeared suddenly in windows in the buildings that formed the bulk of the Keep, and she heard
locks release and a door open. Voices drifted on the night air, whispery and muffled. She needed to get
out of the storeroom to find out what was going on, but she knew it was still too dangerous to do so.

Her patience ebbing swiftly, sheforced hersdf to wait as the Gnome crew went about its business and
finally disappeared dtogether, save for awatch that patrolled the yard. That she knew because a Gnome



Hunter strolled by the shuttered window, thickset and armed with a spear and short sword. There would
be more stationed close by. Anchored farther down the length of the yard were other airships, their dark
shapes bardly identifiable in the shadow of the walls. Within the Keep, the lights remained aglow, bright
squares framed by the windows through which they shone. She wondered how late it was, whether it
was past midnight or not, whether it was approaching morning. She glanced at the sky, but could not tell
from the position of the stars she could see.

When sufficient time had passed and her patience was exhausted, she opened the storeroom door and
stepped out into the companionway. She stood listening for along time, making certain she was done.
Satisfied at lagt that she was, she moved down the passageway and climbed on deck. Crouched in the
shelter of the pilot box, just beyond the hatchway, she peered around the airship decking, then beyond to
the courtyard. TheAthabasca was anchored right next to her own ship, and the third ship was anchored
just alittle farther away. All appeared deserted.

But on the ground below, Gnome Hunters patrolled, dow-moving shadowsin the night.

Khyber considered her situation. She could not get off the airship without aerting the watch. Y et she had
to reach Pen. She assumed he had been taken inside the Keep, but could not know that for afact
without checking theAthabasca first. That would take time, however—time shefelt shedidn’t have.

She studied the night sky, the position of the stars and moon, reading the time. It was after midnight and
getting toward morning. The Druidswould be adeep, but that would al changewhen it grew light. Any
help she could offer Pen had to come soon.

But how could she reach him when she hadn't the faintest idea where he was? She had never beento
Paranor, her timewith Ahren was spent entirely in Emberen, his place of exile. He had deliberatdly
chosen to stay away from the Druid’ s Keegp and its palitics. Since she had begun her studieswith him, he
had not gone back even once, and so she had never gone, either. It was something she had aways meant
to do, something she had assured herself would eventually happen.

Wéll, it had, but the circumstances were not what she would have hoped for.

She knew alittle of the Kegp' slayout, having asked Ahren about it on severad occasions, even
persuading him onceto draw her arough map. But, in truth, she remembered little of the detail, and it
was different being there, staring at itswalls and buildings with no ideawhere to begin her search. She
would need someoneto help her find her way around, but she could not afford to ask for assistance
because that would mean giving hersdf away.

Theimpossihility of her sSituation quickly became gpparent. On starting out, she had thought that it would
be easier, that away to get to Pen would present itself. She had been wrong, and the boy was likely to
pay the price for her presumption.

She shivered in response to her dark thoughts, and as her hands rubbed her arms and body to warm
hersdlf, they brushed against the small bulk of the Elfstonesin her pocket.

Shefroze, her fingers closing over the talismans. She had forgotten about the Elfstones. Fresh hope
warmed her chilly thoughts. She could use their magic to find Pen! The Stoneswould lead her straight to
him!

And lead the Druids straight to her. Her hopes faded. Using the Elfstones would give her away instantly.
Every Druid in the Keep was familiar with Elven magic. She would be detected in a heartbest.



She released her grip on the Stones reluctantly and sank back againgt the pilothouse wall. The use of
small magics was commonplace within the Druid’ s Keep. Small magics would not be noticed. But the
Elfstones were alarge magic that no one could mistake for anything other than what it was. Nothing
could disguise the extent of their power. Another way would have to be found.

Another way, she thought, that utilized her skillsand training as an apprentice Druid. A way that relied
upon the lessons she had been taught by her mentor and best friend before his death. It was al she had
left to cdl upon. It was what she would have to employ if shewasto have any chance at dl of saving
Pen.

She went il inside as she measured hersdlf for the task she was about to undertake. She had studied
hard the skillsthat Ahren felt she should master. He had given her so little, their time was too short for
more. But what he had given her would have to be enough. Most of what she could cal upon relied on
her ability to concentrate and to center hersalf. She had worked hard during the voyage to Anatcherae to
become accomplished at both. She would put it to the test.

Gathering her resolve, sherose, moved over to the sde of the airship, and looked down. The yard
directly below her was empty. She went over the side quickly, down the rope ladder and onto the
ground, not bothering to hide her descent or even her presence. Subtlety would not serve her well just
then. The key to her successlay in boldness. She stood at the bottom of the ladder, looking around for
the Gnome guards. Still wrapped and hooded by the cloak she had stolen earlier, at adistance she could
pass for one of them. It was her best chance.

She picked out the guardsin the darkness, then started toward the window-lit walls of the Keep asif it
made no difference to her whether they were there or not.

Darkness served her purpose well. She was shadowed for much of the way by the hulls of the airships
and then the walls of the parapets and buildings, she was just another solitary figure crossing the yard, no
different in gppearance from the others. One of the guards glanced her way as she advanced toward the
doors she had spied ahead, but he made no attempt to challenge her. When another turned toward her in
the making of hisrounds, shereleased aquick bit of magic to create an unexpected noise behind him,
causing him to turn back again. In the windows ahead, shadows passed through the light, their
appearance unexpected and gartling. Shefelt her throat tighten, but did not dow.

Keep going,shetold herself.

She reached the doorway after what seemed an interminable length of time, pulled down on the handle
to release the latch, and stepped inside.

A large anteroom, its celling cavernous and smoky with torch burn, itswalls hung with heradic pennants,
opened into three long corridors that stretched away through pools of torchlight and layered shadows to
lines of closed doors, high windows, and dark alcoves. She started forward and stopped. A pair of
Gnome Hunters stood to either side of her, neither more than a dozen paces away, armed and
gimlet-eyed asthey watched her freezein place.

She had no timeto think and only a moment to react.

She threw back the hood to her cloak and fastened the one on the right with adark glare. “Where have
they takenhim?’



The question was asked in Elfish, alanguage with which she did not think he would be familiar. Shewas
right. He stared blankly at her, ahint of surprise shadowing his sharp features.

“Theboy!” she snapped, peaking now in Calahorn’ stongue, a Southland diaect everyonein the
Borderlands spoke, accommodating him in away that would demondtrate her superiority. “Whereishe?’

She shifted her gaze quickly from the first Gnome to the second, her impatience evident, her sense of
command clear. She radiated what she hoped was Druid authority, giving clear indication that asa
member of the order, she was where she belonged and had aright to ask the questions she was asking.
There was no reason to doubt her. All that was required was a quick, concise response.

Not surprisingly, the Gnomes had trouble supplying one. “The cells, 1 think,” the second Ghometold her
in the Southland didect. He said something to the other in Gnomish, but his companion smply shrugged.
“Yes, thecdls. To be hdd until the Ard Rhysreturns.”

She nodded perfunctorily and marched past them down the central corridor, acting asif she knew
exactly what she was doing, when in fact she had no ideaat dl. The cdls? Where were the cells? Below
ground somewhere? She couldn’t ask that, not of these guards. Someone else, maybe. Shewasinsde
and she had a destination, and that was going to have to be enough.

A handful of doorsfarther down the corridor, she stepped into adeeply shadowed a cove and stood
breathing hard with her back againgt the rough wall, her mind racing. Ahren would have known what to
do next if he were there. She must try to think the way Ahren would. She squeezed her eyes shut against
the pain that thinking of him cost her, then opened them quickly, determined not to give way. The
mechanics were easy. She needed to find her way to the cells. To do that, she needed to find someone to
tell her how.

She brushed at her short-cropped dark hair, squared her shoulders, then stepped back out into the
corridor and began walking deeper into the Keep.

Empty of life, the passageway tunneed ahead, her footsteps soft echoes in the sillence. She was aware
that she sill wore the Ghome hunting cloak and that it would eventualy draw unwanted attention. Her
first order of businesswasto replace it with aDruid robe. But that was easier said than done. It wasn't
asif there were robes hanging on hooks al up and down the hallway, Druids wandering about from
whom she might steal one.

But she got lucky. At ajuncture of corridors much deeper insde the Keep, just as she was despairing
that she might wander the halls of Paranor until sunrise, she came upon astudy chamber with lights
burning and Druids at work. She paused just outside the doorway, till within the corridor shadows, and
peered insde. She could see three dark-cloaked forms, hoods thrown back, bodies hunched over books
at tables, heads|owered in concentration.

She stood for atime, trying to decide what to do next. But she couldn’t think of anything that didn’t
involve going into the room for a closer look around. That was too dangerous. She hesitated, undecided,
and as she did so, shefet afinger tap her shoulder.

“Areyou looking for someone?’
That shedidn’t jump out of her skin entirdly was something of amiracle. She even managed to turn

around. A Druid stood behind her, aquestioning look on his scowling face. Bright green eyes peered out
from under heavy, furrowed brows. A Southlander. She stared at him without speaking, her heart gone



straight to her throat.

“Sorry,” he said, not sounding sorry at dl. “ Didn’t mean to frighten you. But you look like you don’t
know what you' re doing here.” He rubbed his smooth chin reflectively, then glanced at her robe and gave
adisapproving frown. “Why are you wearing a Gnome Hunter’ s cloak? Y ou know the rules.”

Shedidn’t, of course, but she nodded anyway. “1 was working on the airships and wore the robe to
keep from getting dirty. | forgot to tekeit off.”

“Wel, it' snot dlowed.” He glanced past her into the study room. “Wait here.”

He stepped inside, out of view, then returned amoment later and thrust a Druid robe into her hands.
“Here, wear thisuntil you can put on one of your own. Therulesare clear.”

She nodded her thanks, dipped off the Ghome cloak, and dipped on the proffered robe. “I’ ve been
away. | don’'t know al the new rules”

The Druid looked suddenly eager. “Did you comein one of those airshipsthat just landed? Has
something &l se happened?’

She hesitated. Something e se? What was he talking about? “ The airships brought in aboy,” she said,
deciding to measure hisreaction.

“Ah, the Ohmsford boy.” The Druid shook his head. “What alot of bother. They’ ve been looking for
him for weeks. Nephew to the old Ard Rhys. They think thewhole family isat risk, so they’re bringing
them here to keep them safe. Found the parents, but they couldn’t find the boy. Until now.”

“So the parents are here?’ shetried.

“No, no, that’swhat | was talking about. They’ re gone. Disappeared with their ship two days ago. Flew
off in something of aconfrontation, | hear. Hard to say, the Ghomeswon'’t talk about it with us. But there
was afight of some sort. No one knows. Shadea keeps such things secret from everyone but her closest
advisers” He shrugged. “Typica.”

Khyber took adeep breath. “ Do you think she would be awake thislate? 1 need to see her.”

The Druid shook hishead. “Y ou don’t know much about what’ s going on, do you? Sheisn't even here.
Shewent to Arishaig and hasn't returned.”

“Asl sad, I’ ve been away,” Khyber repeated. “All thisisnewsto me.” She had learned al she was
going to learn and more than she had expected. She had to break this off. “Who would | speak to in her
absence?’

The Druid frowned. “1 don’t know. Traunt Rowan or Pyson Wence, | suppose. Didn't you fly in with
them?How did you get here?” The disgpproving frown was back. “Where did you say you had been?’

But she was aready moving away, giving him a perfunctory wave as she did so. She couldn’t believe her
luck. She knew now that the ringleader of the conspirators was away, so Pen would not be touched until
shereturned. That gave her asmall measure of time in which to act. She also knew that Pen’ s parents
were no longer prisonersin the Keep, so that the boy, if she could free him, would be ableto go into the
Forbidding without fear of reprisal againgt his captive family. But she had to find Pen quickly if hewasto



have his chance.
“Wait up! Stay whereyou are!”

She whedled about, astonished to find the Druid she had thought left behind chasing after her down the
corridor, black robesflying out behind him. One arm came up asif in chalenge, asense of urgency to the
motion, his heavy brow furrowed more deeply than ever.

Having no choice but to deal with him, she stood her ground. “Who did you say you were?’ he
demanded, panting and out of bregth as he reached her. “How isit you happen to have been aboard an
arship bringing back the Ohmsford boy when. . .”

Khyber braced her feet, cocked her fist, and hit him so hard she knocked him backwards into the wall.
Shewas on him ingtantly, hauling him up with one hand while putting adagger to histhroat with the other.

“Not another word,” she hissed a him. “Not unless| tell you to speak. If you yell for help, I'll cut you
chin-to-navel before you finish. Do you understand me?’

She had never seen such fear in another’ s eyes as she saw in his. Histhroat worked as hetried
unsuccessfully to spesk and finally settled for nodding.

“Y ou don’'t know who | am and you don’t want to,” shetold him softly, her eyeslocking on his, making
sure he did not migudge her determination. “Behave yoursdlf, do what you' re told and you might stay
alive. Now listen carefully. | want you to take me down to the cells where they keep the prisoners. Don’t
speak to anyone we pass on theway. Don't try signaling for help. Am | clear?’

Shewasonly agirl, but the Druid she held pinned against the wall saw her asinfinitely more dangerous
than hewas, and he nodded vigoroudy. “ One thing more,” she said to him. 1 have the use of magic, just
asyou do. | understand its complexities. If you try to use your own, even secretly, | will know.”

Hefound hisvoice again. “Y ou've come for the Ohmsford boy.”

She put her face inches from hisown. “He meansalot to me. So much so that if something bad happens
to him now, something much worse will happen to you. What | intend for him is safe passage out of here.
If you interferewith me, 1 will kill you.”

Hisface was bloodless, hiseyeswide. “Don’'t hurt me.”
“I won't if you don’t make me. Now, which way?’

He pointed, his hand shaking. She pulled him away from the wall and marched him back down the
cavernous hdl, the dagger at his back, her free hand gripping hisarm. They moved quickly, following the
corridor to its end, turned into another, followed that for atime, then turned into athird. They passed no
one on their way. They heard no movements or voices that would indicate the presence of others. What
she was doing was madness, an impulsive act that could end badly for her, but at least she was getting to
where she wanted to go. Someone would have had to tell her, and it might aswell be someone under her
control. Her eyes darted |eft and right as she walked, to every crevice and alcove, to every closed door.
She kept waiting for her luck to run out. She kept waiting for thingsto go bad.

They reached abroad stairwel | leading down and her prisoner hesitated.



“Keegp moving,” she whispered, nudging him with thetip of the dagger.

They descended carefully, Khyber watching the bend in the wall ahead for shadows cast by torchlight.
None appeared. At the bottom of the stairwell, they reached an anteroom that served as ahub for five
different corridorsleading off like the spokes of awhesd!.

A Gnome Hunter sat facing them from behind atable, his wizened face unreadable. Farther down the
corridor at his back, torchlight cast the shadow of a second guard against the stone-block wall.

Keeping one hand firmly attached to her reluctant companion, Khyber moved over to the Ghome a the
table. “We ve been sent to spesk with the boy,” she said, again using the Callahorn didect. “Whereis
I,,g?!

The Gnome Hunter stared at her, clearly surprised by her demand. Then he shook his head. “No one
seeshim. | have my orders.”

“Ordersfrom Traunt Rowan,” she snapped. “Who do you think sent us here? Now take usto the boy.
Or do you want meto drag him down hereto tell you for himsalf?’

Thethreat cut off whatever reply the Gnome was about to make, and he smply nodded. “ Someone
should tell methese things. | can’t know them otherwise.” He paused. “Y ou just want to speak with the

boy?
She shrugged dismissvely. “Hewon't beleaving hiscdll, if that’ swhat you are asking.”

He rose doubtfully, reached under the table to produce aring of keys, and led them down the hallway.
Khyber felt the beginnings of some resistance on the part of her reluctant companion and shoved him
ahead.

“Don't,” shewhispered, the dagger digging into his back so hard he whimpered.

They passed the second guard on hisway back. He glanced at Khyber and her companion without
interest and moved on. She fought the urge to look over her shoulder a him when he was out of sight.
Instead, she pulled the dagger away from the Druid and close to her body so that it was hidden in her
robes, still keeping the fingers of her other hand tightly fastened to her prisoner’sarm. She did not know
how much longer she could hold him in check. Sooner or later, he was going to give way to hisgrowing
panic or to the temptation to run. If it happened now, while shewas till out in the corridor with the
Gnome Hunters, she wasin trouble. Her plan to free Pen, born of opportunity and chance, was just
beginning to take shape. She needed timeto flesh it out, to think it through, to find away to implement it
fully. Getting to Pen was just the first step. The ones that followed would be much harder.

They reached the door of the cell, and the Gnome Hunter turned. “ Do you want meto wait?’

She scowled. “I want you to go back to doing what you are paid to do and leave meto my work. I'll
cal youwhen | need you.”

“I havetolock youin.”
“Then do s0. You arewasting my time.”

The Gnome fiddled with the keys, dipped one clear of the others, inserted it into thelock, and turned it.



The lock clicked, and the door opened with asquedl of metal fastenings.

Asit did so, Khyber's prisoner wrenched free of her grip and ran screaming down the hall.

Nine

Kyber didn’t stop to think, didn’t do anything but respond to the disaster that was unfolding. She
whesled on the Gnome nearest, dammed the hilt of her dagger into histemple, and dropped him without
asound. As he collapsed, she turned back toward the fleeing Druid, her hands weaving, conjuring a
magic with which shewas familiar and on which she had depended before. In response to her summons,
asudden gust of wind exploded down the hallway, caught up her quarry before he had run adozen
yards, snatched him off hisfeet, and hurled him into the wall like a sack of wheat.

The remaining Ghome Hunter came racing toward her in response to the shouting and tumbling bodies,
his wegpons drawn. She used her magic again, picking him up off hisfeet and bearing him doft asshe
had once done asimple leasf. Remembering to focus her efforts, she held him suspended in midair, kicking
and squirming in afutile effort to break free. No failure of attention, no break in concentration. She was
a her best in that moment, her uncle' s attentive student in the way he had aways wanted her to be. She
reached the Gnome and dropped him to the floor in aragged heap, kicking him so hard in the head that
he did not move again.

Glancing back at the door to the cell, she called out. “Pen! Areyou in there? Answer mel”

No response. Returning her attention to the bodies crumpled about her, she used laces, bindings, and
belts to secure them, then dragged them back up the hall and dropped them next to the Gnome with the
keys. Peering inddethe cdll, she saw abundled form lying at the back of the tiny room, trussed, gagged,
and blindfolded.

“Shades!” she hissed under her breath.

She rushed into the room, bent to Pen Ohmsford, and began working to release hisbonds. Shefreed his
eyesfirgt, looking to seeif he was conscious. He blinked into the uncertain light and stared at her,
wide-eyed. She grinned in response, then loosened the gag.

“I guessyou didn’t expect to see me again so soon, did you, Penderrin?’
“Khyber! How did you find me?’

The obviousrelief mirrored in his boyish features made her smile broaden. “1 saw what happened,
dipped aboard one of the other airships, and flew into Paranor with you. Are you hurt?’

He shook his head. “Just get mefree. I'll tell you everything.”
She did so, using the dagger to cut through his bonds, then told him to wait while she hauled her three
captivesingde the cell and dumped them in afar corner. None of them moved even once while thiswas

happening. “Let’s see howthey like being locked away in here,” she muttered. “ Come on, Pen.”

“Help mewalk, Khyber,” he asked, struggling to rise.



They went out of the cell as quickly as hislegswould permit, but his mobility was severdly restricted by
leg cramps and stiffness. He had been bound up in the airship for much of the flight back, then brought
directly to the cdll and left ashe was. He had logt dl the feding in both legs and feet in that time, and it
was dow to return.

“I thought | wasfinished,” he admitted as he limped down the corridor, leaning heavily on her for
support. “They caught me out, Khyber. | told them lies about what | was doing, but they saw through me
and took the darkwand away. Y ou saw that | had it, didn’t you? From across the ravine? | took it with
me from the tanequil’ slair, kept it from that thing that tracked us from Anatcherae to Stridegate, kept it
safeto use as| wasingtructed by the King of the Silver River, and they took it away!”

Hewas o distraught that he was practically crying. Khyber gave his shoulders arough squeeze. “Then
we'll just haveto get it back, Pen.”

They reached the end of the corridor, and she lowered the boy into the chair formerly occupied by the
Gnomejailer, kneding before him to rub somelife back into hislegs. “Now tell it al to me,” she said.

Hedid, beginning with his crossing to theidand of the tanequil with Cinnaminson and his effortsto
communicate with the tree and hersto form abond with the aeriads. He continued by describing his
orded in gaining possession of the darkwand from Father Tanequil, Cinnaminson’ s seduction by the
aeriads, hisfutile effortsto free her from the tree roots of Mother Tanequil, and his battle with the
creature from Anatcherae. Findly, he explained how he had decided to surrender to the Druids both to
help his captive friends and to reach Paranor, where he could use the darkwand &t last to go into the
Forbidding.

“I thought | could do it, Khyber. | thought they wouldn't know what the staff was, even if they took it
from me. | was stupid. They knew it to be atalisman at once. They pretended ignorance, then mocked
me for my foolishness”

“Wewill live to see them mocked for their own foolishness,” she muttered, il rubbing hisleg muscles.
“Any better?’

He nodded. “I didn’t know what had happened to you, except that | knew you were free. | thought you
would be able to help Tagwen and Kermadec and the rest, even if the Druidstook me. | never thought
you would come after me.”

“Let’ shopethe Druids were fooled, too. | don't think they know I’'m here yet, but they will soon
enough. Someone is bound to come looking to see how things stand. Or for a change of guards. We
have to get moving right now. Can you stand?’

She helped him to hisfeet, where he took a moment to stretch hislegs and stamp hisfeet. “That’ s better.
Thefeding sback.” Hisface was drawn and weary, but determined, aswell. “ Traunt Rowan says
Shadeawill be back late tomorrow. | have timeto get into the Forbidding before she does.”

The Elven girl brushed back her short-cropped hair and grimaced. She had only been told by the Druid
that Shadeawas away. “ There are alot of others we have to worry about in her absence, though, so we
don’t want to get complacent. What isit you have to do, Pen?’

He moved close, then put hishand on her shoulder to steady himsdlf. “ Two things. | haveto get the
darkwarid back from Traunt Rowan, and then | must get inside the chamber of the Ard Rhysin order to



enter the Forbidding, It shouldn’t be too hard, except that | don’'t know how the magic of the darkwand
works.”

She exhaded heavily. “It sounds pretty hard to me. Which part do you view as being easy?’

“No, no, you don’t understand. Now that I’ m free, things are much easier. | can get to the darkwand
and to the chamber of the Ard Rhys—I know | can do that much. Especidly with you to help me.” He
grinned at the congternation that registered on her sharp features. “ Redlly, | can. Listen amoment.
Something happened in the shaping of the darkwand. Or maybe even before, when the tree broke off its
limb and took my fingers, but certainly by the time | was done carving its runesinto the wood. There was
ajoining of sorts, abinding of the staff to me. | didn’t know about it, at first. | didn’t realize what it was.
But | do now. | am connected to the darkwand in the same way | am connected to the parts of my own
body. | can fed its presence. | can fed itsresponsesto my needs.”

She shook her head. “1 don’t know about this, Pen. Y ou'’ re talking about awooden staff—"

“I know whereit isright now,” he said, cutting her short. “1 knew it as soon asthey took it away from
me and brought me down here. Therunesarelike avoicein my head, caling to me. They want meto
find the staff. No matter where the Druidstake it or how hard they try to hideit, the runeswill tell me
how to find it. | will dwaysknow whereitis. All | haveto doisfollow itsvoice.”

She wanted to say something about the reliability of voicesin your head, but she forced herself to accept
that what he was saying might be true. There had to be some kind of specia connection between the boy
and the gtaff or he wouldn't have been summoned to receiveit in thefirst place.

“So you can go right to it, now that you're free?’ she pressed.
“lean.”

“And then take it to the chamber of the Ard Rhys, where she went into the Forbidding, and figure out
how to go in after her?” Khyber gripped hisfacein both of her hands and squeezed. “ This doesn’t sound
easy a al. We'reinsde Paranor, and every Druid in the Keep islooking for you—or will be soon. We
have no friends here, Penderrin. We have no dlies, only enemies and potentia enemies. We have no
magic that counts. | can use the Elfstones once we' re backed into acorner and it doesn't matter
anymore, but by then we're probably donefor.”

“Wecandoit, Khyber,” he answered softly.

She stared into hiseyes. “1 think you believethat,” she said. She shook her head and sighed. “In any
case, what does it matter? We both know we' re going to try. That is what we have been given to do and
al we have left to do unlesswetry to go back to homes that aren’t even ours anymore.”

His enthusiasm faded suddenly. “My parentsl What about my parents? The Druids still have them!”

“Asamatter of fact, they don’t. Y our parentsfled or escaped or whatever, but they’ re gone. | got that
information from the Druid who brought me down here. So you don’t have to worry about them.”

Hissmilereturned. “Then thisisgoing to work. | know it.”

She wanted to tell him that he wasright, that it would. But it was a stretch to accept that dl the steps he
must take to reach Grianne Ohmsford and return with her would be the right ones and none missteps that



would doom them both. He saw thingsin smple terms, in the terms of aboy who believed everything
was still possible and no reach too great. She knew better. She had a stronger sense of the possible than
he did, and that made her cautious of embracing rarefied hopestoo warmly.

Shetook her hands away from his shoulders and tucked them into her robes. “Let’ sgiveit atry,
Penderrin,” she sad.

Ouitfitted in Druids' robes, with weapons concealed and hoods pulled over their heads to shadow their
faces, they went back up the stone stairwell to the upper corridors of Paranor. If Khyber had read the
position of the stars correctly, it would be dawn in afew hours. She felt strongly that they had to
completether efforts by sunriseif they were to have any chance of succeeding. Onceit grew light, they
would haveto hide. By thetimeit was dark again, everyonein the Keegp would know that Pen wasfree
and be looking for him. There would be little chance of succeeding after that.

Not that there was dl that much chance of succeeding now.

Shetried not to be negative in her thinking, but the odds against them were so enormous that she could
not help herself. She reminded hersdlf that the odds had been enormous from the beginning, and yet the
two of them were still moving ahead, however dowly, still working their way toward their god. They had
lost good friends and strong dlies, but even that hadn’t been enough to stop them. She must take heart
from that. She had come along way from her forbidden Druid studies with her unclein Emberen—and a
longer way till from her rarefied life as an Elessedil Princessin Arborlon. She could barely remember
what the latter had been like. Her worries at the prospect of being married off on the whim of her father
or brother seemed to belong to another person altogether. She was so far removed from that time, o
distanced from it by the events of the past few weeks, that it might never have existed.

And might not ever exist again, given her present Stuation.

She felt amoment of panic and fought to contain it. Uncle Ahren would calm her if he were there. He
would tell her not to think beyond the moment, but to confront what frightened her and bring it under
control. Shetried doing that, isolating the source of her fear and putting it aside. But it was hard to giveit
aname or even ashape. Her fear was for something too large and too amorphous to define, an
overwhelming sense of smallness and weakness and inexperiencein the face of atida wave of power
and dark intent. She might thrash and struggle. She might try whatever she could to break free of itsgrip.
But in the end, it would have her anyway.

“We need to go farther up,” Pen whispered suddenly, clutching at her arm, breaking the chains of the
spdll.

She gasped at his unexpected touch, caught her breath, then nodded quickly to conceal her shock.
“Farther up,” she repeated. She glanced around, surprised to discover that they had reached the top of
the stairs. The corridor ahead stretched away into pools of torchlight and layered shadows, the sillence as
thick as cotton wadding. “Can you show me?’

He pointed diagonally upward into the darkness of the passageway, then looked back at her
expectantly, excitement dancing in his eyes. He was enjoying himself. He wasn't even thinking about the
danger—or if hewas, hewas discounting it in favor of his strong expectations for achieving the quest
given him by the King of the Silver River. The redization made her amileinwardly, athough she kept her
face expressionless as she mationed for him to lead the way.



They waked down the passageway swiftly and sllently, listening for voices or footfalls but hearing
neither. Khyber was back to worrying about how they would regain the darkwand if they encountered
any resistance. Shewould use her smal Druid magic if she wasforced to, but stealth and secrecy were
better dliesfor aslong asthey could cal on them for help. If they could get asfar asthe chambers of the
Ard Rhyswithout being discovered, they had a reasonable chance of getting Pen through to the
Forbidding, whether or not he knew how to use the magic of the staff, because such magic would reveal
itself when it wastime. It was in the nature of most magic to do so, and there was no reason to think it
would be any different now.

And plenty of reasonsto hopeit wouldn't.

Thefirst corridor turned left into a second corridor, and Pen, leading the way, stopped suddenly.
“Khyber!” he hissed.

A pair of Gnome Hunters was coming toward them from out of the mix of light and shadows, spears
resting on their shoulders, heads lowered in conversation. Their attentions on each other, they had not yet
seen the boy and the Elven girl.

“Kegp moving,” she whispered, giving Pen apush. “Don’t say anything when we pass. Keep your head
lowered.”

They walked toward the Ghomes at a steady pace, Khyber moving over to place herself between Pen
and the guards, shielding him. Shelooked right through the Gnomes as they passed, a Druid preoccupied
with more important things. It had the desired effect. The Gnomes, in turn, looked right through her.

Seconds later, they were done again.

Pen turned them onto a broad stairway that wound upward into the Keep, and they began to climb. As
they did so, the sound of voices reached them for the first time, coming from somewhere above. Khyber
took Pen’sarm to keep him moving. Hesitation was the enemy. At the top of the sairs, the corridor
divided, one branch continuing on, the other angling left. A pair of Druids stood conversing not adozen
yards away, heads bent close, sharing possession of abook that one held while the other dowly paged
through. The two gave Pen and Khyber only a cursory glance, and Pen turned down the corridor that ran
|€ft.

“It'snot far now,” he whispered.

Khyber nodded, feding arenewed sense of trepidation. Thiswould not be as easy asit seemed. There
would be guards, probably watching over the darkwand, but certainly warding the deeping chambers of
the Ard Rhys. They would have to get past those guards and do so without afight. How would they
manage that?

There wasn't timeto think it through. They were down the corridor, around a corner, and moving
toward severa Gnome Hunters stationed at the foot of a narrow staircase leading up into the highest
reaches of the Keep. For an instant, Khyber considered turning back, withdrawing to a place where they
could talk thisthrough and decide how best to proceed. But it was aready too late for that, the Gnomes
had seen them coming and were turning toward them.

“Thedarkwand isup those sairs,” Pen said quietly, seding their fate, in the chamber of the Ard Rhys.”



Two of the Gnome Hunters moved forward to intercept them, one holding up hishand to dow their
approach. “No oneisalowed in this part of the Keep,” he rumbled, speaking to themin afractured
Southland dialect.

Khyber stopped in front of him. “Traunt Rowan sent for us.”

The Gnome hesitated. “1 wasn't told.”

“Ishe up there?” she asked, gesturing toward the airs.

“He has gone to bed. Do the same and come back again tomorrow when heis here.”

She shook her head. “I have to leave something for him.” She pointed at the sairs. “Up there.”

Another Gnome drifted over. The three of them were staring at her. The remaining Gnomeswere
clumped together on the far Sde of the hall, engaged in their own conversation and not paying much
attention to the first group. It wastimeto act. They could break past these three, she thought. They could
gain the airs before the guards could stop them.

Shetook adeep breath and exhaled dowly. That kind of thinking could get them killed.

She gestured at the Gnome. “Y ou can come with me, if you need to make certain of what | will do.
Surely you can dlow methat?’

The Gnome had shifted his gaze to Pen and was studying him closgly. “1 don’t know you,” he said.
“You'rejust aboy, too young to be a Druid. Why do you wear a Druid robe?’

Pen gtraightened. “1 am an gpprenticein training. | am nephew to Traunt Rowan himself and not aboy.”
Hefolded hisarmsacrosshischest. “1 will tell him what you said.”

“Tell himwhat you like,” the Gnome grunted. He looked back at Khyber. “Y ou can’'t go up there. Not
tonight. | have my orders.”

She stared at him with an intensity that would have meted iron, knowing she had pushed metters asfar
as she could, that her only options now were to turn around and go back or try to fight her way through.
She glanced a Pen, saw that he was set to fight, put a hand on his shoulder to cam him, and said, “Let’s

go.

She walked him back down the corridor without looking at him, silencing his protests with aquick
squeeze of his shoulder, her mind racing. She wasn't about to give up, not with what was at stake. But
she needed a better gpproach than a straightforward attack on six armed Gnome Hunters.

When she was around the corner and out of their sight, she whedled on Pen. “Don’t worry, we' re going
back. But we need aplan for this. It won't help if we reinjured or killed—especidly you. You'll haveal
you can do just to stay aive on the other side.”

“I can manage,” he said.
She gave him along, hard look. 1 have to say this before the time to say anything hasrun out. What you

encounter ingde the Forbidding will be much worse than what you’ ve encountered here. Y ou will be dl
aone, and | haven't any idea how you will protect yoursdf from the thingsimprisoned in there. | can help



you. I'm not Ahren, but | do have training in the use of Druid magic, enough so thet | can be of use.
More important, | have the Elfstones. | think you should take me with you.”

He shook hishead. “Y ou know | can't do that.”

“I know youthink you can’t. | know you were told you couldn’t. But maybe we need to test what you
weretold. The King of the Silver River has mided you more than once. Y ou have aready sacrificed
yourself in ways that you weren't expecting. What might you be expected to sacrifice thistime? Maybe |
can keep that from happening.”

“No, Khyber,” hesaid firmly. His mouth tightened into athin line. “If you come with me—if you even

can—no one will ever know what has happened to either one of usif | fal. But if you stay behind, you
might be able to change things without me. Y ou might find a different way to help, abetter way.”

She snorted. “Thereis no other way. Y ou know that.”

“No, | don't. | don’'t know anything. Neither do you. We're till learning what' s possible.” He paused.
“I do know thismuch. The gtaff and | are bonded in away that makesit very clear to methat in thisone
instance, at least, the King of the Silver River wasright. | have to go done. No one eseisgoing to be
dlowed to go with me.”

She stared at him. * Y ou are so stubborn, Penderrin.”

“Y ou should know, Khyber. Who is more stubborn than you?’

“I wish you would change your mind.” Shefolded her arms and waited, then gave him acryptic nod.
“Just remember not to put yourself in danger needlesdy. Remember to be patient when you come up
againgt things you can't get past. Don't be reckless, Pen. Y ou are, sometimes. But you can't bein there.”

She waited on hisresponse. “1 know,” he said.

“You say it, but I'm not sure you mean it.”

Hislipstightened. “I meanit. | know what it will belike. I know it will be bad. But | havetothink | have
achance or the King of the Silver River wouldn't be sending mein thefirst place. Maybe the darkwand
will help protect me. In any case, | promiseto be careful, Khyber. Y ou' d do better to worry about

yoursdlf. Y ou won't be much better off than me.”

Hewas right. She would be donein the Druid' s Keep with no way out. She would bein as much
danger as hewas.

She put the matter aside. There was nothing either of them could do about what lay ahead. “ Areyou
resdy?’

“Areyou?’
“I don’t know.”
“Do you have aplan, Khyber?’

“Just stick close”



With Pen at her shoulder, she moved back to the bend in the corridor and stopped just out of sight of
the Gnhome Hunters. She glanced both waysto be certain they were done, then summoned magic in the
form of aspark of light no larger than afirefly. It flared to life then danced in the pam of her hand. She
held it for amoment, looked at Pen to be certain he was ready, then stepped out into the hallway and
threw the spark at the Gnomes.

The spark flew down the corridor so quickly that it was on them before they knew what it was. One or
two had just enough time to glance up before the spark exploded inabdl of fiery light that consumed
them. But nothing burned. Instead, weapons, armor, iron stays, and clasps were turned to magnets that
locked together ingtantly, becoming aclutch of meta pieces, pulling al six guardsinto astruggling hesp.

“Now,” Khyber hissed, yanking Pen out of the shadows.

They raced for the stairway, black robes flying out behind them, watching as the pile of hapless Gnome
Huntersrolled and thrashed about the floor, trying to free themsalves from one another. One or two saw
the pair run by and yelled in warning, but could not do anything about it. Before even one of them had
regained hisfeet, Khyber and Pen were past them and racing up the Sairs.

By the time they reached the upper floor, Pen was leading the way, flying up the steps and acrossthe
floor as he turned down the hall. Rounding the corner of the stairwell, Khyber glanced back over her
shoulder. No one was following, but the guards were cursing and screaming and the sporadic flash of her
entangling magic reveded that it was till holding them fast. Help would arrive quickly, though. Sheran
after Pen, who was pulling futilely at the iron handles of apair of wooden doors that were carved with
intricate symbols.

“Locked!” he screamed in frustration.

Khyber pulled him aside, took amoment to study the locks, found the magic that bound them too much
for her, and stepped back, mationing Pen behind her. Using askill Ahren had taught her long ago, she
attacked the fastenings on the hinges, where the securing magic was weakest, |oosening the bolts that
held them, ripping free the outer stays. In moments, the doors had collgpsed in a thunderous crash, giving
them access to the room beyond.

They rushed into the chamber, Pen whedling |eft and right, desperately searching for the missing staff.
“Khyber, | don't seeit!”

“There,” she said, pointing toward the celling.

The gstaff hung suspended from a hook, threaded through with ropes of magic, bound securely in place
and out of reach.

“Can you get it down?” the boy pleaded.

She shook her head. She could fedl her heart pounding as desperation flooded through her. “The magic
istoo strong for me, too complex. I'm not skilled enough to break it.”

In frustration, he legpt for the staff, snatching at it with both hands. As he did so, the runes glowed like
bits of fire, asif live coas were embedded in the polished wood. They were responding to his effortsto
reach him, anxious for him to succeed.



“Pen, stop!” sheexclamed. “Let’ stry something.”

She positioned hersdlf beneath the darkwand, locked her hands together in front of her, pams-up, to
form acup, then said, “ Step into my handsand I'll boost you up. Grab one end of the staff and whatever

happens, don’t let go.”

He did as she asked, waiting until she had braced hersdlf, then stepping into her locked fingers. He was
much heavier than helooked, and it took al her strength to boost him up and then hold himin place as he
groped for the staff.

“I haveit!” he shouted after what seemed an endless amount of time.
She released him with agasp and left him dangling from the celling, both hands holding on to the staff.
The runes were burning so fiercely it looked asif the wood might spontaneoudy ignite. But Pen did not

seem to fed any pain, and the threads that secured the staff were beginning to shimmer and lose their
brightness.

“It' sweakening, Pen! It sgiving way!”

Therewas aflurry of movement and the sound of bootsin the hallway beyond. She whirled, summoned
her magic amost without thinking, and turned it on arush of Gnome Hunters who suddenly appeared in
the gap where the doors used to be. A burst of wind materidized right in front of them, ahuge gust that
caught them up and sent them tumbling back down the hallway in ajumble of gruntsand cries.

Behind her, in the face of the talisman’ s need to serve Pen, the magic that chained the darkwand failed
and the boy crashed to the floor. He scrambled up again almost at once.

“It worked, Khyber!” he exclaimed, beaming with excitement.
“Go,” shetold him, gesturing. “ Do what you have to, but go now. They're coming.”

She turned back to the doorway, stepped to the opening, and sent another gust of wind sweeping down
the hdl toward the Gnome Hunters and a single black-cloaked Druid who had joined them.

When she glanced over her shoulder, Pen was running his hands up and down the staff asthe glowing

runes radiated spears of brilliance that chased back the darknessin dl directions and surrounded the boy
inahdo of fire. “It’' sworking, Khyber!” he shouted. “1 can fed something pulling a me!”

She wasn't sure what he meant or even if he understood what was actualy happening, but she couldn’t
do anything to help himin any case. Her attention reverted to the halway, where something new was
developing. A regrouping was taking place just out of her line of sight. She stepped to one side of the
opening, trying to find shelter. She scanned the torchlit darkness beyond their refuge, searching for
movement, reedying herself for whatever was coming.

“Hurry, Penderrin!”

There was no response. When she glanced back to see what he was doing, he was gone.

“Good luck,” she whispered.

In the next ingtant, something that might have been ahuge fist dammed into her and sent her flying



backwards through the last of the fading streaks of light from the darkwand' s runes. All the breath went
out of her as she struck the far wall and collgpsed in a stunned heap.

Usethe Elfstones, she thought, fumbling through her clothing for them.
Then thefigt struck her again, exploding out of the darkness of the corridor through the gap in thewall,

hammering her back asecond time. She fell away from the blow like arag doll, and dl the light and
sound went out of theworld.

Ten

I'n asecond, much darker world, in astronger, more heavily warded Keep, in aplace and time where
life was measured by the thickness of snew and iron and the durability of hope was as ephemera asmig,
another attempt at escape was hanging by athread.

Grianne Ohmsford lay motionless on thefloor of her cell, aragged, broken cregture, listening to the
sounds of an gpproaching Goblin’s heavy breathing. The guard it had cometo relieve was dead, and in
its place, sitting cloaked and hooded not ten feet from her cell door, was Weka Dart. Her would-be
rescuer and the one creature in that wretched world who had demonstrated any compassion for her, he
was also her betrayer and aliar of such monstrous proportions that it wasimpossible for her to know his
intentions from one moment to the next.

Grianne Ohmsford, Ard Rhys of the Third Druid Order, had been reduced to aplacein lifewhere
reliance on betrayers and liars was the best she could expect. How she had come to that end was il
something of amystery, athough she knew the identities of those responsible. She knew, too, what was
at stake, and it tethered her sanity and resourcefulness directly to adriving need to get clear of the
dungeons and find her way back to her own world.

But once the Goblin caught sight of the poorly concedled Weka Dart—which it surely must—the alarm
would be given and her last hope of ever escaping would be ended. She could not |et that happen.
Whatever her misgivings about the Ulk Bog, however uncertain hisloydty, he remained her one chance.
Her expectations were reduced to little more than gambling on the mercurial nature of a creature she
barely understood. It would have to be enough. Weka Dart would have to do.

She dtirred, deliberately drawing the Goblin's attention. It turned toward her, hearing her scuffling
sounds, her whimpers, her sudden gasps, watching her attemptsto rise from the floor on which she had
lain by then for the better part of three days. It grunted something at her, taking hold of the barsto the
cdl, leaning forward and peering in. She was an amusement that could keep it entertained during the long
hours ahead, a curiosity to be enjoyed and, perhaps, even teased. She could seeit in the Goblin’s eyes.
Shecould read it in the look onitsface.

Then a shadow dipped behind the gnarled figure, swift as smoke on wind, and the Goblin inhaed
sharply as aknife blade thrust through its throat and pinned it againgt the bars. Weka Dart held the
Goblinin place until it was limp, then dropped it on the dungeon floor and kicked the body aside.

“They should dl go the sameway,” the Ulk Bog hissed. Therewas alook in hiseyesthat Grianne hadn’t
seen before and wasn't sure she wanted to see again.



She pushed hersdf off the floor and limped over to the cell door. Her mouth was dry and her head was
pounding. Her vision was blurred from too many days of no food and water and no red deep. Shewas
gtill impacted by her ordedl with the Furies, her impulses till governed by her need to be one with them,
to mewl and spit and snarl. She fought those impulses, but the effort was debilitating.

“Open the door, Weka Dart!” she snapped a him. “Let me out! Hurry!”

She did not mean her words to sound so urgent, did not intend to appear so desperate. But her needs
overpowered her intentions, and the truth escaped before she could contain it. She would do anything to
escape. Shewould give anything to distance hersdlf from the horror she had endured as the Straken
Lord' s prisoner.

But ingtead of opening the door, Weka Dart glanced sharply at her, an uncertain look in hisyellow eyes.

“What are you waiting for?” she sngpped. “ Do you have away to free me or not? Is our bargain sill
good? Will you honor it as you have said you would?’

“Our bargain isnot complete,” he growled. He reached into his pocket and produced an iron key,
holding it up for her to see. “My end of the bargain is here—the key to your cell door. | can take off the
conjure collar, aswell. But what of your end of the bargain? What of the service| require of you?’

“Forgiveness? Y ou dready havethat. | havetold you that by telling me the truth, you have gained that
forgiveness. | don’'t want revenge on you. | won’t harm you when I’'m free. Y ou have my word!”

His strange, wizened face scrunched down farther on itself and the yellow eyes glittered. “Y our
forgivenesswas the price for my truth. That bargain is made and done. Thisbargain is new, Grianne of
the Straken Lord'sjails. If | give you your freedom—from this cell and from the collar—you must give
mewhat | need inturn.”

She gtared at him, redlizing suddenly that he had failed to reved asyet hisreasonsfor coming back.
Coming to her aid was not something the little Ulk Bog would do out of the kindness of his heart. He had
abandoned her, cast her off as usalessto him when she had refused to alow him to lead her where he
wanted—which was right where she had ended up anyway. But he had lost his chance at reinstatement
as Catcher with Tael Riverine, alossthat Ieft him homeless and shunned. He had come back because he
expected her to do something about it.

“I can’'t giveyou anything,” shetold him. “Itisn’t within my power to give you anything.”

“Ah, Straken, you underestimate yourself. Y ou are exactly the one who can help me, and it isfor that
reason that | will help you. A favor for afavor. | don’'t want much. | don’t want anything more than what
you want for yourself. Freedom. From these prisons and from thisworld. | want you to take me with
yw.”

Take mewith you.She stared at him. Take him out of the Forbidding, he meant. Take him back with her
into her own world. Voluntarily rel ease a creature that had been locked away by the Faerie world since
before the dawn of Mankind.

“Y ou want to come with me?’ she asked him, sill not certain she was hearing him right. “'Y ou want to
leave the Forbidding and come back with meinto my world?’

Helicked hislips and nodded eagerly. “When you find away to get free, you must free me, aswell. |



know that you were brought here against your wishes. | know that you are trapped. But | have seen what
you can do. | think that you know away back—or if you do not, that you will find one. | have seen how
resourceful you are, much more so than any other Straken | have ever encountered. Y ou may be amatch
for Ted Riverine himsdf!”

“I am amatch for no one,” she countered. “1 don’t know if | can help you. | don’t know if | should.”

He bristled at her words, stepping back from the cell door and hissing &t her likeasnake. “Then | don't
know why I'm wasting my time! | don’t know why | bothered coming hereat al! Y ou would rather stay
inthis call than escape back into your own world?'Y ou would rather die here? Better that than help
someone like me? Isthat what you are saying? That | am not worthy of your efforts, that | don’t deserve
your help?’

He spit & her. “Free yoursdf, then!”

He wheded and started to walk away. It took everything she had to refrain from calling out to him, from
begging him to come back to her. But if he thought she needed him more than he needed her, shewould
bein his power, and that was a price she could not afford to pay.

He was hafway down the hal when he wheded about, his face contorting in fury. “1 came back for
you!” he screamed so loudly that she jumped in spite of herself. | risked everything to come back for
you! | cameto save you, and now you won't help me? Onelittlething | ask of you, Straken! Onetiny,
litlething!”

He came rushing back down the hdl, sobbing uncontrollably, his shoulders shaking. “Nothing, for
someone with your power! Nothing! Why won't you do it?’

Shetook a deep breath. “1 can’'t be sure of my power here. | can’t be sure of what it will do. What if
taking you out of the Forbidding is more than | can manage?’

He shook his head dowly from sideto side, asif her words made no sense. “Don’t you understand,
Grianne of the cat sounds? | was driven from my tribe for esting my children! They will never take me
back! No Ulk Bog door will ever be open to me again! Losing the protection of Tael Riverine closed
every other door, aswell. Now al creatures are my enemies. | am shunned by everything that breathes. |
have nowhere to go and no one who will take mein. Better | was dead than to try to livelike thig!”

“But why bother with me, Weka Dart?’ she pressed. “If you just wait, won't this demon that Tael
Riverine has dispatched to my world break down the Forbidding and free you anyway?’

“Freemefromwhat?’ he screamed at her. “ Free me from one prison so that | can go into another? Free
me from one world in which | am outcast so that | can be outcast in another? | don’t want the Straken
Lord to succeed! | don't want the Forbidding destroyed! If your world becomeslike the world of the
Jarka Ruus, what difference will it make whether | escapeinto it or not!”

He pushed hisface up againgt the bars. “Y ou can help me, Straken. If | can help you, surely you can
help me! How hard can it be for someone like you to give mewhat | want?’

In truth, she didn’t know. What would it take to escape the Forbidding? Was the boy foreseen by the
shade of the Warlock Lord rea? Was he coming to set her free, or was the prophecy acruel trick? She
couldn’t be certain, but it was the only hope she had. The shade of Brona had not lied about the truth
behind the reason she had been sent into the world of the Jarka Ruus—Weka Dart had confirmed that.



She was here so that a demon could be free, ademon that would destroy the wall of the Forbidding. If
Bronad s shade had told the truth about that, then it might well have been telling the truth about the

mysterious boy.

So she must gamble on the words of a monster. She must accept the possibility that her only chance for
escape was through the coming of aboy she didn’t know. It didn’t seem to her that Weka Dart’ s hopes
for escape were any lessreditic than her own. While she did not relish setting the Ulk Bog freein her
world, it would beinfinitely worse to refuse his bargain if it meant that she must stay imprisoned, aswell.

“If yourdease me,” shesaid, “1 will try to find away out of theworld of the Jarka Ruus and back to my
ownworld. If itiswithin my power to do so, | will take you with me. I can promise you nothing more.”

“I have your word?’

“Youdo.” She held up one cautionary finger. “But remember, | don’t know yet that | can find away
back for either of us. | don’'t know that | can save us, even if you set mefree. | don't know that | can
find away to stop the Moric from destroying the Forbidding. | don’'t know that.”

He was dready working the key to her cdll into the lock. *Y ou will find away. | know you will.”

He released her from the cell, then used a second, smaller key to unlatch the conjure collar. Stepping
back, he handed her the collar, hiswizened face bright with pleasure.

“I kept my keysto the cdlls and the collars from my days as Catcher,” he said to her. “Tadl Riverine
never suspected | would dare to do such athing.”

“He has migudged us both,” she said. She cast the collar asde. She would never wear such athing
again or ever again be anyone sdave. “How do we get past al the guards and their demonwolves?’ she
asked asthey stood facing each other in the empty hall.

He grinned, dl histeeth showing. “Wewon't go that way. That way is death. We will go another way, a
way | know that few othersdo. Itishow | got into Kraal Reach to find you in the first place. | know
secrets, little Straken. 1 know many secrets.”

Shedidn’t doubt him. But sherefrained from saying anything, gesturing for him to lead the way. Shewas
weak from her imprisonment and lack of nourishment, and she was aready wondering how far she could
go before her strength failed completely. She had no idea how long she had lain semicomatosein her
delusond statein that cell, but it had to have been days. During that time, she had not eaten or drunk
anything that she could remember. She had barely dept, suspended between deeping and waking, beset
by dreams and dark imaginings, ill caught up in the subterfuge she had used to survive her orded inthe
arenaof the Furies.

Some part of her was till there, she knew, amid the cat-things, unable to quite let go of theidentity of
the creature she had pretended so hard to be. Her magic was a powerful thing, and when it was
employed as she had employed it in the arena, she could do or be anything. But the aftereffects were
equally powerful and tended to cling to her psyche like the damp leavings of a swest brought on by
nightmares. She was Grianne Ohmsford again. She was Ard Rhys of the Third Druid Order once more.
But she was als0 the I1se Witch and the things the 11se Witch could become. She had opened adoor she
had kept carefully closed for more than twenty years, and she was not surewhat it would take to closeit



agan.

They went down a corridor lined with doors that opened into cellslike her own, some of them empty,
some of them become containersfor piles of bones and small lumps a which she chose not to look too
closdly. The corridor was silent and musty and empty of life. She heard Weka Dart’ s breathing and the
scrape of hisboots, but her own passage was soundless, awraith’ s passage through darkest night.

The corridor ended at a set of narrow steps leading up, but Weka Dart took her into the shadows
behind the stairs, where arusted iron door was seated in the stone. He worked its ancient latch back and
forth, adow creaking in the deep silence, and at last the door opened into awall of blackness.

“Very dark down here,” the Ulk Bog announced solemnly.

He reached into the blackness to produce atorch, stuck its pitch-coated tip into the flames of one
aready lit in the corridor behind them, and caught it aflame. He gave the fire amoment to spread, then
grinned at her once more and led the way forward.

Shefollowed him down into the earth, down stairs eroded by centuries of footsteps and moisture, into
depths so frigid that the cold cut right to the bone. The tunnelsthey traversed smelled of old damp and
raw metd, and at times she saw what looked like frost on the rock but was, in fact, patches of lichen that
glowed with astrange, bright radiance. Weka Dart’ storch burned with smoky ingstence, clogging theair
withitsdigtinctive smell, causing her to cough and findly forcing her to breathe through the deeve of her
tunic. There was no ventilation in the tunnels, and the smdll of burning pitch trailed after them likea
marker. If anyone thought to look for them down there, they would not have ahard time tracking them,
shethought.

Weka Dart pressed on asif pursuit were not aconcern, glancing back at her now and then to be certain
shewas keeping up, asif fearful he might lose her in the dark. Indeed, it wasn't an dtogether unredistic
concern. Shewas dready having trouble keeping up with him, even absent histendency to roam ashe
had earlier in their travels. Her head ached from the cold and smoke, and her body was fatigued and
shaky. She wished she had looked for something to eat or drink, but she had not even thought of that, so
anxious had she been to get clear of the cells. In truth, she had not esten or drunk in any reasonable way
since she had come into the Forbidding, and the gradual erosion of her energy wasfinaly making itself
felt.

Time passed, more than she could keep track of, and the trek through the tunnels beneath Kraal Reach
wore on. Clearly determined to take them through as swiftly as possible, Weka Dart did not stop or even
dow. From timeto time, he retrieved afresh torch from a crevice she would have passed by without
even seeing, lighting it from the old one so that they could continue. Their passage wound down crude
steps cut into the stone, dong narrow, twisting corridors in which they were forced to stoop, and through
caves thick with stal actites dripping with minera-rich water. After atime, the air warmed abit, and
Grianne stopped shivering. The floor of the tunnel's began to rise, they were moving back toward the
surface.

But sill their journey continued with no end in Sght.

Findly, asthey were passing through yet another cavern, she sumbled and fell. She lay where she had
falen, her vison blurred and her muscles aching, tootired torise.

“Areyou hurt, Straken?’ Weka Dart asked, trying in vain to pull her back to her feet.



“l am exhaugted,” shetold him. “I haveto rest.”
He shook hishead. “It is not safe here.”
“| don't care. | haveto rest.”

She crawled dong the floor of the cavern to an open space where she could stretch out. She was
breathing so hard that the wheeze filled the silence of the cavern, frightening her with itsintensity. Her
head was spinning, and shefet asif dl the strength had |eft her body.

“Do you have anything to eat?’

He produced atuber of some sort, which she ate without questioning its strange taste, then accepted the
water he produced from agourd tucked in his clothing. She was beyond caring about the source of the
offerings, beyond caring about anything but taking nourishment and going to deep.

“I have traveled through these caverns often,” he advised, glancing around at the darkness. He sat
cross-legged before her and wedged the torch upright between two stones. “That’ swhy | know where
torches can be found to light the way. Most of them, | put there. | used these passages to |eave the Keep
undetected when | was Catcher for Tagl Riverine. Sometimes secrecy was best.”

He shrugged. “ Of course, these tunnels are home to things you don’t want to take chanceswith. That is
why | said it is dangerous. We don’'t have to worry, though. | know what they are and how to avoid
them. Mostly. Some are very large, some very small. Some have no eyes, they have been down here so
long. Some are things no one but me has ever seen.”

Her breathing had steadied enough that she could respond. “ Thiswhole world isfilled with things | have
never seen.”

“1 suppose that’ ss0.” He thought amoment, rubbing hisfingers across hiswrinkled features. “I will not
be sad to leave thisworld,” he said suddenly. “1 will be happy to leave.”

She nodded, saying nothing.

“I was never meant to be here.” He shook his head emphaticaly. “1 was born into thisworld, but it was
amistake. | should have been born into yours. If | had been, | would not have done the things| did. |
would not have eaten my young. | would not have been a Catcher for Tael Riverine. | would have done
something important.”

He smiled, showing off afrightening display of teeth. “1 will be much better when | am living in your
world, Grianne of the kind and gentle heart. | will serveyou. | will be your friend and helper. Whatever
you need meto do, | will doit. | am good a many things. | can find anything. That iswhy | wassuch a
good Catcher. That iswhy | was able to find you—both times. Nothing escapes me once | set my mind
tofindingit. Itisagift. | amlucky to haveit.”

“I haveto deep,” shesaid.

“When | amin your world, | will not do bad things,” he continued, gpparently not hearing. “I will not eat
things | shouldn’t or hurt those | care abouit. | will work hard. | will become your most trusted companion
because | know how important that is. | have never had anyone | could trust before. | have not even had
afriend. Inthe world of the Jarka Ruus, friends are hard to find. Mostly, we have dliances with those we



protect or who protect us. Everything hunts or is hunted. It is not safe to have friends.”

She was dtretched on the ground now, barely aware of what he was saying. Shefelt his hand touch her
arm. “But you are my friend, little Straken. We are friends, you and I. We shall dways be friends.”

A moment |ater, she was adeep.

She dreamed of dark creatures and long chases, of being hunted relentlesdy, of each pursuit endingina
fal that segued into the next. She never knew exactly where she was. She never knew what it was that
was after her. She caught shadowy glimpses of her surroundings and of the things that hunted her, but
both changed shape and size so often that she could identify neither.

She woke groggy and out of sortswith Weka Dart shaking her. “Wake up, little Straken!” he hissed.
“Something' scoming!”

She could hear the fear in hisvoice, and it brought her dl the way awake. “What isit?’

“A Graumth! A cavewyrm!” He glanced over his shoulder quickly, then back at her. “ There hasn’t been
oneinthesetunnesfor years. They live degper underground, you don’t see them ever here. But thisone
scents us. It comes!”

She scrambled to her fet, still unsteady, still aching and worn. She took a moment to gather her
thoughts and test her balance. “What should we do?’

Histeeth showed in aglistening line. “Run fromiit! If it catches us, we will be esten. Have you ever seen
acavewyrm? Very big. Not afraid of anything. | saw one destroy an entire company of Goblins once.
There was nothing left but their armor and their wegpons when it had finished feasting on them. Come!”

Shedidn’t require any further urging. Weka Dart was aready moving away with the torch, and she
hurried after him. They cleared the cavern and plunged into afresh set of tunnels. But they were going
back down into the earth again, and she realized that the Ulk Bog had been forced to ater their escape
route to avoid the Graumth. She guessed there was nothing she could do about that, but she wasn't sure
how she would hold up if the detour proved lengthy. Her headache and sense of disorientation had
returned. The food, water, and deep had hel ped, but she was not yet herself.

Behind her, something huffed powerfully, like an angry bull or an explosion of sleam. Only much, much,
louder.

“Thisthingisbig?’ she asked, panting.

“Very big”

“Thenit can't get down into these smaller tunndls, can it? We should be safel”

She saw the glint of hiseyesin the torchlight as he glanced back at her. “ Graumths can squeeze
g?;rlﬁves down to aquarter of their Szeto get through small spaces. We are not safe anywhere,

They hurried on, not at running speed, but perhaps a half, which was dangerous enough under the



circumgtances. Even with the torchlight to guide them, the way was treacherous, strewn with knobs and
depressions, spitsin the rock floor, outcroppings, and occasiona drops. Running was dangerous, but
eader for the Ulk Bog than for her. She did not possess his agility or his strength. With her balance
aready uncertain, she soon found herself unable to keep up.

“WekaDart!” shecdledto him. “Not so fast.”

Asif in response, the Graumth' s huffing burst out of the darkness behind her in awave so unexpectedly
loud that she amost screamed. It was much nearer, rapidly closing the distance between them.

Weka Dart rushed back to her and seized her arm. “If it catches us, Grianne of the clever tricks, | have
no wegpons with which to fight it! Can you bring your Straken magic to bear?’

In truth, she didn’t know. She hadn’t tried to use her magic since the ordedl with the Furies, and she
wasn't sure what part of it would respond in her present condition.

“Keep running!” she said, pushing him ahead.

They cleared the narrower tunnel and emerged into a broader one, its cailing fully twenty feet high.
Aheed, the walls opened wider ill, the beginnings of another cavern. There was movement behind them
now, akind of shilant scraping that suggested something heavy and dick. The huffing wasdl around
them, the sound of breathing, heavy and anxious.

They ran on through the broader tunnel to the entrance to the cavern, and then she grabbed Weka
Dart’sarm and pulled him around.

“Well makeastand here.”

She was played out. She had nothing left. She pushed him behind her, then summoned her Druid magic.
It would not come. It resisted her call, locked away deep down inside her where it refused to budge. She
had not had that happen since she wasllittle and in training with the Morgawr during the early years of her
lifeasthe llse Witch.

In the darkness of the tunnelsthey had just come through, the Graumth was moving rapidly, sensing ther
presence. For amoment, she panicked.

“Straken!” Weka Dart hissed suddenly, thrusting the torch at her. “Usethig! It cannot seein thelight!
Graumthslivein the dark and never see the sun! Perhapsthistorch—"

“Keepit!” she sngpped at him, furious with the interruption, her concentration completely broken. “Use
it yoursdf if it gets past me!”

Sheresumed her efforts at summoning the magic, burrowing down inside hersdlf, bresking down barriers
one by one. It was her fear of becoming a Fury again that most resisted her efforts. That fear closed
about her as she worked to reach her recalcitrant magic. It threatened to make her |ose control
completely. She understood its power. She would do anything to avoid becoming a Fury again, anything
to escape the terrible madness that becoming one of the cat creatures would cause. If shewasto do it
again, she did not think she could reverse the effects. The madness would claim her, and she would be
lost. That fear permeated everything about her need to call up the magic, and she could not seem to
Separate it out.



“Straken!” cried Weka Dart.

Writhing and twisting, the Graumth burst from the darkness of the smdler tunndl. It was ahuge insectlike
creature covered with bony plates that gleamed with an oily lubricant. Mandibles clicked at the center of
itsflat, featureless head, and short, spiky legs ended in huge claws that supported its narrow, reticulated
body. It seemed to grow larger right before her eyes, and the forward part of its body lifted right off the
cavefloor, filling the tunnd with its bulk, undulating asit advanced on them.

As shefought to bring magic to bear, Weka Dart lost control. Whether from fear or impatience or out of
desperation too overpowering to resst, he gave way. With aterrifying howl, he burst past her, waving
the torch wildly at the Graumth, sparks flying from the flaming brand in long crimson sireamers. The ULk
Bog went right at the monster, a bothersome gnat waiting to be crushed. The Graumth made the familiar
huffing sound, then jerked back from itstiny attacker, clearly bothered by the presence of thelight from
thetorch.

“No, don't!” Grianne screamed.

Weka Dart was right underneath the mongter, rushing it and then backing quickly away, waving the torch
asif it had magica powers, howling asif he were the magician who could make them come dive.

In that instant, driven by her fear for thelittle Ulk Bog and her rage at her own impotence, she broke
down thelast of her resistance to the summoning of her magic. She smashed through her hesitancy and
her reticence, tore down her fears and doubts, wrenched the magic free, and brought it to bear. The
wishsong, its blood heritage both a blessing and a curse to generations of her family, but to no one so
much so asto hersalf, surfaced.

Likeatidd wave.
Reease me

Terrified by its unexpected force, by the immensity of it, she fought to contain it. The magics powerful
response was something new, entirdly different. It roiled insde her like the winds of astorm, breaking
down everything in its path, threatening massive destruction. She clutched at hersdf with both hands,
trying to contain it, to keep it ingde until she could control it. For she had no more control over thisthan
she had over her Fury saf. She was envel oped. She was consumed.

Reease me

She could not stop it. The magic exploded out of her. Responding ingtinctively to her needs, it swept
through the dark and the damp like ahammer, damming into the Graumth, striking it with such force that
the creature waslifted off its crooked legs and thrown back against the rock of the tunnel walls. The
result was instantaneous and devastating. The Graumth didn’t merely collapse on impact, it shattered.
Armor plates, legs, and body partsflew everywhere until al that remained were bits and piecesthat
twitched with dow jerking motionsin thefaint light of Weka Dart’ sflickering torch.

Then the magic smply faded until no trace of it remained.

Drained of her strength and stunned by her body’ s response to the magic’ simplacable surge, Grianne
Ohmsford sank to her knees. The wishsong had come out of her with more power than she had ever
experienced. It was asif she had been storing it away for weeks on end, had accumulated and hoarded
it, waiting for just that moment to set it free. The wishsong had been put to the test countless times over



the years, but she had never seen it respond that way.
What had happened to make it do s0?

Weka Dart was standing before her, wizened face bright with un restrained exultation and wild-eyed
glee. Holding out thetorch in akind of salute, he bent his head in crude submission.

“Straken Queen,” he whispered, the avein his voice unmistakable. “ Y oursisthe greatest power. Y ours
isthe supreme magic. | bow to you. | salute you. Y ou have no equa.”

She closed her eyes against what she was fedling and made no response. She did not pretend to know if
the extent of her power was as vast as it gppeared. But she knew without question that it was strong
enough to have revealed their presence to the Straken Lord, and that he would be there quickly enough
to test it for himsdif.

Eleven

W hen the rune-carved length of the darkwand began to glow, Pen could sense a shift in place and time
amog immediatdly. It was an odd feding, a suggestion of movement thet felt like asmall tremor in the
earth coupled with a subtle progression of light toward dark. He knew immediately that the magic wasin
play and the darkwand was responding to his silent pleafor help. There was nothing earthshaking about
it, nothing overtly dramatic or astounding, just a hint of things being altered.

He had time to glance once at Khyber, who faced the opening where the doorsto the Ard Rhys's
deeping chamber had stood before she collgpsed them, her body rigid with concentration, her arms lifted
and her fingers extended to meet whatever chalenge might appear. He regretted abandoning her to so
many enemies—hated himsdlf for it, after everything she had done for him—but there was no time or way
to act on it. She had accepted the consequences of her fate by agreeing to bring him there, knowing what
must happen. What he could do best for her was what he could do best for them both: cross over into
the Forbidding, find the Ard Rhys, and bring her back into the Four Lands.

It happened quickly after that. The runes caught fire beneeth hisfingers and the staff turned bright with
their glow. Then the glow was dl around him, enveloping him, shutting him away from his surroundings.
The room and Khyber disappeared. He closed his eyes, hands tightening on the staff, praying that he
would be strong enough to do what was needed.

A giant fist clutched hisbody, and al the air disappeared from his lungs. He gasped in response, trying to
breathe, fighting to keep from choking.

Then he was standing in atwilit clearing of wintry grasses and barren earth surrounded by sparse woods
and adeeply clouded sky. Paranor was gone. The world of the Four Lands was gone. Nothing he was
looking at reminded him of home. Except, perhaps, for the bleaker places he had visited, like the Slags or
the Klu. He stared blankly for amoment, making the comparisons, mesasuring the differencesin his head,
looking dowly about as he did so.

What struck him first was how dark things were. It didn’t seem to be nightfall, but the sun was nowhere
to be seen, the brightness of the overcast ky like a pale reflection off clouded waters. Thetreesand
grasses were washed of color, their greens muted and dulled. He peered into the distance. Therewasn't



much to see, the woods fading into shifting wals of mist, the sky and earth coming together milesaway in
agrayish haze, the mountains stark and barren, the woods skeletal and empty looking. He could not
imagine what lived there. He had the fedling that whatever did spent most of the time hunkered down and
watchful.

He had afedling that here you were either pursuer or pursued, hunter or prey.
| hate thisworld already, he thought.

He was grasping the darkwand so tightly that his hands hurt. He loosened his grip on the staff and forced
himsdlf to take afew deep breathsto stay calm. He had made the crossing; the magic of the staff had
doneitsjob, bringing him out of the Four Lands and into the Forbidding. He could scarcely believeit,
and in truth he might not have if everything did not look and fedl exactly right for what the Forbidding
should be. Despite the oppressiveness of his surroundings, he felt an odd sense of rdlief, asif the hardest
part of the task given him by the King of the Silver River were finished. But he knew that wasn't so, that
the hardest part lay ahead. He had accomplished much since he had left Patch Run. He had crossed half
the Four Landsto find the darkwand and bring it back to Paranor. He had endured hardships and
privations of asort few survived. He had escaped his enemiestime and again.

But just staying diveinthisdark place would take dl the strength he had and then some.

He finished scanning his surroundings, found nothing useful, stood for amoment longer, and then sat
down to gather histhoughts. He wondered briefly about his parents. There was no way for them to know
what had happened to him unless Khyber managed to reach them. At least they were free of Paranor and
the Druids. They would not be tricked again by Shadeaa Ru and her minions. He was till bothered by
the fact that the King of the Silver River had failed to warn them, as he had promised he would. Unless
they had ignored that warning, of course, and had determined to help him no matter what therisk. His
mother would think like that. His mother would brave anything for him.

Aswould any of hisfriends and companions on thisjourney, he thought. Asal of them had. He found
himsdlf missing them desperatel y—steady Tagwen, brave Kermadec, resourceful Khyber, and even the
truculent Atalan. But mogt of al he missed Cinnaminson. Just thinking of her made him achein away
nothing else ever had. Hetried to picture her as he remembered her best—free and dive, smiling at him
on the decks of theSkatel ow, reaching out to take his hand. He tried not to think of where she was and
what had become of her. But he couldn’t quite manageit.

He compressed hislipsin atight line and forced himsdlf to think instead of other things. He was adonefor
the moment, at least until he found his aunt, and there was nothing he could do to change that. He hoped
the otherswere dl right, that they had found ways to escape their predicaments, but wondering if they
had was just another dead end in histhinking.

What he must think about was finding his aunt, the Ard Rhys, and bringing her home safe.

He started as sudden heat flooded through his palms. The runes of the darkwand were glowing, turning
the staff warm. He got to hisfeet quickly and looked around, wondering if the staff were warning him of
hidden danger. But he sensed nothing. He stared down at the staff once more, but the runes had dimmed
and the wood gone coal.

Hefrowned in confusion. Something had triggered the reaction, but what wasit? He looked around.
Nothing.



Helooked back at the staff. Wasit something inside him? Was the staff responding to him? He knew
aready that they were connected, sufficiently so that he had been able to find it when it was taken away
by Traunt Rowan and had known ingtinctively how to trigger its magic when crossing from hisworld into
thisone,

The staff responded to his needs. Wasit doing so here? Was it responding to his need to find Grianne
Ohmsford?

Experimenting, he turned histhoughts to his aunt, asking himsdlf where she was and how he could find
her. At once, the runes turned fiery, pulsating beneath his hands, enveloping the entire staff in ared glow.

He grinned. Now he knew what the staff could do. But he il didn’t know how to make practica use of
it.

The grayness of the day was fading rapidly toward night, the Sky darkening and shadows beginning to
drape the world below. Pen glanced around, thinking that he did not want to be caught out in the open
once night arrived. He needed to find shelter, but first he needed to determine which way he should go.

To do that, he needed to figure out how to use the darkwand.

Helooked at it again, turning his thoughts away from his quest, watching the brightness of the runesfade.
Maybeif he asked it to show him where hisaunt was, it would do so. If he thought about a direction to
take in the same way he thought about looking for her, perhaps the runes would show him something.

Hegaveit atry. He thought about his aunt, about his need to find her, watched the runes brighten anew,
then started thinking about directions he might take, projecting himself going first one way and then
another.

Nothing happened. The runes stayed bright, but did not respond in any way to hissilent questions.
He shook his head in disgust. So much for that approach. Still, there had to be away.

He decided to try something else. Keeping his thoughts focused on his aunt, he started walking toward
thelast of thelight, adirection he assumed might be west, but the runes dimmed amost a once. He
stopped and turned around to walk the other way, toward the encroaching darkness, which would be
east. Again, the runes darkened. At least he was getting a clear response, he thought.

He turned south, toward the mountains that were closest to where he stood. Instantly, the runes turned
fiery.

Hefdt asurge of dation. He would go that way.

He started walking, the staff held before him in both hands like a compass, the runes glowing brightly,
providing him with both light and reassurance. All around, the shadows thickened and the world began to
change. What had been indistinct before began to lose dl shape and form, until most of what he could
see was distinguished by little more than changesin color and brightness. He could still make out the
peaks ahead of him, but little else. He would have to find shelter soon.

He was further persuaded of that when he noticed movement in the shadows, movement that hadn’t
been there earlier. He caught only glimpses of it, sudden dartings, like the scurrying of smal furry animals
except that there were no smal furry animas living within the Forbidding—at least, not onesthat were



likely to befriendly. In any case, he didn’t think he wanted to find out. Other than the darkwand, al he
carried for protection was along knife he had taken from one of the guards. But he didn’t think it would
prove much of awesgpon againgt the thingsthat lived in the Forbidding—especidly after dark.

He trudged on, keeping as much to the open as he could manage, following the dictates of the staff while
keeping close watch on his surroundings. Once, something massive flew overheed, agrest winged
cregture that, had it fallen on him, would have crushed him ingtantly. He froze when he saw it, distant and
indistinct, and he did not move again until he was certain it was gone.

He saw other things, too. He saw catlike creatures leaping through the dead-limbed trees and
lizard-things that dithered aong the earth through the grasses and scrub. He started to hear hissng and
snarling, the sounds of hunters at work. Once a shriek momentarily brought his heart to histhroat. Inthe
dlencethat followed, he could hear the rasp of his own frightened breathing.

lam alone here, he kept thinking.| am alone, and | have no idea what lives here or how to degjend
myself.

He swallowed hard.l wish | weren't so afraid.

Darkness was almost complete by then, and he had reached the lower dopes of the mountains that
blocked the way forward. Clusters of boulders formed huge barriers that rose before him like sentriesto
chalenge his passage. The barelimbs of treesrose againgt the sky like thefinger bones of giantslong
dead. He saw that atrail led upward through the maze to a pass that in turn opened toward the
mountains, to the land beyond. But the way forward was long and arduous. And with thefall of darkness,
he would not get far before he couldn’'t seeat all.

So he moved into the center of the tree trunks and boulder piles, found ashelter in the rocks where he
was protected on three sides, and settled in. He quit thinking about his aunt, turned his thoughts away
from his search, and watched the light of the runes fade. He had nothing to eat or drink, so hetried not to
think about how hungry and thirsty he was. Beyond his shelter, the world wasink black, devoid of light
from moon or stars, empty of sky. But there were sounds everywhere, sharp and piercing, low and
rumbling, sudden and dow to build and die. There were sounds of every sort, but none of them familiar
and none pleasant.

Pen wedged himsdlf into one corner of his shelter, clasped his arms about the darkwand, and took out
thelong knife and placed it againgt his chest. He sat staring out into the darknessfor along time before he
fel adeep.

When he woke, the dragon was staring a him. Hedidn’t redize it wasthere at first. He woke dowly
and lethargically, ill haf adeep as he opened his eyesto look around. He didn’t know where he was.
He was stretched out on the hard ground, his bones aching and his muscles sore. The world was dark
and hazy, there was no sunshine, no bright color, and no welcoming warmth or birdsong to encourage his
risng. The new day was cloaked in sullen stillness and a deep gray wash that made him want to go back

to deep.

He closed his eyesfor amoment, then opened them again as his head cleared and he remembered that
he was ingde the Forbidding. He glanced down. The long knifewas till in hishand, hisfingers fiff from
gripping it. The darkwand was clutched to his chest, its runes pulsating softly, come dive with the day.



He stared at the staff doubtfully. Why wasit glowing? He couldn’t remember thinking about his search
for hisaunt or anything that would have madeit brighten.

Then his attention was drawn to ahuge cluster of mottled boulders settled squardly in front of him. He
didn’t remember those boul ders being there the night before and wasn’t sure how he could have missed
seeing them, even in the dark. It waslike having awall materidize out of nowhere, agreat massve barrier
that somehow didn’'t seem to quite belong.

He stared at them in confusion.
A window-sze eye blinked, alazy lowering and lifting of ascaly lid.

Pen caught his breath and held it. The cluster of rocks began to assume shape and take on definition.
Limbs studded with spikes crooked awvkwardly at the jointsto end in claws that were each the size of his
leg. Scaeslarger than blankets layered a body that would dwarf asmadl cottage. Bony ridgesranin
pardlel lines down abroad back and long, reticulated tail. A triangular head was tucked between its
forelegs, encrusted snout and brow thick with armor and blunt horns.

“Shades,” he whispered.

He had never seen adragon, of course. No onein hislifetime had ever seen adragon. Most types were
extinct. Those that weren't were consigned to the Forbidding, like the one before him, or so deeply and
thoroughly entrenched in mountain caverns and wilderness forests that no human had ever ventured in far
enough to encounter them. But he knew what dragons were and what they looked like, and the creature
facing him was clearly adragon.

It was easily the biggest living creature that Pen had ever seen. It was bigger than he had imagined
anything could be. Fascinated in spite of himsalf, he stared at it. He wondered what it was doing there.
He wondered why it hadn’t eaten him.

Hewondered if it planned to.

He became awvare dl a oncethat it was|ooking at him. It was watching through half-closed lids with a
deepy, dmost dreamy gaze. It seemed mesmerized, like acat Stretched out for anap, lazy and content,
drifting in and out of private reveries. Then it occurred to him, amost as an afterthought, that the dragon
wasn't looking a him.

It was looking at the darkwand.
Or, more particularly, at the glow of itsrunes.

At firgt, he thought he must be mistaken. After all, why would the dragon be interested in the staff and its
runes? Wasthe beast sentient? It certainly didn’t look it. But maybe it understood something of magic
and of talismans and recogni zed the darkwand for what it was.

Hedidn't think that was right, though. The way the dragon was watching the staff suggested that it was
al but hypnotized, that itsinterest was one of dmost primordia attraction. Pen glanced down, watching
the way the light played across the runes, how it worked itself up and down the staff in ever-changing
patterns, how it brightened and dimmed, pulsed and steadied, reinventing itself over and over. The
dragon was watching, too, fascinated by the movement of the light asit danced from runeto rune.



Pen tried an experiment. Taking his cloak, he covered the top half of the staff, blocking the light.

Instantly, the great horn-encrusted head lifted, the triangular snout swung about, and its maw split widein
ahissthat sounded like an explosion. Rows of blackened teeth reveded themselves, some il clotted
with bits of flesh, some with bones wedged between them. A gaping throat as black as damp ashes
pulsed and shimmered, and the stench of carrion on its bresth flattened the boy against the rock wall of
his al-too-inadequate shelter. Pen gagged and nearly fainted, but he retained sufficient presence of mind
to uncloak the darkwand at once, As the runes began anew their intricate play across the polished
surface of the wood, the dragon dowly settled back into place, its maw closing, its eydids drooping,
content.

That was aredly bad idea, Pen thought, taking great gulps of air to clear his head.

He remained where he was for amoment, sagging against thewall of his shlter, the darkwand held
firmly in front of him, histalisman againg amonster with breeth that would melt iron. He hung his head for
atime, thinking he was going to vomit, but when the nausea had passed, he straightened and looked out
again at the dragon, trying to think what to do. He still wasn't certain what was happening with the
darkwand, which until then he had assumed would respond only to histhoughts of the Ard Rhys. But it
had apparently begun to glow even before he was awake and knew what was happening. How could
that be?

He returned his attention to the dragon, saw how its eyes were fixed on the glowing runes, listened to
how its breathing came dowly and evenly asit crouched there, waiting. Waiting on what? He didn’t
know. How long did dragons wait on things, anyway? He wondered suddenly if he was trapped. He
hadn’t thought of it before, but it might well be that just asthe dragon wouldn’t Iet him cover up the light,
it wouldn't let him take it away, either. That would mean he was stuck in these rocks until the dragon
tired of him and moved on.

Which might take avery long time, heredlized. Time hedidn’t have to spare.

Hetook a moment to consider his options. He didn’'t have many to consider. He could stay where he
was until the dragon grew bored and went away, or he could try leaving and hope the dragon didn’t
follow—or if it did follow, that it wouldn't follow for long. And that it wouldn’t est him.

Hedidn't like where his thinking was taking him, so he abandoned it in favor of trying to decide what
else he might do to help himself. Thelong knife he carried was al but usdless against something the size of
the dragon, so there was no point in relying on that. Of course, any wegpon was al but usdless against a
beast asbig asthat one. A whole army was probably usdless.

He might try usng hismagic.

It wasareach. Hedidn't even know if his magic would work in the Forbidding. But he didn’t have
anything else he could look to for help, and he had to do more than sit around waiting for the dragon to
decideto eat him. His magic had worked with the moor cat they had encountered in the Slags, well
enough that it had saved hislife. It was concelvable that it might work here, aswell.

But how should hetry to useit?
He decided to find out first if it irritated the beast, because if it did, that was the end of the matter. He

began by reaching out with hisfive senses, taking in everything he could discover about the creature, from
the sound of its breathing to the baleful look in its deepy eye. He scoured the monster from head to tall



and back again, working at finding a connection, at trying to fee something of what the dragon fdlt. It was
hard work, and in the end it yielded amost nothing.

Dragons, gpparently, didn’t give much away.

There was nothing for it but to try using the magic in the only way that seemed feasble—as atool of
communication. He had no idea how dragons communicated. All he had learned so far was how they
breasthed and how they reacted when irritated. Perhapsif he started there, away might reved itsalf. What
made his efforts so difficult wasthat the dragon wasn't redly interested in him at dl; it was only interested
in the darkwand. If it were the darkwand that was trying to communicate, he was certain that he would
make better progress. But that wasn't possible, of course, so he would have to settle for using hisown
voice and hope the dragon gave something back.

He began with an imitation of the dragon’ s breathing, dow and heavy and raw. Enhancing his effortswith
hismagic, giving them life, it ill took him awhileto get it right. Eventualy, he was sounding exactly likea
miniature verson of the larger thing. The dragon blinked—once, twice. When he began dternating the
breathing with variations on the disgruntled hissing, the dragon lifted its head off its forefeet and looked at
him. But it didn’t seem inclined to do anything more than stare. Still, Pen kept at it, hoping for something
more.

Nothing happened. Eventually, the dragon lost interest, lowered its head to its forefeet and went back to
watching the dancing glow of the runes.

Pen sank back, exhausted. He was getting nowhere. Worse, he was growing weak from the effort. He
had not eaten or drunk anything since arriving and could not remember when he had done so before that.
It had been more than aday. Histhroat was parched, and he was fedling light-headed. If he didn’t get
away soon, he was going to pass out from lack of nourishment.

But what in the world was he supposed to do?

He spent severd hourstrying to figure that out. He used his smal magic in every conceivable way to
entice the dragon into communicating, but the beast smply ignored him. It lay there across the opening to
his shelter, agreat scaly lump that refused to move. With one eye fixed steadily on the darkwand and its
intriguing runes, it dozed like amonstrous cat in front of amouse hole, transfixed by the movement of the
light. It barely stirred for the whole of thetime it kept watch and then only to shift positions.

After awhile, Pen dozed off. He wasn't sure how long he dept, asthe gray light that marked daytimein
the Forbidding was virtualy unchanging from dawn to dusk. But when he awoke, he cameto adecison.
Rather than experiment further with the magic, he would smply try to leave. He had no ideaif the dragon
would permit it. But anything was better than doing nothing.

Holding the darkwand in front of him so as not to disturb or obscure the play of the light acrossits runes,
he stood and gathered his strength. He was so weak by then that it took him afew minutesto do so.
When hefdt sufficiently ready, he took a single step out from his shelter.

Thedragon blinked dowly.

Hetook another step. And then another.

The dragon’ s head came up, the horn-encrusted snout swung toward him, and a sharp hiss escaped
through apair of wide-flaring nogtrils.



Pen stopped at once, held his ground, and waited. The dragon continued to watch him, head lifted,
ydlow eyesfixed. They stared at each other for long moments, each waiting to see what the other would
do. Pen listened to the sound of the dragon’ s breething and smelled its fetid stench. He forced himsdlf to
ignore the urge to gag. Instead, he focused on his determination to keep going.

When he felt he had waited long enough, he took another step.

Thistime the dragon dowly extended one great spiked foreleg in the manner of acat toying witha
mouse that had become its favorite plaything. It took itstime, reaching out dowly and leisurely until the
foreleg was stretched directly across the path Pen had intended to take, blocking it.

Pen stared at the dragon in dismay, then dowly backed into the rocks once more.

He spent the rest of the day hoping for amiracle. If only the dragon would grow bored. If only it would
grow hungry. If only it would leave for just afew minutes. Didn't it have something elseto do or
somewhere elseto go? Dragons must have lives like other creatures, habits and patterns of behavior that
this one would be compelled to act on eventudly. If hewasjust patient, if he could just wait it out, it
would have to move on.

Daylight faded and night set in. It began to rain, a soft steady drizzle. Pen stuck his head far enough out
of the shelter to catch afew dropsin his open mouth, then used his cloak to gather alittle more and
sucked the water from the cloth. All thewhile, the dragon lay there, its scaly hide glistening, its eyes
lidded, watching the darkwand and its glowing runes.

Eventudly, Pen grew degpy once more. He worried for a short while about what the staff would do
when he closed his eyes, then dismissed the matter. Apparently, it would continue to glow, just asit must
have done the previous night when the dragon was first attracted, just as it must have done while he was
napping earlier. Otherwise, the dragon would have esten him aready. He wondered again how the staff
could function independently of histhoughts when it had seemed before thet it relied on them. Hewas
missing something, wasn't picking up on what should have been obviousif he wasn't so hungry and
exhausted. He wished he could think more clearly, that he could reason better.

He closed his eyes and dreamed about his home and his parents, about how things had been not two
months earlier. He had been so anxiousfor an adventure, so willing for achangein his mundane
exisence. He had embraced the chance to go in search of the tanequil with Tagwen and the others. He
had relished the excitement that would result.

He wished now that none of it had ever happened. He wished that things were back to the way they had
been.

Hefel adeep, and hiswishes drifted away.

Twdve

Dreams, bits and pieces of incomplete thoughts and unfinished stories, came and went with the swiftness
of shadows and light in a cloud-swept forest. They were bright and bold and filled with promise, and Bek
Ohmsford rode them like abird across landscapes that stretched away forever. Sometimeshewasin



motion for the duration of the dream without ever touching the earth. Sometimes he felt the solid ground
just long enough to be reassured that it was till there before winging awvay again. Nothing of what he saw
was familiar to him. People came and went in the course of histravels, but he did not know who they
were or why they were there. He had left hiswaking life behind, he had gone ahead of those he once
knew.

It could have been atime of peace and contentment, but the dreams were interspersed with nightmares,
and the nightmares were horrifying. Some were memories of thingsin his past, of creatures and events
that he could never forget. Some were dark prophecies of what lay ahead if he could not turn asidein
time. All were populated with predators that pursued him relentlesdy, hunters of a sort that |acked
recognizable purpose or intent. They came at him in waves, and no matter where hefled or tried to hide,
they meant to have him. Dreams and nightmares. There was no recognizable connection between the one
and the other, and he trangitioned between light and dark visions with distressng unpredictability. He
dept, but hisdeep was not sound or restful. The strange mix left him plagued with anxiety over which
would appear next and how he would dedl with it. He sought to combat them by gaining a measure of
control, but his efforts fragmented and failed. He sought to wake, swimming upward through the waters
of hisdeep toward the bright surface of waking, but the distance was too great. Each time he felt himsdlf
getting close, the nightmares would come and drag him down again.

Hedid not know how long the ordedl continued, but it was aconsiderabletime. At times, he came close
to crying out hisfrustration at being unable to break the chains that bound him to adeep from which there
seemed to be no waking. Perhaps he did cry out. He couldn’t be sure. But no one cameto help. No one
reached to take hishand and pull him clear. He struggled on aone, battling to keep the dark from
overshadowing the light.

Then something changed. He did not know what it was or how it came to pass, but suddenly the dreams
and the nightmares withdrew, fading like wind-blown dust. He was | eft wrapped inwarm silence, ina
quietude he had not experienced before. He found solace in hisisolation. He was able to breathe
normaly, to ease down into acomforting deep that alowed him to rest in the way he needed, deeply and

peacefully.

For he had been injured, he knew. He had suffered damage of some sort, though he could not put a
nameto it. He dept because his body wastrying to hedl, but the injuries were severe enough that it was
not certain yet that he could do so. He knew that without being able to say how. He knew it without
being able to remember the specifics of what had happened to him. What he knew was he wasfighting to
survive and the battle had been going badly.

But the tide had turned and the storm had receded and his damaged body was healing. He dropped
deep into a place in which asense of cam prevailed and no dark things were alowed. He was so grateful
for it that he wanted to cry in happiness and relief. The possibility that he had died occurred to him, but
he dismissed it. His physical state did not fed like desth, unless death was something very different than
he had imagined. It fdt likeliving, asif life had found him again.

Time passed, his deep stretched away like a deep blue ocean, and the world about him began to teke
shape again. It assumed color and definition in the way alandscape isreveded by thelifting of afog. As
it did s0, he found himsalf in the most beautiful gardens he had ever seen. The gardenswere of varying
sorts, different shapes and sizes and formations. Some were carefully cultivated beds, each given over to
aflower and atheme. Some were hanging, vines and blankets of moss cascading off wallsand trellises.
Some were hillside and some meadow. There were flowering plants and bushes and grasses. Great
ancient treeswith broad leafy canopies shaded portions of the gardens while bright sunshine flooded the
rest. The colors were vibrant and shimmering like the bands of arainbow after a storm, blankets of one



color and quilts of many. Amid the radiance rose the buzzing of bees asthey pollinated flowers and the
bright whistle and chirp of birds asthey did dl the things birds do. Wisps of cloud floated overhead,
passing across the sun, casting strange, fleeting shadows on the earth.

It wasavision of paradise. Bek Ohmsford stood in the center of it and marveled. The gardens weren't
redl; they couldn’t be. They were only dreamed. Y et in hisdeep, he found them asred astheflesh of his

own body.
“Welcome, Bek Ohmsford,” a soft voice whispered from behind him.

He turned and found an old man staring at him, an ancient wearing awhite robe and carrying along,
bleached wooden staff. White hair tumbled from his head to his shoulders and from chin to chest. His
face was deeply lined and careworn in away that suggested that he had been waging along, hard fight.
But hisblue eyeswere the eyes of achild, bright and interested and filled with expectation.

“Thisismy home,” the old man said, a smile degpening the wrinkles of hisface.

Bek looked around, confused. He was adeep, he was dreaming. But he felt asif he were awake. Was
he?

“Y ou have never been here,” the old man continued, asif reading hismind. “But we have met before, a
long time ago. Do you remember?’

Bek nodded dowly, redlization dawning. “Y ou are the King of the Slver River.”

The old man nodded. “1 am thelast of my kind, the last of the Word's children. | am keeper of these
gardens, guardian of the Silver River, and watcher over the Races. | am aso friend to the Ohmsfords. Do
you remember when | helped you?’

Bek did. He had been only a boy, dispatched on a quest he had barely understood to aland no one had
ever visited before. He was called Bek Rowe then, and he did not yet know of his Ohmsford heritage.
While his companions dept, the King of the Silver River had come to him to give him glimpses of the truth
about himsdlf and his sister, who was then the I1se Witch and not yet Ard Rhys of the Third Druid Order.
It was the beginning of ajourney of discovery that would change the lives of brother and sister forever.

That had been along time ago, in adifferent life.

“I have cometo help you again,” the old man said. “I do so because | promised your son that | would,
dthough | am latein keeping that promise.”

“Pen?” Bek asked in surprise.

“Penderrin, who has gone to find the Ard Rhys and bring her back to us. Penderrin, who is beyond our
reach now.” The seamed face dipped momentarily into shadow. “Wak with me.”

Bek fell into step beside him, thinking again that what was happening wasn't red, thet it wasonly a
dream cometo himin hisdeep, but knowing indinctively that it wasimportant nevertheless. He was
being given avison, afever dream. In thisvision, he might be shown truths that would help him find his
on.

“Why is Pen beyond our reach?’ he asked, impatient with waiting for the other to spesk.



The aged head lifted dightly, one hand gesturing in aquick, dismissve mation. “It only mattersthat heis.
It only matters that he must be. | would have told you sooner. | would have cometo you. | promised him
| would, weeks ago, when | first gppeared to him in the Black Oaks, while he was fleeing from the
Druids. Herdlied on meto tell you, to warn you of the danger. But | could not risk it. Had | told you, you
would have gonein search of him. Y ou would have promised me not to, but you would have gone
anyway. Had you found him and rescued him, everything that must happen inits own time would have
failed to happen at al.”

Bek shook his head. “ Are you saying you deliberately stopped me from helping Pen by not telling me
what was happening to him?’

“I am saying that | stopped you fromthinking you were heping him when in truth you would have been
doing the opposite.”

“I don’'t understand. Why are you telling me this now, since you chose not to before?’

The childlike eyesfixed on him. “Because now your help isneeded. But it is needed in an entirely
different way from before. And it will not be so easy to give”

They walked on, not spesking. Bek, floating within hisvision, dreaming through hisdeep, wasa
disembodied presence with thoughts and emotions, but alack of substance. It left him feding oddly
removed from what was happening, even while participating. He experienced aneed to grasp on to
something hard and strong, something real and true. But the words of the King of the Silver River were
al hehad.

“Thisiswhat has happened, Bek Ohmsford,” the old man said findly. “ Druids within the order have
conspired againgt the Ard Rhys. They found away to banish her to a place from which she cannot return
without help. Y our son has goneto find her. He was asked to do so by me because | knew he wasthe
only onewho could make the journey and return. He did not think himself equd to the task, but |
convinced him otherwise, and now he has convinced himsdlf. He has crossed a barrier that no other may
crossto reach the Ard Rhys. When he finds her, he will bring her back through that barrier, and they
must both face their destinies”

He paused, looking over at Bek. The look seemed intended both to measure and to reassure. “Y our son
and your Sster are ingde the Forbidding.”

Bek turned sharply toward the old man, but the heavy staff struck the earth hard enough that he could
fed the blow through hisfeet. “ Don’'t speak. Just listen. Shadea a Ru and her minions believe they have
orchestrated the imprisonment of the Ard Rhys through their own cleverness and skill, but they are
mistaken. They have been tricked by one of the demonsthat dwell within the Forbidding. That demon is
awarlock, asorcerer of great power. Its goa wasto exchange the Ard Rhys for another demon,
bringing her into the Forbidding in order to free one of its own to comeinto thisworld. That exchange
has taken place. The demon set free now seeksto destroy the Forbidding so that al those imprisoned
since the time of Faerie will be freed. The demon must be stopped or the Four Lands arelost. Y ou must
dopit.”

Bek shook his head. The charge weighed on him like aset of chains. “How?’

The old man dowed and turned to face him. The childlike eyeswere kind and reassuring. “1 did not
cometo you to tell you of your son or warn you of your own danger before this because Penderrin alone



was needed to crossinto the Forbidding, and you would have stopped him. Penderrin knowsthat he
must find and rescue his aunt. He has the means and the will to accomplish this. | think he will succeed.
But he does not know that when the Ard Rhys was sent into the Forbidding, a demon was sent into our
world. He only knows that he must use the talisman he has been given to rescue your sister and bring her
out again. He bdlievesthat isthe extent of what isrequired of him. Thiswas my decision, too. Telling him
the rest would have crushed him.”

He turned and began walking again, his steps careful and measured. Bek stayed at his side, waiting
impatiently to hear more. All around them, breezes rippled the petals of the flowers and gave the
impression that they walked upon the surface of a multihued sea.

“Thetalisman Pen carriesis cdled adarkwand,” the old man said. “ Penderrin has dready used it to
crossinto the Forbidding. Once he finds the Ard Rhys, hewill useit to cross back again.” He paused.
“But there is one thing more he must do. What has been done must be undone—not in part, but in whole.
In order for mattersto be put right, everything that the combined magic of the demons and the Druids has
brought to pass must be put back. Therefore, not only must the Ard Rhys be returned to thisworld, but
the demon must be put back inside the Forbidding. The darkwand possesses the magic to do this, but
only Pen hasthe power to widld it. He must find the demon and use the darkwand against it.”

Helooked at Bek. “Y ou are the one who must see that he has the chance to do s0.”

“What am | supposed to do?’

The old man looked away again. “Two things. First, you must find away to protect your son when he
crosses back through the Forbidding with the Ard Rhys. They must return to exactly the same place they
went in—her deeping chamber a Paranor.”

“Where Shadea and the otherswill be waiting,” Bek finished.

The old man nodded. “ Second, you must find the demon. It will not ook like ademon. It will look like
something ese. It isachangding and takes the shapes of other creatures. Thisoneis particularly
dangerous. It absorbsits victims and becomes them. Y ou must find out which disguise it has assumed

and unmask it.”

Bek looked down at hisfeet. He couldn’t see them. He didn’'t seem to have feet, even though he could
fed himsdf walking.

“The darkwand will reved the demon,” the old man said. “ The talisman will respond to its presence. It
will tell you who or what the demonis. If you get close enough.”

The scent of tuberosesfilled Bek’ s nostrils, sweet and heady. He shook off the distraction. “The
wishsong told methat Pen was at Taupo Rough in the Upper Anar.”

“Thewishsong did not lie. But now heisingdethe Forbidding.”
“So | must go back to Paranor to find my son?’
The King of the Siver River turned to face him. “ The path that leads to your son does not begin at

Paranor. It begins at Taupo Rough, with Penderrin’s companions. The Dwarf, the Rock Trall, and the
Elven girl will provide you with keysto the doors that you must open to reach him.”



He paused. “It is not within the Forbidding that Penderrin faces his greatest danger, it is here. The Druids
will know where he has gone and be waiting for him when he returns. If they reach him before you do,
they will kill him.”

“Nothing will happen to my sonwhilel am dive,” Bek said a once.

Hefdt asubtle shift in his surroundings as he made that vow, ashimmering inthe air, arippleinthe
blankets and clusters of flowers, awhispering of breezes, and he knew he had committed himsdlf ina
way that could not be undone.

The old man nodded. “Do you fed theweight of your words, Bek Ohmsford? They have sedled your
fae”

He stepped aside, an effortless movement that belonged to a much younger man. His ancient face lifted
and changed. He was something else now, an old man no longer, another cresture entirely, not human,
not of thisworld. Bek backed away involuntarily, hands coming up to ward off the thing that stood
before him.

TheKing of the Silver River had become amongter.

“Seethe future, human!” the monster rasped, teeth showing, eyes bright with hate. “Look uponit! When
the Forbidding fdls, your world becomes mine!”

Then the gardens withered before Bek’ s eyes, the flowers dying, their colorsfading and their stalks
wilting. The great shade trees |ost their leaves, and their branches took on the ook of bones blackened
by fire. The grasses dried and cracked, and al sights and sounds of life disappeared. Overhead, the sky
logt its brightness, its depthless blue becoming as gray as ashes, misted and empty .

Bek knew at once he was being given aglimpse of what hisworld would become if the demon set loose
by the unthinking rebel Druids was successful in bringing down the Forbidding and setting freeits
denizens. When that happened, hisworld would become the world of the Forbidding. It would bethe
end of everything that mattered.

Do natjall.

The words echoed softly in the rapidly diminishing sweep of daylight, and Bek turned swiftly to seek the
King of the Slver River, to protest that he would not, to give fresh voice to his promise to do as he had
been asked, but found he was aone.

He woke with agasp, jerked from his deep by a sense of impending horror, his body racked by pain
and fever and hismind roiling with wild, uncontrollable emotions thet careened through him liketiny
razors, jagged edges cutting. He tried to speak and could not. He tried to see, to discover where he was,
but his surroundings were blurred and indigtinct. He felt adight rolling motion benesth him and heard the
creak and groan of wood and meta fastenings, of lashings and the wind' s steady rush. He was aboard a
ship, but he couldn’t understand how he had gotten there.

Penderrin isingde the Forbidding!

It was hisfirst thought, and the redization al but stopped his heart. Pen, in that monstrous prison, where



so0 much of what was evil in the world had been banished. That the King of the Silver River would send
his son to such aplace was impossible for him to understand. How could a mere boy have any chance at
al of surviving?

How could he hopeto find his aunt and bring her back again when everything he encountered would be
looking to kill him?

But it is not insde the Forbidding that Penderrin faces his greatest danger.
“Bek, can you hear me?’

Hetook adeep, steadying breath and blinked against the haze that clouded hisvision. A face swam into
view, young and with skin ghostly pale, framed with ahelmet of close-cropped black hair. A dender
hand reached out to touch his cheek. “Can you hear me?’

He nodded, his mouth too dry to alow him to speak. Seeing hisdifficulty, sheraised hishead from the
bedding on which he lay, brought a cup of water to hislips, and dlowed him to sip.

Intense dark eyes peered into his. “Do you remember me?’ she asked. “I'm Bellizen. I'm Trefen
Morys sfriend.”

He nodded weekly, remembering nothing. “Wheream |7’

“AboardSwift Sure. Y ou have been very sick, Bek. Y ou were badly hurt. A knife wound deep in your
sde and an arrow through your shoulder. Y ou have been ddiriousfor two days, fighting off afever. |
think it has broken findly.”

It adl came back to him in arush. His escape from Paranor with Rue, hel ped by the young Druid Trefen
Morys, the battle to reachSwift Sure with the Gnome Hunters attacking from every quarter in an effort to
stop them, his collapse moments after finally managing to reach the rope ladder, and then—nothing. This
girl had been aboard the airship waiting for them. He remembered looking up into her face as they placed
him on the deck and she bent to tend his wounds.

“You hdped me” hesad.

“Heding ismy Druid skill,” shereplied, giving him aquick, reassuring amile. “Rue sallsthe arship, Trefen
lends her ahand whereit is needed, and | care for you. We each have our task. Mine seemed the harder
for atime, | wasafraid | was going to lose you.”

He thought back to the dreams and nightmares of his deep, already growing distant and vaguein his
memory. He thought back to the fever dream, to hisvision of the King of the Silver River. He had turned
the corner into recovery then, he believed. He had been near death, but the dream had brought him back
to life. He shivered at the memory of what the dream had shown him, theimages of adesiccated,
demon-invaded world till fresh in hismind.

Bdlizen gave him another few sps of water from the cup and then laid him back down again. “ Y ou il
need to rest.”

She started to rise, but he reached out for her arm. “Iseveryone dse dl right?’

She turned back. “ Rue was hurt, too, though not as badly as you. Severa arrow wounds, but they were



quick to begin healing once | cleaned them and applied the necessary salves. She moves dowly dill, but
sheisableto sall theairship. Y ours was the wound we were most worried about. | did not think we
could save you unless we went to Storlock for help from the Hedlers, but Rue said that wasthefirst
place the Druids would look for you. | have some skill with infection and fevers. | worked the front on
the Prekkendorran for ayear in my early training. We decided not to chance going to Storlock.”

She stopped, her face turning somber. “1 am talking too much. Y ou need to rest. | will tell Rue you are
awake.”

“Wait,” he said again. He swallowed againg the tightnessin histhroat, againgt the urgency he wasfeding
at needing to act on hisdream. “How long have | been likethis?’

“A little more than three days.”
Threedays. A lifetime.“ Where are we?’

“Above the Streleheim, flying north along the western exposure of the Anar Mountains.” She hesitated.
“We stopped last night so that | could collect plantsto treat your wound. And to alow you achanceto
deep on solid ground for one night. But Rue said we had to go on this morning, that we could not afford
to delay longer. The Druids would be after us, and we needed to find your son before they did. That's
wherewe areflying.”

“To Taupo Rough?’

“To Taupo Rough. You told usjust before you lost consciousness that this was where the scrye waters
showed him to be.”

But where he no longer was, Bek thought. Still, it was where they must begin their seerch for his
companions, whose help the King of the Silver River had said they would need. Keysthat would open
doorsto reach him—what did that mean?

“Rest now,” Bellizen said, touching hisarm as sherose.

He exhded dowly and lay back, and she was gone before he could say anything more. Helay inthe
ensuing Slence and stared up at the beams of his cabin, at the underside of the decking, at the windows
through which the heavy streamers of daylight shone. It was dl so familiar. But he had thefeding that the
familiar was rgpidly vanishing, and that what lay ahead would be as strange and new asthe idea of
Penderrin and Grianne inside the Forbidding.

He closed his eyes for amoment, to rest them, and immediately fell adeep.

Thirteen

When Bek Ohmsford woke, he was done. Helay in his bed staring up at the same patch of the
decking’ s underside that he had been looking a when he fell adegp— crossbeams, rough planking,
wooden dowes, and iron nails dl fitted into place. He felt the sway of the airship and knew shewas ill
flying. Outside, the light was pa e and washed of color. It wastwilight, he guessed. Or the gray of anew
dawn. He wondered how much time had passed. He wondered how far they had come.



For awhile helay without moving, dlowing himself to come fully awake, taking timeto test the limits of
his strength. He found bound about his waist the compress that protected the knife wound, aswell asthe
bandage to his shoulder. Both wounds ached, but no more than he might have expected them to. He
moved hisarms and legs without difficulty and even managed to lift himsalf up on one elbow, athough the
effort caused asharp twinge in hisinjured sde. He lay back, fedling gppreciably better than he had when
he had first regained consciousness. Still, he accepted that he was not yet at full strength. He reached for
the cup of water that Bellizen had |ft at hisbedside and drank deeply. The water was sweet and cool,
and it helped clear his head of deep. He thought he might be able to get out of bed and up on deck if he
took histime. But he would have to try standing and he would have to dress. It would not be easy.

He was working hisway into a sitting position when the door to his cabin opened and Rue appeared.

“What do you think you' re doing?’ she snapped, rushing over and pushing him down again. Her face
reflected amix of concern and irritation, but it softened almogt at once as she leaned down and kissed
him. “Wait abit. Y ou're not ready yet.”

“I fed better,” hesaid.

“Apparently. But how you think you fedl doesn’t necessarily reflect how you really are” She sat down
besde him. “Didn’t Bellizen tdl you how worried we were? Y ou lied to me about that knife wound. It
was much worse than you said.”

“I just wanted to get out of there. | was't thinking about the wound.”

“Weamost lost you, Bek.”

Heamiled. “You can’'t lose me as easy asthat.”

“1 hopenot.” Sheran thetip of one finger across his cheek. “Losing you would be too much for me.”

She kissed him again, and he kissed her back, holding her close, even though it hurt both hisside and
shoulder to do so. When she pulled away, she brushed back her short-cropped hair and shook her head
indespair. “You risk too much, Bek Ohmsford. Y ou take too many chances.”

“I must have learned that from you,” he answered, laughing. “Let’s be honest for amoment. Who in the
world ever took more chances than you?’

She nodded, conceding the point. “But you fed better, do you?’ She held her hand againgt hisforehead
for amoment. “Y our fever has broken, you' re much cooler. Earlier, you were burning up. And delirious.
Thrashing and talking about things none of us could understand. Y ou were dreaming. Or having
nightmares. Do you remember any of it?’

“I remember what matters” he said quietly.

Then hetold her of hisvison and of the words of the King of the Silver River. He was surprised to see
her cry when she learned that Pen was inside the Forbidding. But immediately afterward she was angry
and quick to blame Grianne. “1f not for her, none of thiswould be happening.” Their lives were caught up
in hers, snared in her Druid machinations and political maneuverings, held prisoner by her web of intrigues
and subterfuges. She might not be the 11se Witch any longer, but as Ard Rhys sheinspired the same
hostility and enmity. Anyone connected with her, whether by blood or by dliance, suffered asareault.



None of them would ever be free of her entanglements.

Bek tried to reason with her, but there was no doing so while her son wasin such terrible danger and her
anger so great because of it, so he quickly gaveit up, ingtead turning the discussion adifferent way.

“Y ou did the right thing by keeping usflying toward Taupo Rough. If the King of the Silver River isto be
believed, our chancefor helping Penliesin firg finding his companions.”

Shefrowned at him.” Are weto believe him, Bek? Are weto believe any of those who harbor secrets?
We know better than to trust the Druids. Should we trust a creature like the King of the Silver River any
father?

Bek shrugged. “1 think we have to. Pen trusted him.”
“Which put our son inside the Forbidding. Y ou make my point.”

“But maybe we have to extend our trust alittle farther in order to get him out again. After al, what other
choice do we have? We haven't another way of reaching Pen.”

“I hatethis” she snapped. “I hate that everything we do is dictated by these secret keepers, Faerieand
Druid dike. Everything that has happened istheir doing. We arejust their pawns!”

He nodded. “| know what we are. But we are thinking pawns, and in the end we will make our own
decisions. For now, we have to follow the path we have been put upon and hope that it leads usto
where we want to go. That path takes usfirst to Taupo Rough.”

She took adeep breath and exhaled dowly. “All right. Taupo Rough.” She looked out the window at
the graying light. “Dusk comes. Y ou’ ve been adegp for more than aday, but we traveled on while you
dept. We should reach the village before dawn. Y ou should go back to seep while you can. Or would
you like something to est firs?”

He choseto eat, and she sat with him while he did. He was heartened to find that her anger gradually
lessened and her mood lightened, and he did not argue with her when she told him to go back to deep
afterward. She kissed him and told him she loved him, and he told her that he loved her, too. It was as
much asthey needed to say. It was enough to leave things at that.

He dept then, surprised to discover that deep came again so quickly and easily. He was sill deeping
when Rue regppeared to tel him that they were dmost at their destination. She helped him sit up and then
stand, and when he found he was strong enough to do more, she helped him dress and walked him up on
deck. It was night still, but the first tinges of dawn were visible east along the crest of the mountains. The
land they sailed through was stark and barren, avast sweeping plain to the west that climbed into foothills
eadt, which in turn rose to the jagged mgesty of the Charnds. Small clumps of trees, tiny slver-web
streams, and small lakes that reflected the moonlight brightened an otherwise rocky terrain. Bek knew
that country. He had explored it with Rue once upon atime. But few expeditions went that way, and he
had not been therein years.

Trefen Moryswas at the hedm and nodded to him as he climbed into the pilot box. “ Good to see you
looking well again,” hesaid.

Bédlizen came over from the port railing and joined them, her pale ovd face shining with moonlight. “Are
we close, Rue?’



Rue Meridian nodded, then said to Bek, “Tdl them everything you told me. They need to hear it from
you.”

Bek did s, hiswords floating away from him as he spoke them in the soft rush of the wind, the night air
swift and cool, the world vast and dark about their little circle. He covered everything, making certain to
include the words of the King of the Silver River that suggested the Ard Rhyswas dive and that Pen
could reach her.

When hewasfinished, Bdllizen spoke firg. “It sounds so impossible. A boy isthe only onewho can
bring the Ard Rhys back? A boy with no magic, no specid skills?” She looked quickly at Rue. “I do not
doubt his determination, but | do question the reason for the choosing of him.”

“No morethan |,” Rue said. “But Bek keeps nothing from us, the secrets for which we seek answers
belong to the King of the Silver River. If we wish to discover those answers, we will have to discover
them another way. Pen might know some of them. The Ard Rhys might know the rest.”

“We will seek those answerswith you,” Trefen Morys assured her quickly. “Wewill do whatever is
necessary to find my mistress. If your son can lead usto her, then wewill find him and help him asbest
we can. But first, it appears, we need to find his companions. Three were named. The Dwarf would be
Tagwen. The Rock Troll would be Kermadec. Once, he was Captain of her Guard, and he remains her
closefriend. Taupo Roughishishome.” He paused. “ But who isthe Elven girl?”

Bek shook hishead. “I wish 1 knew.”

Hewished he knew aswdl why the King of the Siver River had made no mention of Ahren Elessedil.
The Druids had said Tagwen had gone to him for help first before going to Penderrin. Shouldn't there
a0 have been some referenceto him?

But he said nothing of hisworry to the others.

He stood at the railing and watched the ground sweep away asSwift Sure sped onward aong the line of
the mountains. Rue took several compass readings and directed Trefen Morys, whom she had alowed to
keep the helm. She must have been working with him, Bek thought. The young Druid had no flying skills,
no experience with weapons, and he had learned both in avery short time under less-than-idesl
circumgtances. But he was doing better than many would have.

The sky continued to brighten dowly, the darkness giving way to asilvery wash that gradualy turned
golden. Aheed, the buildings of afortified settlement cameinto view, avillage built back againgt adliff
wall. But there were no firesin the village and no signs of movement. Dark smears dotted the plains
fronting the village walls, and the village itself had aragged, neglected look. Asthey drew nearer, he saw
that sections of the walls had been breached and the greater number of buildings were collapsed and
blackened by fire.

“Areweintheright place?’ he asked Rue.

She nodded, her face dark with concern. “ Thisis Taupo Rough. Not what we expected, isit? Someone
has been here before us.”

Bek did not care to speculate on who that someone might have been. It was possible that the Druids had
gotten to the village ahead of them, but the destruction did not look recent. There were no fires burning,



no lingering curtains of smoke, no battle smdlls, nothing to suggest that anything had happened here for
days.

They landed the airship at the edge of the walls, and while he stayed at the helm, the other three went
down the rope ladder to have alook around. He hated being left behind, but as Rue sensibly pointed out,
he was too weak to be making long treks. So he contented himsalf with watching their progress and
trying to fit together in his own mind the story of what had happened here.

By the time the sun was fully up, white-hot in a cloudless sky, they were back, grim-faced and
empty-handed.

“A battle was fought here perhaps two weeks ago,” Rue reported. “At least one Druid warship was
brought down in the fighting and burned. The remainslie out on theflats. So the battle was probably
between the Rock Trolls of the village and the Druids. There are Gnome weapons and pieces of armor,
s0 Gnomes probably fought in the service of the Druids. Hard to tell for certain what happened, but in the
end the Trollsfled into the cliffs. There are cavesin those cliffs, and | would imagine tunnels that connect
to thefar sde of the mountains”

“Thismust have al happened because of Pen,” Bek said. “Thisis Kermadec's home. Pen and the others
would have cometo him for help. The Druids tracked them here while we were imprisoned at Paranor
and tried to take Pen prisoner. Kermadec refused to give him up. So the village was sacked.”

Rue nodded, brushing back loose strands of her auburn hair. “But where did Pen and his protectors go
from here? What route did they take?’

“They went in search of the darkwand,” Bellizen answered her.
“Somewhere in these mountains,” Trefen Morys added.

“Or somewhere beyond.” Bellizen looked at Bek. “Can you track your son’s passage from here as you
did at Paranor?’

Bek shook his head doubtfully. The battle had happened days ago, and Pen had been gone from therea
long time. He was't in the mountains anymore, he wasn't even on the sameworld. In any case, Bek’s
connection was with his son, not with those who had accompanied him. His magic might not alow himto
track them as he had Pen.

But he knew he had to try.

“There snothing herefor us” he said. “Not unlesswe try tracking them through the tunnels. Why don't
wefly to the other side of the cliffsand seeif we can pick up atrail?’

They did so, Rue taking the helm, not trusting anyone else to navigate in a place where the winds could
prove unpredictable and amoment’ sinattention could send an airship into the rocks. Keeping Bek
beside her in the pilot box, she sent the young Druids to the starboard and port forward draws to work
thelinesby hand in case of heavy turbulence. But they were lucky that day. The winds were mild and the
way into the mountains clear. Swift Sure sailed through gapsin the jagged peaks unhindered and
unchallenged, and by midday they had reached avaley that lay between the peaks of the Klu.

Whilethe airship hovered midway acrossthe valey, Bek used the wishsong to seek out some sign of
Pen or his companions. He had learned the trick from his sister years earlier. Asthe Ilse Witch, she had



used the wishsong to track him. Later, on the long voyage home, she had showed him how. Hewould
seeif it could be made to work the same way for him.

It was something of agambleto do so. Any use of his magic would aert Shadeaand her Druidsto their
presence and remove any doubt about where they were. On the other hand, she would know aready
where they were going and what they weretrying to do, so hereally wasn't giving dl that much away.
And if she had discovered that Pen was insde the Forbidding, she might have lost dl interest in pursuing
them anyway. Whatever the case, without the use of the wishsong they had no way of knowing whereto

do.

Eyes closed for better concentration, he sang the magic, dow and smooth, like a carpet being spread
across the valley floor, searching for traces of passage. He found severd, all of them more than aweek
old and none distinct enough to identify. Frustrated, he spread his net alittle wider, reaching deeper into
the pesks ahead, into the mountains of the Klu that fronted the huge forests of the Inkrim.

There, far beyond anywhere he could see, he found traces of his son, tiny beaconsin the ether. But the
traces were unlike anything he had ever come across before, and for amoment he didn’t trust what the
wishsong wasteling him. Still, his certainty that it was Penderrin and not someone e se was so strong that
he could not ignoreit.

He broke off his efforts, the wishsong dying into silence. His breathing quieted and his eyes opened once
more.

“I found him,” he said. “ Traces of him, anyway. Deeper into the mountains ahead, east.” He paused,
looking now a Rue. “But something’ swrong. What | found wasn't familiar to me, it wasn't what | know
of Pen. What | found of his passng wastinged with magic.”

She stared a him. “Magic? Whose magic?’

“Hisown.”

She shook her head. “That isn't possible. He doesn't have any magic. He' s never had any magic. We
both know that.”

He held her gaze. “Nevertheless”

“Y ou must be mistaken. Y ou haveto be.”

He could tell from the way she said it that she needed him to be wrong, that she was frightened at the
prospect that the Ohmsford heritage might have been passed on to her son after all. He could discern her
thinking. She had believed Pen safdly removed from the wishsong' sinfluence, the bloodline dying out
with Bek. What if she had been mistaken? What if the magic had smply lain dormant? It had done so
with Bek. Wasit so strange that it should do so with his son, aswell?

“1 don’'t think we can decide about this until wetalk to Pen,” he said carefully. “What mattersisthat |
feel cartain I’vefound hisroute of passage. We can track him now.”

“What if what you' ve found is his passage coming out, rather than going in?’ Trefen Morys asked
suddenly.

It was an uncomfortable thought. There was no way to determine the answer from where they stood.



There might not be away to determine the answer once they reached the source. It might be along,
dangerous journey to their destination, and the journey might well yield nothing.

But it was dl they had to work with. It was the only lead they had been given.
“I think we haveto try following it for atime, at least,” Bek offered, looking to Rue for support.

Hiswife studied him, her fine, clear features masking what she was fedling, keeping hidden the wash of
doubts and fears he knew she must be experiencing. She stayed silent for along time, consdering. Then
she nodded. “Bek isright. We haveto try.”

They turnedSwift Sure’s bow toward the Klu and flew east for the remainder of the day into peaks
wrapped in storm clouds and layers of mist, buffeted by heavy winds. Swift Sure was battered and
tossed and her occupants thrown from side to side. Bek was sent below to help protect his wounds, and
the other three strapped on safety harnesses while on deck. By the end of the day, all three were
drenched and freezing, their bodies aching and their minds numb from the effort of holding course and
staying doft. Snow wasflying dl about them in thick gudts, threstening whiteouts at every turn, cloaking
cliff walls and passages dike so that the way forward remained an ever-changing mystery.

As darkness approached, Rue Meridian began to despair. If they did not get clear of the mountains
quickly, she would have to set down, and there was nowhere for her to do that. Flying blind at night
could have only one result. She called Bek back up on deck and had him use the wishsong again,
searching for away to go. But the magic failed Bek thistime, refusing to give up anything at al that would
help, leaving them adrift and &t risk.

Findly, when it ssemed that no help wasto be had from any quarter and the outcome of their efforts
unavoidable, the storms subsided and the peaks ahead opened into the VValey of the Inkrim. Rue took
Swift Sure through asthe last of the day’ slight gave way to a scattering of stars and no visible moon, just
afaint brightening that alowed her enough illumination to set down &t the edge of the trees at the rim of
thevalley.

They dept then, exhausted from their efforts. All but Bek. Awake and awash in fresh doubts, he sat
aonein the pilot box, wrapped in ablanket, thinking about what they were doing. He understood the
need for it, he understood as well the reasons. What bothered him was the number of uncertainties.
Trefen Morys had been right about tracking Pen’ s passage. It was probably impossible to determine
which way the boy was going, absent some physical evidence. Hetold himsdlf that if they could locate
just one of his companions, they would have away of finding his son.

But he was bothered most by something he had kept from Rue. The traces of Pen he had found had
been infused with wishsong magic. Not just any magic, but wishsong magic. He hadn't thought Rue
needed to know that just yet. She was distressed enough about the presence of any magic where their
son was concerned and would have been beside hersdlf to learn that the magic had itsoriginsin the
Ohmsford bloodline. But there was no mistaking its nature. He should have felt ameasure of relief, if Pen
had the use of the wishsong, he wasin a better position to protect himsalf. But in fact Bek was as upset
about the progpect ashiswife. He didn’t want Pen to have the burden of the wishsong any more than she
did. Too many generations of Ohmsfords had struggled with it. Too many had seen their lives dtered
irrevocably as aresult—and not dways for the better. It had been so with him. He had hoped that his
son might have an easier road.

He thought about it for along time. Hetried to picture Pen within the Forbidding and failed. How could
anyone imagine what that must be like? He knew what sort of creatures the Forbidding contained, but no



one knew what it would fed like to be a human trapped there. That Penderrin should have been sent to
find and retrieve Grianne was still something he could not fathom. The King of the Silver River had given
him no reason for the choice of his son as rescuer. There would be areason, he knew. And the reason
might have something to do with Pen’ s use of the wishsong. Y et if that was so, why hadn't the Faerie
creature come to Bek, who had more experience and better command of the magic? Why had Pen been
chosen?

It had to be something el se—something about Pen that wasn't true of Bek.

Hefell adeep at some point and woke to the sound of the others coming up on deck. He was stiff from
deeping upright, but overal he felt better than he had the day before. He felt stronger, more ready. He
was mending; he was coming back to himself.

The day was clear and bright ahead of them, the ssorms of the Klu left behind. After they had eaten from
their steadily dwindling stores, Bek used the wishsong to seek anew the traces of Pen he had found the
other day. He found them with little trouble. They were stronger, and he was better able to read them.
The magic that had infused them aday earlier was more diverse than he had bdieved, amix of couplings
that involved his son and someone or something else. The source of the traces lay ahead, deep within the
Inkrim.

After checking the radian draws and light sheaths for breaks and tears and finding everything intact, Rue
took Swift Sure off the ground, pointed her east across the sweep of the forested valley, and sailed in
search of Bek’sfindings.

It was nearing midday when Trefen Morys, who had been keeping watch at the bow for the better part
of an hour, caled back, “There are ruins down there!”

Rue droppedSwift Sure into adow descent toward the canopy of the trees, following the young Druid's
shouted directions. Within minutes, the ruins were visbleto them al. Remnants of buildings sprawled for
miles, ajumble of broken walls, columns, and battlements. What little remained had been overgrown by
trees and scrub, enveloped by the foliage of the jungle. In places, wildflowers formed bright patches amid
the blanketing shadows.

“There are people down there!l” Trefen Morys shouted suddenly.

Bek went forward a once, picking hisway gingerly across the decking to where the Druid stood. They
were only a hundred feet above the canopy by then and able to seethe whole of thevalley clearly. As
Bek came up beside him, Trefen Morys pointed. Gnarled, string-thin forms darted about the rubble at the
edges of theruins, crestures smilar to Gnomes but clearly something else.

“Urdas,” Bek said aoud.

He recognized them from earlier expeditions he had made into the Charnals. He saw them look up as
Swift Sure hoveinto view, repositioning themsalves to meet the newly perceived threet, brandishing
dings and bows and arrows.

“Keep usflying, Ruel” he shouted over his shoulder.

“What arethey doing?’ Trefen Morysasked him.

He shook hishead. “I don’t know. Keep your eyes open.”



He went back to the pilot box and climbed up beside Rue and Bdllizen, telling them what he had seen.
“They’veringed theruins. | think they’ relooking for something. Maybe the same thing we' re looking
for.”

He decided to use the wishsong again, to seek anew the traces of Pen’s passing he had sensed that
morning. He found them immediately, strong and clear and just ahead in the ruins. The magic was diffuse
and fading, days old and no longer clearly defined. But its use had been powerful and reflected both
determination and clear intent. Pen had experienced an epiphany or confrontation of major proportions.
If he had survived that, Bek thought, then there was some reason to believe he could survive the

Forbidding.
“Ahead, five degrees east southeast,” he told Rue, pointing for emphasis.

Swift Suredtered course dightly and flew on, Rue holding the airship’ s speed down so that they could
scan the ruins below for other Sgns of life. They were flying aong the southern perimeter, and there were
Urdas scattered dl aong it. They seemed reluctant to go farther in. Bek remembered that the Urdas were
supertitious about places they considered sacred, the ruins might well be one such place. But the Urdas
were clearly therefor areason. If they could not enter, then they were waiting for something that had.

“Smoke,” Rue said suddenly, pointing off to the right.

From just beyond the main body of the ruins, separated by a series of deep, wooded, rifts, a column of
black smoke rose from a crumbling blockhouse and tower. The Urdas were dl about it, three and four
deep within the cover of trees and rocks, showering the fortifications with darts and arrows and spears.

“I"d. say we' vefound something,” Rue offered, giving Bek aquick glance.

But it was not something that tracked to the traces of Pen’s passing that Bek had detected. It was
something entirely gpart. He hesitated, wondering how advisable it was to become distracted by
something that might have nothing &t al to do with what they were looking for.

“All right,” hesaid findly, “let’shave alook.”

Fourteen
It waslikeflying into ahornet’ s nest.

Swift Suredescended in along, dow spiral, drawing the attention of the band of Urdas below. Bek had
hoped that their appearance a one would prove startling enough to these superstitious people to make
them withdraw. But instead of bolting back into the trees and seeking cover, the Urdasimmediately
turned their weapons on the airship. Trefen Morys barely had time to shout awarning from the bow
when ahail of spears and darts struck the underside of the vessel and awash of arrows arced over the
ralling in adeadly sweep.

Everyone ducked behind the protective railings as Bek took Swift Sure back up again, out of reach of
the attack. Ashe did so, Trefen Morys came running back.



“There are Rock Trolls down there in that tower!” he shouted up to Pen. “ They were waving to usfor
mp! ”

Bek turned to Rue. “Load both the port and starboard rail dings. Maybe we can drive the Urdas far
enough back into the treesto gain space to get aladder down.”

The garboard rail ding was il in place from their flight out of Paranor, and with help from Trefen
Morysit took Rue only minutesto set up the port weapon and arm them both. Placing the young Druid
on the former and hersdlf on the latter, she sent Bellizen amidshipsto stand ready to lower the rope
ladder, then signaled for Bek to takeSwift Sure down again.

It wastrickier going in the second time. The Urdas were waiting, neither awed nor frightened of the
arship. Even from high up, Bek could tell that they were aggressively hogtile. Whatever had incensed
them had stirred their anger to such intensity that they were beyond caring what happened to them so
long asthey stopped any rescue attempt. They were clustered at every quarter of the tower walls, and as
soon asSwift Sure came within range, they attacked. Bek kept his hold on the airship steady to give Rue
and Trefen Morys a chance to chase them off, but even after both rail dingswere emptied twiceinto the
attackers, they held their ground, refusing to fal back. Gnarled, hairy forms swarmed through the
wooded ravines, keeping the tower and its occupants besieged.

Bek took the airship out of range once more, trying to think what else they might try.

Rue returned from therailing and climbed into the pilot box. “Our weapons aren’t going to work, Bek. If
we want to get those Rock Trolls out of that tower, we have to take a different approach.”

She leaned close so that only he could hear. “ Could you use the wishsong to help?’

He stared at her in surprise. She hated his magic, hated the legacy that went with it—so much so that he
had barely used it snce coming back from Parkasia. The search for their son had marked hisfirst serious
attempt in saverd years. In truth, he wasn't even sure he knew after so long how to employ it in the way
that would be necessary.

“I understand,” she said, reading the look on hisface. “But we don’t have any choice.”

Shewas saying that if they wanted to help Pen, thiswaswhat it was going to take. The wind shifted and
blew across hisface, unexpectedly chill and biting asit came down off the mountains. He held her gaze a
moment longer, then nodded. “ Takethe helm.”

He went down on deck to where the young Druids stood waiting and motioned them over to the rope
ladder so that both could hel p with the rescue effort. Then he moved forward to the bow and looked
down.

Urdas swarmed through the trees below, too many to count. Rue wasright. Even adozenrail dings
wouldn’t be enough to chase them off. A more effective weapon was needed, and there was nothing
more effective than the wishsong when it was used in the right way. Grianne had taught him so years ago
when she had tried to kill him. He thought it ironic that he would use that lesson now to try to save her.

“Take us back down!” he shouted to Rue, asudden gust of wind nearly obscuring hiswords. It was
heavy enough that it shook the airship from bow to stern. “Sowly!”

He glanced north to where huge storm clouds were beginning to build on the horizon, sifting down



through the peaks toward the Inkrim. A change in the weather was coming, and it did not favor their
efforts. If they failed to get aladder down soon, given the nature of Sormsin that region, it might not be

possibleto try again for days.

Helooked down again at the Urdas, trying to think how to force them to move back from the walls of
the tower. He could do some things safely with the wishsong, but he did not want to risk trying too much
after so many years of no practice. The magic was powerful and a times unpredictable. Using it the
wrong way could prove disastrous. If it failed to respond asintended, it might send them al crashing
down with the airship.

The wind gusted across hisface again, and suddenly he remembered that the Druids favored using the
edementsasdliesin their wielding of magic. Perhaps he could do the same here.

He brought up the wishsong in asoft hum, caling it to life, feeling it come awake and then flood through
him with adow, risng heat. He kept his gaze fixed on the scene below as he began to give the magic a
shape and aform, a sense and a purpose. He found the wind currents that preceded the coming storm
and dtirred in the magic. The currents gained force and consistency, and as they gusted about him they
began to take on anew intensity. What had begun as a series of uneven bursts now became a steady
blow. Changes of pitch evened and dowly built into ahowl that suggested the cresting of atidal wave.

The Urdas began looking around in confusion and then in fear. A storm of that kind wasn't something
they understood. They were unfamiliar with winds of such magnitude. They crouched lower, and then
began to back away from the tower toward the deep woods, their superstitious nature warning them that
the e ements were spirit-driven.

Bek built on the power of hismagic, adding fresh layers, giving the wind an extraordinary sound and fed,
aroar that began to shake trees and earth aike. He did not look back at Rue, trusting her to continue
Swijt Sure’s descent, to understand what he was doing and not be frightened by it. He didn’t know what
the Druids were thinking, but he couldn’t spare time to worry about them. He had the wind tearing across
the landscape by then, scattering the Urdasin al directions, their determination to stand fast shattered.

Then the treetops were right below them, and the outer walls of the tower became visible through the
gaps. Herisked aquick glance back at Trefen Morys and Bellizen and saw them dropping the rope
ladder over the Sde of therailing, down to the besieged Tralls. Almost immediately bulky forms began to
emerge, scrambling from their concealment, some helping others, dl of them moving swiftly for the
ladder. But then they ducked back again, unable to advance. Bek felt his strength beginning to fail, and
forced himsdlf to push harder to keep the wind in place. The Trolls had still not begun to climb the ladder,
and the Urdas were beginning to reemerge from the trees. Rue was ydlling something &t him, but he
couldn’t hear what. He intensified the magic once more, feding hishold on it dipping away.

Then Bellizen was beside him, frantic. “Y our magic istoo strong, Bek! The force of thewind is keeping
the Trollsfrom dimbing the ladder!”

Heredlized it wastrue, that his efforts at keeping the Urdas at bay were keeping the Trolls pinned down,
aswdl. Rue must have been trying to tell him as much. He dowed his efforts, letting thewind diminish.
Within the ruins of the tower, the Trolls recognized their opportunity and scrambled for the ladder. The
Urdas, in response, rushed to stop them.

There was nothing more Bek could do to help. Any further use of the magic to intensify the wind would
do as much damage as good. The Trollswould have to make it on their own. He kept thewind in place a
few moments longer, tuning its sound to an earsplitting shriek in an effort to frighten the Urdas. But the



Inkrim natives were no longer intimidated, having seen what was happening and become newly enraged
at the thought of losing the intrudersto an airship rescue. They came a the Trollsin waves, weapons
loosing, theair filling with missiles. Two of the Trollswere struck, and onefell to hisdesth. The others
pressed on, climbing steadily through the hail of fire, hel ping each other asthey did so. One of them, he
saw, carried asmaller figure tucked under one arm, asquat blocky form that could only be a Dwarf.

Then the Trollswere over the Side of the railing and on board the ship, and Rue was lifting away, taking
them quickly out of range of their attackers. Bek broke off his efforts with the wishsong, now thoroughly
spent, and hurried over to the newcomers. Seven Trollsand a Dwarf, he saw. The Dwarf wrestled free
of the Troll who was carrying him and stood clinging to therail, breathing hard.

“Tagwen?’ Bek asked, coming up to him.

Tagwen looked over, hisface ashen and his mouth atight line. There was blood on hisneck and right
arm from wounds, and his clothing was torn and soiled.

He blinked rapidly at Bek. “I don’t ever want to cometo this place again!” he snapped. “Not ever!”

Then hefanted.

Ihere was no time for an exchange of information or for anything but making a quick escape from the
fast-gpproaching storm. If it caught up with them over the Inkrim, their effortsto get free of the Urdas
might come to nothing. With Bek at the helm, Rue and Trefen Morysworked the draws and light sheaths
by hand to gain speed and maneuverability, heading south and west toward the relative safety of the
mountain pesks below the clouds and winds building north. Swift Sure skated hard across the long
sretch of the valey, buffeted and tossed as storm winds gusted ahead of rain and dark skies. Lightning
began to flash in the heart of the encroaching dark, and thunder rumbled ominoudy acrossthe heavensin
long, crackling pedls.

On the decks below the pilothouse, Bellizen worked on the injured Rock Trolls. Two of them were
badly hurt, wounded by Urdaweapons. According to Kermadec, who had managed to say afew words
to Bek beforeSwift Sure set sall, hislittle company had tried to dip past the Urdas during the night,
convinced that any attempt at fighting to get free was usdless. By then, Pen had been gonefor amost a
day, and they were desperate to find away to help him. But the Urdas, furious a what they perceived to
be adeliberate violation of sacred ground, had been keeping close watch on the intruders and had no
intention of |etting them escape. They reacted swiftly to the attempt, catching them out in the open and
killing two outright. The surviving Trolls and Tagwen had fled into the tower, where they had remained,
trapped and under attack.

Rain struck Swift Sure abroadside blow that sent her scudding Sdeways across the roof of the forest.
Bek righted her quickly, trying not to think about Pen and what had happened in the ruins days earlier,
concentrating instead on getting them acrossthe vadley to the reative safety of the mountains. Ingdethe
peaks, they could find protection from the storm and crossinto the valleys beyond. But therain
descended in torrents, inundating the decks and those clustered on them, leaving the entire ship sodden
and dripping. Vishility was dropping fast, and Bek turned the ship farther south in an effort to run before
the storm and remain clear of itsimpenetrable shroud of rain and mist.

Then lightning struck the mainmast, dancing down its length and a ong the conductorsto the hulll,
gparking and flashing in the near dark. The Trollsflattened themsdaves againgt the deck until Bellizen



sgnaled for help to get theinjured below. Staggering across the dick wood with their burdens, the Trolls
did as she asked, and soon everyone had disappeared below, leaving Bek, Rue, and Trefen Morysto
sl thearship.

They were flying dangeroudy low, trying to dip the stronger winds a the higher eevations. But radian
draws, stays, and sailswere dl giving way, tearing loose or shredding, dowing erodingSwift Sun’s
maneuverability. Bek held the airship as steady as he could, relying on the power stored in the digpson
crystalsto keep her flying. When that was gone, they were finished. He could make out gapsin the
mountain peaks ahead, dark passages to the valleys beyond, and he pointed toward them as the storm
closed about.

Thewindshowled likealiving thing. They dammed into SwiftSure with devastating impact, knocking her
off course, forcing Bek to wrestle her back into line again. Rain descended in sheets, and vigbility
dropped to nothing. Even the dark gaps for which they were headed began to fade. The storm was
sweeping the whole of the Inkrim now, agreat roiling mass of wind, rain, and darkness.

Then abruptly the mountains ahead disappeared and the gaps toward whichSwift Sure had been
heading were gone.

WE re not going to make it, Bek thought.
For heart-stopping minutes, they hung suspended in agray, fathomlessvoid, directionlessand lost.

Then the curtain of rain lifted and the rock wallsloomed out of the rain-soaked darkness once more,
massive dabs of stonelifting thousands of feet into the mists. Bek caught sight of agap between them and
bankedSwift Sure sharply toward its dark maw.

Seconds later, they wereinsde acraggy split that was as dark and <till and windless as a subterranean
passage.

" %/@a"

Ataan spit the word out asif to rid himself of itsbitter taste. It was aword he had used threetimesin the
last two sentences by Bek’ sreckoning. Apparently the bitterness had atendency to linger.

“Killed four of usfor no better reason than to punish usfor coming into those ruins! A place of dead
things! Nothing there but bones and rubble and mongterslike that tree!” Hisblunt Troll features were
unreadable, but his eyes were fierce. “We should come back here with the rest of our people and wipe
them out!”

He was incensed, even now, hours later. They were seated at the bow—Ataan, Kermadec, Tagwen,
the young Druids, Rue, and Bek. They made an odd-looking group. The Trolls were giants with skins of
bark and flat, virtualy featureess faces. The Druids were much smdler and impossibly young. The Dwarf
was squat and solid, histhick beard like amask. And Bek and Rue, fatigued and wesk from the wounds
they had received during their flight out of Paranor, had the look of the walking dead. Swift Sure hung
anchored above avalley floor somewhere deep within the Klu, west dmost to the Charnas. The Inkrim
and the storm had been |eft behind. It was nightfal, and the Trolls who had been wounded were deeping
below. Everyone was exhausted.



Kermadec shifted hislarge frame and leaned back againgt the ship’ srailing. Hisrough face was
impassive, hisvoicecam. “Let it be, Atdan.” He nodded at Bek and Rue. “ So young Penderrin has
found away into the Forbidding, after al. Y our sonisnothing if not resourceful. He has kept hiswits
about him.”

“He has hiswits, but does he have the use of magic, aswell?’ Rue asked, reminded suddenly of what
Bek had revedled of the traces of her son’s passage.

Kermadec shrugged. “He has some. He hasthat ability to read the responses of living things. He can
discern their thinking from that. Likethelichen. Like that moor cat.” He glanced at Tagwen. “It' samagic
| wouldn't mind having, Bristle Beard.”

“Hesad it wasasmal magic,” the Dwarf muttered. He scowled at Kermadec. “Having seen nothing to
suggest otherwise, | am inclined to take him at hisword. Penderrin is not given to exaggeration.”

Tagwen had recovered from hisfaint, though he was still embarrassed about the collapse. Kermadec
had spent along time reassuring the Dwarf that it had nothing to do with his courage, but was aresult of
exhaugtion and gtress. Anyone might have suffered the same indignity, and it would not be mentioned
again. Tagwen, however, did not appear convinced.

“Thereisthe magic he generated during his encounter with the tanequil, aswell,” Trefen Morys pointed
out. “To create atadisman of such power, atremendous amount of magic would have to be released.
Evenif it didn’t come from Pen, traces of it would cling to him. And he carries the darkwand with him.
Any reading of magic attached to Pen would be influenced by that.”

It was areasonable explanation, and even Rue seemed to accept it. Only Bek knew that the reasoning
waswrong. The readings given him by the wishsong had told him that the traces of his son’s passage
encompassed only magic that belonged to him. The blood connection between father and son wastoo
strong for him to be mistaken. Pen had uncovered aform of magic that was still amystery, possibly even
to himsdf.

“I am very sorry to hear that Ahren Elessedil isdead,” he said to Tagwen, changing the subject.

The Dwarf looked down at his hands and shook his shaggy head dowly. “He was a brave man, Bek
Ohmsford. He gave hislife so that the rest of us could go on. We would not have reached Kermadec
and Taupo Rough, |et done Stridegate and the tanequiil, if not for him.”

“Andthe Elven girl ishisniece?’

“Khyber Elessedil. Tough as old leather, that girl, though nearly as young as Penderrin. She hasthe
Elfstones. Took them from the Elessedils and brought them to Ahren so that he would teach her how to
use them. Turned out he had no choice. She used them in the Slagsto sink theGal aphik, then again later
to help us on our journey here. She had them with her when she disappeared in Stridegate.”

“But you think that she boarded one of the Druid airships that took Pen to Paranor?’ Rue asked.

Tagwen looked at Kermadec and came to some ungpoken agreement. “ Something might have happened
to her in theruins after sheleft us and went in search of Penderrin, but | don’'t think so,” the Dwarf
declared. He looked up. “ She was very close to the boy and determined to help him reach the Ard Rhys.
| think she found away, and that’ s why he was able to get into the Forbidding after the Druids took him
prisoner.”



“Well, thefact that the King of the Siiver River told Bek in hisdream that an Elven girl isone of the three
who will help us reach Pen suggests you are right. But whereis she now?’

“Shemust be at Paranor,” Kermadec answered with another shrug. “Waiting for us.”

“Then we must go thereto help them,” Tagwen declared firmly. “It was the promise | made to young
Penderrin before they took him, and | intend to fulfill it.”

“Asdo|l,” Kermadec agreed.

“How, exactly, are you going to go about doing that?’ Bellizen asked suddenly. Starlight reflected in her
ink-black eyes. “Do you have aplan?’

Neither of them did, of course. No one did. There was along silence as they pondered her question.
They had been so consumed with reaching Paranor that none of them had given much thought to what
they would do once they werethere. It wasn't at all clear, they redized asthey reflected on the
possibilities, what their course of action should be.

“What arewe up againgt at Paranor?’ Bek asked findly, looking from Bellizen to Trefen Morys. “How
much support does my sister have?’

Trefen Morys shook hishead. “Very little, I'm afraid. There are ahandful of Druids who openly support
her and will stand with her when she returns, but most have been dismissed from the order. Thosewho
remain support Shadea. It isn’t that they believe so strongly in her, it’smore that they mistrust your sgter.
She has never been able to shed her image asthe Ilse Witch, not entirely.”

“Somewill stand with her when shereturns,” Bellizen added. “But only some, and | do not think we can
count their numberswith any degree of certainty. Some will stand with her because, like us, they believe
in her. Some will stand with her because they have seen how badly Shadeaa Ru has dedlt with her
power. But most will take no stand at all.”

“That works both ways, of course,” Kermadec pointed out. “ They do not choose to stand with her, but
will not stand with Shades, elther. That gives usachance.”

“Why do you support her?’ Rue asked Bdllizen, glancing at Trefen Morys, aswell. “Why have you
taken her Sde?’

Bellizen blushed. “It isnot easy to explain. | do so in part because she was kind to me when others were
not. She brought me to Paranor at the suggestion of another Druid, from avillage in the Runne where my
talents were considered abnormal and my safety threatened. | do not know how she found out about me,
but she told me that | belonged with her. | believed that. She has never given me cause to think badly of
her or to want her gone. | think sheisthe Ard Rhyswe need. | think she understands the purposes of
magic better than anyone.”

“I camefrom avillage closeto Bellizen's” Trefen Morys added. “We did not know each other before
Paranor, but have become friends since. | came to Paranor on my own, seeking a chance to study with
the Druids. My mistress gave me that chance. She gave me responsbilities and taught me hersalf on more
than one occasion.”

“Sheisagredat lady.” Bellizen bit her lip, glancing quickly at her companion. “Those who follow her are



mostly younger and never knew her asthe llse Witch. The others, the older ones, cannot seem to forget.
They think of her still asadark creature, capable of reverting without warning. They do not know her as
Trefen and | do. They arelessforgiving because their lives are too deeply rooted in the past.”

“They arenot done,” Bek said quietly. “Perhapsthat isjust the way of things.” He surveyed the faces of
the others. “Very well. We know what we have to do. We have to find away into the Keep and the
degping chamber of the Ard Rhys. That iswhere Penderrin and Grianne will resppear when they return
from the Forbidding.”

He dmost added,if they can find a way back, but he caught himsdlf just in time. Rue didn’'t need to
hear him saying anything about the odds. She understood them well enough.

“It ismore complicated than that,” Trefen Morysinterjected quickly. “We haveto find away to be
ingde the deegping chamber at just theright time. We have to devise away of knowing exactly when Pen
and my mistresswill regppear. If we don't choose the right moment, Shadea and her dlieswill find us

The little company went silent, dismayed at the prospect of being stopped after they had come so far
and endured so much. But the task the young Druid had just described seemed impossible.

Bek turned to Tagwen. “The King of the Siver River said that the keysto helping Pen were in the hands
of his companions— Kermadec, Khyber Elessedil, and yourself. Maybe we should start there. Can you
think what he might have been talking about? I's there some specid kind of help that you can give us?’

Tagwen consdered the question. “Wdll, thereis one possibility,” he said after amoment. “1 know away
into Paranor using tunndsthat run beneeth the bl uff to the furnace room and continue dl through thewalls
of the Keep. The Ard Rhys showed them to me once, a maze of passages. She used magic to block
those leading to her rooms, but perhaps your own magic can undo hers.”

“So we can reach the deeping chamber unseenif | can remove my sster’ s safeguards?’ Bek asked.

The Dwarf nodded rather reluctantly. “Perhaps. If Shadea hasn't discovered the tunnelsaswell and set
traps of her own.”

“WEe Il havetoriskit,” Bek declared at once. “We verisked worse dready to get where we are.
Kermadec, what of you?’

The Rock Troll knotted his great hands and looked at Atalan. “Brother, | think the Trolls need to show
the Four Lands where we stand in this business. Marching against the Urdasis awaste of time and
purpose. We need to march on Paranor and the Druidsinstead. They attacked Taupo Rough and drove
our people out. The attack was unprovoked. Dismissing the Troll guard whileit was till in serviceto the
Ard Rhysisinsult enough, athough we could have endured it. But atacking our homeisbeyond
acceptable. Perhaps we should repay their visit with one of our own.”

Atdan’ sresponse was adow, wicked grin. “Let’s pull down thewalls around their ears!”

“Or at least pull the wool over their eyes—adigtraction to give you time to get into place.” Kermadec
glanced at the others. “ Severd thousand Rock Trolls gathered at the gates will be something that not
even the Druids can ignore. If we must, we will come through those gatesto your aid, but at the very
least we will keegp those snakes pinned down within their own fortressfor the time it takes for our
mistress to deal with them as she chooses.”



“And ded with them shewill, you may be sure,” Tagwen grunted, looking amost happy.
“That leaves Khyber Elessedil,” Bdllizen said. “What of her?’

“Her purpose seemseasier to divine,” Bek responded quickly. “ She carries the EIf stones given her by
Ahren Elessedil. They are seeking-stones, and | think finding the demon that has crossed over from the
Forbidding will be our first order of business after my sister returns. The Elfstones will make that task
much esser.”

Helooked from face to face in the darkness. “We have at least the beginnings of aplan. | think that is
the best we can hopefor.”

“What | don’t understand,” Rue declared suddenly, “iswhy the King of the Silver River didn’t makethis
business of the keys and the companions clearer to you in your dream, Bek. He could have told you
what purpose Kermadec and Tagwen and Khyber Elessedil were to serve. Why didn’t he do that?’

“Faerie creatures and shades are secretive and seldom spesk the whole truth,” Bellizen ventured.

But Bek shook hishead. “1 think it is something ese. | think we were given agtarting point, but nothing
more. The future remains undecided. Things may change as events unfold, and we must be ready to
change with them. If the King of the Silver River had told mein my dream exactly what the keyswere,
we might have become too reliant on hiswords. Asit is, we remain uncertain that we haveit right. He
wants that. He wants us to find our own way. He wants us to understand that the way is not yet
determined.”

There was along silence as the others contemplated hiswords. They knew where they must go and
what they must do, but they till did not know how they would accomplish it. The future wasamystery. It
was the way the world had always worked. It was the way it would work here.

“Wemust leave a once,” Tagwen declared. “We have no idea how much time remains before the Ard
Rhys and young Penderrin cross back.”

But Bek shook hishead. “No, Tagwen, we need to rest first. We' ll stay where we are until dawn, deep
while we can, and fly north tomorrow to Kermadec' s people. Oncethe Trolls are safely delivered and
can begin their preparations for a march on Paranor, the rest of uswill go ahead to search for Khyber
Elessedil.”

“And to discover when my mistress and your son will reappear within the Keep,” Bellizen added quietly.

It was adisturbing reminder of how difficult the days ahead were going to be.

One by one the members of the company rose and went off to deep. Most had not dept in daysand
were exhausted. Bek was the exception. Better rested than the others, he went back up into the pilot box
to keep watch.

He was surprised when he found that Rue was following him.

“You should go to deep,” he said, turning back to stop her, reaching out to touch her cheek. “You've



dept lessthan anyone.”

She nodded. “I'll deep soon enough. But | have to say something to you first. Whatever €l se happens,
Bek, | intend to make certain that once Penderrin gets free of the Forbidding, heis kept safe. | intend to
protect him from Shadea a Ru and the rest of those monsters. | don’'t care what it takes. | don’t even

care what happensto me.”

Shewas dmost in tears as shefinished. Hetried to hold her, but she pushed him away, refusing to be
comforted, defiance on her features. “ Promise methat you will do the same.”

“Y ou know you don't have to ask methis,” he said. “Y ou know | fed the same way you do.”

Tight-lipped, she nodded. “I do know it. But | aso know that your sster isinvolved, and that her
interests may conflict with ours. Her plansfor Pen may not be acceptable. So | need to hear you say it,
just in case that happens. | need to hear you promise that if a choiceis necessary, you will choose our
son.”

A sadnessingdeleft him hollow and sick at heart. He knew he would never be able to resolve hiswife's
fedings—her mistrust and her suspicions—for hissster. He understood why, and he did not blame her.
Had he been in her shoes, he would have felt the same.

He reached for her hands, and thistime she did not back away. “I promise,” he said. “Nothing bad will
happen to Pen. No chances will be taken with his safety. His needs come before those of Grianne and

the Druid order.”

She cameinto hisarmsthen, reaching to hold him close, her cheek placed againgt his, her mouth so
closeto hisear that he could hear her breathing.

“I’'msorry | had to ask that,” she whispered.

“Don’t be. Don't be sorry for anything.”

“I| wish Big Red were here.”

“I wish Quentin were here.”

But her brother was somewhere off the coast of the Blue Divide, flying hisairship in service to whoever
had paid him most recently, and Quentin Lesh was dead two years, never fully recovered from the
wounds he had received in Parkasia. Bek thought often of them both, and thinking of them made him
wish he could turn time back far enough for them all to be together just once more. But lifedidn’t give

you second chances at such things. Life just swept you along and never took you back to where you had
been.

“It will bedl right,” he whispered.

He had said that to her once before and had not been cartain it wastrue. Thistime, for reasons he could
not explain, hefdt that it might be.




Fifteen

When he was finished spesking, Shadeaa Ru studied Pyson Wence asif studying an interesting insect,
glanced momentarily at Traunt Rowan, and then turned her back to both of them and looked out the
window into the fading afternoon light.

“Tel ittomeagain,” she said softly.

She managed to keep the rage from her voice, but it radiated from her body like heat off sunbaked earth
in midsummer. She sensed thelr trepidation, their uncertainty, but shelet them live with it asthe sllence
between them lengthened.

“I redlly don’'t see the point in going over it asecond time,” Pyson Wence replied.

She could picture his exchange of lookswith Traunt Rowan, could picture aswell the sullen, gimlet-eyed
dare, the one that waffled between boredom and disdain, he was giving her back. She could picturethe
way his sharp Gnome features were tightening, eyes narrowing and mouth twisting into a crooked line.
She had seen that look often enough to have it memorized. She knew when to expect it. Even thinking of
it enraged her further.

“I just want to be sure | didn’t missanything,” she said.

She remained turned away so that they couldn’t see her face. The silence returned and lengthened dowly
as she waited to see which of them would spesk next. Until then, Pyson had done dl the talking.

That was unusud, given the fact that it was Traunt Rowan who normally did the talking for them both.

He was the one who stayed calm when there was bad news to deliver or an untenable position to defend.
He was the steady one. Pyson was the weasdl, the dy one, the manipulator, and perhaps they had
decided that his skills were what would work best in their current predicament.

If they had possessed an ounce of sense between them, they would have redlized that nothing would
savethem.

Pyson cleared histhroat. “ There is nothing to be gained from going over it al—"

“Tel ittomeagain!” she screamed, whedling now to fix him with her white-hot glare.

Her tal, muscular body was taut and flexed, asif she might attack him. He blanched at her words, at her
posture, he wilted under her glare. He turned small and ingignificant. But he was quick-witted and
adaptable, and he could return to form in amoment’ stime, so she gave him no hint of compassion, no
suggestion that hislifeline would extend beyond the next moment.

“Cat got your tongue, Pyson?’ she spit, taking aquick step toward him, causing him to take severa
back. “Isthe task too difficult for you? Is repeating the words you just spoke too onerous, too
demanding? | want to hear them again, Pyson. | want to hear you tell it dl to me again! Now!”

“Let himbe” Traunt Rowan said, spesking for thefirst time.

She shifted her angry gaze ingtantly. “Oh, so you would speak in his place, then? Do so, Traunt Rowan.
Amuseme”



“No oneisamused, Shadea. Y our sarcasm iswasted. We are as angry as you are about what has
happened. But it isn't anything we could have avoided. We thought the boy safely locked away.”

“Yes, I'msureyou did!” she snapped. “Very much theway you thought his parents were safely locked
away. But they escaped aswdll, didn’t they? In fact, they escaped first! Odd. Y ou were given some
indication that your security was not al that tight, but that doesn’t seem to have made any difference
because you didn’t change anything and so the boy escaped, too!”

Traunt Rowan shook his head. “ The parents escaped because two of our number, misguided believersin
theright of Grianne Ohmsford to be consdered Ard Rhys even past al reasonable hope, helped them
escape. Y oung Druids—Trefen Morys, whom we mistrusted ready, and agirl about whom | know
amogt nothing. If not for them, the boy’ s parents would still be here, locked away. But we will get them
back again.”

Shelaughed at him. “Y ou sent out word that you have their son, thinking that they will march right back
to Paranor when they hear the news. Y ou are deluded. They know what will happen if they return. Even
to save their son, whom we don't, in fact, have anyway! Y ou underestimated them once and you are
doing so again! Besides, it makes no difference now whether we have them or not, doesit?’

She stalked across the room to where the door to her deeping chamber stood closed, flung it open, and
knocked the Gnome guard who crouched with his ear to the door al the way acrossthe hal and into the
wall beyond, where he lay stunned and bleeding.

“Try to lislenin on my conversationsagain, and | will cut your throat,” she hissed, speskingto himin his
own tongue, her voice thick and guttural in the Gnomeway. “No oneisto come near this door again until
| openit!”

Without waiting for aresponse, she dammed the door shut, whedling back on the other two. “They listen
to everything, your trusted followers, Pyson. They listen and report to you, but that’ s going to stop right

Terror flickered in Pyson Wence' syelow eyes. She watched it shift into ahint of desperation and shook
her head in disgust. “Y ou are hopeless.” She glanced disdainfully at Traunt Rowan. “Both of you.”

She stalked across the room to the window and stared out into the coming night. She wished it would
close around the Keep and swalow up everyonein it who had failed her. She wished it would swallow
those traitors who had helped the Ohmsfords escape. She wished it would swallow up those foolswho
had taken sides againgt her in the matter, starting with Sen Dunsidan and Iridia Eleri.

She whedled back around. “The parents escaped because you weren't smart enough to expect them to
try!” she snapped at Traunt Rowan. “ The boy escaped because you weren’t smart enough to learn from
the example of the parents Y ou took away the staff, you locked himin acell, and you thought that was
theend of it.Wait for Shadea to return, you thought. That was dl that was necessary.”

“| thought it sufficient, yes,” Traunt Rowan replied tightly.

She gave him awithering glare. “ It never occurred to you, | don't suppose, that you were bringing the
boy to the one place he should never have been brought.”

He frowned. “What do you mean?’



She stared a him without speaking, the weight of her gaze enough to crush another man. “Y ou don’'t
understand anything, do you? Neither of you understands what' s happened.”

Pyson Wence exhaed sharply. “We understand, Shadea. They’ ve escaped, all of them. If you want to
blame us, then do so. But we will get them back again.”

“Will you?’ shewhispered.

She walked over to her writing desk and sat behind it, thinking that it might be time to put an end to them
both. Why wait? With Terek Molt dead and Iridia turned traitor and perhaps something worse, these
two werethelast of those who had conspired with her to diminate Grianne Ohmsford. Her grip on the
Third Druid Order was strong enough now that she could afford to do away with them.

She consdered the ideaa moment longer before dismissing it. It was still too soon.

“Y ou took a staff from the boy,” she said to Traunt Rowan. “It had rune markings carved up and down
itslength. The boy tried to hideit from you, but you knew it was atadisman.” She paused. “ Do you know
what it does?’

Thetall man shook his head. “No.”

“Y ou took it away from him and you put it in thisroom?’

“I used magic to suspend it in acradle so that it would wait undisturbed for your return.”

“Except that the boy or this Elven girl who helped him escape found away to undo your magic. So now
the s&ff isgone aswell asthe boy.”

He stared at her wordlesdy.
“Where, Traunt Rowan? Where do you think they went?’

He shook his head. “He was trapped in this room with the girl when we found them. The girl hasthe use
of Druid magic. Rudimentary, but effective. She held us off long enough for him to find another way out.
Perhaps out one of the windows or maybe into a secret passageway, like the one you used to get access
to Grianne Ohmsford while she dept.”

“But you searched?’
“Everywhere”

Sherose from the desk and came out to stand in front of him. “Think back. That boy hasbeen on a
misson from the beginning. He has been searching for something that will help him find hismissing aunt,
his beloved aunt. Tagwen went with him, then Ahren Elessedil and Kermadec. They al went with him.
That suggeststhey believed in him. What isit that they thought this boy could do?I’ll tell you what. They
thought he could find away to get insgde the Forbidding.”

“That' sridiculous,” Pyson Wence snapped.

“They didn’'t think s0,” she snapped back. “ Ahren Elessedil gave hislifeto help that boy. We might
assumethat he had agood reason for doing so. We might even assume he thought the boy’ slife more



important than his own. Why would he think that? Because the boy was the best hope any of them had of
reaching Grianne Ohmsford insde the Forbidding! That being so, the one thing we didn’t want to do was
to bring him anywhere near the place where she went inl Especidly after you caught him trying to hidea
talisman of unknown origin and power!” She paused, looking from face to face. “ But that was exactly
what you did. Now both are gone, the boy and his staff, vanished into thin air in this very room.”

She took adeep breath. “ Take amoment and think it through carefully. Where do you think they are?’

Traunt Rowan’ sface had gonewhite. “That isn’'t possible,” he whispered. “No one can get into the
Forbidding.”

She gave him atight smile. “Wedid.”
He stared at her, unable to put words to what he was thinking.

“Thereisoneway tofind out if | amright,” she said softly. “Y ou do till have the Elven girl locked away,
don’t you? She hasn't escaped with the others, has she?’

Traunt Rowan flushed. “We have her.”
“Bring her tome.”

Heleft at once, taking Pyson Wence with him. Eyes straight ahead as they stalked through the doorway,
neither of them glanced at her on their way out.

Good, she thought.Let them think about what they have done. Let them dwell on it a little and
consider what might be in store for themif I amright.

She stood donein her chambers and despaired over how convoluted things had become. Their plan had
been asmple one in the beginning—confine Grianne Ohmsford to the Forbidding and take control of the
Druid order. Sen Dunsidan had given them the liquid night, and she had found away to useit. The plan
had worked exactly asit was supposed to work, but since then the situation had spiraled steadily out of
contral. It had begun with that boy, Penderrin Ohmsford. Why it had begun with him rather than with his
more experienced and more deeply taented father, she till didn’t know. Nor did she know even now
exactly what it wasthat he had set out to do, even though she was pretty sure that he had found away to
doit. If this Elven girl confirmed her suspicions about where he was, she would have to take new
measures to protect hersaf. She had cometoo far and suffered too much to think of giving up what she
had gained. Therest of them could do asthey wished, if shelet them livelong enough, but she had set her
mind on her own course of action and did not intend to deviate fromiit.

Grianne Ohmsford was powerful, but she was aso mortal. By now, she could be dead. By now, she
should be.

But anagging certainty whispered that she wasn't.
Better | diethan that | concede anything to her. Or to that boy.

Sheimagined momentarily what she would do to Penderrin Ohmsford if she somehow managed to get
her hands on him. The image that came to mind made her shiver.



When Traunt Rowan and Pyson Wence regppeared with the Elven girl, Shadeawas surprised to see
how small and vulnerable looking she was, she had imagined the girl larger and moreimposing. The
Gnome Hunter clothing she wore, obvioudy stolen to provide her with adisguise, wasill fitting, loose,
and made her look smdller till. But when she saw Shadea, she displayed alook of such obvious defiance
that it ingtantly infuriated the sorceress,

Littlefool!

Shewalked up to the girl without aword, snatched her by her clothing so that she was off balance, and
struck her hard across the face. The blow was delivered open-handed, so as not to break anything, but
the sound of it caused Traunt Rowan to flinch. The force of the dap sent the girl sprawling. Without
waliting for her to recover, Shadea stalked over to where she lay, grabbed another handful of clothing,
and hauled her back to her feet.

Then she placed her face inchesfrom the girl’s. “ That was to give you some smal idea of how | fed
about what you have done. It should a so indicate what sort of trouble you arein.”

The defiance was gone from the girl’ sface, replaced by a sullen acceptance of her fate. Shadea gave her
amoment to recover, to let thewords sink in, then struck her again, knocking her to the floor once more.

Thistime when she stood the girl up again, there weretearsin her eyes. “It hurt more thistime, didn’t
it?" Shadea asked softly. “But | haven’t begun to hurt you yet. What isyour name?’

When the girl didn’t answer fast enough, Shadea struck her again, twice, the open-handed blows
ddivered first to one side of her face and then to the other. The girl’ s head snapped back and forth with
the blows, and she gasped audibly with each one. Shadea gripped her clothing with her free hand so that
she couldn't fal, kept her standing upright, sagging dightly from the attack.

“Your name, girl,” sherepested. “Y ou are an Elessedil or you are athief because only one or the other
would possessthe Elfstones. Whichisit?’

“Khyber Elessedil,” the girl whispered. Her face was dready beginning to redden and swell.

Shadea glanced at her companions, both of whom shook their heads. Neither recognized anything
beyond theEkssedil part of the name.

“What are you to Kellen Elessedil?” Shadea snapped.
“Heismy brother.”
“Was,” Shadea corrected. “He' s dead. Killed on the Prekkendorran amost aweek ago.”

She watched the girl’ s gaze lift to meet hers and saw more tearsfill her eyes. Good. She was dready
beginning to come apart. Thiswouldn't be so hard.

“You aredl done, Khyber Elessedil,” she whispered, her voice flat and emotionless. “No one even
knows you are here, save those you left stranded in the ruins of Stridegate and the boy you helped
escape. | wouldn't expect any help from them, if | were you. Nor from any other source. Y ou no longer
possessthe Elfstones, | have them safely tucked away. Y ou have no red Druid magic to help you
escape, you are aneophyte. Your fateis seded. If you want to live, you will tell me exactly what 1 want



to know. Areyou listening to me?’

The girl nodded, but there was a hint of defiance still in her dark eyes. Shadea smiled. Foolish bravado.
Shereached ingde the girl’ s clothing, found a place where the flesh was soft and vulnerable, fastened her
fingerslikeavise, and twisted. The girl screamed with pain, her body jerking in an effort to get free.
Shadea held her fast and twisted harder.

“Areyou ligening carefully?” she hissed.

The girl nodded, her eyes shut againgt the pain. “Then be quick to answer when | ask you a question.”
She withdrew her hand. 1 can cause you agreat deal more pain than afew daps acrosstheface and a
little twisting of your tender parts. | can hurt you in places you haven't even begun to think about. | can
make you beg for meto kill you. | learned how while | served with the Federation army on the
Prekkendorran. | learned that and a good deal more that you don’t want to know anything about!”

Shepaused. “Let’stry it again. | ask aquestion, you give me an answer. Where did Penderrin
Ohmsford go?’

The girl exhded sharply, her head sagging. “Into the Forbidding. After the Ard Rhys.”

Shadea glanced disdainfully at Traunt Rowan and Pyson Wence.Hear that? Her eyes chdlenged them
to say otherwise. “How did he get into the Forbidding? No one can go there without magic. Wasit the
gaff he carried out of Stridegate that et him do so?’

The girl nodded again and swallowed thickly.

“How did hefind this staff?” Shewasfurious at theideaof it, enraged that such atalisman even existed.
“How did he know what it would do?’ She reached down and yanked the girl’ s chin off her chest,
pinching her jaws. “ Speak to me, you little fool!”

The dark eyes opened, filled with hate. “ The King of the Silver River told him.”

Shadea stared at her wordlesdy, then let her head drop down again. A Faerie creature was aiding the
boy. No wonder he had found away. She refused to look at her Druid alies, afraid of what she would
seeintheir eyes after hearing that.

She snatched a handful of the girl’s close-cropped hair and pulled her head back up again. “Why this
boy?" she demanded. “Why him?Why not hisfather? His father is Bek Ohmsford, brother to Grianne.
Heisthe onewith read magic. What does this boy have that brought the King of the Siiver River to him?
The girl shook her head dowly. “1 don’t know. Something different. Something . . .”

“If he succeeds, if hefinds Grianne Ohmsford, what happens then? How does he get back?’

“The gaff.”

“The staff? The staff what? What doesit do?’ She shook the girl until she could hear her bones crack.
“What doesthe gtaff do, little Elven girl ? How doesit work?’

Thegirl shuddered. “Brings. . . them back . . . together. To theplace. . . they wentin.”



She sagged heavily, and Shadea redized she had fainted. Too much pain, apparently. Shewasn't as
strong as she had tried to make herself appear. Shelooked frail, and she was. A poor ally to the boy.
But then they were dl poor alies, those who had sought to help him, the living and the dead. He had
wagted himsdlf relying on them. Whatever chance he had, it did not liewith thelikes of thisgirl and
Tagwen and Kermadec and hisRock Tralls.

Sheflung the girl to thefloor and let her lie. Her mind raced. It didn’t matter if the boy had crossed over
into the Forbidding. It didn’t matter if he had found atemporary dly in aspirit creature. What mattered
was that his chances of surviving inside the Forbidding were much less than those of Grianne Ohmsford,
and hers were poor. What mattered wasthat if he somehow gotout of the Forbidding, she must reduce
those chances to zero.

She exhaed sharply, her focus on what was needed sharp and clear. She understood the Situation
perfectly. If Grianne Ohmsford and the boy must return the same way they went in, then they must come
back through the very chamber in which she now stood. That gave her adistinct advantage, and she
intended to make use of it.

Sheturned toward her dlies. If either had been startled by what they had heard, they had managed to
recover their composure.

Pyson Wence wore his gy, cautious|ook. Traunt Rowan was steady-eyed and stone-faced against
whatever she had to offer.

She surprised them. “What’ sdoneisdone,” she said quietly. “It was as much my fault asit wasyours. |
am the one who leads, | am the one who must bear responsibility for any failure. | should have taken
better precautions before going south to Arishaig. | regret that, but thereis nothing to be gained by
dwelling onit. Let us consider instead what we must do to compensate.”

She moved over to the window and beckoned for them to join her. They did so with a certain degree of
hesitation. Neither was convinced that she had undergone ared change of heart.

“The boy isingde the Forbidding searching for hisaunt. He might find her, if both can manageto stay
aivelong enough. He might even manage to bring her back again, through the wall of the Forbidding,
using whatever magic it isthat thisstaff giveshim. | don't think it islikely or even possible, but | don't
want to chance being wrong.”

She spoke in awhisper, so that they were forced to bend close. She spoke asif she werein fear of
being overheard. In truth, she Ssmply wanted them to think she was taking them into her confidence.
Which, inaway, shewas. Shejust wasn't doing so for the reasons they thought.

“We know that the staff’ s magic will bring them to these chambers. We must be waiting for them if that
happens. More to the point, we must find away to make certain that they will be rendered helpless. Even
if we are not here, persondly, to intercept them, we must make certain that it doesn’t matter, that they
are caged and stripped of their power and made prisoners. They must be given no chance to usetheir
magic—especidly Grianne Ohmsford. They must be disarmed.”

“Y ou make this sound so easy, Shadea,” Pyson Wence sneered. “Asif disarming a Druid of Grianne
Ohmsford’ s power were easily within our means. But it isn't, isit? Catching her off guard and vulnerable
was our best chance. She won't be caught napping a second time. She will come back through that
doorway like awhirlwind and we will al be swept away!”



Shadea gave him a pitying smile. “ Such dramatics, Pyson. Y ou would think she frightened you. Areyou
frightened of her?’

“We both have a hedlthy respect for what she will likely do to usif she getsthe chance,” Traunt Rowan
answered for him. “As should you.”

She gave him aquick shake of her head. “I don’t respect anyone who misuses power asshe has. | don't
respect anyone with her history. Sheisan animd, and | will see her caged or put down.”

“Bravewords, Shadea.” Helooked less than convinced. “ How do you intend to give them weight?’
She shrugged. “We'll create atriagend,” shesaid.

For thefirg timethat afternoon, she saw agreement reflected in their eyes.

“Hirgt,” shedeclared, when they had finished discussing how the triagenel would be achieved, “we have
to dispose of the girl. She' stold us what we want to know about the boy. She has no further use. Sooner
or later, someone will come looking for her, and | don’t want them to find her here.”

Pyson Wence shrugged. “What do you want done with her?’

“Have your Gnome Hunters take her down to the furnaces and throw her in.” She glanced at the girl,
who still lay unconscious on the floor. “ She won't be much trouble, but bind her anyway. Here, take
these and throw themin, aswell.”

She handed the pouch with the Elfstones to Traunt Rowan. He stared at them in disbelief. “But,
Shadea—"

“They'reusdessto us,” sheinterrupted quickly. “Only Elves can make use of their magic. We re not
Elves. If we can’'t make use of them, let’s seeto it that no one else can, either. Besides, they are markers.
If anyone finds them on us or a Paranor, they will have found alink to the girl. We don’t want that. No,
throw them into the furnace and be done with it. Come back here when it isfinished, and we will begin

building thetriagend.”

When they were gone, taking the girl and the Elfstones with them, she dipped from the room and went
down through the corridors and stairwells of the Keep to asmall guardroom that sat near the back of the
northwall. Atriagenel is strong enough to hold even Grianne Ohmsford, she wasthinking asshe
moved aong the passageways. Traunt Rowan and Pyson Wence recognized this and so were willing to
offer thar talentsto form it. Three magics from three separate sources, combined in the right way,
created anet that would contain and neutralize even the most powerful magic wielder. It took time and
effort to build atriagend, but she had never heard of anyone who was able to overcome one once caught
init. Stringing it about the perimeters of the room would assure them of snaring anyone who entered.
There was no escaping atriagend, once caught in it. Only its creators could undo it. Grianne Ohmsford
and the boy would be snared like rabbits—or more like wolves—but snared nevertheless. By thetime
the triagend wasreleased, their liveswould be over.

She conddered the possibility that the triagend would disintegrate before they were ready to attempt
their return. It enjoyed only alimited lifetime, only afinite period of existence because the magic was o



powerful that eventually it became unstable and collapsed. But another could be built. And another after
that, should the need arise. At some point, it would be clear that her victims weren’t coming back after
all, and the effort to create further triagenel s could be abandoned.

She was satisfied that her plan would work. She was confident that she could undo the damage that her
inept allies had cregted.

She reached a heavy wooden door at the end of a darkened passageway set in the recesses of the
northeast tower. She rapped sharply on it and heard amurmur of voices and afurtive scuffling from the
room beyond. Then the lock rel eased and a bearded face thrust into view. Eyes that were mean and
piggish fixed on her, then looked quickly away. The man’'s head disappeared back inside the chamber.

“Gresheren!” he hissed.

She waited until a second man appeared, this one big and hulking, but with a sharper, more cunning look
to him. He bowed to her immediately and stepped outside the room and into the halway, closing the
door behind him.

“Midtress,” he greeted. “ Y ou have need of me?’

Shetook him away from the door and into the shadows. “1 have ajob for you. | want you to select four
of your best men to dispose of someone. They will have the advantage of numbers and surprise, but that
islikdy al. They mugt strike quickly and surely. Therewill be no second chance. If they succeed and
return dive, | will givethem ayear’spay for thar efforts.”

“Fair enough, Migtress,” herumbled. “Morethan fair. Who isit that you want killed?’

“A traitor, Gresheren,” shetold him. “A Druid traitor.”

Sixteen

When Traunt Rowan threw her over his shoulder and carried her from the room, Khyber Elessedil was
not unconscious. She was pretending to be, as she had pretended to be for most of the time after Shadea
had thrown her down. But she was awake.

It was atrick of eemental magic she had learned from Ahren. If she was suffering too much pain,
whatever the reason, she could distance herself from her anguish. She could quite literaly go outside her
body, she could disconnect her emotiona salf from her physica self. She couldn’'t do it for long, only a
couple of minutes at atime. When the ruse worked, it gave her the appearance of being unconscious or
adeep. Inthe padt, the attempt was sometimes unsuccessful because her concentration failed. She had
good reason not to let it fail here—the pain Shadea was inflicting on her was excruciating.

Once she appeared unconscious and Shadealost interest in her, she dipped back inside her pain-racked
body, hoping the Druids were preoccupied enough that they would let her be. She listened to what they
had to say, though. She listened carefully. Some of it was inaudible to her, the words whispered too
softly and from too far away to be heard clearly. But she heard enough to get the gist of what they were
deciding, especidly when it cameto the part about disposing of her.



All she could think about after that was, They’ re going to kill me.

She had to do something to save hersaf—anything—but she had no ideawhat that might be. She was
without weapons, including the Elfstones, and weak with pain and fear. The orded at Shaded s hands,
while not breaking her, had left parts of her physically and emotionaly drained. She had thought herself
tougher than she was, Shadea had been right about that. It was a sobering experience to discover how
badly mistaken she had been.

Shelay limp over Traunt Rowan’ s shoulder, her eyes closed, but her mind racing. She heard the tall
Druid' s breathing as he carried her. She heard the sound of Pyson Wence walking next to them, his gait
just different enough from his companion’ sto be distinctive. There were only the two of them, it was
probably the best numerical odds she would get. But she knew that favorable odds aone weren't going
to be enough to save her.

At that point, she didn’t know what was going to be enough, and she was trying hard not to panic.

She had been confined to a cell in the depths of the Keep since they had broken into the chambers of
the Ard Rhystwo days earlier and overpowered her. Penderrin was gone into the Forbidding by then,
swept away by the magic of the darkwand, and when they discovered she was aone, they tried to make
her tell them where he was. She had feigned ignorance, asif his disappearance were as confusing to her
asit wasto them. She had suggested every fase possibility she could think of, and they had seemed all
too willing to accept that somewhere in the web of her deceptive explanations they would find the truth.

They had not tortured her or mistreated her in any way to discover if shelied, which had surprised her.
She had come to understand why, they had saved her for Shadeaa Ru. They had saved her for someone
who understood how to employ torture in the most effective way. Still racked with pain, still humiliated
by her collapse, she knew that she would have told the sorceress anything.

In fact, she had told her more than enough. Shadea was now aware that Pen wasinsde the Forbidding,
searching for the Ard Rhys. She knew that if the boy found his aunt, they would return with the aid of the
darkwand to the chambers of the Ard Rhys. Shadea would be waiting for them. The damage to the
chamber entry in the battle of two days earlier had been repaired. It would be an easy matter to sedl off
the room. Once that was done, Shadea could implement atriagend.

Even an apprentice Druid like Khyber understood what atriagendl was. Every practitioner of magicin
the Four Lands aspired to alevel of excelence that would alow hisor her participation in the creation of
such awonder. Triagenels were the most difficult form of magic to employ because they required the
talents of not one, but three practitioners of equaly advanced abilities. Druids were the only ones she had
ever heard of who even thought about trying to create triagends. Even then, under current Druid law, it
could not be done without the authorization and supervision of the Ard Rhys. Few attempts at atriagend
had been madein her lifetime, and she did not know the details of any of them. Most such attempts were
little more than forms of practice to give credence to the beief that a Druid had advanced far enoughin
hisor her studies to combine talents with others with similar aspirations. A successful attempt was proof
of magtery of acertain level of magic.

Therewaslittle doubt in Khyber’smind that Shadea and the other two were sufficiently talented to
create atriagend that could imprison, if not completely incapacitate, even as gifted amagic wielder as
Grianne Ohmsford. A combination of three strong magics wasjust too much for one, even if the onewas
immensdly powerful. If Grianne and Pen returned through the Forbidding after the triagend had been set
in place, they would be caught in adeadly trap.



And she was the only one who could prevent it. Aside from the three who would create the triagend,
shewasthe only onewho knew about it. If she died in the furnace, asthey intended, the chances of the
Ard Rhys and Pen making a successful return were narrowed to dmost nothing.

She had been carried down severd levels by them, the Druids taking the back stairsto avoid being seen,
keeping to the little-used parts of the Keep. She hung limply over Traunt Rowan’ s broad shoulder, till
pretending at unconsciousness, trying to devise aplan. Theideaof chalenging two powerful Druids at the
same time was not a congderation. She had to wait until they had delivered her to the Gnome Hunters
before she could act.

She did not have to wait long. They quickly reached the ground level of the Keep and took her into a
room filled with racks of weapons and armor. She risked a quick look around and caught glimpses of
heavy wooden benches scarred by blades and fire, boxes of cutting tools, and grinding machines
clamped in place. Bitsand pieces of metal lay scattered across the worn surfaces of the benches and
gonefloor, and the air smelled of oil and wasthick with dust.

Traunt Rowan did her off his shoulder and onto the floor and left her in ahegp. She lay without moving,
eyes closed.

“Wait here,” Pyson Wence said to him and went out again.

Khyber waited until she heard the door close, then waited some more in the ensuing silence. Shefdt
Traunt Rowan’seyeson her, asif he waswaiting for her to move, to reved her subterfuge to him. She
forced hersdf to remain exactly as he had left her, limp and un-moving, eyes closed. Shelet her breathing
dow, and shelistened for his movements.

When, moments later, she heard him turn away from her, she risked aquick look. He was perusing the
room, studying the racks of wegpons and armor. She shifted her gaze just enough that she could glimpse
the floor about her. She searched for awegpon she could use to protect herself. But there were no
wespons to be found, nothing but scraps of metd, leavings from the workbenches. Traunt Rowan moved
away afew steps, his hand reaching out to fed the flat of a broadsword. Her eyes skipped acrossthe
littered surface of the floor, scanning desperately through the debris. There were blades everywhere, dl
of them out of reach.

Then she caught sight of something that might prove useful. She eased an outflung arm carefully toward a
rough piece of metal, its edge razor-sharp. She pulled the scrap into the palm of her hand and closed her
fingersaround it carefully.

It was not much of aweapon, but it would have to do.

Traunt Rowan glanced back at her suddenly, but she had her eyes closed again and her body limp. He
studied her nevertheless, asif noticing that her position had changed. She held her breath, waiting.

Then the door opened, and Pyson Wence regppeared. Four Gnome Hunters followed him in, then
moved over to where shelay, rolled her over, and secured her wrists and ankles with heavy cord. Lying
limp and unmoving, she let them do as they wished without Sgnding that she knew what was happening.
Their strong, wiry hands roamed across her body, turning her thisway and that, causing awave of
revulsion to run through her. Her instincts screamed at her to fight back, to bresk free while she till had
the chance, before she was trussed so tightly she could not. But she knew that would be a mistake. She
clutched thejagged piece of metd in her hand, her only real chance of surviving this, and forced hersdf to
day quiet.



When they were done binding her, they tied arag about her mouth, covering it so completely that she
was forced to begin bresthing through her nose.

The Gnomes stood up, looking back at Pyson Wence. The Druid spoke to them softly, then handed one
the pouch that contained the Elfstones. “1 don't like giving these up,” he said to Traunt Rowan. “1t seems
such awagte.”

“Getting caught with them would be a desth sentence,” the other replied. “ Shadeaisright. Better to be
rid of them.” He paused. “ Can we trust these four to do what is needed and keep silent afterward?’

“They understand their orders.”
“Then let’sbe donewithit.”

Pyson Wence said something further, and one of the four picked Khyber up off the floor, tossed her
over hisshoulder asif she were no more than asack of grain, and followed the other three out the door
and into the torchlit halway beyond.

She knew where they were taking her. She knew what they intended to do with her once they got there.

It was all she could do to keep from screaming.

They went deep into the bowe s of the Keep, dong twisting passageways that grew increasingly narrow
and steadily darker, down stairways thick with gloom and heavy with damp. Eventually there were no
wall-mounted torches to brighten the way, and the Ghomes were forced to light and carry their own.
Khyber heard the drip of water and could smell the mineralsthe water contained. The gloom was
impenetrable after more than afew feet, even with the torchlight to chaseit back. In the silence, the only
sounds were the |abored breathing of the Gnomes and the measured beet of their footfdls.

If she had been afraid before, she was terrified now.

But she fought down her terror because she knew that if she panicked she was finished. She could open
her eyes without fear of being discovered and did so. It wastoo dark for her captorsto see her eyes,
and she was hanging head-down anyway, her face obscured by the cloak of the guard who bore her.
She had gained afresh measure of anonymity. She waslittle more than adark lump. She wondered if the
men knew who she was, she wondered if they cared. Shetried to imagine what it must have taken to
imbue them with such blind obedience. Soldiers did what they were told and did not ask questions, she
supposed. It was something she understood but would never accept.

She maneuvered the scrap of meta between her fingers until she had agood grip on it and began to saw
at her bonds. She did so dowly and carefully, trying her best to disguise her movements by keeping them
smdll and the rest of her body still. It was harder than she had expected because a certain amount of
force was required to make any progress with the cutting. She did not know how long she had to free
hersdf. Shefdt asif she had notime at al. She wanted to hurry her efforts, to work harder, to throw
caution to the winds, to just be free. But Ahren had taught her that haste was your worst enemy when
you were threatened, that mistakes were too easily made and chances lost. Patience was what would
saveyou. Every fiber in her body shrieked at her to hurry, to cut faster, but she held hersdlf in check.



Bepatient.
Trussed and helpless, on her way to her own death, she wanted to be anything buit.

Time dipped away, precious and fluid. She could not hold it back. She worked the metd diligently, even
though by then her own fingers were cut and bleeding from the effort and the metal shard dangeroudly
dippery. She dmost dropped it severa times, and she was forced more than once to cease her efforts
long enough to wipe clean the shard and her fingers. She smelled her blood, coppery and rank. She
could smell her own fear, the sweat of her body. She found that she was crying and hadn’t even been
aware of it.

She sawed harder, working diligently against the stubborn bonds as her captors trudged on, dark and
dlent wraithsin the gloom. Burning pitch hissed and spit at the ends of the brandsthey carried, the flames
glinting in the dark like eyes, throwing shadows everywhere. She would be seen, she kept thinking, if she
kept this up much longer. She would be caught out.

Thear was growing warmer.

Her eyes snapped up asif to discover the reason, even though she aready knew it. They were getting
closeto the furnace and the fire pitsthat fed it.

The bonds that secured her wrists snapped, nearly faling awvay before she caught themin her fingersand
held them in place. She was free. She flexed her hands, first one, then the other, careful of her
movements. Her ankles were still bound, but there was no help for it. She couldn’t wait any longer. She
had to act now.

But what was she going to do?

Her eyes kittered everywhere, then stopped. The butt of her captor’ slong knife protruded from its
shesth less than afoot away from where her head hung down.

Momentary panic set in. She had never killed anyone. She had never had to fight for her life, never been
threatened with serious harm until these past few weeks. Ahren had taught her how to defend hersdlf, but
she had never tested her killsin agtuation even remotely like thisone. Shewasjust agirl, redly. She
was barely grown.

But they were going to kill her.

She swallowed hard, the panic degpening, threstening to immobilize her. She shouldn’t be here. This
shouldn’t be happening. If she hadn’t been so stubborn about going with Ahren and Pen, if she hadn't
ingsted on the quest being made in thefirst place, if she hadn’t taken the Elfstones from where they were
kept hiddenaway . . .

Her concentration faltered, and the meta shard dipped from her fingers and fell to the passageway floor
with an audibleping.

She reacted without thinking, snatching the long knife from its sheeth and burying it deep in the back of
the Gnome Hunter carrying her. She heard his gasp of dismay and felt his body Iurch and then collapse
beneath her. She went down with him, rolled clear, and cameto rest againgt one wall, the knife dtill in her
hands, yanked free of the dead man’ s body. She caught a glimpse of the other three Gnomes asthey
whesled back to see what was happening, momentarily confused but already reaching for their weapons.



Her legs were till bound, and she could not flee them. She was trapped.
She dropped the knife instantly and began.weaving her hands to summon a protective magic.
Please!

The magic responded, and the torches flared and went out, leaving the passageway shrouded in
darkness.

Ingtantly, she was moving, dragging hersdf dong the wal and away from her captors, thelong knife
clutched in one hand. The Gnome Hunters cursed as they stumbled about in the dark, running up against
each other and tripping over their dead companion. Sherolled al the way across the passage, trying to
get asfar away from them as she could manage. She had only moments before they found her, whatever
she did, and she had to free her legs before that happened.

Backed againgt the far wall, she reached down and began cutting frantically at the bonds that wrapped
her ankles. The blade of the knife was sharper and more efficient than the metal shard and severed the
ropes in seconds.

She was struggling to her feet when the first of them, close enough by that time to hear her movements,
thrust his short sword blindly into the rock wall only inches from her head. She reacted ingtantly, driving
her own blade deep into his chest. Heroared in pain and fear and staggered away from her, the blade
gtill buried in his body. Wegponless, she backed her way dong thewall, hearing the stricken man’ s grunts
and moans mix with the guttural whispers of the two who remained. They would fan out dong both walls
and come toward her until they found her. But they would be more cautious. She would not get a chance
to catch them unawares again.

She kept moving away, trying to think what to do. She could fleg, if she chose, but her ingtinctstold her
that, unarmed and unfamiliar with the corridors, it would be impossible to get far in the blackness. The
Gnomes, more at home in the dark, would hunt her down.

She heard them moving toward her dready, their boots and clothing soft rustles and scuffsin the silence.

She needed another magic, she thought. But she did not know killing magic, so whatever shetried, it
would only buy her alittle more time. Perhaps it would gain her another weapon, but could she useiit
after what had happened? The memory of her blade sinking into the Gnomes she had killed was fresh
and sharp and made her shudder. She wasn't sure she could do that again. She wasn't sure she should
eventry.

But she must try something.

Tel mewhat | should do, Ahren!

He couldn’t, of course—not even in her memories of al he had taught he—because nowherein his
instruction had he addressed such a stuation. He had been teaching her basic dementd magic right up to
the moment they had set out for the Lazareen. True, anticipating the dangers they would face, he had
given her harder lessons on the way, but none of them seemed useful againgt furious Gnome Hunters

gaking her in pitch-black caverns.

They were closing on her, the sounds of their gpproach more distinct. She had no time left.



Her back againgt the passageway wall, she turned toward them, lifted her hands, whispered into the
darkness and used her fingers to guide the magic accordingly, then clapped her handsto her head.
Ingtantly, the passageway wasfilled with blinding light, itsbrilliance equd to theintensity of the sun a
midday. With her hands, Khyber shielded her eyes against the sudden glare, but the Gnomes were caught
unprepared and left momentarily blinded. She charged right at them, dodged their groping hands and
dashing blades and broke into the clear to race down the corridor in the direction of the furnace, the
explosion of light behind her reveding the way.

The Gnomes were after her at once, heavy footfals echoing thunderoudy, shouts and cursesrising up.
Sheran fagter. She had no plan but to get away from them, to reach the confluence of passageways at
the furnace and disappear into them. Let them hunt for her then, if they wished. She would be much
harder to find once they could no longer see her.

A wave of heat suddenly washed over her, surging out of the gloom ahead. Pae light flickered from far
down at the end of the narrowing passageway, the glow of the pit firesrising into the furnace room. Her
god wasin dght.

Then something dammed into her, low on her right Side, soinning her around and filling her with awash
of pain and shock. A dagger jutted from the fleshy part of her side. It felt asif ared-hot poker had been
jammed into her, but she couldn’t afford to take time to stop and pull the dagger free. Sheran on instead,
fighting down her sudden sense of weakness, hardening her resolve to reach the furnace room. Behind
her, the Ghome Hunters were running to catch up, grunting from the effort, their breathing quick and

heavy.

She reached the furnace just ahead of them, breaking free of the darknessin arush that carried her right
up againgt the metal railing of the catwalk that encircled the pit. She caught hersdf just intime, so closeto
thefiresthat shefelt her hair snge and her lungs burn. She pushed away hurriedly and began to stagger
aong the catwalk. The fire pit yawned to one side, adeep, glowing chasm within which the earth’s
exposed magma burned fiercely, the source of the Keep’ s underground heat. Even with thefires
dampened and the vents to the chamber open wide, the heat was all but unbearable.

She searched frantically for away out. Several doors were set in the chamber walls, and across the way
agpira staircase wound upward to another. All were closed. She hurried to the nearest and tried to open
it. It refused to budge.

Behind her, the Ghome Hunters sstumbled into the chamber and caught sight of her. They hesitated for a
moment, then split gpart, one circling one way about the catwalk, one circling the other, trapping her
between them. She moved quickly to the second door and pulled on the handle. It was locked, aswell.
The heat from the furnace fires and the loss of blood from her wound were making her dizzy. Shefdt the
sticky dampness of blood all down her back. Her strength was fading.

Shewasin danger of passing out.

Bracing hersdf againgt the chamber wall, she reached back and pulled the dagger free. The pain was
excruciating, but she managed to keep from collapsing. She had to get out of there, had to get through
one of these doors. Even as she thought of doing so, however, she saw that it wastoo late. They would
see where she had gone and come after her. They would have no choice, they could not afford to let her
get away. Telling their Druid mastersthat they had let her escape would cost them their lives. They had to
know that. They would kegp coming until either she was dead or they were.

She felt amoment of despair. There was no way out. She was no match for the Gnomes. She was



barely able to move, her growing weakness was coupled now with light-headedness and a sense of
didocation.

But she was the only one who knew of the triagendl. She was the only one who could warn Pen and
Grianne Ohmsford of the danger.

With an effort, she straightened. She had her magic. She had the dagger.
Don't let mefal.

She moved ahead as quickly as she could to the stairway that led up to the single closed door at its
head, words and gestures forming tendrils of magic like invisble threads. As she reached the Sairs, she
pretended to stagger—a pretense that was only partialy faked— stumbling and reaching out to catch
hersdf. When sherighted hersalf and moved on again, she left the dagger on the sixth step, at heed
height, point outward, tucked back against the riser where it wouldn’t be seen right away by the Gnome
approaching from behind, the one now closest to her. A dozen pacesfarther on, she turned to face him,
her back to the wall, waiting as he crept toward her, his blades glinting wickedly in the glow of thefire

pit.
Closz.

When he was even with the step on which the dagger rested, she snapped her hands sidewaysin asharp
motion that jerked taut the tendrils of magic she had surreptitioudy woven and attached and sent the
dagger flying off the step and into the Gnome' sthroat. The blow wasn't enough to kill him, but the shock
of it caused him to stagger into the railing, dropping both weapons to clutch at the wound. Shewason
top of him ingtantly, snatching up his dagger and jamming it into his unprotected chest, then damming her
elbow againgt hisface with such force that he toppled backwards over therailing and was gone.

She hung on the metal stanchion and stared down into the pit, gasping for breath. One |l eft.

When she straightened, the final Gnome was crouched a dozen yards away, watching her. They stared
at each other acrossthefire pit, measuring their chances. Having witnessed the fate of his companions, he
was clearly in no hurry to rush things. He might try to wait her out, she thought. Blood lossand
exhaustion would claim her eventudly. All he had to do was be patient.

To force him to expose himsdlf, she started toward the chamber doors again, looking asif sheintended
to make her escape. The Gnome hesitated, then reached for the quiver of javelins strapped to his back,
intending to kill her without getting close enough to be killed in turn. She paused at thefirst of the doors
she cameto, watching as he freed thefirgt of his darts and hefted it into throwing position. She moved to
therailing and crouched down again, making herself as smal atarget as possible.

It will take magic to save me. Earth magic, dementa magic. A little more of what Ahren worked so hard
to teach me.

She gritted her teeth against afresh wave of pain and began working her handsin subtle motions,
drawing on fireto save her. It was therein the pit, all she could ask for, enough to accomplish anything,
enough to put an end to this.

If | can remember how to summoniit.

Her concentration faltered momentarily as she alowed hersdlf to be distracted by the Gnome' s stealthy



approach, but she refocused ingtantly. Seady your efforts. Her head swam. She could hear Ahren
gpeaking to her, gently encouraging, guiding her movements and her thoughts, walking her through the
exercise. It wasonly an exercise, after dl. It was only alittle test to see what she had learned.

Close enough to act, the Gnome came out of his crouch, javelin raised to throw, and she snapped her
hands upward in response, alifting motion that suggested the splashing of water from abasin. But it was
fire she was summoning, and it exploded from the furnace in asudden wave to engulf the Gnome. Her
attacker screamed in terror as his clothing caught fire, then his skin, then everything around him. He beat
at theflamesfranticaly, dropping hisweapons, staggering away from therailing, faling onto the catwak
and rolling over and over. But the magic-summoned fire would not go out, his body the fud it had been
seeking.

In seconds, he stopped moving completely, a blackened husk. The flames died out, and thefire
disappeared.

Khyber Elessedil hung on the catwalk railing and closed her eyes.

Seventeen

Rain, ablessng and acurse, fell in windblown sheets that draped the whole of the wetlands through
which the Elves trudged. On the one hand, it kept the Federation airships grounded, lessening
consderably the chancesthat their enemy would discover their intentions. No vessel could fly safely in
such weether, not even thelittle three-man skiffs that both sides preferred for scouting missonsand
which normally were so reliable. On the other hand, it made foot passage through the northwest bottom
country al but impossible. Their enemies might not be able to seethem, but they, inturn, could barely see
the nosesin front of their faces.

Pied Sanderling, at the point of the scouting patrol he led, heard something move just ahead and signaded
dlently for ahat. The three men spread out behind him froze, weapons ready. Somewhere behind them,
logtinthemist and rain, therest of his makeshift army followed, strung out through the wetlandslike a
long snake, relying on him to act asits eyes. They had been on the march for the better part of three days
with no deep in the last two. The westher had turned foul the first day and hadn’t improved since. It
hadn’t mattered as much in the beginning, when they were till in the hill country north, the ground rolling
but solid benegth their feet. Then the rain provided concealment from those who hunted them. But the
wetlands were atreacherous bog that swallowed men whole and through which passage was difficult
under the best of circumstances. The decision to go that way had been based on Pied’ s certainty that the
Federation’ s perception of them aslittle more than harmless remnants of adefeated Elven army had
changed with their destruction of the enemy force sent to track them down and finish them off. The hunt
for them now would beintensive. Moreover, it would come from the broader, less congested country
west, which persuaded him to choose the more difficult eastern route for his own command.

Hejust hoped that the veteran scout Whyl, on whom he had relied in making that decision, knew what
he was talking about when he had assured Pied that there was passage through. It was his country, and
he knew it aswell as anyonein the Elven command. But in such miserable weather, it was difficult to find
your way out of your own backyard. If Whyl was even alittle mistaken or had in any way migudged. . .

He broke off thinking about it. Doubts would not help them. Whyl was with the patrol and had not
seemed confused even in the face of the disorienting weather. Pied had to trust him. He had no one else.



“Captain,” the veteran whispered, stlanding at his elbow and pointing ahead into the rain.

At firg, the whole of the landscape was gray and rain-washed, earth and sky looking very much the
same. Pied didn’t see anything. But then afigure appeared, crouched and hesitant.

Troon.

She gave aquick wave of recognition and hurried up to greet them. She was small and compact with
unusua gray eyes and impish features. Her clothing was sodden and muddied, and her short-cropped
dark hair had flattened against her head like ahelmet. She was the best of his Home Guard Trackers, his
first choice even before Acrolace had gone down.

“We are dmost through,” she whispered asthey clustered around her, breaking into asmilein response
totheirs.

“You'resure?’ Pied pressed. “No mistaking askirmish linefor thered thing?’

“No mistake. The Federation lines are less than haf amile away. They have surrounded the east plateau
on three sides, laying sSege to Droshen’s Free-born, but as yet they haven’t broken through. | couldn’t
tell about the condition of the airship fleet, | couldn’t get close enough to make certain. But the Free-born
dtill hold the high ground.”

“Then they haven't gotten theDechtera aloft again so they can use that weagpon.” Pied reached out and
gripped her shoulder. “Good work. And you also, Whyl,” he added, turning to the veteran scout. “We' re
where we want to be, thanksto you.”

“What happens now?’ Troon asked. Rain dripped off her facein steady rivulets.
Pied shook hishead. Hewasn't sure of that himself. “First, we bring up the army.”

He sent one of the members of his patrol back with the news, then hunkered down to wait. He sat apart
from the others, giving himself time and spaceto think things through. At such times he wished he had
Drumundoon with him to act asasounding board. But hisaide was ill gone, hopefully in Arborlon,
breaking the news of the disaster on the Prekkendorran to Arling and seeking the reinforcements Pied
had requested. He wondered how successful Drum had been. Under Kellen Elessedil, such arequest
would have been granted with barely a second thought. But the King was dead, and Arling was Queen.
Arling might not be so eager to commit further Elven forcesto a cause she had never believed in,
particularly when the request was coming from him.

How things changed.

Once, he could have asked her for anything. He had been close to her in ways that he had never been
closeto anyone else. He had thought they would be together forever. But Arling had grander plans.
When she married Kellen, he had been devastated but had understood her reasons. Marrying the King of
the Elves offered a chance for advancement that only afool would refuse, and Arling was no one' sfoal.
She had loved Pied, but not well enough to pass up an opportunity of that sort. She was dways
ambitiousthat way, she was dways smart about her choices. He thought that her marriage to Kellen had
lacked the passion of her rdationship with him, but he realized that his perception might be mostly the
result of wishful thinking. She had left him to marry his cousin, the King, and that made any sort of
reasonable perspective difficult.



But she did not abandon him entirdly. She had remained hisfriend, arranging for him to be named
Captain of the Home Guard, advancing his career immeasurably. It was a gesture he did not mistake for
anything but what it was, but which he appreciated nevertheless. Over the years, she had cometo rely on
hisadvicein difficult Stuations, seeking it surreptitioudy, making it clear that Kellen must never know. By
doing so, she reveded the lack of confidence she had in her husband’ s judgment. It was an attitude Pied
shared, though both were loya to and served him as King. Arling never attempted subterfuge or
manipulation of the sort that might thresten the throne, but she was not above blunting Kellen’smore
impulsive behavior or reshaping his moreill-conceived planswhen it was clear he was courting disaster of
one sort or another. In most of those efforts, Pied was her willing ally.

It was a strange rel ationship the three shared, the product of lives that were so closdly intertwined that it
was impossible to separate out the different threads. Each understood the persond role that had been
alotted to them, each accepted the roles of the others. But the emotional entanglements madeit difficult
for Fied, if not for Arling or the King. He would have preferred a different ending to the story than the
onethat had been thrust upon him, but that had never seemed possible.

Until now. Now, hewondered if the ending might be changed. Would Arling see him in adifferent light
now that Kellen was dead? Could she fedl about him again as she once had? He could barely make
himsdlf think about that without cringing. It felt like abetraya. Arling might seeit that way, aswell.

Who was responsible for the safety of the King if not the Captain of the Home Guard?

Ti Auberen appeared out of the haze and crouched down next to him, histall frame bending close ashe
brushed therain from his eyes. “ Captain, the army is closing ranks behind us. Another haf hour and the
rear guard will have caught up and we will be ready to move. What are your orders?’

He glanced up at the big man, histhoughts of Arling scattered into the mist. “ Ask Troon to come over.”
The Elven Tracker came at once in response to his summons and dropped down beside him. They had

known each other for most of their lives, friends before they were Elven Hunters, before he was her
commander.

She gave him another of those quick, engaging smiles, and he smiled back. It wastheir way of
acknowledging the depth of the relationship. “We re going to have to break through the Federation lines
to reach the Free-born on the heights,” he said. “Is there a place we might do that?’

She consdered. “ Breaking through isn’t the problem, it’ sgaining the heights. Thereisagatein the
Free-born fortifications that wards a drift down off the heights west. That gate offers us our best chance.
But Federation soldiers surround it to prevent a breakout.”

“They think VVaden Wick might run?’

“I don’'t know. Maybe they think he might attack.”

Pied grinned. “It would be like him. Can you get past the Federation lines and insde the fortifications?’
Shedhrugged. “Can | try it at night?”

He nodded. He could tell from the glint in her eyesthat sherelished the chdlenge. “I want you to tell
Vaden Wick we will make our breakthrough tomorrow at sunrise. It would help our effort if hewasto



create adiversion that would draw attention el sewhere and stand ready to throw open the gates when we
reach them.”

“Sunrise, tomorrow,” she repeated.
“Don’t take any unnecessary risks. If you can't get through, come back. We'll find another way.”

She reached out impulsively and patted his cheek. “Worry for someone who needsit, Captain. | will get
through.”

She arched an admonishing eyebrow at him, grinned at his obvious discomfort, then rose and hurried
avay.

By nightfdl, she was gone. Sheleft without saying anything further to anyone, dipping from the Elven
camp asif her departure were of no consequence. She was like that, a steady presence who never made
much of the dangerous work she did. Pied sometimes wondered why she continued to risk hersalf after
S0 many years, but he could never bring himself to ask her. Hefdt the reasons were hers, and she was
entitled to keep them private. It was enough that she was there for the Home Guard every time he called
on her.

Unableto settlein, he dept poorly that night. With Drum gone, he lacked reassurance that thingswerein
any sort of order and kept wondering what he had overlooked. He avoke well before sunrise, tiff and
unrested, gill dressed in the clothes he had worn for the past three days, rose from his blanketsinto the
chilly morning air, buckled on his wegpons, and waked down through the camp to find acup of hot de.
It had quit raining, though the air was thick with the smdll of damp and mist hung in gauzy blankets across
the whole of the wilderness. They would march forward the last half mile when the false dawn began to
brighten the eastern sky and would be at the backs of the Federation soldiers by true dawn. It would
requirethat they travel in silence, and he had given the order the previous night that everything wasto be
lashed down or muffled. Whyl and two other scouts would go on ahead to prevent unexpected
encounters. If things worked as he hoped, he would catch the Federation just rising and be on them
before they knew what was happening.

Hefound his Elven Hunters mostly awake or coming awake, as anxious as he was to get on with the
effort of breaching the Federation lines and rgjoining the Free-born army. Activity marked the whole of
the camp, and everywhere he walked he was greeted with whispers and nods. He returned the greetings,
aware of what they meant. The men and women had cometo bdievein themsdves again, and he must
seethat they did not lose that newly rediscovered self-confidence through any failure of his.

At thefirg indication of agraying in the east, the Elven command set out. They were formed up in units
of fifty, with acommander of senior rank assigned to each. Erris Crewer had his archers deployed to
ether sde of theregular units, both Elven Hunter and Home Guard, a screen againgt whatever they might
encounter. They moved forward quickly, trusting to the scouts, who had gone on ahead, making their
way through the deep gloom like wraiths.

Elves knew how to stay hidden when it was needed, it was one of the first things they were taught while
growing up, apart of their heritage from the Old World. That day, in their approach to the Federation, it
served them well. Before the sun crested the horizon, they had reached the rear of the Federation siege
lines and were able to see how the enemy was deployed and to anayze what they would haveto do to
get past. It was adaunting task. The Federation forces easily outnumbered them three to one, even there,



at that position, and without regard for reinforcements that might be dispatched from other parts of the
segelineoncethe Elves presence was discovered. The Federation soldiers were settled in behind
fortifications that had been erected over the previous week, when the Elves were driven off the western
heights and the rest of the Free-born alieswere trapped east. An extended line of pack animals and
horses was picketed farther back, blocking the Elven way forward and offering still another obstacle that

they must get past.

Pied took along moment to consider how to proceed, weighing the choice of a breskthrough at asingle
point in the Federation line versus a breakthrough at several. The former kept things moretightly
controlled, and he opted for it. They would al get through together or they would not get through at al.

He put the most dependable and seasoned of his Elven Huntersin the vanguard with Ti Auberenin
command, wedged Erris Crewer and his archersin behind them with swordsmen and spear bearerson
the flanks, passed the signa back to be ready to make arun for it when the front ranks broke from
cover, and settled back to wait for the dawn.

We |l need help to do this,he was thinking as he watched the gray horizon dowly brighten.

Then a Federation picket that they had thought safely turned away wandered back through the linesand
stumbled on them. He was dead dmost immediately, killed by one of the archers, but not before he had
gotten off awarning shout that caused headsto turn.

Pied never hesitated. “Elessedil!” he shouted, and the Elvestook up the cry.

They broke from the cover of the gloom and the mist and charged through the Federation camp. Pied
had been right in his assessment of the Stuation: The Federation soldierswere just beginning to stir from
their deep, and the Elves were in their midst before most even knew what was happening. The night
watch fought back bravely but was swiftly overrun, and the Elves went through the camp virtualy

unopposed.

The Federation soldiers who manned the fortifications were better prepared, however, and the battle to
get past them was bitter and hot. Trapped against their own walls, they fought like demons, dowing the
Elven rush sufficiently that for amoment it nearly staled. Pied pushed hisway to the forefront of the
fighting, shouting at Ti Auberen to kegp moving, to bresk through the lines. Home Guard warded him
every step of theway, fighting to keep the enemy from getting close. From the center of the rush, Elven
archers sent flurries of arrows down the siege lines, forcing the soldiers who manned them to duck for
cover. In aconcerted rush, the Elves dammed into the fortifications. Sandbags, earthworks, and wooden
dats gave way under the crush, and the Elves were through and streaming across the flats separating the
segelinesfrom the heights.

Ahead, the Free-born gates were barely visible, amassive barrier formed of iron-reinforced timbers set
into wallsthat stood twenty feet high. There was activity on those walls, Pied could see the movement
from the soldiers manning them as he raced acrossthe grasdands.

But the gates were not opening to them.

For just amoment, Pied considered the possibility that Troon had not reached Vaden Wick. It had
never occurred to him that she could fail.

At their backs, Federation soldiers wererallying, archers and javein throwerstrying to bring down the
Elvesfrom behind. Some among the pursued fell victim to the missiles, stricken and helplessand lost in



the rush. Those in the Elven rear guard stopped to help where they could, but the press forward was
intense and there was no time for hesitation. A knot of Federation soldiers swarmed onto the plainsin a
foolish chase that was brought up short when Erris Crewer whedled his archers back |ong enough for
them to use their longbows in asustained volley that dropped the pursuersin thelr tracks.

Farther down the line, Federation horsemen were riding out to intercept the Elves, charging hard and
closing the distance between them with alarming quickness. Pied saw that the horsemen would reach the
Elves before the Elves reached the protection of the Free-born, even should the Free-born be aware of
what was happening.

Why didn’t they open the gates?

They were still ahundred yards from the wallswhen Pied shouted for Ti Auberen to form up ranks. The
Elveswheded into triangle formations and turned to face the approaching riders. Erris Crewer brought
the archersinto position at the rear, their ranks three deep, and the Elves prepared to stand and fight.
Pied felt hisheart sink. They could hold for atime, but in the end they would be overrun, caught out in the
open with no place to hide and no one to stand with them.

He moved to the front triangle to stand with Auberen. Neither spoke. There was nothing to say.

Then, with the Federation riders dmost on top of them and the Elven archers already |etting go with their
first volleys, the gates of the Free-born defenses finally swung open and out rode the Red Cloaks, the
horse unit of the Bordermen of Callahorn, successorsto the fabled Border Legion. They burst through
the opening in awave of crimson and a cacophony of wild cries, charging hard for the Federation
cavdry. Clad in heavy armor and widlding lances, they tore through the Federation riders asiif they were
S0 many straw men, breaking apart their ranks and shattering the attack. In only minutes, the entire
Federation force wasin flight, and the Red Cloaks owned the grasdands.

The Elves, meanwhile, were running for the gates once more, the cheers of the defenders urging them on.
Pied ran with them, asurge of relief flooding through him. As he passed through the gates and behind the
safety of the Free-born defenses, a hand reached out and grabbed hisarm. Troon stood at his elbow,
grinning broadly.

“Youdidn't think | got through, did you?’ she shouted a him above the din of men and horses. “ Admit
it, you saw the gates were closed and you thought I’d failed.” Her gray eyes danced with glee. “Didn't |
tell you not to worry?’

Pied responded by giving her a hug and was surprised when she hugged him back, even more surprised
to discover how good it felt.

He moved on, searching for Ti Auberen and Erris Crewer. They had to make arrangements for what
would happen next. But his Lieutenants were nowhere to be found in the surge of ebullient soldiers
coming in from the grasdands. He found himsdlf carried dong by the tide, siwept uphill to the heights
where the main body of the Free-born was settled. There was ageneral milling about asthe newly
arrived were sorted out—the healthy directed to campsites and the wounded taken away for treatment.
Pied wandered through the crowd, wondering what had possessed him to hug Troon, something
commanding officers did not do to soldiers, no matter the nature of the relationship. It wasn't redly the
propriety of the action that bothered him, it was the emotionsit had stirred. He had known Troon since
they were children, but he had never been attracted to her. Shewas a Tracker in his Home Guard
command, the one on whom he could dways rely. She was his childhood friend, someone he liked to be
around and who made him amile,



But for aminute back there, he had fdt like she might be something more.

Heforced histhoughtsto other things and walked on.

Not an hour later, as he was buckling on hisweapons, he heard his name called. He' d had just enough
timeto find his command post, connect with Ti Auberen and Erris Crewer, wash himsdlf from abasin of
warm water, and change into fresh clothes. He looked up to see apowerfully built Dwarf with long black
hair and abeard braided at the chin and just below both ears gpproach. Severa others of amilar size but
lessflamboyant looks flanked him, hard-eyed men wearing multiple blades and bearing scars on their
hands and faces. There was not asmile to be found on any of them save for the leader, but he was
amiling broadly enough for them all.

“Captain Sanderling!” he boomed, his voice deep and resonant, the sound of it strangely compelling, like
that of a practiced orator. “I’'m Vaden Wick, Captain. Glad you made it through. We have been
anticipating your arrival ever since your Tracker informed us of your coming. Heard about your success
againg the Federation three days back. That wasimpressive. Others would smply have kept running.”

“I thought about it,” Pied said. He reached out to shake the others hand.

“| doubt that. Y ou haven’t the look.” Vaden Wick tugged on the braid below hisright ear, casting quick
glances about the Elven camp, his sharp eyestaking in everything. “We have alot to talk about. Can we
doit now?’

He waked Pied down to the Free-born fortifications at the southern edge of the east plateau,
exchanging greetings with his soldiers on the way, seemingly relaxed and unconcerned about anything. He
had that quality of being able to disconnect from the burden of |eadership when out among those he
commanded, lending a sense of confidence to everyone he passed.

But when they stopped at awatchtower that was hastily vacated for their use, he abruptly changed.
“Captain, we have a problem, and | need your helpin solving it.” He looked out acrossthe
Prekkendorran to where the Federation lineswere dark creases against the horizon to the south,
wrapping east and west about the Free-born encampment like asnake. “We' re trapped here, hemmed in
on every side but the one where we don’t wish to go. We can't dlow that to last much longer. That big
arship with the weapon that burned Kellen Elessedil and hisfleet out of the skieswas airborne yesterday,
apractice run that took her just outside the rear lines but was clearly meant as atest of her fitness.
Another day, maybe two, and they will come after us. When they do, we re finished.”

Helooked over at Pied. “We haveto find away to stop that airship. Y ou fought against her and you
know her better than any of us. Y ou damaged her or she would have done agood deal more than
destroy the Elven fleet. | need to know if there is some way we can disable her when she comes after us

agan.

Pied shook hishead. “1 waslucky, that last time. We werein a skiff, too small even to be athreat, but
we got behind her and under her and used rail dingsto damage the steering. My guessisthey won't let
that happen again. The next time she comes after us, she'll have armor up al over.”

Vaden Wick nodded. “I would guess so, too. So we need something €l se. Another way to damage her.
A way to stop her before she even getsto us.”



Pied looked at him, redlizing suddenly what he was saying. “Y ou plan on going after her, don’t you?’

“If 1 get the chance. But | have to know how to knock her down before we engage her again. We have
our airships ready to go, once we find what her weaknessis. Y ou’ ve fought her and lived to tell about it.
| thought you might have someingght.”

Pied looked off into the distance. If he had any insight, it was e uding him. He wanted to help, but the

depth of hisknowledge about theDechtera and her wegpon wastiny. Mogtly, he knew what would
happen once the big Federation ship was aoft. Was there aweakness that the Free-born could exploit

when that happened? He tried to think of one and failed.
“Y ou think we have today and maybe tomorrow,” he repeated.
“Atmogt.”

Pied thought about it some more. “ They seem to have only one of these wegpons,” he said. “One ship,
one weapon.”

“Sofar.”

“A prototype.”

Vaden Wick looked at him, waiting.

“Can they even build another?’

The Dwarf shrugged. “ Seemsthat if they could, they would have by now.”

Pied took a deep bresth, anideaforming. “I think we need to get to her while sheis till on the ground,”
he said. “We need to get to her and destroy her completely. Maybe they redlly can’t build another.”

“WEe ve thought of that. But she sitsright in the center of the Federation camp, ringed by all sorts of
protective barriers and hundreds of Federation soldiers. Neither aground attack nor an air strike would

even get close”

Pied nodded. “Not if they seeit coming,” he said. “ But maybe we can arrange it so they don't.”

Eighteen

Pied had been deeping for several hours when he felt the hand gently shake him. He could tell from the
light seeping through the tent flap that the sun had moved west, though it was't yet dusk.

He opened one eye and saw Drumundoon bending over him. At firgt, he thought he was dreaming.
“Drum?’

Hisadeknelt, and Pied could see clearly hisyoung face with its high forehead and deeply danted eyes.
“It' sme, Captain,” Drum assured him.



He experienced asudden sinking feding. “ Y ou didn’t get through to Arborlon?’

“Oh, yes, Captain, | got through al right.” Drum rubbed hisfringe of black beard. “I got there much
quicker than | expected. | see you got through, aswell. Everyoneistaking about it. You' ve
accomplished theimpossble, if | may say s0.”

Fied blinked, trying to clear the deep from hismind. “Y ou may not.” He pushed himsalf up on one
elbow. “Have you brought help?’

Drumundoon nodded. “ Three warships, severd doops, and two companies of Elven Hunters. They
landed alittle over an hour ago on the Free-born airfield. More will follow. The Elven High Council was
quick to act once they understood the gravity of the Situation. Arling was lessimpressed, but she
accepted that their consensus condtituted an edict she could not afford to ignore.”

Drum hesitated. “Now shewantsto talk to you.”

Pied pushed himsdlf into asitting position. “I would expect she does. But she will haveto wait. | can't go
back there until thisisfinished.”

Drum pursed hislips. “Y ou don’'t understand, Captain. She'shere.”
“Here?’ Now Pied wasfully awake. “ She came back with you?’

“Shewouldn’t have it any other way. The Council tried to dissuade her. Bad enough that we' ve lost a
King. Losng a Queen aswdl would be too much. | even suggested she would do better to wait. But you
know Arling. Once she has her mind set on something, that’ s pretty much the end of the discussion. She
said she was coming or the ships and men were staying.”

Pied nodded. That was Arling. Stubborn, though in an entirdy different way from Kellen. She thought
matters through first before setting her mind. She considered al sides. The war on the Prekkendorran
was not an undertaking she would ever willingly support. No matter what the attitude of the High
Council, shewould look for away to extricate the Elves. To do that, she would want to get afirsthand
look at how things stood. She was Queen now, and she knew how to rule like one.

Of course, she had come to see how things stood with him, too. He could aready picture her reaction.
“Whereisshe?’ he asked.

“Right outsde thetent,” hisaide said. He paused while Pied absorbed that information, looking
decidedly uncomfortable with having been the oneto ddiver it. “ Sheiswaiting for you to invite her insde.
| told her | ought to wake you first.”

She would have woken me differently, had she been given the chance, Pied thought. He could aready
see her angry face, hear her accusatory voice. He knew what was coming with the certainty that he knew
hisown name.

“Let’ snot keep her waiting,” he said.

He stood up, straightened his clothes, and nodded. Drum gave him a sympathetic look and ducked back
outsde. Alone, Pied stood staring at the tent flap, trying to compose himsdlf, to think through what he



knew he had to say.

Then the flap stirred and parted, and she stepped through, golden light trailing off her gilt-edged dress,
her pale amber skin, and her long blond hair. She was so0 beautiful that it took his breath away, just asit
awaysdid, leaving him wishing for thingsthat he suddenly knew he would never have. The revelation left
him shocked. Arling was a Queen, she was always meant to be a Queen. To think that he had ever
thought there could be anything permanent between them was afantasy he had indulged with not the
dightest congderation for redlity.

“Hdlo, Pied,” she greeted, coming up and offering her hand.
He bent to kissit, bowing deeply out of protocol and deference. “My lady.”

She stared at him for amoment, saying nothing. Then she clagped her handsin front of her and lifted her
chin dightly, acurioudy commanding gesture. “What do you haveto say for yoursdf, Pied?’

He shook hishead. “Nothing.”

“Nothing? | was hoping you could do better than that. | don’'t know why, though. Nothing?’ She gave
himaglacid stare. “When | heard what had happened to Kiris and Wencling, | would have killed you if
you had been within striking distance. | would have done so without a second thought. My sons, Pied.
Y ou were given respongibility for them.”

“I know,” hesaid. “| failled you.”

“Youfaled me. Youfaled them. You faled your King. And you faled yoursdf.” She paused. “1 am
angry with you still. Furious. But not for the same reasons as before. Do you know why?’

He shook his head, fedling foolish and dow-witted.

“Because Drumundoon told me what you have apparently failed to tell anyone e se. Not that he wanted
to, but | see more thingsthan | am given credit for. When he told me my sons and husband were dead
and the Elven fleet was destroyed, | asked what had happened to you. He told me you were dive. He
told me you had ralied the survivors and achieved a decisive victory against the Federation force sent to
crush what remained of our scattered units. He was quite proud of you. He was quick to tell methat
without your presence, the Federation might well have succeeded in destroying the entire army.”

She paused, studying hisface. “1 asked him how it was that you were in command of the Elven army. If
my husband and sons were dead, why you were il dive? | asked why, as Captain of the Home Guard
and protector of the King and hisfamily, you hadn’t died with them. How could that possibly be?’

He nodded. “ So he told you Kellen dismissed me from his service just before he set out.”

“For inggting that he was making amistake in attacking the Federation, in misreading the sgns of what
was clearly atrap, but particularly for ingsting that my sons should go with him. For recognizing that Kiris
and Wencling were pawnsin his stupid, stupid game, pieces to be moved about on aboard by afather
who was mostly concerned that they grow to be the same sort of man he was, even when it was clear to
everyone e sethat thiswas abad idea, that they would never be even remotely like hewas.”

Shelifted afinger and pointed it a him. “But none of that changes the fact that my sons are dead
because of you. Y ou failed them because you failed to out-think Kellen, something that should never



have happened. Y ou knew his propendty for rash behavior, for ill-considered action. Y ou knew what he
waslike. Y et you reacted to the moment without thinking it through. Y ou spoke your mind when you
should have known better, and you got yoursdlf dismissed from his service. No, don't say anything!
Nothing you say will help now. Y ou were given responsibility for my sond You let them die, Fied! You
put them in a position from which they could not extricate themsalves and then you putyourself ina
position where you couldn’t help them. 1t would have been better for you if you had died with them. At
least then | might be able to forgive you. That can never happen now. | can never forgive you for this.
Never!”

He stood flushed and humiliated before her, the weight of the respongibility she was attributing to him
immense and crushing and somehow inescapable. He knew he had done the best he could, but she made
him fed asif that was not enough.

“So now you are the hero of the Elven army and my sonsare dead,” she continued softly. “Y ou have
pretended to be Captain of the Home Guard when in truth you were relieved of your command days
ago. Shameonyou.”

Hetook a deep breath. “I did what | thought | needed to do to savethearmy. | didn’t chooseto
pretend at what | was, it was thrust upon me by circumstance and need. | don’t ask you to forgive me,
only to try to understand.” He paused. “1 will resign my position at once and | et another take my place.”

“Oh, | think not!” she snapped at him. “Resign so that you can have the entire Elven army begging for
your return? Resign, so that you can escape yet another obligation and another duty?’

He stared at her in shock. “It was not my intention—"

“Bequiet!” she snapped. Heflinched at theforce of her words. She froze him with her glare, with the
bitternessreflected in her eyes. “Don’'t say another word unless | ask for it. Not one word.”

His center went so cold that it might have been midwinter on the Prekkendorran instead of summer. He
held her gaze and waited.

“Y ou have won the hearts of my Elven Hunters,” she said in avoice that was barely above awhisper.
“Y ou have won them and now you shall seeto it that you do not break them as you have broken mine.
Vaden Wick tells me that a counterattack is planned for tonight. What isyour part init?”

“I' will go into the Federation camp after darkness with a handful of my Home Guard and destroy the
arship and itswesgpon.”

Now it was her turn to stare. “ Do you redlly think you can do this?’
He shook hishead wearily. “I will doit or dietrying.”

“Fair enough,” shesaid. “I will take that asa promise and hold you to it. But hear me. If you survivethis,
if you manage somehow to come back dive, if you are successful in your effortsto put an end to the
threat of thiswegpon that killed my sons, | will put this entire business behind me. Neither of uswill
speak of it again. But your serviceto thethroneisfinished. Y ou will resign your position as Captain of the
Home Guard immediatdly. Y ou may give any reason you wish so long as my nameis not mentioned. You
will pack your belongings and leave Arborlon. Y ou may go anywhere within the Westland so long as|
never haveto seeyou again. Isthat clear?’



Hethought of their past, awisp of amemory turned to frost in the coldness of her voice. “Itis.”

She held hersdf very 4ill. “It could have been different for us, Pied. If you had saved my sonsasyou
had sworn you would do, it could have been different.”

He said nothing in response. There was nothing to say. She might even believe that what she said was
true. But hedidn't.

She studied his face amoment longer, then held out her hand for him to kiss, turned, and went back
through the tent flap. He stared after her, trying to decide how much of what had just happened was
deserved. In theend, he guessed, it didn’t really matter.

> Two hours later, he stood at the edge of the Free-born airfield looking out over the broad sweep of
the Prekkendorran to where the fires of the Federation army were being lit againgt the growing darkness.
Dusk had settled in, degp and gloomy on anight that promised clouds and mist. It was the weather Pied
had hoped for, an unexpected gift. He was dressed in black, and Drumundoon was standing in front of
him gpplying lampblack to hisface.

“She hasno right to blame you,” hisyoung aide repeated yet again, scowling.

Pied hed himsdf gill as Drum’ sfingersworked across hisface. “ She has every right.”

“ She should be grateful you lived. If you hadn’t, she might have lost the whole of her army.”
“Sheisn'tlooking at it theat way.”

“Wédl, she should. She needs to distance hersdf from her emotions. She needs to exercise better
judgment.”

“A mother can't dwaysdo that.”

“A Queen can. And should.”

There was no satisfying him on the subject. He refused to consider any dternative but the one that
favored Pied. Drum was nothing if not loya. He had known of the entire conversation and confronted
Pied with thewhole of it minutes after Arling’s departure. He didn't seem bothered in the least by the fact
that if he had been caught eavesdropping, he would very likely have been shipped home in shackles.
What mattered to him was that the Queen had done Pied an injustice that should be set right, and Pied
did not seem inclined to do anything aboui it.

There were reasons for that, though Pied didn’t want to talk about them. He was sick at heart at what
had happened to Kellen and his sons and dismayed by Arling’ s response, even though he understood it
and did not fault her for it. Mostly, he was weary. When the mission wasfinished, he did not want to
continue as commander of the Elven army. Nor did he want to go back to being Captain of the Home
Guard. Evenif Arling had asked him to do o, aresponse he did not foresee, he would have refused. His
sense of accountability for what had happened to Kellen and the boys weighed on him asif atree had
falen on his shoulders. Nothing would ever be the samein his relationship with the Elessedils. Heno
longer belonged in the position of Captain of the Home Guard. He did not even think he belonged in
Arborlon.



Drum would never understand that. So there was no point in discussing it with him. It was better if Pied
amply presented it as settled and let time do the rest.

Drum stepped back, eyeing him criticaly. “Y ou're done. Asgood as| can makeit.”
“That will have to be good enough,” Pied replied.

They stared at each other for amoment, and then Drumundoon stuck out his hand. “ Good luck to you,
Captain. I'll be herewhen you return.”

Pied took his hand and clasped it tightly. “I count on that, Drum. | really do.”

He turned away and moved to where theWayjord was anchored, sgnaing to the other dark-clad figures
scattered about that they were leaving. The Free-born ship was rigged for sailing and ready to fly, her
captain already in the pilot box, her crew of six at the lines and anchor ropes. It was dark enough that
they could lift off without drawing attention. If they flew eas, into the darkness, they wouldn't be seen
when they turned south. After that, it would be up to fate and luck.

Pied climbed the rope ladder with the other twelve members of histiny force, taking quick note of the
flitsthat were stacked on both sides of the mainmast before turning to take ahead count. Ashe did so,
he caught sight of Troon, black-faced and black-clad like the others, levering oneleg over the ship’'s
railing and pulling hersdlf aboard. Breaking off his count, he went over to her a once, took her firmly by
the arm, and drew her aside.

“What are you doing here?’ he demanded, trying to keep his anger in check.

She arched one eyebrow. “| think you can figure that out for yourself, Captain. | decided | didn’t want
to beleft behind.”

“You'vejus finished one mission. Y ou' re not ready for another.”

“I’'m ready enough. | had timeto deep last night once | wasinside the Free-born lines. | told you it
wasn't that hard. | dept today, aswell.”

He shook hishead. “1 don’t want you doing this.”

“You left it up to the Home Guard to choose adozen of us. | volunteered, and | was chosen. A Tracker
might prove useful.”

“Wadl, I’'m overruling the vote. Y ou're off.”

She stood her ground. “Because you are afraid | might not be up to doing what’' s needed? Or because
of something ese?” She gave him amoment, then shrugged. “ Anyhow, we' re dready under way.”

Pied glanced around hurriedly. She wasright. TheWayford waslifting off, anchor linesreleased, her sails
catching the evening breezes, the ground faling away below. He watched in frustration as the Free-born
camp disappeared into the gloom and the ship swung about to fly east, and then he looked back at her,
scowling. “1 don't likeit that you' re here. It’ s asking too much.”

“Of you or of me?’ She glanced into the rigging asif the answer lay there. “For my part, | gather | am



asking less of you than some. | am only asking to come adong and help in whatever way | can. | might not
be getting many more chancesto do that.” Shelooked back a him. “We ve been friendsalong time,
Pied. Friends are supposed to stand by each other in difficult times. It ssemsto me, given how things
have turned out for you, that standing by you just now is mandatory.”

He shook his head in exasperation. “Drum just can’t keep quiet about things, can he?”

“It' sthearmy. Y ou know how it works. Word gets around. There aren’t any secrets.” She glanced
down at her weapons belt, and then hitched up her pack on her shoulders. “1 don't likeflying. | need to
st down. I'll be ready when you are.”

Helet her go, it was pointlessto carry the discussion further because there was no reason to chastise
her. She was there because she wanted to be. She wasrisking her life for him and for her comrades. It
was hard to find fault with that.

They flew east until they had reached the far end of the Prekkendorran, then turned south and flew
across the flats to the low mountains that buttressed the east end of the Federation lines. Slipping down
thefar Sde of those mountains, they got severa miles behind the Southlanders, then turned west. In
another hour, maybe less, they would reach their destination. It would not yet be midnight.

He glanced over at theflits. They were little gnats compared to the big ships of the line. But gnats were
pesky and difficult to swat. Big shipswould have trouble getting close to theDechtera. Hitsmight havea
chance.

A smdl chance, he thought.

He moved over to therailing and settled down to wait.

It was nearing midnight when theWayford, skimming the tops of trees and hills south of the Federation
lines, landed beyond a screen of woods that offered some small concealment from discovery. North, the
horizon waslit by the glow of the Federation campfires, adull yellowish coloring of the night sky. Pied
disembarked with his company and began unloading the flits, weapons, and spare crystals for the return
trip. A single crystal powered each flit, and the crystal had enough stored power for about two hours of
use. After that, the flier was on borrowed time. Two hours would be enough to get them there, even
given the necessity of evasve maneuvers. The spare crystal would get them back again.

If there was any getting back to be done.

When the group was assembled and the gear was checked and strapped in place, Pied told them what
they were going to do and how they were going to do it. Once aoft, they would not be able to speak to
one another, they would have to react on instinct. Knowing what they had to do and how they were
supposed to do it was the framework that would hold them together. Acting as ateam was what would
keep them dive.

No one had to be told what the odds were of them succeeding. No one needed to speak of it and no
onedid.

“Remember that no matter what happensto us, that ship and her wegpon have to be destroyed,” Pied
finished. “If wefail, thousands of Free-born will die. Don't let that happen.”



They strapped themselvesinto theflits, taking time with the fastenings and the lines, bunched together in
the center of aclearing that gave them sufficient room to lift off. Then, one by one, led by Pied and
Sersen, a Southlander who had volunteered because he knew the country, each flier opened the single
parse tube containing the digpson crystal that powered theflits, and soared off into the night.

Shadows againgt a night sky both clouded and misty, they flew low to the ground in near blackness, the
only light coming from ahead of them, where the Federation fires burned through the gloom. Bardly able
to keep one another in sight, they flew in astight aformation as possible, following the lead of Sersen,
who chose their path and kept them on track for their destination. Pied, locked away in akaleidoscopic
rush of wind and sweeping landscape, found he was surprisingly cam. Hewas going to hisdesth, in al
likelihood, and yet he was at peace. He wished he could hold on to the moment, could stay in it forever.

The fringes of the Federation camp cameinto view, and Sersen took them right, keeping them within the
concealment of the dark, just out of view of the sentries stationed along the backside of the enemy army.
Theairfield lay farther down theline, cradled by aseries of low hills occupied by hundreds of Federation
soldiers. They would haveto fly right down into the center of that cradle, and when they did so they
would come under attack from every sde.

Pied took a deep breath and watched the Federation fleet begin to take shape in the harsh glow of the
firesthat warded the airfield. He found theDechtera at once, her huge bulk was unmistakable. The
wespon was mounted on her foredeck, covered over with sailcloth. Dozens of Federation soldiers stood
on her decks and on the ground surrounding her hull. Pied’ s ssomach lurched as he made a quick count
and realized that they would be outnumbered at least thirty to one. Even without therail dingson the
surrounding hills and the soldiers manning them, even without the Federation camp being so closethat it
would take only minutes for an organized response to any attack, the odds hislittle force faced were
insurmountable.

WEe re not coming back from this, he thought suddenly.Not a one of us.

Then it wastoo late to think about anything. Sersen had started his dive toward the airfield, flattening
himsdlf to the framework of hisflit, trying to make himsdlf as smal atarget as possible. Pied did the same,
dipping hiswings so that hisflit nosed downward, gathering speed. Out of the corner of hiseye, he saw
the othersfollow, one by one, asweep of flitswinging out of the darkness and into the light.

It took the Federation soldiers a moment to react, perhaps because they could not believe the audacity
of what they were seeing. It was a moment too long. Before they could bring their weaponsto bear,
including therail dings mounted on the decks of the airships and the grounds surrounding, Pied and his
Elves were crashing into them like waves off the ocean againgt rocks. The Elves didn’t bother with
controlled landings, they smply used whatever bufferswere at hand—soldiers, weapons, supplies, and
ships dike—to dow them down. Pied had just enough time to see Sersen sweep through the center of
the airfidld and another flit dam right atop theDechtera’ s main decking and the sentrieswho weren't fast
enough to get off her in time, and then he was down aswell.

He skipped acrossthe airfield in a series of bone-jarring bounces toward the nearest railgun, sending
men leaping from his path, including the two who were assigned to man the gun. He had his straps of f
before the flit had finished its skid, leapt to hisfeet, and raced for the weapon. He got to it before the
Federation soldiers could recover, swung it around on them, the crank already drawn back, and released
the ding. Metd fragments diced through the night with ahissing sound that ended in the death cries of the
men in their path. Pied cranked back the handle once more, dropped in another load, swung the weagpon
toward adifferent group, and fired again.



Atop theDechtera, two of the Home Guard fought hand-to-hand againgt adozen soldiers surrounding
the shrouded weapon. They held their own for severa minutes before disappearing under the weight of
their attackers. At the periphery of hisvision, Pied saw a Federation-manned rail ding blow apart aflit
that wastrying to land, flinging itsrider against the Side of an airship, broken and lifeless.

Too many of them, too jew of us.

Pied reloaded therail ding and swung it toward theDechtera. Fixing on the remnants of the Federation
defenders till aboard, he released the ding and cut them gpart. He was bringing the railgun back around
when thefirgt dart caught him in the shoulder, knocking him back. A second buried itsdlf in histhigh a
moment later. He was too exposed, standing out in the open. Worse, he wastoo far from the target.

Ignoring the pain of hiswounds, he bolted for theDechtera, leaping onto her rope ladder and hauling
himsdf aboard so quickly that he bumped into the last of the defenders, aman who was crouched behind
therailing, trying to hide. Fied killed him with one swipe of hislong knife and broke for the weapon
forward. Arrows and dartswhistled past hisears, invisible killers. Elves had commandeered two of the
railguns on the next ship over and werefiring a clumps of Federation soldierstrying to reach the
Dechtera and Pied. Another of the Home Guard, small and quick enough that it might be Troon, raced
toward the airship with burning brands that streamed sparks and fire like comet tails and flung them onto
the big ship’ s decking where they burned, wild and fierce.

Pied reached the mysterious weapon and yanked off the sailcloth. A ten-foot-long barrel connected to a
broad rectangular box sat atop aswivd. Cranksjutted from the swivel, clearly meant for maneuvering the
weapon into firing position. Strange rods bored holes into the sides and back of the box. Pied snatched
up aniron bar from off the deck and began smashing the hinges of the box, theping of arrows and darts
ringing in his ears asthey bounced al around him. Sersen appeared beside him, blood streaming from a
head wound, picked up asecond iron bar, and began hammering at the casing from the other side.
Behind them, the Elves from the next ship over abandoned their positions and scrambled aboard the
Dechtera, fighting their way through smoke and flamesto the &ft port and starboard rail dings, swinging
the deadly weapons around to face the Federation soldiers rushing to stop them.

Pied glanced a the airfidd. If there were other Elves till standing, he couldn’t see them.

Then the hinges on the casing gave way, snapping apart. Pied flung the casing aside, stared momentarily
at thearray of digpson crystas settled in their shielded dots, and began smashing them.

“Shaded” he gasped as another arrow caught him high on hiswounded shoulder.

Sersen lurched backwards, ajavelin protruding from his chest. The Southlander tried to catch himsdlf,
was hit again, and went down in a heap, sprawled across the ruined weapon. Pied dropped to one knee,
seeking cover, and was surprised when the movement caused him intense pain in hisside. He glanced
down and saw another arrow protruding. When had that happened? Fire and smoke were dl around him
now, and he started to crawl across the decking, searching for away out of the inferno, then stopped.

A trio of tattered and bloody Federation soldiers emerged from the haze right in front of him, blades
unsheathed. Asthey caught sight of him, they dowed, wegpons lifting. Pied drew his own sword, bracing
for their rush. He didn’t have the strength to stop them, he was weak from loss of blood, and pain was
dowing hismovements. Hetried to think of how he could disable al three, but his mind was duggish and
unrespongve.



Hetightened his grip on hissword.

Then acompact, black-clad form legpt from the roiling smoke behind the advancing soldiers, short
sword cutting down first one, then another, quick blows that took both out of the fight before they even
knew what had happened. The third turned, and the attacker went straight at him, aswell, feinting and
dodging, forcing him to swing wildly and thereby lower hisguard.

In seconds, dl threelay dead.
Troon moved quickly to Pied and dung hisarm over her shoulder. “Timeto be going, Captain.”

She hauled him across the deck of the burning ship to the starboard side, practicaly dragging him. The
flit that had crashed earlier lay jammed againgt therailing, its frame twisted and bent. “That won't hold us
both,” hesad. “Leaveme.”

Sheignored him, pulling the flit around so that it faced the port side of the airship, then jerking open the
digpson crystal housing and yanking out the depleted crystal. Reaching into her pack, she retrieved her
gpare and fitted it in place. How she still managed to have that pack after what she had been through was
incomprehensible to Fied. “What of the others?’

Shelaid him across the frame, strapping him securely into place. “Asfar as| know, al gone.”

Thick smoke and flames surrounded them, forming awall that closed them away from everything thet lay
beyond, hiding them from view. Federation soldiers were shouting wildly from somewhere close, and
they heard the sound of boots thudding across the ship’ s decking by the ruined weagpon. Troon ignored
them, concentrating on the task a hand, her hands steady and sure. When she was satisfied that he was
held fast, shelay down on top of him, wrapping her arms around his chest and her legs around the back
part of the frame,

“Ready, Captain?’ she whispered.

“Ready.”
“Thiswon’'t be pleasant. Hold tight.”

She opened the parse tube, pulled back on the rudders, and threw the throttle al the way forward. The
flit shot ahead asif catapulted from ading, burrowing atunnd through the smoke and flames, and lifting
off the deck to clear the jagged stanchions of the broken railing with just enough room to spare.

Aningtant later, they were soaring across the Federation airfield, shouts rising from the throats of those
bel ow, missiles whipping past them in swarms. Pied heard Troon grunt, and her grip on him tightened. He
felt agtinging in hisleg, then another on his neck. He closed his eyes, waiting to die. Theflit jerked and
twisted asit flew, avictim of its damaged frame, unableto fully right itsdf. But Troon held the controls
steady and kept them flying, moving out of the light to gain the darkness beyond.

They flew on for what seemed like an impossibly long time, wrapped together on the flit, sweeping
through the night on an erratic path, the flit repeatedly jerking asif stricken, its frame shuddering. Pied
wanted to look back to seeif there was any pursuit, but he lacked both strength and maneuverability. He
settled ingtead for staying quiet and balanced, trying to help them stay aoft.

“Arethey back there?’ he asked findly, the wind whipping the words from his mouth as he spoke them.



She pressed close. “ Somewhere, but they haven’t found us yet.”

He fought to stay awake, but that was growing increasingly difficult. His strength wasfailing, and he
thought that if she hadn’t lashed him to the frame, he would not have been able to hang on. Hefelt the
dampness of hisown blood al down his body, and the arrows and darts buried in hisflesh burned and
throbbed.

After he hadn’t heard or felt anything from Troon for along time, he said to her, “Areyou al right?’

There was no response. Shelay heavily atop him, unmoving.

“Troon?’

“Sill here”

“You're hurt?’

“Alittle. Likeyou. But we'll get through.”

“I think I'm hurt pretty bad.”

“Don’'t say that.”

“Y ou should haveleft me”

“Couldn’t do that, Captain.”

“Y ou should have saved yoursdlf.”

Shedidn’t say anything for along time, then she put her lips closeto hisear and said, “ Saving you isthe
same as saving mysdlf.” And then he thought he heard her say, so softly he couldn’t be sure, “1 love you,
Fed.”

Therewas light ahead of them now, afuzzy bal againgt the black, dim but growing brighter, and he
found himsdlf gtaring &t it, watching it grow. He was a deadweight atop theflit, and Troon wasa
deadweight atop him. Theflit was no longer flying straight, but beginning to dide downward, to dip and
sway likealeaf tumbling from atree.

“Troon?’

No answer. Pied stared at the light ahead. It didn’t seem to have a source, didn’t seem to be coming
from anywhere. It occurred to him that there wasn't any light at all, that the light wasinsde his heed. It
occurred to him that he was watching the gpproach of his own degth.

Fascinated, he kept his gaze fixed asit became ahuge glowing ball and then swallowed him.

Nineteen



Sen Dunsidan was awake long before his guards came to rouse him, dressed and waiting by thetime
they did. A light deeper in the best of circumstances, he heard the sounds of the battle being fought on
the airfield from inside his tented compound at the center rear of the Federation encampment amost a
mile away. At first, he thought the entire camp was under attack, and his sole thought wasto reach his
private airship and flee. But as he dressed, frightened and angry and confused, standing in the dark to
keep from becoming aready target, he redized that the tumult was much farther away than the site of his
compound and that any danger to him was till remote.

Nevertheless, he was edgy and impatient by the time his aide called to him from outside the tent flap.
“My lord?

“What isit?’ he sngpped, unable to keep hisvoice from betraying him. “What' s happening?’
“Theairfidd isunder atack!”

He knew thetruth at once then. He didn’t even have to leave histent. The Free-born had watched him
test-fly theDechtera the day before, had taken note of how she performed, and had decided to act on
the results. Having aready witnessed the devastation wrought to the Elven airflest, they would not have
held anything back in their effortsto destroy her thistime. He cursed himsdf for afool, waiting one day
too long, confident that he had them hemmed in and helpless, waiting for the end. He should have paid
better attention to what had happened to the command he had sent to finish off those Elves. He had
thought them helpless, too.

Stll, why wasit that hisarmy, the biggest and most powerful army in the Four Lands, couldn’t manage
to keep the Free-born from breaking through the sege lines and reaching the airfield, which was miles
away? Why wasit that his soldiers couldn’t manage to protect asingle airship?

He pushed through the tent flgp into the night and saw the huge blaze east, the flamesrising up against
the darkened horizon, an inferno. Hefdt asinking fedling in his ssomach, thelast of hishopesfading, his
worg fears confirmed. TheDechtem was destroyed. His weapon was gone. His plans for a strike against
the Free-born on the morrow were ruined. He knew it as surely as he knew his own name. He stood
looking at the flickering glow of the firein stunned silence, his aide hanging back, his guards keeping well
away from him until they knew what his reaction was going to be.

Heturned to hisaide. “Find Etan Orek. Bring him to the airfield.”

Hisade hurried away, and he signaled to his guards to bring up the carriage. Someone was going to pay
for this.

It took them only minutesto reach the airfield, which wasfilled with soldiers running in every direction,
some of them carting off the bodies of the dead and wounded, some of them trying to put out the flames
of thefiresthat burned dl acrossthefield. The biggest of the fires was fed by what remained of the
charred hulk of theDechtera, asmoking, blackened ruin, as he had known she would be. Severa other
airshipswere burning, aswell, but it didn’t appear that they would be atotal loss. Wegpons lay scattered
everywhere, and he could just barely identify twisted pieces of flits.

Composing himsdlf, putting in place his politician’ slook, the one that masked histruefedingsand left his
features devoid of expression, he climbed from the carriage.

One of hisfield commanders came over, saluted, and started to give hisreport, but Sen Dunsidan cut



him short.

“How many of them were there?’

His commander blinked. “We think about adozen.”

“A dozen.” He wasfilled with sudden rage. A mere dozen had donethis. “ They used flits?’

His commander nodded. “They flew in from the backside of the camp. A suicide mission. Wegot dl of
them but two, and we' |l have those two, aswdll, before dawn. Elves, from what we can tell.”

“Elves?” Another remnant of those he had presumed helpless and in flight. He shook hishead. “ Any
movement on the Free-born lines?’

The other man shook hishead. “Not asyet.”

“Therewill be. Strengthen the siege lines and be ready for an attack. Without theDechtera to keep them
at bay, the Free-born will try to break out. | don’t want that to happen. Do you understand me,
Commander?’

“Yes, PimeMiniger.”

“In case you don't, pay close attention to this. | want the watch Captain who was on duty tonight
relieved of hiscommand. | want him sent to the very front of our lines. When the Free-born attack, |
want to be certain that heisthe first soldier they see.” He paused, his hard gaze fixed on the other.
“Make sure everyone knows the reason.”

His commander swalowed hard. “Y es, Prime Minister.”
“Get out of my sight.”

When hewas alone, save for his guards, he walked down through the airfield to examine the damage
firsthand. White-haired, magisteria, a commanding presence, he drew attention from al quarters. He let
himsalf be seen, because it was necessary for the army to know he had matters under control. But he did
not attempt to interact with the soldiers, he could never be reached by such asthem. His guards formed a
protective phalanx about him, keeping everyone at bay, and those who looked a him did not try to do
more.

He stopped to study the wreck of theDechtera, catching sight of what remained of his precious wegpon,
atwisted hunk of blackened metdl. It was al he could do to keep from screaming hisrage aloud, but he
was practiced at dispassion.

He was contempl ating what he would do to those responsible for what had happened here tonight when
Etan Orek appeared at hiselbow. “My lord?’ he ventured.

Sen Dunsidan glanced a him. *Y ou seefor yourself what has happened, Engineer Orek. Y ou see how
determined our enemiesare.” He shook hishead. “ Their job is made easier by the fact that | am
surrounded by incompetents. Y ou and |, we must carry so much of the load oursalves.”

The little man nodded eagerly, happy to be included as one of the chosen. “My lord, you can always
depend onme.”



Sen Dunsidan glanced at theDechtem. “Thereis no salvaging the wegpon now. We must start again.
How long will it take?’

Etan Orek grinned conspiratoridly. “Y ou told me to build other weapons, my lord. | have been doing
s0. Another isalmost complete.” Heleaned close. “I have actually tested it. The crystals dlign asthey
should to generate thefire rope. It needs only to have the casing made.”

Sen Dunsidan felt aflush of satisfaction. He put ahand on the other’ s shoulder. *Y ou have done well,
Engineer Orek. Once again, you have not disappointed me. If | had adozen of you, thiswar would be
over in aweek.”

Thelittle man flushed with pride. “Thank you, my lord.”
“How many days, then?’

“Oh, end of the week, my lord. The weagpon awaits my attention in Arishaig. It needs only afew fina
touches and anew airship to bear it doft.”

“Then we must spirit you back to Arishaig without further delay. | will have you returned at once. Pack
up your things and make ready. | will follow in aday or two with the airship that will bear the weapon.”
He gavethe other asmile. “ There will be areward in thisfor you, Engineer. Y our serviceto the
Federation will not be forgotten.”

Fanked by two of Sen Dunsidan’ s persond guards who were charged with keeping close watch over
thelittle man until he was safely away, Etan Orek scurried off. Nothing must happen to him. Not now,
not when he was so close to finishing a second weapon. Wouldn't that be anice surprisefor the
Free-born, once it wasfinished? They believed the danger over and done with, having destroyed the
Decbtera. They believed him to be in possession of only asingle wegpon, since only the one had been
used againgt them. They would find out soon enough how badly mistaken they were.

He took afina look around, decided there was nothing more he could do that night, and went back to
his carriage. He might even be able to deep again, he thought. At least until morning, when the Free-born
attack came. Hewas il certain it would. Vaden Wick would take advantage of the opportunity. He

would raly hisforcesin an attempt to break through the sege lines, to reclam the heights lost by the
Elves, and to return the Prekkendorran to a no-man’ s-land.

He might even succeed. But it wouldn’t matter. Not anymore. Not once Sen Dunsidan brought up the
new weapon and burned them al to cinders.

He reached the carriage and climbed insde. He was comfortably settled in place before he noticed the
shadowy figure seated across from him.

“PrimeMiniger,” IridiaEleri greeted in her soft, ingdious voice.

He started violently, but managed to keep the gasp that rosein histhroat from escaping. She was
cloaked in black and so deep in the shadows of the carriage interior that shewas al but invisible.

“I"ve been waiting for you.”

Shades, he thought. He exhaled sharply. “Cometo gloat?’



Shelifted her head dightly. “1 am your persond Druid adviser, Sen Dunsidan. It isnot my placeto gloat.
Itismy placeto advise. | have cometo do so tonight. My sense of things suggests that you need meto
doso.”

The coach lurched forward, the team of horsesturning it back toward the main compound and histent.
He rubbed at histired eyes, wishing she would simply disappear. “What sort of advice would you offer,
Iridia?”

“You havelost your airship and your wegpon because you wasted time on atarget of no consequence,”
shesad quietly. “Now you will replace them with anew wesgpon and anew ship. Perhaps you should
take this opportunity to reconsider your strategy for winning the war on the Prekkendorran.”

He studied her without speaking for amoment. Odd, how used to her strangeness he had gotten, to the
peculiar way she made him fed. It bothered him till that he couldn’t define what it was about her that
was S0 troubling, but he had gotten past his queasiness and now found her smply irksome. “My
Srategy?’

“Itistill your intention to attack the Free-born forces on the Prekkendorran, to decimate them and
thereby gain your victory,” she said softly. “Y ou would waste your time on an effort that will prove
meaningless. | havetold you this before and you have ignored me. 1 am telling you again, except that this
time | must warn you that you ignore me at your peril. Y ou won't get many more chances a winning this
war. If you perdst intrying to win it here, on this battlefield, or on any battlefield where soldiers and
wesgpons done are al that are at stake, the odds will catch up to you.”

Hefolded hisarms across his chest defensively. “Y ou want meto attack Arborlon? Isthat it?’

“Itiswhat will end the war, Prime Minigter. Attack the home city of the Elves, cause damageto their
homes and their ingtitutions, take the lives of their young and old, of their sick and crippled, and you take
away their heart. They will cede you your victory. They will cede you anything to get you off their
doorsgtep. Battles fought and won far from home make no lasting impression. Lives|ost mean nothing
when those lives are taken in adistant place. But kill afew thousand Elvesin front of the rest of the
population, and it will impact them forever.”

He sighed. “We have had thisdiscussion. | told you | would do asyou advised. But | will do sowhen |
amready, Iridia”

“Timedipsaway, Prime Minister.” Her words were asnake' s hissin the darkness.

“Doesit? Perhagps time works differently for you than for me.” Heleaned forward. “1 don’t know why
you are S0 adamant about attacking Arborlon. Why not attack Tyrsis or Culhaven? Why not go after the
Bordermen or the Dwarves? We ve already smashed the Elves on the battlefield. They are no longer the
strongest of the Free-born allies.”

“Itisthe Elveswho serve asinspiration for the others. It is the Elves who promise hope in the worst of
gtuations. In spite of the death of Kdlen Elessedil, they came back to defeat you in the hills north. They
broke the back of your pursuit force. Why do you think it was the Elves who attacked here tonight?
Because they will givether liveswillingly when they mugt. The other Racestake note. They look to the
Elvesto see how they, too, must be.”

“Wall, they can look to their ashes when | am through with them. They can sift through those and see



how much courage they can find to continue the fight!”

The coach rolled to a stop within the Prime Minister’ s encampment. As Sen Dunsidan reached for the
latch on the door, Iridiareached out and grasped hiswrist, her hand as cold asice. “ Arborlon isthe key

to everything—"

“Enough!” he shouted at her, snatching back hiswrigt, repulsed by the fed of her hand on hisskin. He
rubbed at hiswrist furioudy. “Y ou forget your place, Iridial Y ou are my adviser, but that isal you are!
Do not presumeto try to think for me! Confine your comments to suggestions and et me make the
decisond”

He threw open the door to the carriage and stalked off into the night.

TheMoric waited until he was out of sight then climbed from the coach, aswell. It stood looking off in
the direction the Prime Minister had taken, thinking that Sen Dunsidan was proving to be more obstinate
than anticipated. At firg it had seemed asmplething to twist histhinking in the way that was necessary.
Persuade him of the need to attack the Elves on their own ground, to fly to their home city and let them
discover firsthand the consequences of awar againgt the Federation, and the rest would be smple.

But Sen Dunsidan was apoalitician, first and foremost, and he congtantly shifted his position to take
advantage of the most favorable winds. He had rethought the matter, it seemed, and found that the attack
was perhaps not to his advantage after adl. He hadn't said so, but the Moric could tell that his hesitation
to act quickly and decisively was governed by his sensethat in doing as his adviser had recommended he
might be making amistake. Perhaps it wasthe vist from Shadea @ Ru that had caused him to back away
from hisearlier position. Perhapsit was something e se. It didn’t matter to the Moric. What mattered was
that hismind had to be changed back.

The Moric breathed in the human stench, the smell of the Federation camp and its occupants, and was
revolted. It was eager to have the matter over and done with. It was anxious to break down thewall of
the Forbidding so that its brethren could join it and the killing could begin. It never doubted that this
would happen. Superior to humansin every way, it knew it would not fail initsefforts. It would find a
way totrick Sen Dunsidan into doing its bidding, fly the fire weapon to Arborlon, turn it on the Ellcrys,
and destroy the Forbidding. The Moric would do that because there was no one to stop it. No one even
knew it wasthere, save Tadl Riverine, who had sent it. By the time the truth was out, there would be no
way back.

Unlessthe Moric made a serious mistake, which it was thinking it might have done. Perhapsits decison
to depend on its ahility to influence Sen Dunsidan was such a mistake.

It started walking toward the rear of the Prime Minister’ s camp, back toward the wetland bog it had
discovered on thefirst night of itsarrival from Arishaig. Sen Dunsidan thought it settled somewhere within
the larger Federation camp, but the Moric wanted nothing to do with humankind and its mode of
dwelling. It thought fondly of its home in the swamps of Brockenthrog Weir in the world of the Jarka
Ruus, steamy and fetid and rich with the smell of carrion. Thisworld wastoo Sterile, too clean. That
would change when the demonkind reclaimed it.

It was deep in thought, paying little attention to anything around it, when the dart buried itsdlf inits neck.

The Moric dowed, fedling the sting of the poison as it seeped into its flesh. Was the poison meant to kill



it or merely to put it to deep? Already its attackers were separating themselves from the surrounding
shadows, coming toward it with knives drawn, crouched and ready. Apparently, they were determined
to make certain of itsdemise. Or more to the point, to make certain of IridiaEleri’ s demise. Shewasthe
onethey had cometo kill.

The Moric swung dowly about, counting heads. Four in dl, stocky and garbed in black cloaks.
Dwarves, perhaps. Assassins, whatever their species. But they had migudged their quarry. They had
cometo kill ahuman. What they had found, unfortunately for them, was a demon.

The Moric waited for them to get closer, revealing nothing of its resistance to the poison, of its ability to
shrug it off as nothing more than an irritation. When the closest of them, knife extended, rushed in from
behind to finish it, the Moric whipped around swiftly, took hold of the attacker’sarm, and yanked it from
its socket. The attacker screamed and fell writhing on the earth. The Moric left this one whereit lay and
moved on to the next, caiching it asit hesitated just amoment too long. Fingerstwigting tightly into the
folds of its cloak, the Moric yanked it off its feet and snapped its neck with a crack that sounded like the
breaking of a piece of deadwood. The other two showed courage—or perhaps only foolishness—in
choosing not to flee, but to attack as a unit, coming a the Moric from two sides. A foolish, pathetic
effort. The demon tore the face off the first and crushed the skull of the second, dl so swiftly that the
struggle was over amost before it had begun.

A quick glance around assured it that no more attackers lurked in the shadows, that four had been
deemed sufficient for the job. It pulled the attacker with the ruined faceto itsfeet. It was il dive, though
barely, and the Moric licked the blood from what remained of its face. Swest. It took a second lick, then
snapped the man’ s neck and threw the carcass down. One by one, it went to each of them and finished
thejob.

Then it took amoment to identify their species. It was surprised to discover that they were Gnomes,

Gnomes. Who would send Gnomesto kill Iridia Eleri? The answer, of course, was obvious. Finding
India s presence at Arishaig and her serviceto Sen Dunsidan intolerable, Shadeaa Ru had decided to
take ahand in matters. The men must have been good at what they did or the Ard Rhyswouldn't have
sent them. Too bad for her shedidn’t realize that Iridiawaslong since dead and that what they were
dedling with was something e se entirely.

But Shadeawas no fool. She would discover that her assassins had failed, and she would take a closer
look a what was redlly going on. She was dready suspicious of India s relationship with the Prime
Minigter. She would figure out soon enough that something about it was not right. Then shewould try
again, perhaps coming to do the job herself. The Moric was not afraid of her, but it did not want to
becomeinvolved in a Druid feud that had nothing to do with its purposein being in thiswretched world in
thefirst place.

What it must do, it decided asit waked away from the dead men, was to put an end to this nonsense.
Its disguise had served its purpose, but it was becoming aliability. Its efforts at reaching the Ellcrys and
tearing down the Forbidding were running up against obstacles it could not afford to spend time
overcoming. Sen Dunsdan was recacitrant. Shadead Ru was vengeful. Everything that lived and
breathed in the Four Lands was a potential danger to it. Time, especidly, wasits enemy.

Its mind made up, the Moric licked adollop of blood from itsfingers asit continued on to its place of
deep. It would have to do something to change things. It would have to do so soon.




Twenty

W hen she regained consciousness, Khyber Elessedil was sprawled on the catwalk, her body aching and
her clothing soaked with her own blood. She pulled hersdf into aSitting position, glancing quickly about
to be certain that the Gnome Hunter was till dead, lying where she had left him. The furnace room was
unbearably hot, thetips of the flamesfrom the pit dancing at the edges of her vison, asif trying to climb
out. She felt suddenly dizzy, weakened from loss of blood and fatigue, and took a moment to gather her
srength. Then she tore the deeve of her tunic away, folded it into acompress, dipped it under her
clothing, and pressed it againgt the dagger wound. When she had it in place, she pulled her bt free and
used it to bind the compresstightly in place.

The effort took everything she had. She sat staring at the dead man, thinking that she had to move, that
staying put was dangerous. Sooner or |ater, someone would come looking. She did not want to be there
when they did.

But wherewas it that she wanted to be?

It was aquestion she could not answer easily. She had two choices. She could find her way clear of the
Keep and seek help on the outside or she could stay where she was and try to find her way to the
chambers of the Ard Rhys. Whichever she did, she had to do something to help Pen and Grianne
Ohmsford avoid the triagend!. If shefailed, they would be snared and made prisoners and the whole
effort to rescue the Ard Rhyswould have been for nothing.

Shetried to think it through. Getting out of the Keep seemed the safer choice. Put some distance
between herself and the rebe Druids and their Ghome Hunter protectors. But what would she do then?
What sort of help could she expect to find outside Paranor? There were no communitiesfor miles, no
settlements, nothing but the heavy woods that surrounded the Keep. She could not count on Kermadec
and his Trolls or Tagwen to find her. She could not even count on them to get free of Stridegate. She had
no ideawhat had become of the Ohmsfords senior, they could be anywhere. And they did not know she
was at Paranor in any case.

She knew she could not depend on help from the outside. Staying where she was made better sense,
given that she had to come back in any case. But staying insgde was aso extremely dangerous. Enemies
surrounded her. She did not know her way around. Everything about the Keep was a potentia trap. No
matter how careful she was, sooner or later she would make a mistake.

Either way, she might be done in by her wound, which burned likefire. If she didn’t bleed to death, she
ran agood risk of infection. Her compress was aready soaked through, sticking to her clothing and flesh
both.

She closed her eyes againgt her dilemma, trying to think it through. She would stay, she decided finally.
Getting safely out of the Keep risked as much astrying to remain hidden insde. There was no guarantee
of any help no matter which way she went. She might aswell stay where she could do some good.

How much time did she have? How long before Pen and the Ard Rhyswould come back into Paranor?
It couldn’t happen too quickly, hewould haveto find her first, and they would have to make their way
back to the point of entry. But did time passin the world of the Forbidding at the same speed it did in the
Four Lands? What if the Ard Rhyswas till at the place where she had entered, and Pen found her right
away? It was possible they might come back much more quickly than sheimagined.



She exhded sharply. Too many questions, and there were no answersto any of them. She would have
to do the best she could and hope that was enough.

With both hands grasping the catwalk guardrail, she pulled hersdlf to her feet. Shetottered for a
moment, leaned againgt the railing for support, and waited for her head to clear. She was till hanging
there when she remembered the Elfstones. In the heat of the struggle, she had forgotten them. Her throat
tightened. Traunt Rowan had given them to one of the Ghome Hunters, but which one? What if it wasthe
one she had pushed into the furnace pit? Fighting back against the burn of her fear, she pushed away
from the railing and staggered back around the catwalk toward the tunnedl through which she had entered.
She passed the blackened husk of the third Gnome, turning her face away, trying not to look at him. She
could not bring hersdlf to begin her search there.

Instead, she retraced her steps and went back into the darkened passageway until she found thefirst of
the remaining two. In the near darkness, she searched him thoroughly, but she did not find the Stones.
Her heart sank. Taking hislong knife from his belt so that she would have awespon, she groped her way
over to the second man.Please, she prayed, her fingers rummaging franticaly through hiscothing. This
time she found what she was|ooking for. A surge of rdief washed through her as she shoved the pouch
into her tunic. Whatever e se happened, she could not afford to lose the talismans.

Retrieving one of the torches she had extinguished earlier, she used her magic to relight it, and then
started back up the passageway toward the Keep. If she encountered anyone at this point, she knew she
was in trouble. There was no place for her to hide and she was too wesk to fight. She moved ahead at a
steady but painfully dow pace, concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other, conscious that her
strength was dowing ebbing away. She knew she would have to treat her injury soon if she wasto keep
going, but she could not afford to stop and do so until she was someplace sife.

At some point, shelost her way, but she pushed on anyway. Eventudly, she reached a confluence of
tunnels, brightly lit with the smokeless torches the Druids favored in the Keep proper, and she cast her
own aside. A stairway led upward, and she hesitated. She wasn't ready to go back into Paranor’ s upper
regionsjust yet. Instead, she took one of the passageways |eading off the hub. After passing severa
doors that were locked, she found one that wasn't and dipped inside.

A pair of smokelesstorches cast adim glow over avaulted ceiling and stone-block walls. Shewasina
storage room jammed high with casks of ale and wine, the oaken barrelsironbound and tipped on their
sdesin huge cradles. A carpet of dust lay over everything; the air wasthick with it. The room had clearly
not been entered in along time. She found that she could not lock the door from the inside, but she did
not think she had the strength to look for another. If no one had been here recently, her odds were pretty
good that no one would come soon. She worked her way to the back of the room, into the deep
shadows where she could not be seen by anyone entering, and collapsed on awooden pallet used for
storing barrel staves.

She closed her eyes, wanting badly to deep. But she knew if she did, she might not wake up again. She
needed to stop the bleeding. Her healing skillswere rudimentary, but Ahren had given her afew basic
lessons. She knew she had to cauterize the wound. It would have been better if she were outside the
Keep where she could gather some healing herbs and leaves, but there was no help for it. She would
have to make do with magic and luck aone. She knew it was going to be painful. She was not brave, and
she did not want to do this. But she had no choice if shewanted to go on.

She stripped off her tunic and pulled away the compress, then drew alittle of the wine from one of the
barrels and used it to wash the wound. The wine burned, and she clenched her teeth. It wasa gtart, but it



wasn't enough. For the healing process to begin, she had to close the wound all the way. She sat back
down on the pdlet and summoned asmall magic that would help to numb the area around the wound,
applying the dancing bits of colored light with her fingertipsin gentle strokes. When the pain began to
lessen, she brought out the long knife she had taken from the Gnome Hunter and used her
magic-conjured fire to heet the tip of the blade until it glowed.

Then she bit down on asmall piece of wood she found in apile of scraps, summoned an image of Ahren
and Emberen and better timesto distract her, and laid the flat of the knife against the wound.

The pain was enormous. Trying not to and failing, she screamed into the wood, into the sllence, smdling
her flesh asit burned and seared. She did not |ose consciousness, although she thought it might have been
better if she had. When she could stand it no longer, she took the knife away, tears streaming down her
cheeks, fire coursing through her body. She summoned more of the numbing magic and applied it with
gmall strokesto the cauterized area. It took her along time to make adifference, but findly the pain
decreased.

Shelooked down at her side and then quickly away again. At least the wound was closed and the
bleeding stopped. She had done what she could.

She pulled her tunic back on, wrapped herself in her cloak, and lay down to deep, the knife gripped
tightly in one hand.

Bek stood at the controls of Swift Sure, easing the airship down the line of the Charnalstoward the
Dragons Teeth and Paranor. The sky was hazy and gray, the midday sun blocked by storm clouds that
were building into thunderheads. He watched the approaching weather mostly out of habit, histhoughts
were elsawhere. On the deck below the pilot box, Trefen Morys and Bellizen sat together, heads bent
close asthey conversed. Kermadec, his brother Atdan, and ahandful of other Rock Trollswere
scattered about the aft decking, wrapped in blankets and adeep. Tagwen was belowdecks, fighting
arrdcknessyet again, apparently unable to come to termswith flight motion even with help from Rue,
who had given him herbs and adrink to cam his sscomach. Some people were like that, no matter how
hard they tried or how hard otherstried for them, they smply couldn’t make the adjustment.

He glanced over his shoulder. Somewhere behind them, perhaps half a day out, the balance of Taupo
Rough’s Rock Trollsfollowed aboard the huge flat transports that Trolls favored for conveying their
armiesto a place of battle. Sow and cumbersome, they rarely got more than afew hundred feet off the
ground. But Kermadec had ingsted they would reach Paranor in timeto be of help. Hisjob, and the job
of the small company he had brought with him, wasto get inside the Keep and secure at least one of the
gates. Bek wasn't sure that eight or nine Trolls could manage that againgt afortress of Druids and Gnome
Hunters, but he kept his thoughts to himself. He wasn't sure, after dl, that he could do what he intended,
ether.

He was flying the ship alone at that point, something he enjoyed and was comfortable with. He liked the
fedling of satisfaction it gave him to be ableto control her dl by himsalf. Heliked the way she rose and
fell beneath hisfeet in responseto the air currents. He knew Swift Sure better than any ship he had ever
flown, and he had been flying for more than twenty years, ever since hisjourney to Parkasia aboard the
Jerk Shannara, where Redden Alt Mer had taught him hisflight skillsand Rue Meridian had caused him
tofdlinlove

If Tagwen wasto be believed, “faling inlove’ appeared to have happened dl over again with hisson



and the blind Rover girl, Cinnaminson. An improbable happening under any circumstance, it seemed
particularly strange here. Pen, following in the steps of hisfather, had fallen in love on adangerous
expedition, at aplace and atime when faling in love was not convenient. Of course, that was the way
love worked. Y ou couldn’t control the where or the when.

So many amilaritiesin therr lives. Pen, too, was aflier, dthough he had learned to fly much earlier and
was aready as comfortable aboard an airship as hisfather. It was strange to think of Pen traveling down
such afamiliar road, but the comparisons were inescapable.

But the strong possibility that, like himself, Pen possessed a secret magic gave Bek pause. He had been
wrestling with the idea since the moment he had redlized in his effortsto track his son that he was ableto
do s0 only because Pen had the use of amagic that neither he nor Rue had known anything about. Still,
he could not ignore what reason and common sense told him about his connection to his son and,
consequently, what it suggested about the possibility of another smilarity in their lives. Bek, too, had
possessed magic when he had gone with the Druid Walker to Parkasia, and he hadn’t known of it. It was
only after they werewell out over the Blue Divide and confronted with the barriers of 1ce Henge and the
Squirm that Walker had revealed the truth about who he really was and how the magic had been passed
downto him.

He wondered when Pen had made his discovery. Had he known about it earlier and kept it secret from
his parents? There was reason to think he might have done o, given his mother’ s antipathy toward magic
and Bek’ sown reluctance to make use of it. It might also be that while Pen had known of it, he had not
until recently fully explored its uses. It might be that he was till on ajourney of discovery.

Of onething Bek was quite certain. The King of the Silver River had chosen his son to make the journey
into the Forbidding for avery specific reason, and it dmost certainly had something to do with his
heritage of the wishsong magic. The Faerie creature could have come to Bek to do what was needed,

but he had gone to Pen instead. That meant that something about Pen made him the more appropriate
candidate for going into the Forbidding and rescuing Grianne. A boy, barely grown. It was dmost
impossible to understand. But the King of the Slver River had come to Ohmsfords since the time of Shea
and Hick in the days of Allanon, and had aways done so with unerring ingtincts for what each of them
was capable of achieving.

Now it was up to Bek and Rueto find away to help their son fulfill the charge that had been givento
him. History was repeating itself, another instance of asmilarity in thelives of the Ohmsfords, and more
particularly in thelives of afather and son.

Bek paused in histhinking. Would history repeat itsalf? Would it repegt in every particular? He had
come back alive from the expedition he had embarked upon. Would Pen have the same good fortune?

He hated thinking about such aquestion, but he could not help himself. In part, it was areflection of his
own sense of respongibility for his son. He had been given the task of seeing that Pen got safely back
through the Forbidding. If hefailed to do that, he would have failed his son. It was a possbility he refused
to consder.

“What are you thinking about?’ Rue asked him.

She stepped up into the pilot box and stood beside him, her green eyesinquisitive. When she saw the
look that came over hisface, sheleaned over and kissed him. “What’ swrong? Can’t you tell me?’

He nodded. “1 was thinking about how much Pen depends on us, even though he doesn’t know it.”



“Heis supposed to depend on us. Heisour son.”
“| don't want to fail him.”
“Youwon't. Neither of uswill.”

They were slent amoment, watching the land dide away beneath the airships hull, the heavy weather
west continuing to advance. Waterbirds from out of the Malg Swamp screamed eerie cries asthey sailed
acrossthe skies. Far below, acluster of Forest Trolls emerged from the trees and stalked in aline across
the hillsleading up to the mountains esst.

“Is Tagwen any better?’ he asked.
She shook her head. “He just isn't meant for this.”

“I guessnot.” He paused. “I’'m worried about how much he redlly knows about getting into Paranor
without being seen.”

“Y ou ought to be,” she said. He gave her asharp look. “1 asked him about it, and he admitted that he
hadn’t been insde those secret tunnelsin severd years and that his memory of them was sketchy at

“Sowecan't rely onhim.”
She shook her head again.
“How about Trefen Morys and Bellizen? Do they know anything that might help?’

“I don't think s0. They’ ve only been apart of the order for alittle over two years. They haven't had time
to do much more than compl ete the lessons assigned them as novice Druids. They are loya to your sigter,
but they haven't had the closeness with her that Tagwen has. They didn’t even know there were secret
tunnels”

Helooked off into the distance. “ So we have to depend on oursavesin this business.”
She nodded. “Pretty much like dways.”

Hedidn't say anything to that.

When she awoke, Khyber Elessedil ached from head to foot, asif the cauterization had been applied
across her entire body. She was not feverish, but she was disoriented and weak. She sat up, wishing she
had something to eat or drink, and then remembered she was surrounded by wine and ae casks. She
moved over to the closest barrel, opened the spigot, and took along, satisfying drink of cool wine. She
would have preferred water, but the wine would suffice.

She could do nothing about her hunger, though. She considered the possibility that there might be
foodstuffs stored somewhere down in these cellar passageways, but she had no ideawhere they might be
and no time to spend looking for them. She would have to get by on whatever she might scavenge aong



the way. What mattered just then was reaching the deeping chamber of the Ard Rhys as quickly as
possible.

Something, she redlized, she did not know how to do.

It was bad enough that she did not have a clear idea of where she was so that she might have some
sense of which direction to go. It was much worse that she had no idea how to reach her destination
without being seen. She could find away to disguise herself, she supposed, just as she had done when
she had freed Pen. But that was risky and, besides, even if she got that far the degping chamber would
be heavily guarded.

Trying to decide where to begin, she considered her aternatives for amoment, but the task was

hopel ess. Everything she thought about trying was too dangerous. Once they found the dead Gnome
Hunters, they would be looking for her anyway. Perhaps they aready were. She needed to disappear, to
becomeinvishble.

She pondered the idea. There were secret passageways in the walls of Paranor. Ahren had told her so
once. The Kegp was honeycombed with them. The Druids had used them to reach one another when
they wished their conferences kept secret. The Ard Rhys had used them from time to time, aswell, to dip
from her chamber without being seen when need or discretion warranted it.

If she could find away into those.. . .

Shewould belogt dl over again, shefinished dismdly.

Unless. ..

Her mind raced. Unless she had away to keep from getting lost.

Her hand strayed to the pocket in her tunic where the Elfstones were tucked away. The Elfstones could
keep her from getting lost. They could show her away into the degping chamber, just asthey had shown
Ahren theway to Stridegate and the tanequil.

She was suddenly excited, the aches and pains and hunger forgotten. But then she remembered that use
of magic as powerful asthe Elfstoneswas likely to be detected by the very people shewastrying to
avoid. It wasthe reason she had tried so hard not to use the Stones on the journey into the Charnals.
Using them in the Druid’ s Keep, right beneath their noses, would be madness. Besides, they thought the
Elfstones destroyed, thrown into the furnace aong with her body. Any release of the magic risked
reveding that shewas il dive.

Or didit?

If the Elfstones had been thrown into the furnace, would the intense heat and pressure destroy them?
Would it serve to release the magic in doing so? No one knew, she suspected. There were no other
Elfstones save the ones she carried, and little was known about their properties. It might well be that their
destruction would unlock their magic in the sameway asausar’ s summoning.

Anyway, what other choice did she have?

She wondered suddenly how long she had been adeep. Did they know yet that she had escaped? Or
did they think her dead and the Elfstones dead with her?



She rose and | eft the storage room, dipping cautioudy through the door, and went back down the
passageways of the Keep toward the furnace chamber. She picked up atorch on the way to provide her
with the light she needed. She was hurrying by then, anxiousto discover if her idea had a chance of
working. It al depended on how much time had passed and what had happened in the interim. She
moved quietly, listening for voices, for sounds that would indicate the bodies of the dead men had been
discovered, that her deception was unworkable. But the passageways were slent and empty, and when
she reached the place where the first two Gnomes had died, she found their bodies untouched. Farther
down, within the furnace room itself, she found the third, aswell. No one had missed them yet. No one
had come looking.

She ill had achance,

One by one, she dragged the dead men to the edge of the fire pit and shoved themin. It would not
concedl the struggle or the shedding of blood, but it would make it harder for those who eventualy came
looking to determine exactly what had happened. It might give her ameasure of time and distance from
discovery. She had to hope so because it was al she had to work with.

Exhausted from her efforts, she sat down with her back against the railing and took out the Elfstones.
She had to try to use them, even if the release of the magic aerted Shadea and the other rebel Druids.
She had to hope that they would register the source of the magic as the furnace room and attribute its
presence to the destruction of the Stonesin thefire.

She shook her head. She wished she had a better way. But she was stuck with things as they were, and
there was no point wishing for something she couldn’'t have.

She poured the Elfstones out of their pouch and into the pam of her hand, studying them amoment.
Then she closed her fingerstightly about them, held up her hand, and summoned the magic.

It was easier thistime than it had been before, perhaps because she was used to the process and more
receptiveto it. The familiar warmth spread from her hand through her arm and into her body before
looping back again. When she was infused with the magic of the Stones, her thoughts centered on what
she needed, seeking away into the secret passages of the Keep, a blue glow formed within her fist and
began to seep through the cracks of her fingers. Then, abruptly, it shot from her hand in athin, long
streamer, penetrating the fiery atmosphere of the furnace room, burrowing through stone and darkness,
illuminating the way forward.

She watched as her route reveded itsdlf, atwisting of passages and stairways, cutting through thewalls
of the Keep, winding steadily upward until they ended at awall that gave secret entry into the deeping
chambers of the Ard Rhys. A strange glow leaked through the seams of the hidden door, a suggestion of
magic contained within the room.

Then the vison flared and was gone, the blue glow of the Elf-stone magic disappeared, and the warmth
within her faded away. She sat again on the catwalk with her back to the railing, her memory of what she
had been shown sharp and clear.

High in the north tower, severa floors below the deegping room draped with the lethal netting of the
triagend, the Druid on watch in the cold chamber for disturbances triggered by unauthorized uses of
magic noticed a spike on the otherwise smooth surface of the scrye waters. He leaned forward asthe



ripples spread outward, wanting to be certain of what he was seeing.
The source of the spike wasthe Druid’ s Keep.

He took along moment to consider what that meant. Magic wasin frequent use a Paranor, so
disturbances of that sort were not unusua. Still, the spike suggested a usage more powerful than the
conjuring normally done. He should report it, he knew. But he aso knew that if he choseto do o, he
must go before Shadea a Ru, something no one wanted to do these days.

Hetried to think the matter through. It was possible that the usage was one the Ard Rhys knew about. It
was even possible that the usage was hers. The Druid on watch did not want to intrude where he was not
welcome. Discretion was well advised where mattersinvolving Paranor and the order were
concerned—especialy by those who only served. Drawing attention to oneself was not wise. Others had
disappeared from the Keep for much less.

Besdes, what sort of magic could be called up within these walls that someone in authority did not know
about?

He debated the matter only amoment more, then went back to his seat and resumed hisvigil.

Twenty-One

Dawn was afaint glimmer in the east when Penderrin Ohmsford stirred from his degp and peered from
his shdlter into the gray, hazy gloom of anew day. Mist clung to the land in deep pockets. Clouds
obscured the sky, thick and dull blankets that formed a canopy from horizon to horizon and refused to
reved the sun. The air waswindless and raw with unpleasant smells and the landscape wintry and blesk
inthe paefirg light. The night' srain had ended, leaving dark stains on the bare earth and rocks.

The dragon was right where it had been the night before, stretched in front of his shelter likeawall. Only
now, it was deeping.

Pen stared at it for amoment, not quite believing. Y es, the dragon was adeep, its eyelids closed, its
huge, horn-encrusted snout resting comfortably on its wagon-whed! feet, a steady snoring issuing from its
maw, and its nogtrilsflaring at regular intervasasit inhaled and exhded.

He waited long moments to be certain, then carefully climbed to his feet, his cloak wrapped close and
the darkwand gripped firmly in one hand. A corridor opened to his|eft, leading just past the dragon’s
outstretched head, passing wickedly close to those teeth and claws but offering a narrow avenue of
escape. Hejust needed to be very quiet. And lucky.

Hetook a deep breath and stepped from his shelter into the thin dawn light.
Instantly, one scaly lid dipped open and the dragon’ s yellow eye stared at him.
Hefroze, hisblood gone cold, waiting to see if maybe, just possibly, the eye might not register his

presence and Smply close again. But it fixed firmly on him and did not move. Hewatched it for long
moments, debating if he should try to go farther, then backed dowly into his shelter and sat down again.



So much for that.

He sat looking out at the dragon for along time. He was so hungry he could hear his ssomach growl. His
nerves were ragged, and his hopes for reaching his aunt fading fast. Somehow, he had to get past the
monster. To spend another day trapped in those rocks was unacceptable.

He closed hiseyesin despair. Didn’t the dragon ever get hungry? Why didn't it leave and go off to find
something to est?

Of course, dragons might not haveto eat dl that often, he reasoned. Maybe they only ate once aweek,
like the moor catsin the Four Lands. Maybeit had just esten before it found him. Maybe it would never
want to et anything again aslong asit had him to entertainit.

“Get out of herel” he screamed in arush of frustration.
The dragon didn’'t move. It didn’t even blink.
But the runes on the darkwand began to dance wildly.

He stared at them in confusion and surprise. The dancing continued for afew seconds more, and then
dowed. He furrowed his brow. His voice had disturbed them. They had become more active because he
had shouted at the dragon.

He found himsdlf thinking again about how the runes continued to glow even while he was adegp and
paying no attention to the staff at dl. He had thought &t first that the runes only brightened when they
were responding to histhoughts. But that didn’t seem to be the case. Hadn't been the case ever. From
the moment he had encountered the dragon, the runes had acted independently of anything he had done,
keeping the monster transfixed and at bay.

Even while hewas degping.

Why would they do that?

They would do it, he thought suddenly, because the darkwand was sentient. The tanequil had given him
aliving piece of itsdlf. That waswhat had enabled him to carve the runes without seeing what he was
doing. That waswhat had transported him from the Four Lands into the Forbidding. It knew to use the
runes to charm the dragon, to mesmerize it so that it would not attack Pen. Just asit knew to guide him to
the Ard Rhys, it knew to protect him.

But why had the runes responded to his voice?

Shades!

Because it was athing of magic and it would aways respond to other magic. Hismagic. Not hislittle
magic, hisability to read the actions and behavior of other creaturesin an effort to communicate with
them. Not the magic he had grown up with and kept secret even from his parents because he never
thought it mattered. No, not that magic.

Another magic. The wishsong magic.

Likefather, like son.



He could scarcely bdieveit. He had always understood there was a possibility of hisinheriting such
magic. But he had thought that possibility long past, faded with the passing of the years. He was too old.
If it was going to happen, it would have happened earlier.

Yet it hadn’t happened to hisfather, either, until he was afew years older than Pen was now. So it was
possible that history was repeating itself. The blood heritage was a part of his past. But perhapsit was
aso apart of hisfuture, its seedslocked deep ingde him. He knew that his smal communicative magic
was born of it, evenif it wasn’t as powerful.

And now, for reasons he didn’t understand, the wishsong had surfaced in him asit had surfaced twenty
yearsearlier in hisfather. It had awakened in hisvoice and given him away to connect to the magic of
the darkwand.

Except, he thought excitedly, hedid understand the reasons for its emergence. The darkwand had
awakened the wishsong. Hisjoining to the staff in the carving of itsintricate web of runes had brought the
magictolife.

Helooked into the distance, thinking that he was being foolish, that he had no reason to believe any of
his conclusions. He glanced down at the staff, at the softly glowing runes, their patterns changing
endlessly, dancing hypnotically across the darkened, burnished wood. He had no proof that the
wishsong's magic was what had stirred those runes or, even if it had, that he could implement it in any
useful way.

But where wasthe harm in trying to find out?

He began to hum, soft and steady, shifting tones and pitches, trying anything and everything. He kept at
it, not knowing exactly what he was doing, just testing to seeif anything he tried would make a difference.
The response from the runeswasimmediate. They throbbed and pulsed, the glow shifting from runeto
rune and from row to row, skipping here and there asif athing aive. Patterns formed and were replaced
amogt quicker than the eye could follow, akae doscope of brilliant images.

The dragon lifted its head, fascinated.

Pen changed from humming to stringing together words, not Singing any specific song, just phrasesthat
seemed to go together, seeking ways to make the runes do other things. But the runes just kept shifting
about asthey chose with little regard to anything he did. They seemed to respond only to sound and not
to specific words or meanings. Frustrated, unable to see how this was hel ping anything, he tightened his
resolve, burrowed down insde himsdf, and gave a harder push to what he was doing.

Get away from me,he sang in adozen different ways.Go far, jar away from me.

Suddenly, there was a different response from the staff. Imprints of the runesliteraly jumped off the
wood and into the air, glowing imagesthat hung likefireflies againg the sullen morning light. Still throbbing
and pulsing, still shifting about in intricate patterns that kept the dragon mesmerized, the runeimages
danced about and then flew off into the morning migt. Line after line of glowing symbols broke free of the
darkwand and winged away like birdstaking flight.

The dragon sniffed at them asthey passed, and then licked out at them with itslong, mottled tongue, but
it could not capture them. Frustrated, it heaved its bulk off the ground and rose on its hind legs, maw
splitting wide, scaly lips drawing back to reveal blackened teeth. Hissing and spitting, it snapped wildly at



the images as they flitted past. Pen shrank back against the rock of his shelter in terror, but managed to
keep singing. Thedragon ripped at theimages with itsfordegs, and then findly, screaming with frustration
asthey continued to eudeit, it spread great leathery wings and took flight, chasing after them.

It happened so fast that Pen barely had time to register his sudden change of fortune before the dragon
was gone, adark speck in the distance, pursuing the still-glowing images. Seconds | ater, it disappeared
completely.

Pen kept singing anyway, sending more flights of glowing runesin the same direction, worried that the
dragon would decide to come back. When hefindly thought it safe, he went silent. The images faded and
the runes on the staff ceased their excited dance and resumed a soft, gentle pulsing against the dark
surface of thewood. All about, silence hung deep and pervasive on the hazy morning air.

Pen exhaled sharply. What in the world had happened?

Thetruth was, he didn’t know. Obvioudy he had tapped into the magic of the wishsong, successfully
summoning it from whereit lay dormant within him. Probably hislink with the darkwand enabled him to
do o, to bring the magic to life and to make use of it to save himsdf. But he had no ideawhat sort of
magic he had conjured. He didn’t know how to contral it, he didn’t really even understand how to useit.
All he had managed to do was to make the darkwand’ s runes respond to him in away that had lured the
dragon away and given him achance to be free. Beyond that, he hadn’t learned athing.

But that was good enough.

Wrapping his cloak close about him once more and gripping the darkwand firmly in one hand, he
stepped out of his shelter and looked about. There was no sign of the dragon or anything else. The day
was sullen and dark, and the air smelled of damp and rot. He needed to get out of that place, he needed
to find Grianne Ohmsford and go home again.

Turning histhoughtsto his aunt and mindful of how he had begun his search two days before, he held up
the staff, pointed it south again, and watched the runes brighten.

Then, with alast cautious ook skyward, he set out.

Hewalked dl the rest of that day through country so blesk and so heavy with the promise of evil that he
found himself congtantly looking over his shoulder for what he imagined might befollowing. He took the
trail leading up into the mountains, the passage he had chosen before the dragon trapped him, climbing
steadily into the rocks through the morning, and then descending on the other sidein the afternoon. The
day stayed dreary, the mountain air of no better quality than what he had found below. The haziness of
the landscape was deep and pervasive. Not much grew anywhere he passed through. Mostly, theterrain
was marked by different striations of earth and rock, a blending of washed-out grays and blacks and
browns.

It rained alittle at midday. He cupped his hands to catch the precious liquid and licked the dampness
from his pams. Other than that, he found only stagnant ponds and sediment-fouled trickles coming out of
the rocks. Higher up, he encountered trees that bore avivid crimson fruit, but he knew that bright colors
inliving things frequently indicated danger, and he passed the fruit by. He found aflock of crowlike birds
eating berries from abush, and though the berries looked unpleasant, he tried one anyway and found it
edible. With an eye toward the crow-birds, which were squawking a him angrily, he ate the rest.



Weary from hisorded of the past few days, drained of energy in away he had not expected, he rested
at the crest of the passfor atime before starting down. Some of that had to do with the stress and fear
that his encounter with the dragon had created, but some had to do with his not eating or deeping well.
Theland had adraining effect on him, its blasted, empty terrain unbearably depressng. How anything
could livein that world escaped him. He guessed that what lived there was amatch for the land. Certainly
the dragon was. He found himself hoping that the dragon was the most dangerous creature he would
come across, but what were the chances of that?

After hisrest, he descended the far Sde of the mountains, following the long, winding thread of the pass
toward avast misted plain that Stretched away asfar asthe eye could see. The plain looked devoid of
life, but he knew better than to expect that it was. Mist clung to its surface, twisting and writhing through
deep ravines and skirting broad plateaus that lifted out of the flats like beastsrising from deep. Skeleta
treesjutted from the plains like bones, and here and there black pools of water shimmered dickly.

He looked out acrossthe plainsin despair. Crossing those flats was not something he wanted to do.
But what choice did he have?

He had no idea how far he would have to travel to reach hisaunt or what he would find when he did.
She had been there along time by then, anything could have happened to her. He took it on faith that she
was gtill dive. Hedid not think the runeswould direct him to her lifeless body. But she could be hurt or
damaged mentdly or emotionadly. She could have been made a captive or forced to endure any number
of other unpleasant things. If she required physical assistance to get back to the doorway of the
Forbidding, how was he going to manage that? If she required medica help, what could he do to heal
her? The more he thought about it, the more daunting the prospects seemed. Too much time had passed
for everything to be unchanged in her life. Something would be wrong with her, something would have

happened.

He was not looking forward to finding out what that was.

He trudged on, reached the bottom of the pass, and struck out across the plains toward the heavily
misted horizon. The darkwand was taking him south and east, turning him dightly from his previous path.
Theway forward was swathed in encroaching darknessthat lifted out of the east like a shroud ready to
belaid over acorpse. Theland felt and looked like that corpse, and Pen supposed that it would be
appropriate to lay ashroud over it. He did not care to be out and about when that happened, however,
and he began to look for somewhere to spend the night. The clumps of rocks he had relied upon for
protection and shelter the past few nights were missing here. All that was available were promontories,
deep ravines, and stands of stunted trees. He chose the latter, thinking that if he could find asuitable
clump inwhich to nest, he could conced himsdlf from whatever might come hunting by night.

For what must have been the hundredth time, he wished he knew more about the land and its
inhabitants, knowledge that might help keep him safe. But there was nothing he could do about his
ignorance, he wasthere, and the only person likely to give him any sort of useful information wasthe
person he was searching for.

Thelight darkened from misty gray to deep twilight. A fog settled in, athickening of the mist that dowly
shortened vighility to adozen yards. Pen had been making hisway toward a particularly thick stand of
broad-limbed trees with branches so thoroughly intertwined it was difficult to tell where one tree stopped
and another began. The canopy of limbs provided a shdter that might hide him while he sought to gaina
little deep. He questioned whether he could deep at al given his uneasiness after the dragon experience,



but he knew he had to try.

He entered the woods just as darkness was closing down, found a stand of wintry, gray-barked
hardwoods that were virtually bereft of leaves, and settled down in apatch of heavy, coarse grass nestled
between apair of ancient trunks. Wrapped in his cloak, he put his back against one of the trunks and
watched the onset of night stedl away thelast of thelight.

When everything turned black, he listened to the ensuing hush. When the hush gave way to night sounds,
he sat listening to those. When the sounds grew closer, amix of clicks and huffs and low growls, he
pressed harder againgt the tree trunk and brought the darkwand around in front of him for whatever
protection it might offer.

And then the sounds evened out and smoothed over, surrounding him but not coming so close that he
felt the need to move, and his eyes began to grow heavy, his breathing to deepen and dow, and findly,
he dept.

When he awoke, dawn had broken in awash of familiar hazy gray light, and the surface of the
surrounding land was covered in layers of vapor that ebbed and flowed across the contours of the terrain
like an ocean’ swaves across arocky shore. He stared out into the dl-but-invisible distance, to horizons
that ended much nearer than they had the day before and revealed nothing of what they conceded, and
he was immediately depressed.

Hewas hungry, aswell, but there was nothing to eat or drink, or at least nothing on which he wished to
take achance. So heturned his efforts to stretching cramped limbs and aching muscles, to finding fresh
ways to make the blood flow sufficiently that he could get to hisfeet and go on. He could bardly tolerate
the thought of it, his search beginning to take on the fed of an endless odyssey, one that might not have
an attainable destination, but would smply lead him on until he was|ost beyond recovery in atrackless
wilderness.

He thought he might try to use hismagic, to employ it to make contact with some of the vegetation or
smaller creatures and see what he could learn. It was al well and good to give himself over to the
directiond dictates of the darkwand, but it would be better if he could fed that he had some small control
over hisown destiny. Just being able to know alittle something more of the world through which he
passed might help. He didn't yet have much confidencein his ability to get out of tight spots, and knowing
that his magic could do more than make the darkwand’ s runes dance about would go along ways
toward changing that.

Herosefindly and looked about, peering through the gloom, trying not to bresthe in the fetid smells of
the deadwood and dank earth. The sky was lower today, more heavily clouded, asif rain threatened,
and the mix of clouds and mist gave the sense of a sky and earth become joined. The way forward
seemed immeasurable, athick wall of gray that lacked any sense of up or down or sideways. He peered
into it with trepidation and repulsion, then reluctantly set out.

Hewalked for atime, but could not seem to get clear of the woods. He was certain they did not stretch
far and that he had set out in theright direction. But trees continued to materidize through thewall of the
mig, their tangled limbslinked weblike overhead.

Findly he stopped, directed histhoughts toward his aunt, and held out the steff.



Nothing.

At firgt, he couldn’t believeit. Then he panicked. Had the magic of the darkwand ceased to respond to
him? He shook hishead. No, that couldn’t be. He turned to hisleft and tried again. Still nothing. He
whedled back in the direction from which he had come and tried athird time. Thistime, the runes flashed

brightly in response.
He had gotten turned completely around.

Stll alittle afrad and not wishing to chance getting lost again, he kept the staff raised and his thoughts
fixed and began to retrace his steps. He moved ahead carefully, watching where he placed hisfeet, taking
note of thelocation of the trees, trying to form some sense of direction, even asherelied on the
darkwand’ s magic to keep him from wandering astray.

When he stepped from the woods finally, clear at last, he found himself in a stretch of heavy grassesand
rotting logs interspersed with stagnant, scum-laced ponds. The smell wasterrible. He wrinkled his nose
and glanced about gpprehensively, took a quick reading from the staff, and moved ahead.

He had gone only a short distance when he saw the bones. Gray and bare and broken, they lay
scattered on apatch of bare earth. He stopped at once and stared at them. He did not know what kind
of bonesthey were, but there were enough of them that he could tell that they came from more than one
cresture. From the number and their condition, he guessed they had been there for along time.

Hewasin the middle of afeeding ground.

He looked about once more, suddenly aware of how quiet it was.A good idea to move away from this
place, hethought.

Sliding left through the grasses, away from the bones, he walked as silently as he could toward another
sparse copse of dead trees, trying to breathe evenly, to keep his head clear and his thoughts collected.
Don'’tpanic, hetold himsdf.Whateverfeeds here isn’t necessarily about.

A high-pitched shriek stopped himin histracks. A second responded to thefirst, and athird. They came
from dl sdes, piercing and raw. A huge shape descended from the gloom, wings outstretched as it
ettled onto the log not twenty feet ahead of him. It was avulturdlike bird, its body asbig ashisown, its
wingspan a least adozen feet. He watched it land, wings folding againgt its back, its narrow head
lowering.

When the head lifted a moment later, he saw that the bird had the face of awoman. But not any kind of
woman he had ever seen. Thiswoman had sharp, bony features, its mouth jutting and pinched in the
manner of abeak and its eyes hard and birdlike. Its body and wings were covered with dark feathers,
and itsfeet ended in huge, hooked talons that seemed too big for the rest of it.

Hunched so far over that it looked deformed, it sat on the log and watched him intently but made no
move toward him. He held his ground a moment, then started to back away. But another shriek rose, and
asecond bird-woman swooped down right behind him, blocking hisway. Then two more appeared, and
two more after that, materidizing out of the haze, wings flapping as they landed dl about him, some on
the ground, some on the limbs of trees. A dozen, at least, he saw, al watching him, gazes hard and fixed.

Harpies.



He swallowed hard. He knew what Harpies were, he had read stories of them in hisfather’ s histories of
the Four Lands. Vicious and unpredictable creatures, Harpies had been exiled to the Forbidding dong
with the other dark thingsin thetime of Faerie. If memory served him correctly, Harpies were flesh eaters
that were said to have preyed on men and animalsdike.

He glanced again at the talons of the one perched on thelog in front of him and felt afresh surge of
panic. He needed to be somewhere e seright away, but he didn’t know how he could manage that,
encircled as he was. Some of them had started to edge closer, making smal cooing sounds. They
seemed pleased. They sounded eager.

“Get away!” he shouted at them, waving hisarmsthreateningly.

Instantly, the runes on the darkwand flared, brightening like bits of fire, dancing up and down the wood.
The Harpies shrieked and flapped their leathery wings, and those advancing paused. Pen shouted at them
some more and tried to move through them, but they quickly adjusted to keep him in place. He swung
the staff at them. The runes danced even more wildly. The Harpiesflinched but held their ground.

Pen felt an overwheming sense of desperation. He had to find something more effective. He
remembered the dragon then and how his use of the wishsong had sent the runes flying off into the
distance, luring it away. Perhaps that would work with the Harpies, aswell. He didn’t have much control
over how the magic worked, but it was al he could think of.

He began to sing boldly, asif he might force hisway through his attackers by the sheer force of his
voice. He sang snatches of phrases and bits and pieces of things that just came to him, hoping that
something would work. It did. Rune images spun off the staff in aglowing swirl and soared skyward,
forming bright, complex patterns againgt the dark celling of the clouds.

The Harpies watched as the images lifted into the sky but they did not follow.

Pen’ s desperation increased. He didn’t know what more he could do. He kept singing, punctuating his
increasingly frantic efforts with shouts and cries, looking for something that would drive the Harpies back.
But, having seen that his magic was confined to pretty glowing images that danced and flew and did
nothing more, the bird-women were advancing again. Their sharp eyes glittered in the dim light and their
strange mouths worked dowly up and down, opening and closing hungrily.

Pen gripped the darkwand tightly in both hands and prepared to useit asaclub. It was al he had left.

But just when it seemed that he was dl out of chances, adark shape appeared on the horizon, winging
toward him, quickly growing larger and taking form. The dragon! It was tracking the rune images once
more, following them to their source. How it had seen them from so far away, Pen couldn’t know. But it
was flying right for where the greatest number circled and danced against the clouds overhead.

Their bright, hard eyesfixed on Pen, the Harpies didn’t see the dragon at first. Then the dragon
screamed—there was no other word for it—and they swung about swiftly, necks craned, afresh urgency
intheir posture. A few took flight immediatdly, but the rest hesitated, unwilling to abandon their prey.

Plummeting out of the sky with such swiftnessthat Pen, who had thought he might try to make arun for
it, had no chance to do anything but stand and watch, the dragon dropped on them like a stone. It
snatched up the Harpies the way abig cat might smal birds, tearing them apart and casting them asde as
fast asit could reach them. A few flew at the dragon with their wicked talons outstretched, but the beast
amply crushed them in its huge jaws and flung them to the ground. The Harpies screamed and hissed and



flapped their wings franticaly, unable to escape.

One by one, the dragon killed them until only two were l€eft, crawling about the blood-soaked earth and
whimpering in despair. The dragon played with them, nudging them thisway and that. Pen watched for as
long asit took him to redlize that he might be next, then dowly backed away. Rune images till danced
and soared overhead, and fresh images |egpt from the darkwand to whirl about the dragon likefireflies. If
the dragon saw them, it gave no indication. For the moment, its attention was fixed on its new toys.

Pen reached the edge of the woods without the dragon taking notice and dipped into the trees. After he
waswell into them, he put the darkwand beneath his cloak, closed down his thoughts of hisaunt, and
waited for the runesto go dark.

Soaked in his own sweet, he pushed on, bardly able to make himsalf move. He had thought the dragon
safely gone. But it couldn’t have been far away if it had seen the runeimages. That should have made him
happy, sinceit had saved hislife, but it only made him further aware of how vulnerable he was. He might
be saved for the moment, but he would remain in peril until he was out of the Forbidding and back in the
Four Lands. Until then, hislife span probably didn’t measure the length of hisarm. He had to find his
aunt, and he had to find her quickly or hisluck would be used up.

He kept walking, refusing to look back, heading in the generd direction he knew he had to go. He kept
the darkwand lowered and inactive, afraid to do anything that would bring the runesto life.

Hewas haf amile away before he could no longer hear the crunching of bones.

Twenty-Two

No matter how often she scowled at him, he just wouldn't stop talking about it. “ Such power, Straken
Queen! Such incredible power! No one can match you—no onewho isor ever was! | sensed you were
gpecid, | did, Grianne of the treesl When | first saw you from my hiding place and knew you for who
you were, | knew, too,what you were! It wasin your eyes and theway you carried yoursdlf. It wasin
your voice when you first spoke to me. Y ou awoke in aprison, sent by your enemies to be destroyed,
and gtill you showed no fear! That is evidence of red power!”

Shelet him go on mostly because she didn’t know how to shut him up. Weka Dart was a bundle of
pent-up energy, bouncing off the cavern walls and skittering across the uneven floor, darting thisway and
that, rushing ahead and then whedling back, awild thing in search of an outlet. She didn’t think he could
help himsdlf, that was just the way he was, a cresture of ungovernable whims and uncontrollable urges.
He had been like that on the journey to the Forbidding’ s version of the Hadeshorn, so his hyperactivity
was not asurprise.

In any case, she wastoo tired to do much more than put one foot in front of the other and press on.
“How much farther?” she asked at one point.

“Not far, not far,” he said, clashing back to take her hand, which she yanked away irritably. “The tunnels
open onto the Pashanon just ahead, and then we will be back outside in the fresh air and light!”

It was dl relative, she supposed, picturing the world that waited with its greasy air and itsdingy skies.



She would not know true fresh air and light again ever if she did not get back into her own world. She
found hersdlf thinking again of the boy who was coming to find her, the savation she had been promised
by the Warlock Lord. He seemed such an impossibility that she could not make hersalf accept that he
wasreal. But if he wasn't, she was trapped there forever. So she kept dive afaint hope that somehow he
would appear, whether that appearance was reflected accurately in the words of the promise or in some
less easily discernible way. She just knew it had better happen soon because she was beginning to fail.

Shetook amoment to measure the truth of that statement and found it accurate. It was happening in
subtle ways—ways she did not think she could reverse while trapped within the Forbidding. Her physical
strength was eroded, the result of poor food and drink, alack of deep, and the debilitating struggles she
had waged with Tadl Riverine. But her emotiona and psychological strengths had been drained, aswell,
and thosein amore direct and damaging way. She had been forced to use the magic severd times, and
each time she had felt something change insde her. It was bad enough that she wasforced to useit at
al—worse 4iill that shewasforced to useit in such horrifying ways. Assmilating with the Furies had torn
gpart her psyche. Resisting the power of the conjure collar had al but broken her spirit.

But her confrontation with the Graumth had reduced her to anew level of despair, one so fraught with
bad fedingsthat she wasliterdly afraid of caling up the magic again. It was the way the wishsong had
responded. She should have been thankful she gtill had command of it after all she had been through. She
should have welcomed its gppearance. But the strength of its response had terrified her. It had been not
only greater than she had expected, but aso virtualy uncontrollable. It hadn’t just surfaced on being
summoned, ready to do her bidding. It had exploded out of her, so wild and destructive that she couldn’t
hold it back. She had lived with the wishsong for more than thirty years, and she had known before
coming into the Forbidding what to expect from it. But that was changed. The magic had taken on anew
fed, becoming something she didn’t recognize. It was a strange creature living inside her, threatening her
inwaysthat made her afraid for thefirst timein years.

What she feared most wasthat it had evolved because of where she was and that the unforeseen
evolution was changing her into something that belonged more to the Forbidding than to her world.

Y et what could she do to stop it?

Weka Dart had probably done as much for her as he could. Debilitated or not, she was the one with the
magic. If they were backed into a corner, she was the one who could keep them dive. She would have
to put aside her concerns about using the magic. The hunt for them would continue, and it would not end
until she was free of the Forbidding or she was dead.

They continued working cautioudly through the tunnels below Kraal Reach, and it wasn't long until there
was a brightening of the darkness ahead of them. Within minutes, they had reached afissurein the
mountain rock, one that opened into the clouded mistiness of the Pashanon.

They stood in silence for amoment, staring out onto a broad wetlands pocked by dozens of stagnant
pools and vast stands of heavy grasses and thick scrub. The waters of the ponds nearest were covered in
greenish dime and smelled of decay. Insects buzzed and chirped from every quarter, swarms of gnats
and flies hovered above the surface of the ponds, and snakes did soundlesdy through the shadows.

The wetlands spread away for milesin dl directions.

Grianne shook her head in dismay. “How do we get through this?’

WekaDart |ooked over &t her, eyes bright and teeth showing. “Follow me, Grianne of the wondrous



magic, and | will show you.”

Without pausing, he started out through the swvamp. She followed with no small amount of misgiving, not
certain she should trust hisjudgment, yet unwilling to be left behind. But the Ulk Bog seemed to know
what he was doing. Even though the hazy light was pae and deceptive, he chose ther path without
hesitating. Now and then he would change course in midstride, turning another way. More than once he
reversed himsdf entirely, muttering about obstacles that hadn’t been there before, that didn’t belong, that
had appeared merely to vex him. When a snake crossed his path he smply reached down, snatched it
up, and tossed it aside. He didn’'t seem afraid of them. He didn’t seem to mind the clouds of insects
either. Helgpped a them with histongue, hissed at them to clear his nogtrils.

Disgusted by her surroundings, Grianne settled for putting her arm and the deeve of her tunic across her
mouth and nose and lowering her head asfar as she could without losing sight of the Ulk Bog. The odor
of death permesated the air; she could fed the decay worming itsway into her breathing passages. She
used alittle of the wishsong’smagic to keep it dl at bay—not enough to give them away to anyone
following, but enough to give her amessure of distance from the foulness. She cast quick glancesal
about as they went, searching for movement that might sgna a pursuit. But nothing of that sort showed
itsalf, and she began to wonder if perhaps chase had not yet been given. It seemed unlikely that the dead
Goblins hadn’t been discovered in achanging of the guard, but it was possible. It was possible, aswell,
that even if they had been discovered, the search for her was still being conducted inside the walls of
Krad Reach and hadn’t yet extended to the Pashanon.

Of course, when it did, she would be tracked down pretty fast if shewas till out in the open.

“Isthere somewhere we can go to hide?’ she asked Weka Dart at one point, hurrying to catch up with
him as he dipped ed-like through the swamp.

He gave her anirritated glance, fera features screwed up with concentration, breathing quick and heavy.
“A placeto hide? Why would we hide, Straken Queen? If we are going to your world, we should go
there a once.”

Shetook a quick breath. She had forgotten that she had not told him of the boy, of the need for the boy
to find her before she could go anywhere. “We might not be able to do that,” she said.

Hewhedled on her, hisface contorted with fury. “What do you mean,We might not be able to do
that? What are you saying, Grianne of the broken promises?’

Shewould not tolerate hisinsolence or his rebdliousness, not then and not with what was at stake. She
snatched histunic front and yanked him close.

“Don’t question me, little Ulk Bog!” she hissed. “1 didn’t make you a promise about how thiswould
happen. Or even that it would happen. | told you there was achance | couldn’t do anything to help either
of ud”

He hissed back at her, then dropped his head and sulked. “I didn’t mean anything by it. Y ou just upset
me. Y ou frightened me. 1 thought you had aplan.”

Sherdeased him. “1 do, but it relies on help from my own world. Someoneis coming to find me,
someone who can get through the Forbidding without help from Tael Riverine. We haveto wait until he
appears. | don’t know when that will be. But if it doesn’t happen before we reach the Dragon Line, then
we might have to hidefor awhile. Do you understand?’



He nodded sullenly. “I understand.”
“Then think about where we might go to do that and stop being so suspicious!”

Shekicked at him, and he started off again, skittering away through the grasses. There was no point in
telling him everything. Certainly not that she was waiting for amysterious boy, for something of which she
could barely conceive, for amiracle. She hated having told him she would try to get him out of the
Forbidding. She would not have done o if there had been any other way of securing hishelp. She had
no ideaif there was away to free him. Or even if such freedom was agood idea. In fact, it probably
wasn't. But she would have said or done anything to escape Tadl Riverine and thwart his plan to make
her the bearer of his spawn. She shuddered at the thought of that, determined that she would die before
shewould let herself be taken by him again.

They dogged on through the fading daylight, nightfal tracking them west until, sweeping dowly across
theflats, it began to overtake them. They crossed out of the swamp and found dry ground beyond, a
wintry plainin which the grasseswere as dry as old bones, crackling benesth their feet as they stepped
through them. Ahead the land stretched away, bleak and empty, crisscrossed by deep ravines and dotted
by hummocks.

After atime, Weka Dart dropped back to walk beside her.

“I didn't mean what | said before.” Helooked at her with his sharp, restless eyes, and then glanced
away quickly. “I know you keep your promises. | know you haven't lied to me. If anyone haslied. . .”
He shook hishead. “I can’t help myself, you know. | have lied about everything al my life becausethat is
how Ulk Bogs are. That ishow welive. That ishow we stay dlive. Welieto keep othersfrom gaining an
advantage over us”

“I don't think lying does as much for you as you think,” shereplied. “ Do you know what they say about
lies? They say that lies have away of coming back to haunt you.”

He shrugged. “1 just want you to know that | will change when you take meto your country. | won't lie
anymore. Or, at least, | will try hard not tolie. I will be agood companion for you, Grianne of the kind
eyes. | will hep you do your work, whatever your work is. You will seethat | am awaysthereto do
your bidding. Here, | would do the bidding of a Straken to stay dive. | would do it because | would have
no choice. But it will not be like that with you. | will do your bidding because | want to. Because |

respect you.

She sighed wearily. “Y ou don’t know mewell enough to promise that, Weka Dart. | am not what you
think. I have dark secretsin my life. 1 have ahistory that is every bit asbad asthat of Tael Riverine. |
might not be like the demon now, but | was once, not solong ago.” She paused. “I might till belike him
insomeways.”

But the Ulk Bog shook hishead stubbornly. “No, you are not like him. Y ou could never belike him.”

But | waslike him,she thought, the weight of the admission infusing her with a sadness she could barely
gtand.| could be like himagain.

Ahead, the flats turned rocky and were eroded by gullies and pocked by wormholes, the grasses and
scrub disappearing entirdly, the whole of the landscape changing abruptly to something Grianne hadn’t
seen before. Weka Dart, who was walking next to her but paying little attention to the land into which



they were walking, suddenly caught sght of where they were going and drew up short, putting out his
am urgently.

“Wait, stay where you are!l” he snapped.

He scanned the rocky flats, searching for something, then hissed sharply. “ Thiswasn't here beforel” he
exclamed. “Thisisnew! They’ ve migrated from somewhere else and set up their colony here! How long,
| wonder? Very recent. Very.”

Shelooked down at him. “What are you talking about?’

He gave her one of hisfrightening grins, the onesthat showed al his needle-sharp teeth. “ Asphinx! This
flat isriddlied with them.”

“The snakes?”’
His head cocked. “ Do you know about them?’

Shedid. Asphinx had been exiled to the Forbidding with the other dark things of Faerie. Except for one
that had been sedled in a crevice by the Stone King, Uhl Belk, in the caverns of the Hall of Kingsto
guard the Black Elfstone. Walker Boh, before he became a Druid, had been bitten while searching for
the talisman, and his arm had turned to stone. The story was a part of Bek’ s histories of the Shannara
kin, astory she remembered as crucia to what happened to Walker later in histransformation into
Allanon'sher.

She glanced back at the flats. “How many are out there?’
He shrugged. “ Thousands. Want to have alook?’
“No, I don't want to have alook. Can we get around them?’

He gestured left. “Thisway. Stay off the rocks and you won't have to deal with them. But watch your
step anyway. If one bites you, you will make a nice statue for the birds to perch on.”

They waked carefully around the colony, staying on the grassy fringe and keeping well back from where
the rocks began. It took them along timeto get all the way to the other side, and by then darkness had
Settled in so thoroughly thet it was difficult to see more than adozen feet.

Weka Dart took aquick visua survey of their surroundings and nodded. “We Il camp over there, in that
stand of wincies.” He gestured toward a small grove of needled trees that |ooked like diseased pines.
“Wincies give us some protection. Snakes don’t like their scent, and flying things can’t get through the
screen of their branches without first landing, which they won't do at night. A good place for usto get
somerest.”

Grianne glanced back the way they had come, toward Kraal Reach. “Do you think they have begun to
track usyet?’

“Oh, yes” Weka Dart sounded indifferent. “The Straken Lord will have found his guards and your
discarded collar. He will have determined which way you have gone. He will have sent Hobstull and his
minionsto bring you back.” Hisdark eyesglittered in thefading light. “His magic isvery powerful,
Grianne Ohmsford. Very powerful. But not so powerful asyours.”



Shekndt in front of the Ulk Bog. “Listen to me. | know you want meto take you out of the Forbidding,
and | have promised | will try. But if Hobstull and whatever dark things he commands catch up to us, |
want you to leave meto dedl with them. | want you to find someplace to hide—and don't |et them see
you. Don't give yoursaf away.” She paused. “They don’t know about you yet, do they?’

He snorted. “Of course they know about me. Tael Riverine will have determined my presence as easily
as hewill have recognized your absence. Running and hiding will do me no good. | settled my fate by
coming to you in the dungeons of Kraa Reach, Straken Queen. That iswhy it is so important that you
take mewith you. If | remain in theworld of the Jarka Ruus, | am dead. Now, come.”

Sheignored the sinking feding in her somach and followed him to the trees he called wincies. They were
tall, spidery hardwoods with long, thin, whiplike branches that interlaced and, at some points, knotted
together. With Weka Dart leading, they dipped into their midst, ducking more than once to get through,
wending their way into the center of the grove. The Ulk Bog made aquick check of their surroundings
and determined them safe.

“Now you should deep while | keep watch,” hetold her. “We must set out early, and you will need your
strength. Go ahead. Sleep.”

Too tired to argue, she lay down obediently. She closed her eyes, thinking to do little more than nap.
Her mind was awash in doubts and fears, in worries of what they would have to do to stay aive another
day. Images of her imprisonment and of the creatures that had threatened her paraded like specters. She
felt the magic of the conjure collar even as she dept, ripping her gpart, draining her strength, and filling her
with pain.

She would never deep again, she thought, and was adeep in seconds.

Her waking thoughts followed her into her deep and became her dreams, dark and menacing. The
Straken Lord tracked her down shadowy corridors, close behind but just out of sight. He carried in one
hand the conjure collar with which hewould bind her to him, itsfastenings glittering like teeth. Other
creatures from the Forbidding appeared in front of her, creatures of dl sizes and shapes, their features
not entirdy distinct, but their intentions clear. Winged mongters clung to the ceiling overhead, with claws
that gripped likeiron, threatening to drop on top of her if she dared to dow. Sheran from al of them,
blindly and helplessy, with no destination in mind and no end in sight.

She came awake to the sound of howling wolves, and aterrified gasp escaped her lips.

“Hssstt!” Weka Dart whispered in her ear. He was crouched next to her in the darkness, a vague shape
bardly distinguishable from the night. “ Demonwolves! They' vefound ug”

Shetried to scrambleto her feet, but he forced her down again, hissing, “No, no, don’'t move! Stay ill!
They don’t know exactly where we are and we don't want to tell them. Let them cometo ug!”

She panicked. “But they’ Il—"
“They’ll go theway | want them to go, Straken Queen. They’ll go the way of dead thingd”

Sheforced hersdf to remain calm whiletrying to sort through what he was talking about. He didn’'t seem



panicked. He didn’t even seem particularly worried. He stared past her east, toward Kraal Reach and
the sound of the howling asit drew steadily louder, drawing nearer.

She redlized suddenly that she was cold. She glanced down and saw that she was missing her cloak.

Weka Dart glanced over quickly. “They have your scent well and good. But they won't have you,
Grianne of the wincie woods!”

The howlswere very close, coming fast, and there were other sounds aswell, shouts and cries of other
creatures as they urged the demonwolves on. The pursuit was heated, a sense of expectancy
reverberating in the wildness of its sounds.

Then suddenly, with aswiftness that turned her ssomach to ice, everything changed. The howlsturned to
screams and growlsfilled with rage. The shouts and cries turned to shrieksfilled with terror. The pitch
rose and the rawness sharpened, and the night was alive with a cacophony that transcended anything
Grianne Ohmsford had ever heard. Her pursuerswere under attack themsalves and fighting for their lives.

At her Sde, Weka Dart laughed doud. “ They’ ve found what they were searching for, but not what they
expected, Straken Queen! Listen to them! Too bad they weren't paying better attention to what they
were doing! | think maybe they’ ve encountered something with teeth sharper than their own!”

She stared at him, and then she remembered. The Asphinx!

Her pursuers had stumbled right into the center of the colony, and the snakes were striking at them. She
listened anew to the sounds of the struggle, and the sounds told her everything. “Y ou put my cloak out
there in the middle of the snakes!” she exclaimed. “Y ou knew!”

Hisgrin wasfrightening. “1 suspected. They came more quickly than | had thought they would. Y our
cloak was alureto draw them away from us. The night isdark and visibility poor. Too bad for them.”

The sounds were dying out, the growls and screams and shrieks turned to whimpers and moans, to
gaspsthat carried even to where she crouched in the trees next to the Uk Bog. She tried not to listen,
but could not help hersdlf. It was destruction of a sort with which she was familiar and from which she
could not turn away.

Then everything went gtill, save for asingle lengthy, ragged sob. And then even that was gone.

WekaDart bent close. “Is't the sllence beautiful 7’ he whispered.

When it was light enough to do 0, the dawn afaint tinge of pae gray brightness set low against the
horizon to the east, they walked back to where the Asphinx colony waited. What Grianne Ohmsford saw
left her stunned. Statuesfilled the flats, sculpted creatures posed in desperate positions of battle and
flight. There were demonwolves and Goblins, dozens of each, their bodies and necks twisted, their limbs
lifted and crooked, and their mouths open in soundless cries.

Intheir midst stood Hobstull, hislean body rigid, his narrow face taut, hands closed into fistsin
recognition of what was happening to him.

All had been turned to stone. Not a one had escaped.



“It happens so quickly when you are bitten repeatedly,” Weka Dart ventured. “No waiting around for
theinevitable. No false hope that you might somehow find acure. Y ou haven't got more than aminute
beforeit’ s over. Better that way.”

Hewalked to the edge of thefield, picked up one end of athin line, and reded in Grianne' s cloak, which
had been tossed into the center of the killing field. Shaking it out carefully to make certain no snakes had
hidden in itsfolds, he detached the line and handed the cloak back to her. “ There, good as ever.”

Shetook the cloak and stared a him, seeing himin an entirely new light, one that gave her pause.

“| prefer Hobstull asastatue,” he declared, his smile wicked and chalenging. “Don’t you?’ He dusted
off his hands and looked east. “ Time to be on our way. Thelight isgood enough for travel. If othersare
coming, we don't want to be here to greet them.”

He walked away, and Grianne followed. As she did so, she glanced back afinal time, reminded
suddenly of her past. The Ilse Witch had used snakes to dispose of her enemies. That had been along
time ago, and shewas no longer that person. Or didn’t want to be. But she had felt herself reverting in
her battleswith the Straken Lord and the Furies. She had felt the magic turning her dark and hard again.
It wasn't so difficult to imagine that, whether she wished it or not, she might be changing into something
she had thought safely |eft behind.

She mulled the possibility as they walked, wondering what she could do to prevent it. It waslike trying
to hold water in your fingers, you could capture the wetness, but the water itself dipped away. She was
that water, and she was running swiftly through the cracksin her determination.

They walked severd miles, far enough that she could no longer see the statues and the flats, far enough
that she had begun to turn her thoughts again to their destination. She could dready see the dark rise of
the Dragon Line ahead of them.

Then Weka Dart dowed. “ Someoneis coming,” he said.

She peered into the distance. At firgt, she didn’t see anything. The haze and the gloom obscured
everything, blending the features of the landscape together. But finadly she saw movement. A solitary
figure was coming toward them, cloaked and spectra againgt the still-dark horizon. She tried to make out
itsfeatures and failed. She could tell only onething about it.

It was carrying astaff that glowed likefire.

Twenty-Three

Surrounded by the dark, menacing forms of his black-clad guards, Sen Dunsidan stalked onto the
airfield and crossed to where theZolomach was anchored at the center of the cordoned-off flats south.
Chains ringed the big airship, and dozens of Federation soldiers stood at watch. He had no reason to
believe that the Free-born would even know of her yet, let alone think to mount an attack, but since the
loss of theDechtera and other recent events he wasn't taking any chances.

He stopped when till some distance off to admire the warship. TheZolomach was deek and smooth,



strong enough to withstand an attack by multiple enemy craft if she choseto fight and fast enough to
outrun them if she chose not to. She was an improvement over theDechtera, not so cumbersome and
unresponsive, better suited to making the maneuvers necessary to bring her wegponsinto line, more able
to adjust to the unexpected. She had not yet been put into service on the Prekkendorran though she had
been tested and was ready to fly north.

Which shewould do, he promised himsdlf, as soon as Etan Orek confirmed that the casing for thefire
launcher was compl ete and the weapon reedy to beinstalled on theZolomach’ s foredeck. All that would
happen by “sunrise tomorrow,” the little engineer had promised him, and Sen Dunsidan intended to take
him at hisword. He moved ahead again, reaching the airship and climbing aboard to view the swive base
on which thefire launcher would be mounted. It was asmple meta platform that rotated on abed of
gears and bearings activated by apair of release levers, the whole of the assembly able to swivel
forty-five degreesto either sde from dead forward. Its mobility was an improvement over the mechanism
employed on theDechtera, aswell. There would be no mishaps when he sent her out. TheZolomach
would finishthe job theDechtera had started.

“PrimeMiniger.”

He turned to find the Captain of the airship saluting him, eager to make hisreport. “ Captain. Isshe
ready?’

“Yes, my lord. She awaits only the emplacement of the wegpon, and sheison her way.”

“Y ou' ve shielded the rudders and underside controls so that we won’'t have arepesat of theDechterds

collapse?’
The Captain nodded. “1t will take agood deal more than arail ding to damage her steering thistime.”
Sen Dunsidan didn’t missabeat. “What would it take, exactly?’

The Captain hesitated. “ Another airship would have to ram her from below. That would be very
difficult.”

The Prime Minister looked away a moment, consdering. There was no preventing every possbility, of
course. Still, the Captain’ swords made him unessy. “ Stores and weapons are al accounted for?’

“Loaded and tied down. We are ready, Prime Minigter.”

Sen Dunsidan looked back a him. “I want you to post men at the rails during battle to watch for the
possibility of an underside attack on the steering. | want you to devise amethod of derting the pilot box
of the danger of such an attack so that evasive action can be taken in time to prevent any damage. Use
the remainder of the day to train ateam of men to do that. Take theZolomach aoft and practice.” He
paused. “ There are to be no mistakes, Captain. Isthat understood?’

A shade paler than before, seeing in Sen Dunsdan’ s eyes hisfate should he fail to comply, the other man
nodded wordlesdly.

“Good. I will get back to you with departure ordersthis evening.” He waved the other off. “ Get on with
it”

His guard following close on his heds, he climbed back down the ladder, walked to theZolomach's



gtern to check the shielding, found it satisfactory, and strolled back out onto the airfield. Turning, he
watched the arship’ s Captain summon his crew to quarters, his Lieutenants shouting out ingtructions, his
men rushing to man their positionsfor lifting off. Within moments, the anchor ropes were released and the
big warship was sailing off into the afternoon sky.

Thistime he thought as he watched her fly into the depthless blue void, 1’1l use the fire launcher on the
Free-born until | can’t see anything moving.

His determination to crush the Free-born was fueled by an unpleasant turn of events. Fird, those ragtag
Elves had crushed his pursuit force in the hills north of the Prekkendorran. Then there had been the
midnight raid that resulted in the destruction of theDechtera and her weapon. Less than two days ago, a
counterstrike by Free-born forces under the command of Vaden Wick had smashed his siege linesand
driven his Federation soldiers dl the way back to their origina defenses, putting them right where they
had been weeks earlier before the successes against Kellen Elessedil and the Elves. Except that now,
after collapsing the right flank of the Federation army during the counterattack, Wick had gained a
foothold in the hills east, threstening an assault that would roll up the entire Federation line and drive the
army back into the middle Southland.

That last reversal had determined for him his present course of action. Whatever else happened, hedid
not intend to suffer adefeat of the sort that would result if his defensive line collgpsed and was overrun.
The members of the Coalition Council were afraid of him, but only so long as he did not show himself to
be vulnerable. If he demongirated any noticesble weskness, they would move quickly to diminate him. A
defeat on the Prekkendorran would give them all the encouragement they needed. No one would support
him if the army was thrown back, not after dl his promises of imminent victory.

So, in spite of IridiaEleri’ sindgstence on attacking the Elves and Arborlon, he had decided to use thefire
launcher on the Free-born linesfirst, breaking down their defenses and driving them off the
Prekkendorran for good. There would be plenty of time after that to test India’ s theories about the
eroson of Elven morae.

Suddenly uneasy, he glanced around. Even the thought of India s name made him nervous. In spite of the
presence of hisguards, he found himsalf looking over his shoulder constantly. He had never been
comfortable with her, but after their confrontation three nights earlier, he was much less so. It was
something about her eyes or her voice, something in the way she held hersdf whenever she saw him.
Whatever it was, it left him wondering how wise it was to continue to keep her around. He might be
better off to get rid of her and go back to the way things were before. He didn’t trust Shadea, but at least
with her, what you saw was what you got. With Iridia, he wasn't sure.

He started back acrossthe airfield toward his carriage. Iridia had traveled back with him to Arishaig, but
he had not seen much of her since. He should have been grateful . Instead he found himsalf wondering
where she was.

Perhaps he should find ouit.

He reached his carriage and climbed inside, haf expecting to find her waiting. But the carriage was
empty. He sat motionless, thinking about what he should do next. He was impatient for the departure
north, back to the Prekkendorran. He was anxious to watch the destruction of the Free-born, to know
that hiswesgpon would put an end to them once and for al. He would not feel comfortable until then, no
matter how hardhe tried to reassure himsdlf that matters were progressing aswell as could be expected.

He glanced out the carriage window. He was aware of the driver Sitting atop his sest, waiting for



indructions. Let him wait. He began thinking about Iridiaagain. If hisinginctsweretdling him the
truth—and they usudly were—he should get rid of her as soon as he could find away to do so without

placing himsdlf in danger.
But what would be the best way?

Then, dl a once, he knew. He would give her back to Shadea. He would drug her, bind her, and
transport her back to Paranor. Shadea would know what to do with her and would welcome the
opportunity. There was no longer any question of alowing Iridiaback into the Druid order. Therewas no
chance that Shadea would attempit to repair their shattered friendship. Shadeawould diminate Iridiain
the blink of an eye, and that would be that.

Satisfied with his plan, he sgnaed for the driver to take him over to the engineering buildings and Etan
Orek.

He rode douched down in his seat, pondering his plan. He would have to be very careful how he carried
it out. Iridiawas no fool. She could smell atrap in the way most Druids could, her magic gave her asixth
sense about treachery. She dready knew he didn’t trust her, he would have to find away to seduce her
into thinking that he did. Perhapsif he agreed to her plan to fly theZolomach to Arborlon, shewould let
down her guard. It couldn’t hurt to try, to tell her he had decided to do as she advised. He could even
pretend he was taking her there, propose atoast after they were on board the airship and let the drug do
the rest. She wouldn’t know what was happening until it wastoo late. Then he could fly her to Paranor
and leave her in the hands of the Druids, and he would never have to worry about her again.

Camed, reassured that his plan would work, he relaxed for the rest of the ride and looked out at the
buildings of the city, their walls golden with the degpening of the gpproaching sunset.

When the carriage reached the engineering compound, he climbed down, his guards clustered about him,
and waited for Etan Orek to respond to his summons. He did not have to wait long. Thelittle engineer
gppeared within moments and hurried forward to meet his benefactor, eyes bright with excitement, hands
clasped, head lowering deferentialy as he scurried up.

“My lord,” he said as he bowed so low that Sen Dunsidan thought he might topple over.

“Good day to you, Engineer Orek,” hereplied. He held himsdlf straight, using his size and the strength of
his voice to dominate the other. “How do matters progress with the weapon?’

Thedeferentid gaze lifted margindly. “It isfinished, Prime Minigter! The casing was completed last night,
and thismorning | installed the weapon’ s components. Everything isin order. | tested it and it worked
perfectly.”

Sen Dunsdan felt asurge of satisfaction. Things were coming together nicdly. “Therange and power of
thiswegpon are smilar to those of the other?’

“Oh, much better! The faceting and dignment of the crystals have enhanced the gathering and expulsion
of thefire. Where the first wegpon would have burned a hole through metal or wood or set sails fire, the
second actualy incineratesthem. 1t will bring down an airship or explode adefensve wal with virtudly
no effort at al.”

Sen Dunsidan was nodding with gpproval. “Once again, Engineer, well done. Have we othersin the

meking?



Thelittle man beamed. “We do. Two more, infact. | need timeto finish them, but they will be ready
within afew weeks. Isthat soon enough?’

Nothing sooner than tomorrow was soon enough, but Sen Dunsidan knew better than to pressthe
matter. Completion of one weapon was al he needed, and he had that.

“Yes, two weeksisfine” hereplied.

“My lord,” Etan Orek said softly, moving astep closer. “Before you leavefor the arfield, | have
something new to show you.”

“Something new?’

“I have made afresh discovery.” The bright eyes darted restlesdy, looking right and left. “1 think you
need to seeit.”

Sen Dunsdan was excited dl over again. A new discovery? What could it be? He remembered when
Etan Orek had cometo him in his bedchamber with news of the discovery of thefirelauncher. He
remembered his pleasure at finding out what the launcher did. And now there was something else?

“What have you found?’" he demanded. He inclined hisleonine head dightly, keeping the conversation
just between them. “Tdl me”

But Etan Orek shook his head. “No, Prime Minigter, | need to show you.” He glanced around some
more. “Alone. Like before. Y ou don't want anyone e se to see thisright away. For now, thisinformation
should belong only to you.”

Sen Dunsidan thought about that a moment. He had gone down that road before with the little engineer.
During hisfirg vist, Orek had ingsted he come into the workroom aoneto view thefire launcher, leaving
his guards outside. He had proved he was no threat. Nothing had changed where that was concerned. It
wouldn't hurt to indulge him. He glanced at the burly, black-clad soldiers surrounding him. He would
station them right outside the door, just as he had done before, safely within call.

“Very wdl,” heagreed. “ Show me.”

With Orek leading the way, they moved over to the building in which the little engineer had been
confined for the past few weeks. Sen Dunsidan was impatient to discover what it was the other had
stumbled across. Perhaps thistime he had found away to increase airship thrust through enhanced
effectivenessin the placement of the digpson crystds. It was while working on employing combinations of
crystasthat he had made his discovery of thefire launcher. Perhaps something similar had happened
here.

He brushed back his mane of white hair and walked alittle faster.

Inside the building, they filed down abroad central corridor to the workroom assigned to Orek, the
engineer leading, Sen Dunsidan just behind, and his bodyguards following in aknot. At the door to the
room, Etan Orek turned to him expectantly.

Sen Dunsidan glanced back at his Captain of the Guard. “Wait here for me, just outsde the door. Come
if I cdl.”



Hefdt foolish asking even that. The odds of the little engineer turning treacherous were dmost
nonexistent. After al, Etan Orek’ selevation in the ranks of Sen Dunsidan’ s subordinates depended
entirdy onhim.

He went through the door, which the little man closed carefully behind them, and stood looking at the
workbenches and clutter. Everything was just as he remembered it. His gaze drifted across the scattering
of projects and scrapsto the back table and the long meta box that held the newest discovery. Without
waiting for the other man, he walked quickly to where the deek casing was stretched across apair of
workbenches. Heran his hands lovingly over the smooth metal, and then lifted the top to peek ingde at
the array of crystals and shidds. So perfect! He smiled broadly, already imagining the destruction he
would be witnessto in the days ahead.

He turned back to hisengineer. “What isit that you wanted to show me?’
Etan Orek smiled and pointed off to hisright to another workbench. “There, Prime Minister.”

Sen Dunsidan turned and looked. He didn’t see what the other was pointing a. He walked forward a
few steps and stopped, Hill not seeing.

“What isit | am supposed to belooking at?’ he asked.

Then everything went dark.

When he regained consciousness, he was stripped naked and tied down so securely to one of the
workbenchesthat he couldn’t move at al. Pain washed through his limbs and body, and histhroat burned
asif itwereonfire.

Hetried to speak and found he couldn’t.

Etan Orek agppeared next to him and bent close. “Don’t bother trying to say anything, Sen Dunsidan. |
removed your voca cords while you were unconscious.”

Sen Dunsidan stared. Etan Orek was speaking, but it wasn't the engineer’ s voice he was hearing. It was
avoice he had never heard before, araw and whispery croak that seemed dredged up from the rough
depths of arock quarry. The eyes weren't right, either. They were India s eyes. Or were they? They
reminded him of eyes he had seen somewhere else, somewhere he had al but forgotten. Eyesthat
bel onged to the I1se Witch. Or to the Morgawr.

Suddenly, he was more afraid than he had ever been in hislife. He wasterrified. It wasn't Etan Orek he
was looking at. It was someone or something else entirely. In spite of what he had been told, hetried to
scream. He opened his mouth wide and screamed with everything he could muster. But no sound came
forth—only atiny bubbling and aspray of his own blood.

“Y ou waste your energy,” his captor whispered. “ Better save what isleft. Y ou will need it.” He amiled.

“Y ou have no ideawhat has happened to you, do you? No ideaat al. Listen to me, then, for thetime
you haveleft. | am not Etan Orek, and | was not Iridia Eleri, either. | killed them both and took their
skinsto hidewhat | redly am. | am something from another place, Prime Miniger. | am what you and
your foolish Druids released from the Forbidding when you sent your Ard Rhys there to be imprisoned. It



was not your fault that you did so, how could you know what you were doing when we were so careful
not to let you discover the truth?’

He glanced over his shoulder at the door, and then bent close again. “Y our fateis your own doing,
Prime Minigter. Y ou could have avoided thisif you hadn’t been so ingstent on attacking the
Prekkendorran. Had you done as | suggested and gone to Arborlon, you would have preserved your life
for a least alittle while longer.”

Sen Dunsidan stared at the other in horror, the full impact of those words settling in. Desperate to free
himsdf, he surged upward violently againg hisbonds, but he might aswell have been wrestling against
ironchans.

“Itistimefor you to die, Sen Dunsidan. | doubt that many will missyou. | have watched how you are
received, and thereisno lovefor you. Thereisonly hatred and fear and a sense it would be better for

everyoneif you smply disgppeared.”

His captor moved to the head of the workbench, standing where Sen Dunsidan could not see what he
was doing. His mind fought to accept what was happening, to make sense of his Stuation, but all he could
think about was getting free. He jerked his head back and forth violently, hammering it up and down
againg thetable, trying to draw the attention of his guards who waited for his call from just outside the
doorway of the workroom. Why had he |eft them out there? Why had he been so confident that he was
safe?

Fool!

Hands grasped his head and held it firmly in place. The hands were scaly and clawed, and he shuddered
at their touch. A face bent close, aface like none he had ever seen.

“Hold «till,” the creature whispered. “ Breathe deeply, and it will dl go much eesier for you.”

It leaned forward dowly, gill holding Sen Dunsidan’ s head firmly in place. The clawed fingers reached
into the corners of hismouth and pried it open. Sen Dunsidan tried again to scream and again failed. The
creature’ sface was dissolving asit lowered toward his own, and he felt something bitter and sharp fill his
mouth and worm itsway down histhroat. It waslike inhaling asteaming mist thick with the taste of iron
and sulfur. He gagged, but the mist continued down histhroat and into his body, working itsway dl
through him.

When the pain started, he began to shriek soundlessly, over and over again. His body heaved and
bucked and twisted in afutile effort to gain relief. Nothing helped. The invasion continued until the pain
became unbearable.

He never knew if hisheart or his sanity gave out first, but either way, it wasthe end of him.

It waswell after sunset, the sky beginning to fill with stars, aquarter moon risng in the east and the lights
of the city of Arishaig glittering in the distance, when the Prime Minister reached the airfield.
Accompanied by his persona guard and awagon with its bed covered in acanvas, hearrived in his
carriage. The Captain of theZolomach waswaiting for him, hisairship ready and hiscrew trained as
ordered to prevent against attacks on the vessdl’ s steering. All that was needed was the order to depart.



The Prime Minister strode over wordlesdy, wrapped and hooded in a heavy travel cloak, hisface
concealed in shadow.

The Captain came to attention and saluted. “My lord.”
“Ready, Captain?’
“Yes my lord.”

“Thewegpon isin thewagon. Carry it aboard and set it in place. Make sureit is properly tightened
down and the swivel mechanism working asit should. Take as much time as you need. Our departureis
at dawn. Any questions?’

His guards were aready unloading the weapon from the wagon bed and setting it carefully on the
ground. “No questions, my lord,” the Captain replied. “We will be ready at dawn.” He paused. “Y ou will
be saling with us?’

“l will.”

“Engineer Orek?’

“Engineer Orek will not be coming back with us. He met with an accident. A fire. Hisworkroom and al
of hisprojects and plans were destroyed. A terrible loss. He was careless, and it cost him dearly. A
good lesson for us dl. Let’sremember it when we set sail tomorrow. We can't afford any mistakeson

the Prekkendorran.”

“No, Prime Minigter, of course.” The Captain didn’t like the way the other’ s eyes glinted from within the
hood. “Therewill be no mistakes.”

“I will hold you to your word,” the Moric advised from within the skin of Sen Dunsidan, and turned
avay.

Twenty-Four

She had intended to close her eyesfor only afew moments, but Khyber Elessedil knew she must have
fdlen adegp for much longer: When she woke her thinking was fuzzy and lethargic and her mouth dry.
She was dumped down againgt the railing where she had taken the reading with the Elfstones sometime
earlier, and the Stones were till clutched in her hand. She looked around, trying to get her bearings,
trying to clear her head, and dowly her memory returned.

The Ard Rhys. Penderrin.

She reached down and touched her wounded side gingerly. The bleeding had stopped, but the entire
area burned and throbbed. She tried not to think about what that meant, and instead shoved the Elfstones
back in her pocket. Then, using therailing for support, she hauled hersalf to her feet. She had no idea
how much time had passed, inside the furnace room of the Druid’ s Keep, there was no change of
daylight for night from which totell. At least no one had discovered her. Perhaps, if shewaslucky, no
one even knew she had escaped.



But timewas dipping away.

She closed her eyes and in her mind retraced the hidden passageway that |ed to the deeping chambers
of the Ard Rhys. She had to get there quickly if shewasto find away to help Pen and Grianne Ohmsford
before they attempted their return from the Forbidding.

Whether by warning them or by damaging the triagenel, she must give them a chance to escape the
Druidswaiting for them.

She looked down at herself and saw rags and dirt and blood. She saw that her hands were shaking. It
had taken dmost al her energy to get so far. She didn’t have much strength left, and there was till along
way to go. She wanted to go back to deep, but she knew that if she did, she might not wake up.

She had to get out of there. She had to keep moving.

She looked around the room. Her journey began at the door at the top of the stone stairway behind her.
Shetook a deep breath, tottered from the pit railing to the steps, and began to climb, leaning against the
wall on her left as she did so. Climbing made her fed even dizzier, and she was congtantly in danger of
losing her balance. She stopped at one point and shut her eyes, trying to muster her strength. But closing
her eyesjust made her fed worse, so she opened them quickly and forced herself to continue on.

At the door, she pulled downward on the handle, but it wouldn’t move. The door waslocked.

She paused amoment, then summoned asmal bit of her magic to force thelock. A little pressure,
carefully applied, would release it from the catch. She heard it open with asharpsnick, pulled down on
the handle again to be sure, and was through.

The passageway beyond was dark and musty and narrow. She had to go back out to retrieve apair of
torches from the hallway leading into the furnace room, oneto light the way, one to serve as a backup. It
took an enormous effort just to do that, and she began to wonder how in the world she was going to
muster enough strength to make the climb into the Keep. She wished she had some food and weater, but
there would be nothing to egt or drink insde these walls.

Shelit thefirgt of the torcheswith her magic and started ahead.

The passageway wound through a series of short, digoined segmentsthat ended at astairway. The
stairway took her upward in a series of switchbacksfor several hundred stepsto a door. The door
opened, and a second passageway continued from there. At first, there were no choices to be made
about which way to go, there were only forward and back. But when she had successfully navigated the
second passageway and climbed another set of stairsto athird passageway, things changed. That
passageway and those that followed branched out repeatedly, and the stairways she passed led both
upward and downward. She still knew where she was meant to go, but she had to stop and think about it
more than once.

When finally she reached abranch in the maze of corridors about which she was uncertain, the
temptation to use the Elfstones was dmost overpowering. She was afraid that if she didn’t and made the
wrong choice, she would become hopelesdy lost. Her feverish mind made her frightened of doing o,
eroding what little confidence remained to her, and for amoment she was sure that she was about to
make amistake. But she forced hersdlf to stay calm, gave hersalf amoment to think, and ressted the
impulseto act in haste. When she started walking again, shefdt that she was going the right way.



Soon enough, the firgt of her two torches sputtered out. If the second one gave out as well, she would
be left in blackness. By then, she was deep inside the upper reaches of Paranor, passing doorsin the
wallswhose seams were outlined by light from the other side. She had no idea what rooms these secret
doors opened into and did not care to find out. The passageways branched off in dozens of directions at
each level she passed through. It was adisquieting discovery. Paranor’ swalls, like her occupants, were
rifewith secrets.

She stopped severd timesto rest, to give her head afew momentsto clear and her fever and paintime
to diminish. Her body ached, and she was 0 tired that she haf beieved she might smply collapse at
some point.

She wished she knew more about healing magic. She had used what little she did know to cleanse her
body of infection and to restore some of her rgpidly diminishing strength. But it was hard going. Her
injurieswere eroding both her strength and her concentration. Determination and adrenaline would get
her only so far. If shedidn’t reach her destination soon, she would not reach it at all.

Time dragged on, and she continued through the darkness, the smoky light of the torch illuminating her
way. Shefdt asif she were entombed, buried in the earth benesth tons of rock. The blackness of the
passageways and stairwells never changed. Her torch was all she had for light. In her head, shewas
seeing movement and hearing noises everywhere,

| can do this,she kept telling hersdlf.

She encountered thefirst strands of Druid magic not long after the passageway narrowed so far that
there was only room for a single person to pass through. She detected them at once, the skillsthat Ahren
Elessedil had imparted warning her they werein place. But in fact the strands were just that: bitsand
pieces of webbing that had been severed and were hanging loose and forgotten, remnants of some more
elaborate magic from an earlier time. She was careful to study them only with her senses, touching them
might still serveto aert the one who had placed them. She could not yet tell who that was.

She discovered soon enough that more than one set of magic users had |eft imprintsin those wormholes.
One had visited more recently than the other and had severed the others earlier efforts al aong the route
shewasfollowing. That suggested that the second user was Shadea or one of her minions, whilethe
earlier was Grianne Ohmsford. If magic had been used to trangport the Ard Rhysinto the Forbidding
from her deeping chamber, that was the way it would have happened. To reach her victim undetected,
Shadeawould have broken down the protective barriers Grianne had ingtalled.

Khyber moved ahead cautioudy, keeping close watch for traps, but it appeared that Shadea’ s effortsto
reach the Ard Rhys had been her sole concern. None of the earlier snares and warning webs had been
rest.

Khyber dowed further as she redlized she was getting close to her god. Thelast part of the Elfstones
vison was playing itsdlf out in her mind, and she knew that the corridor she was following would twist
and turn through the Keep’ swalls abit more before ending just ahead at the secret door leading into the
deegping chamber. She bresthed along sigh of relief, grateful to have reached her destination, even if she
wasn't sure yet what she was going to do about it.

Then she sensed the clipps.

She stopped at once, holding hersdlf perfectly il as she sought out their hiding places. Clippswerelittle



bits of reactive magic that magic users embedded in wals and floors and, sometimes, even in cellingsto
givewarning of intruders. They were not as powerful or as difficult to bypass as strands of webbing, but
they were effective enough. She could tell they had been placed quite recently, anew form of magic
layered over the old. Apparently Shadea had decided to protect this gpproach to the deeping chamber
aswdll.

She would have to remove or disable the clipps, and that would take time she didn’t have. But there was
no helpfor it.

On hands and knees she edged forward and, one by one, began searching them out.

Bek Ohmsford crouched at the edge of the forest abutting the rocky promontory on which Paranor
rested, studying its steep walls through the screen of trees and scrub. The wallswere cleft in adozen
visible places and many dozens more beyond his plane of view. Any of them could be the secret entrance
they were looking for, but they al |ooked pretty much the same.

He glanced over at Tagwen, who knelt next to him, his bearded face screwed up in aknot of indecision.
“Any ideawhich oneitis?’ he asked softly.

The Dwarf sighed. “It was only once shetook methere, and it was severd yearsago. | wasn't really
paying much attention to the location.” He shook his head. “But there was something about it. . .”

Hetrailed off, lips compressing into atight line. “I know it was right around here.”

Bek wasn't sure Tagwen knew anything at al, that he hadn'’t forgotten everything. But hedidn’t have
much else to work with. Rue, the young Druids, and the Rock Trollswere al crouched farther back in
the trees, hiding until they were summoned to go in. They had arrived at dawn, and after anchoringSwift
Sure in aplace of deep conceal ment they had made their way in through the shadowed forest to Paranor.
The day was gray and hazy, and mist snaked through the treesin long trailers, giving the woods an
otherworldly fed that threstened to make them lose their way. But it was Pen who was in the other world
and in need of finding.

“I don't think thisisexactly right,” Tagwen said after amoment’ sfurther thought. “Let’ stry left abit.”

They moved silently through the trees, Bek determined to give the Dwarf whatever leeway he needed to
find the entrance. Asalast resort, he might try his own magic, athough that was a stretch a best. His
magic couldn’t locate hidden entrances. It might track traces of magic, but there was little chance that
such could be found down there. Worsg, if the Keep was protected by Druid magic, his own use might
givethem away. It was an untenable Stuation at best, and unless they found the entry quickly, it was only
going to get worse.

“Thislooksfamiliar,” Tagwen was saying, muttering to himsalf as he worked hisway through the heavy
undergrowth.

It looks familiar becauseit isfamiliar,Bek was thinking. They had been that way less than haf an hour
ago. He exhaled softly. How much longer could he afford to let Tagwen wander about?

“Wait!” The Dwarf grabbed hisarm tightly. “Thisisit! Thisistheway in!”



He pointed at arift in the cliff wal that was barely visible through a heavy screen of undergrowth, just a
dantwise break in the rocks. “Through that opening?’ Bek asked.

“No, through thewall next to it!” Tagwen grinned. “ That waswhy | couldn’t find it! | kept thinking it had
to be asplit in the rocks, but the entranceis through a section of the rock that swings open when you do
something toit!”

Bek stared. “Do something to it?”

“Yes, you haveto touch it in acertain way. That was exactly what the Ard Rhys did when she opened
it!”

Helooked 0 pleased that Bek could not bring himsalf to point out that without knowing where and how
Grianne touched the rock, they were no better off than they had been. Thinking about what to do to find
whereit was, he glanced at the section of rock where the entrance was conceal ed.

Then he had a sudden flash of ingpiration and got to hisfeet hurriedly. “Wait here,” he said.

He crept forward, keeping to the shadows and the concealment of the tree branches until he was at the
cliff wall. Looking back at the Dwarf, he pointed to the section of the wall he thought the other had
indicated, and received afirm nod. Turning back again, he worked hisway forward through the
undergrowth to where the wall blocked hisway.

Carefully, heran his hands over the rock, using just ashading of the wishsong's magic to test for
Grianne' s presence. His connection to her was so strong that any usage in the immediate past would
reveal where she had touched the stone. Becauise she came and went secretly from the Keegp dl thetime,
he thought it reasonable to expect that she had come and gone that way at least once.

Hewasright. He found her invisible fingerprints on the stoneright away. Placing his own fingers over the
four placeswhere he sensed Grianne, he tried different combinations of touching, oneright after the
other, little presses against the rock.

On hisninth try, the concealed door swung open and the entrance was revea ed.

Helooked back at Tagwen, who was adready moving from his hiding place to fetch the others. Bek
stayed where he was in the opening, waiting impatiently. No one € se had seen him find the entrance, of
that he wasfairly sure. The cliff wall hid him from the Keep above and from any withinit. Nor did there
seem to be any protective measures in place below the Keep. He had detected no foreign magic at the
entrance, just the lingering presence of the magic used by hissister. He suspected that while the walls of
Paranor were carefully warded, the rock on which it rested was not. It was likely that no one other than
Grianne and Tagwen even knew about this entrance.

Tagwen was back quickly with Rue, the young Druids, and the Rock Trolls. All of them bristled with
weapons and protective leathers, and the Trollswore chain mail. No one thought they would escape
what lay ahead without afight. Bek herded them through the opening quickly, found torches stacked
againgt onewall, waited long enough for Kermadec to light severa using flint and tinder, then touched the
rock facing of the secret door a second time in the same combination as before and ducked indde as it
swvung slently shut.

They moved into the tunndls quickly, Tagwen in the lead with one of the torches, Atdan bringing up the
rear with the other. Bek stayed close to Tagwen, worried that he might lose hisway if he was|eft to his



own devices. But the passageway burrowed straight ahead until it reached a stairway leading up. They
climbed the gairs cautioudy, and even the footsteps of the ponderous Rock Trollswere barely audiblein
theslence.

But asthey ascended, the silence was dowly replaced by a deegp thrumming sound, and the air grew
Steadily warmer. Bek unshesthed hislong knife and held it readly.

At the head of the gtairs, they came up against ahuge, ironbound wooden door that |ooked to have been
in placefor centuries. When Tagwen pulled down on the handle, though, the door swung open easly.

They stood inside Paranor’ s furnace room, a cavernous chamber with apit at its center that opened
down into the earth’ s core. Firdlight flickered within the pit wals, thrown from the burning magma deep
within. The dow o0oze and bubbling of the magmaaccounted for the thrumming sound. A wakway ringed
by aniron railing encircled the pit. Conduits for the hest given off by thefirelooked like black wormholes
inthegtone calling.

Bek looked around quickly. The chamber was empty. They had to act quickly.

Heturned to the others. “Thisiswhat | think we should do. Rue and | will go with Tagwen to find the
deeping chamber of the Ard Rhys and set up watch for her return. Kermadec, you and your menwill go
with Trefen Morys and Bellizen and wait for the rest of your army to arrive.” He paused. “1 don’t know
what to tell you to do after that, whether you should liein wait or comeright through the gates. We won't
have any way to communicate with each other. Y ou won't know how things are going with us.”

Kermadec nodded, hisimpassive face crimson in the light from the pit. “ It doesn’t matter, Bek
Ohmsford. Our courseisdecided. The Trolls owe something to Shadea and her Druids for what they did
to usa Taupo Rough. | don't think we will bother waiting on anything. 1 think we will do what Ataan
has aready suggested—ypull the walls down about their ears. We will force the gates and take the Keep.
Then wewill comein search of you.”

“That won't be easy,” Bek pointed out. “The Druids will fight back.”

Kermadec laughed softly. “ Some of them will fight, but most of them will do what they have wanted to
do all dong—let Shadea and her bunch of vipers suffer the fate they deserve.”

He came forward and put his hand on Bek’ s shoulder. “ Y oursisthe task that matters mogt. If we can
reach you intime to be of help, that will make any sacrifice worthwhile.” He squeezed gently. “We ve
come along way to reach this point, Bek Ohmsford. Y our son will have come even farther, once he
returns. And the Ard Rhysfarther till. Let’s make certain that our efforts are not wasted. Let’s put things
back where they belong.”

“Let’sdothat!” Bek said. He put his own hand over the Troll’s. “Good luck to you, Kermadec.”

The Maturen stepped back. “And to you.”

In aknot of huge bodies, the Rock Trolls trundled awvay aong the catwalk, following the smaller forms
of Trefen Morys and Bellizen. When they had disappeared into the dark mouth of the passageway, Bek

turned to Tagwen once more.

“l guesswe'reready,” he said. “Where are the secret passageways that lead to my sster’ sdeeping
chamber?”’



Tagwen stared at him with astricken look. “1 have no idea. She never showed me.” He glanced
helplesdy a Rue and back again to Bek. “ Can't you find them with your magic?’

Rue Meridian rolled her eyes.

Shadeaa Ru sat at adesk in her new quarters, which were not far down the hallway from the deeping
chamber she had abandoned when she and Traunt Rowan and Pyson Wence had set the triagend in
place. At the sound of the knock on her door, she looked up guardedly.

Who isit?she started to ask, and then smply said, “Come.”

The door opened and Traunt Rowan stepped through. “We may have anew problem, Shadea.”

She stared a him in away that suggested she did not want to hear about it. He met her gaze squarely.
He had aways been better able to do so than the others. “What sort of problem?’ she said.

He stood deferentially to one side, knowing his place. “ The Gnome Hunters we sent to dispose of the
Elessedil girl have disgppeared. All of them. Without atrace.”

Sheturned in her chair to face him. “ And the girl ?’

“Disappeared, aswell. The Elfstones, too. Wewouldn’t have found out at al except that Pyson went
back to check with the man he had chosen to lead the squad. He couldn’t be found. Further inquiries
revesled that the entire squad was gone. It' simpossible at this point to say what's happened. Pysonis
conducting a search of the Keep, combing all of its passageways and courtyards, every inch. He enlisted
more than ahundred of his Gnome Huntersto help.”

She thought it through. “But thereis no sign of the girl?’ She paused. “Has there been any unexplained
usage of magic withinthesewalls?’

“Nothing that’ s been reported.”

“Go up to the cold room and seeif there has been any disturbance of the scrye waters. Anything at all.
Especidly here a Paranor. Anything. Make sure you speak with everyone who has kept watch for the
last twenty-four hours.” Her finger came up, pointing & him. “Don't let them lieto you.”

She got to her feet. “If that girl escaped, she might try to go back to the deeping chamber.”

But Traunt Rowan was dready shaking hishead. “No, I’ ve been there dready. | stood outside the door
and checked to seeif the triagend was il in place. It was. It has not been disturbed in any way. If she's
dive, | don't think that iswhere sheis”

“Perhaps she’' s gone to Arborlon for help. But how did she escape a squad of Ghome Hunters when she
was bound and gagged? She doesn’t have the magic for that! She'sjust agirl!”

“Well, maybe she didn’'t escape. Maybe there' s another explanation.”

Shelooked a him asif hewereanidiot. “If the Gnomes are missing, she's escaped. But we can dedl



with that.” She gestured toward the door. “ Go. See what the watch in the cold room hasto say. Then
cometel me”

He went out the door without aword. She stood |ooking after him a moment, considering what she
should do. She would check the triagend herself, of course. She would not rely on him. Her own magic
was the more powerful and the more capable, it would give amore sensitive reading. In any case, sheno
longer cared to rely on anyone else in matters of importance—even her confederates. Maybe especidly
her confederates. They hadn’t shown her anything yet that suggested she should rely on them.

Nor had anyone dse, she reminded hersdlf, thinking suddenly of Iridia

She paused amoment to ponder the disappearance of the ns she had dispatched to Arishaig to
dispose of the sorceress. Those Gnomes had vanished as well, which would suggest that they had failed.
Iridiawas dangerous, the most capable of those who had conspired with her to lock Grianne Ohmsford
within the Forbidding, but the men sent to kill her should have been equd to the task.

She shook her head. Sooner or later, she would have to dedl with Iridiaherself. Perhaps Sen Dunsidan,
too. It might be better if sherid hersdlf of both of them. L et the Federation choose anew Prime Minister.
Shewould take her chances. Sen Dunsidan was becoming more trouble than he was worth.

For the moment, however, she needed to find out if the Elessedil girl was <till indde Paranor’ swalls.

Pulling her dark robes close about her, she went out the door and down the hall toward the Ard Rhys's
deeping chambers.

It took Khyber awhileto figure out how to disable the clipps, but in the end she managed. She did so
by masking them with her own magic, asmal covering that closed down their ability to read the presence
of intrudersin the passageway and left them useless. The magic she used was smadl, but sufficiently strong
to last for severd days. That should be long enough, she decided. It would haveto be.

Shefell adeep again after that, not meaning to, unable to help hersalf, she was so exhausted that just
resting her eyesfor amoment was sufficient to send her off. She awoke fedling alittle better, although her
wound gtill throbbed and her face felt hot and tight. She couldn’t risk using any further magic to hed
hersdlf, couldn’t risk anything that might give her away unlessit had to do with helping Pen and Grianne,
and so she did her best to turn her thoughts away from the pain and to the task at hand.

She dipped the rest of the way down the passage, checking carefully as she went for traps, and reached
the doorway at the end. She saw the faint glow of the triagenel’ s magic asit seeped through the cracksin
the doorway from the chamber beyond, awicked green light that cut through the darknesslike arazor’s
edge. She crouched down in the gloom and studied the doorway for amoment, then inched forward until
she was close enough to touch the light seeping through. She kept herself from doing so, some magic
could convey disturbances even from something as minuscule as the brush of fingertips. Sitting to one sde
of the doorway, shetried to plan her next actions.

Warning Pen and the Ard Rhys after they had reentered Paranor would do no good. The trap would be
sprung by then, and they would be prisoners. She could try to help them, but she knew she lacked the
kind of magic that could break them free. Whatever she was going to do, she had to do it before they
attempted their return.



Which meant that she couldn’t afford to wait snce she didn’t know how long she had. Which meant that
she had to do something soon.

But what?

The only real magic she possessed was the Elfstones. But if she used them, shewould give herself away
in a heartbeat. She would be captured anew, and Shadea @ Ru and her alieswould smply rebuild the
triagend. Besides, the Elfstones could only serve two purposes— to discover what was hidden and to
defend againgt enemy magic. Neither usage seemed right for what was needed.

She leaned back against the passage wall, thinking. She was till thinking when she heard anoisein the
darkness behind her. The hair at the back of her neck prickled and her throat tightened in fear.

Someone was coming.

Twenty-Five

Willing herself to disappear, Khyber pressed back against the rough wall of the darkened passage. She
had nowhere to run or to hide, nowhere at all to go. She was trapped, and unlesswhoever or whatever
approached changed direction quickly, she would be caught out. She tried to remember how far back

down the passage diverged, but she couldn’t. The sounds continued to advance toward her. Therewas

no migtaking theinevitable.

She reached into her tunic and brought out the Elfstones. If Shadea or one of the other Druids had found
her, shewould haveto fight. If magic was used, the Elfstones would give her some protection.

Then ashadowy form appeared from out of the gloom, squat and heavy, too smal to be anything other
than a Gnome or a Dwarf. One of the Hunters she had feared would come searching, she thought in
despair. The Elfstones would do her no good against him. She would have to rely on thelong knife she
had used to cauterize her wound. She tucked the Stones away swiftly and brought it out.

Not adozen feet away, the gpproaching figure paused. Two morefigures, cloaked and hooded and
much larger than the first, appeared as well. Dizziness washed through her, triggered by the sudden surge
of adrendine that the new threat brought. She could not fight al three. She did not think she could fight
one. Shewasweak and feverish and holding herself together through sheer determination.

Could she use magic to mask her presence? It was apossbility, and she grasped at it as shewould a
lifdine. Using magic was dangerous, but shewasdl out of choices.

She brought up her handsin front of her and was beginning to conjure amasking spell when afamiliar
voicesad, “Khyber Elessedil, isthat you?’

She was s0 astonished that she stopped what she was doing and stared at the speaker, redlizing as she
did so that the light from the triagenel magic was giving him aclear view of her silhouette. “ Tagwen?’ she
whispered in disbelief.

He hurried forward, kndlt in front of her, and took her handsin his own. * Shades, Elven girl! Wedidn’t
know what had become of you! | must say, | thought the worst more than once. But hereyou are.” He



reached out impulsively and hugged her. “L ook, I’ ve brought help!” He gestured to the two figures that
had joined him. “These are Pen’ s parents, Bek and Rue.”

The older couple knelt aswell, and whispered greetings were quickly exchanged in the greenish cast of
themagic’ slight. “How did you find me?’ Khyber asked.

“By accident,” Bek said, keeping hisvoice low. “We camelooking for my sister’ s degping chamber so
that we would be here when she and Pen came through the Forbidding.”

Quickly, he explained how Rue and he had escaped the Druids and the Keegp more than aweek earlier,
then flown north aboardSwift Sure in search of Pen and his companions, not redlizing that Pen was
aready aprisoner. After finding Tagwen and the others at Stridegate and learning what had become of
their son, they had flown back again, determined to rescue him.

“IsKermadec with you?’ she asked excitedly.

“Somewhere in the Keep with Atdlan and afew others,” Tagwen answered. “Therest of the Trolls of
Taupo Rough arefollowing us. They might not be more than aday out. Then we'll see how Shadeaand
those other weasds handle things.”

“WE |l need their help,” Khyber said. She explained what had befallen after her successful attempt at
freeing Pen and helping him to enter the Forbidding. “But Shadea and her dlies have congtructed a
triagend in the deeping chamber. If we can't disable it in someway, it will trap Pen and the Ard Rhysthe
moment they come back through the Forbidding. I’ ve been trying to think of something to do, but |
haven't had much luck.”

Rue Meridian, who had been listening silently in the background, moved forward and put her hand on
Khyber’' sforehead. “Y ou’ re burning up, Khyber. We have to do something about that or we' re going to
loseyou.” She glanced at the seams of greenish light leaking from the secret door and said, “Let’smove
you back down the passageway alittle”

Khyber was too weak to put up much of a protest. She allowed hersdlf to be stretched out on the
passage floor while Rue opened her soiled tunic and began working on the wound. From a sealed pouch,
she produced a save. She spread it on the wound, then rebound the wound with fresh cloth from her
own pack. Rue sfingers were cool and soft, and Khyber closed her eyesin momentary relief. The pain
began to lessen and the ache subsided.

“Drink this” Rue ordered.

She gave Khyber abitter-tasting liquid and some water to wash it down. Khyber drank it all, after telling
her, “1 haven't had anything to et or drink inalong time.”

“Y ou need better care than we can give you here,” Rue replied, holding Khyber’ sface in her hands and
looking into her eyes. “Y ou have someinfection in you, that wound needs to be reopened and cleaned
out. But that will haveto wait.”

Shelooked at Bek. “That’ sthe best | can do for her right now.”

Her husband nodded. “ Tell me about the triagend, Khyber.”

Shedid o, Sitting up again and explaining how it worked. “1 till have the Elfstones, but | don’t know



how | can usethemto help.”

Bek thought amoment. “Isthe sirength of the triagend uniform?1sit the same everywhere or doesit
vary from strand to strand?’

“Therewill be some variation in the strands. The building of each by the three magic users necessarily
involves some ebb and flow.” She hesitated. “ At least, that was what Uncle Ahren told me. The more
skilled the users, the more uniform the magic. But even with the most accomplished users, therewould be
weaknesses.”

“Ahren would have known.” Bek looked toward the concealed door and the thin shafts of green light
leaking through the cracks. “How isthe triagenel attached? Y our description makesit seem like anet.
Doesit hang from the calling?’

Khyber nodded. “It does. It is gathered at the corners of the room so that when the magic istriggered, it
collapses about its victims and seds them away. It happens very fast, too fast for anyoneto avoid, even if
they arewarned immediately.”

“What triggersthe magic?’

“What do you mean?’

“What does it take to cause the triagend to collapse?’

“A human presence in the room. Any human presence.”

“But not the presence of another magic?’

She hesitated. “What are you thinking?’

Bek leaned forward dightly, brow furrowed. “What if you and | were to weaken afew of the strands
that make up the triagendl? Would that give amagic user as powerful asmy sister away of breaking
through the net once it collgpsed on her?’

Khyber hesitated, thinking. “1 don't think the triagenel can hedl itself, so yes, | supposeif enough strands
were weakened, a captive could break free. But how in the world are you going to do that, Bek? If you
go into that room, the magic will be triggered and the triagene will collapse on you.”

“I"'m not talking about going into the room. What | want to try requires using two different forms of
magic, one yours, one mine. That’swhy | asked if the presence of another magic would trigger its

rdease. Will it?’

She considered the question, and then shook her head. “I don't think so. | think only the presence of a
flesh-and-blood body will do that.”

“Then this might work. We don’t need much of our own magic to get the job done, and if we' re lucky,
we won't be detected. The magic of thetriagend is pretty strong, you said?’ She nodded. “ Then perhaps
it will help mask our own.”

“What are you thinking about doing?’ Rue said as Tagwen pressed close.



Bek sat back on his hedls. “What if Khyber were to use the Elf-stones to search out weaknessesin the
triagend? The Elfstones are seeking-stones, they should be able to do that. If she can pinpoint, oh,
maybe adozen, | think | can use the wishsong to weaken them further—enough so that any sort of force
applied to them after the net collapseswill break them apart.”

Rue shook her head doubtfully. “ That’ s very delicate work, isn't it? If you weaken even one of those
strands too much, it will break through before you want it to. If that happens, won't Shadea detect it? In
fact, won't she detect any kind of interference with the triagend?”

Seeing the possibilities, Khyber leaned forward. “Maybe not. Y es, if Bek breaks one of the strands, that
creates aflaw in the netting and anyone looking for it will know right away. But aweakening might not be
detected s0 easily, over time the net erodes anyway. The magic dowly fails and the triagendl hasto be
rebuilt. So an erosion of the sort Bek is suggesting probably wouldn’t draw attention.”

The four looked at each other. “Isthere another way?” Tagwen asked bluntly.
No one said anything. They al knew the answer.

The Dwarf grunted. “Y ou better get started.”

Much farther down and deeper into the bowel s of the Keep, Kermadec and his Trolls crept through the
passageways of the lower levels, following the cautious lead of Trefen Morys and Bellizen. Seeking to
reach Paranor’ s north walls, they had worked their way steadily upward from the furnace chamber.
Kermadec's plan wasto get close enough to the outermost of those wallsthat he could take control of
one of the smaller gates, one that would not be heavily manned.

Kermadec knew something that neither Shadea nor her Gnome Hunters knew. There were too many
gatesfor dl of them to be guarded dl the time, and many of the smaler gates had been permanently
sedled over the yearsto prevent a surprise breach. But the Maturen had unsealed one of them long ago
to give the Ard Rhys ameans of leaving the castle secretly without having to go dl the way down to the
furnace chamber and the tunnels below. When he visited, she dipped from the Keep through that gate, to
the meeting places outsde Paranor’ swallsthey had prearranged over the years.

That unsealed lesser gate was their best chance of breaching Paranor’ s defenses. It was smadll, nothing
more than asingle door. It would not permit amassive rush, but if enough Trolls sneaked through before
they were discovered, they could mass within the walls and take one of the main gates. In Kermadec's
view, that was how Paranor would fall.

But reaching the north wall undetected, not to mention the gate in question, would have been difficult for
any one person, let aoneten. It had become clear early on that some sort of search was under way
within the Keep. Twice they had narrowly avoided being discovered, thefirst time because they had
heard the search party approaching and doubled back to another corridor and the second because they
werewarier after thefirst.

So they were proceeding much more cautioudly, keeping to seldom-used passageways and back gairs,
tactics that were dowing them down considerably. It had taken them severa hoursto get that far, what
with hiding and doubling back, and it was beginning to look asif even getting to where they wanted to go
wasin doubt.



But Trefen Morys seemed to know hisway about Paranor even better than Kermadec, and under his
guidance they worked their way forward, dowly getting closer.

Then, just when it seemed they would make it safely through the search parties, they dipped fromaside
corridor into amain passageway and ran right into one. A group of five Gnome Hunters rounded a
corner right in front of them and came to an uncertain stop. Trefen Morystried to bluff their way past,
hailing the Gnomes, pretending that everything was asit should be. But the Gnomes were on guard, and
they knew that Trollswere forbidden entry into the Keep. Before Kermadec or the other Trolls could
stop them, the Gnomes had given theaarm.

Atalan was on top of them quickly, and three were dead before they could defend themsalves. The
remaining two fled, and Kermadec called his brother back so that they could do the same.

“Where can we go?’ he shouted at Trefen Morys as they ran down the corridor toward a stairway
leading up.

They rounded the corner of the stairway and wereimmediately in a second fight, this one with amuch
larger party. The Gnomes drove the Trolls and the young Druids backwards into the corridor, caling for
reinforcements as they did so. Bigger and stronger, and with agreat deal moreto lose, the Trolls fought
back and, after a concerted rush, broke through the Gnome crush and charged up the stairway to the
next floor.

“Keegp going!” Trefen Morys shouted, pointing to the next set of stairs. “Two more floors!”

They did as he directed, rushing ahead heedlesdly, trusting that he knew what he was doing. At thetop
of thethird set of gairs, he reached out and grabbed Kermadec' s arm, pointing to awide set of double
doors.

“Intherel”

The entire party rushed into a cavernous meeting room filled with chairs and tables stacked all about, the
ceiling high and dark with shadows, the room brightened only by apair of narrow windows on their left.

The young Druid went straight to the windows and rel eased the catch on the nearest. “ Go outside,” he
told them asthey rushed up to him. His breath came in short gasps, and there was blood on one arm.
“Follow the ledge to the third set of windows. Inside the room beyond, you will find a door that opens
onto anarrow stairway. It leads directly down two flights to the base of the north wall. Y ou will know
where your gate is once you get there.”

“Y ou're not coming with us?’ Kermadec asked, redlizing what the young Druid had decided.

Trefen Morys shook his head. “We re of no further useto you, Bellizen and I. We re not fighters, we'll
just hold you back. Maybe we can do something from up here. Another distraction, perhaps.” He
stretched out hishand. “Don't fail us, Kermadec. Don't fail our mistress. Sheisn't the mongter they try to
make her seem. She has done much good with the order. We need her back.”

The Maturen gripped his hand tightly. “ Get out of thisroom, Trefen. If they find you somewhere else,
they might think you arejust another pair of Druids.”

“They’'recoming,” Bellizen hissed from where she kept watch at the door.



“Keep safe,” Trefen Morys said. He released the big Troll’ s hand and hurried over to stand next to her.

Kermadec climbed through the window without another word, the other Trollsfollowing, and
disappeared onto the ledge.

With Rue Meridian and Tagwen keeping watch from just down the darkened passageway, Bek
Ohmsford and Khyber Elessedil placed themselves, one on each side of the hidden door, keeping clear
of the greenish glow that seeped from the degping chamber, staying back from the opening itsdf. They
were going to haveto use their magicin entirdly new ways. Bek, in particular, was going to test himsdlf as
he never had. The wishsong was a powerful magic, and he had never spent much timetrying to master it.
Now he was going to attempt something that even a practiced user would have thought twice abouit.

But he had no choice if he wanted to save his sister and his son.
“Areyou ready?’ he asked the Elven girl.
She nodded, and he released the catch that held the door in place. The door swung dowly toward her.

Beyond, the deeping chamber was bathed in a degp greenish glow. A complex webbing was strung all
acrossthe ceiling, thousands of strands of magic carefully joined together, the whole of it secured at the
corners and center.

Placing hersdlf to one Side, staying carefully out of the magic's steady glow asit flooded the passageway,
Khyber brought out the Elfstones. Cradling them in the pam of her hand, she stared at the triagend,
concentrating on what she wanted reveded. She had never seen atriagend; she had only heard about
them. So it was difficult for her to know exactly what to ook for. Sherelied on the Elfstones to respond
to her need, and they did. Within seconds, they flared to life, their blue glow spreading dl through the
chamber, bathing the triagene in anew brightness. At perhaps twenty-five or thirty places, the webbing
burned faintly crimson, mostly where the strands connected to one another.

“Those red spots are the weaknesses,” Khyber whispered.

Bek took along moment to study them, and then whispered back, “Good work, Khyber. Now hold the
Elfstone magic steady.”

He cdled up the wishsong in asoft, barely audible hum. Building it dowly, he honed it to acutting edge,
atrick he had learned twenty years earlier from Grianne. When he had the edge sharp enough, he eased
it up to the ceiling to where the brightest of the crimson spots could be found and began to cut. He was
dow and careful, weakening each strand just alittle at atime. Relying on hismagic to give him asense of
its strength, he would cut the strand as deeply as he felt he could, and then move on to the next. The
processtook him alittlelonger each time, his concentration faltering, his strength was still not back after
the injuries suffered in the escape from Paranor two weeks earlier.

“Hurry,” Khyber whispered, the word evidence that her own efforts were beginning to fail.

He continued until he had cut into ten strands. 1t was tedious, demanding work. His eyes watered and
his body cramped, but it was his mind that screamed for release. Still, he was afraid to stop, afraid that
garting up again would be too dangerous, that it risked discovery through the sheer repetitiveness of the
magical activity. Too much of anything would be noticed in aplace like Paranor, especialy with the scrye



waters able to detect any usage of magic at dll.

Bek cut two more strands, making histally an even dozen. When he had finished with the twelfth, he was
too tired to go on. He withdrew the cutting edge of his magic and let the wishsong go till. He closed his
eyeswearily and leaned back againgt the passageway wall. “ That’sdl | can do,” he whispered to
Khyber.

She exhaed sharply, and when he opened his eyes again, the Elf-stones had gone dark. She was
dumped down across from him, her fingers closed tightly about the talismans. “Do you think it was
enough? Will it break apart for your Sster and Pen? | couldn’t tell. | couldn’t fed the weskening at dl. All
| could do was make out the placeswhere it might give way.”

He shook hishead. “1 don’t know.”

He reached over from behind the open door and pushed againgt it. The door closed softly, and the latch
caught. They were |ft in darkness again save for where greenish light lesked through the cracks,
blade-thin and knife-sharp. In the ensuing silence, they stared at each other wordlessy, wondering if they
had done enough.

Shadea a Ru had finished rechecking the strength and positioning of the triagenel and was on her way
back down the hal when Traunt Rowan reappeared from the cold chamber. She noticed for the first time
how much he had aged over the past few weeks. His strong face was lined and gray, theway he held
himsalf was less confident and erect. He had been the most dependable of her dlies, the
strongest-minded if not the strongest wielder of magic, and she was dismayed that he had not held up
better. It pointed up again atruth she regretted.

In the end, she was the only one she could depend on. In the end, she wasin the battle one,

“Y ou wereright to have me check the serve waters,” he announced perfunctorily. “The Druid on watch
said there was a noticeabl e disturbance perhaps eight or ten hours ago, one that clearly indicated the
presence of apowerful magic. He said he failed to report it because he thought it was Druid magic. The
truth is he was afraid he would stumble into something he shouldn’t know about and pay the price for
doing 0.”

“What does that mean?’

Hislaugh was bitter. “It means our decision to keep everyone guessing about who is expendableis
having unavoidable consegquences. We have created a climate of fear, Shadea, in which no one wantsto
risk drawing attention. Better to keep slent than to make amistake and become another unfortunate
example”

She glared at him, then looked away. He was right, of course. What was the purposein getting mad at
him for pointing out something she dready knew? She had the Druidswell in line and working to
completetheir tasks, but they were frightened and uncertain. Her early, unexplained dismissals had made
them that way. Now shewasin danger of losing them dl.

She was no better than Grianne Ohmsford.

But that would change, she promised herself. She would makeit change.



Shelooked back at him. “What was the source of the disturbance?’

“The furnace chamber, where we sent the Elven girl to bekilled. | think we must assume sheis ill dive.
Pyson sent an armed unit to search that whole area. They found evidence of blood, but nothing else.”

Shadea shook her head. “What is she up to? What does she think she can accomplish?’ Her hard gaze
fixed on him. “1 want her found, Traunt. | want her found and killed. | don’t care how it's done or who
knows. We haveto put an end to this business.”

He nodded wordlesdy. There was nothing for him to say.

They walked back down the hall toward her chamber. “1 received word from our spiesin Arishaig,” he
said quietly. “Iridia has disappeared.”

Shelooked over in surprise. “How long ago?’

“Severd days, a least. She smply vanished. Sen Dunsidan does't seem bothered, though. That leads
me to believe he may have had something to do withiit.”

She nodded, thinking that Sen Dunsidan couldn’t have gotten rid of Iridiaon the best day of hislife. It
was far morelikely that her Gnome assassins had been more successful than she had believed, even if
they hadn’t gotten word back to her yet.

They reached her door. “Find that girl,” she repeated, turning to face him. “ And anyone el se she might
have brought with her into Paranor. Tel Pyson to have his Ghome Hunters siweep the Keep

again—every passageway, every room.”

She paused. “And double the guard on the degping chamber. | have afeding that Grianne Ohmsford is
about to reappear. | want to be sure we are ready for her when she does.”

She saw the stricken look on hisface and smiled. “What' sthe trouble? Don’t you think we are amatch
for her? We dispatched her once, we can do so again. Only thistime, | intend to make sure shewon’t
ever come back.”

Sheturned away. “1 need to rest. Wake me when something happens.” She glanced back at him. “And
make sure that something happens soon.”

Hewas gill standing there in the halway when she closed the door.

Bek was gitting next to Khyber in the darkened passageway off the deeping chamber of the Ard Rhys.
They had dept for severa hours, and now Tagwen and Rue were degping. Bek wasn't sure how much
time had passed. Not that it mattered; there was nothing they could do but wait. He found himself
wondering how long that might be. They couldn’t wait indefinitely. Sooner or later, someone would find
them. They would need food and drink, aswell, athough they had brought alittle of each with them into
the Keep. He guessed that the waiting would end either when Grianne and Pen reappeared out of the
Forbidding or Paranor fell to Kermadec and his Tralls.

He wondered about the chances of the latter. The Trolls were formidable, but no one had taken Paranor



sinceit had been betrayed to the Warlock Lord in the time of Jerle Shannara. The Druidswerea
powerful order, evenif dissatisfied with their [eadership and their present Situation. Their command of
magic gave them an edge that no one & se possessed. Bek hoped that Kermadec was right when he said
that most of them would not support Shadea a Ru, but he had afedling that if faced with an assault on
Paranor, they might.

But he couldn’t do anything about that. He could only do something about the things he had control
over.

Heleaned closeto Khyber. “Thereis something | haveto tell you,” he whispered. “ About Pen and the
gaff.”

She glanced up. “ The darkwand?’

He nodded. “The King of the Silver River cameto mein afever dream while | wasflying north in search
of Pen. Inthat dream, he told me that demons from the Forbidding had manipulated Shadea and her
Druid dlies. Ther purposein helping Shadea had nothing to do with getting their hands on Grianne, their
purpose was to release ademon into our world. That demon’s mission isto destroy the Ellcrys and tear
down the Forbidding.”

Hefdt her fingersdig into hisarm. “Let mefinish. Pen can stop this from happening. He can send the
demon back through the Forbidding. The purpose of the darkwand is not only to bring Grianne out, but
a so to send the demon back. But Pen hasto find it firdt. It isachangdling, and it will bein disguise”

“What if it reaches Arborlon before Pen gets back?’ Shelooked at him asif she wasn't sure she wanted
to hear the answer.

He shook hishead. “ The Elves guard the Ellcrys day and night. Arborlon has defenses to keep anything
from getting close. We have to hope that’ s enough. There’ s only so much we can do.”

He put his hand over hers. “Now, listen to me. | don’t know what will happen once Grianne and Pen
reappear inthe Four Lands. We are all at risk. But whatever happens, you and Pen have only one
concern. Y ou haveto find that demon. Escape back through the secret passageway and get outside
Paranor’ swalls. Then go after it. TakeSwift Sure. Use the Elfstonesto track it down and then send it
back into the Forbidding.”

He paused. “Pen doesn't know about any of this. Y ou might have to be the oneto tdll him, if Rueand |
can’t. If so, make sure he understands what he is supposed to do. He can’'t worry about us or about
what happens here. Y ou know the way out; you have to make certain he usesit.”

She stared at him doubtfully. “Hewon’t want to leave you. | don’t know if hewill lisgento me.”

Bek took her hands and hdd them. “He will listen to reason. Y ou will find the words.”

He wished he had something more to offer. But what he had just given her was the best he had.

Twenty-Six



On the wide night-shadowed plains of the Pashanon, Grianne Ohmsford stared in shock asthe
gpproaching figure came into the light and its features were reved ed.

It was a boy.

At firg, she thought she must be mistaken, even though she had been told the boy would come for her,
even though she had been looking for him al thistime. It was the unexpectedness of his gppearance that
gave her pause, the way he smply materiaized out of the receding night, the ease with which he had
found her in the middle of nowhere. But it was more than that. She had just |eft akilling fidd, a
daughterhouse of the Forbidding’ s creatures turned to stone. She thought the figure must be something
come out of that madness. She thought she was seeing aghost.

“Shades,” she whispered, and stopped walking altogether.
At her side, Weka Dart growled. “What isit, Straken? Who isthis creature?’

The boy approached asiif there were no hurry, asif he had al thetimein the world. He looked haggard
and beaten down. He looked to her, she thought suddenly, as she must ook to him. His clothing was
ragged and hisface dirty and careworn. He walked in away that suggested hisjourney had been long
and hard, and indeed, if he had come from her world, from the world of the Four Lands, it must have
been. Though he was clearly young, everything about him was dark and weathered.

Except for the odd staff he carried, which was made of awood that was polished and smooth and
glowed red with bits of fire.

Hewaked right up to her and stopped. “Hello, Aunt Grianne.”

It was Penderrin. Of dl the boys she might have imagined, he was the last. She couldn’t say why, but he
was. Maybe it was because he was Bek’ s son, and it would never have occurred to her that Pen would
comefor her rather than Bek. Maybe it wasjust her certainty that if aboy wasindeed coming, he would
be extraordinary, and Pen was not. He was just an average boy. He lacked hisfather’s magic, he lacked
his mother’ s experience. She had met him only a couple of times, and while he was goodhearted and
interested in her, he had never seemed specid.

Y et there he was, come to her from a place no one else could have come, there when no one else was.
“Penderrin,” she whispered.

She stepped forward, placed her hands on his shoulders, and looked into his eyes to make sure. Then
she hugged him to her, holding on to him with amix of disbelief and gratitude. He was the one, just the
fact of hisbeing there was confirmation of what the shade of the Warlock Lord had foretold. Shefelt his
arms come around her aswell, and he hugged her back. In that instant, they were bonded in away that
could only have happened under the circumstances of that improbable meeting. Whatever befdl her, she
would never fed the same way about him again.

She released him and stepped back. “How did you find me? How did you get here?’
He smiled faintly. “It might take awhileto explainthat.” He held up the glowing staff. “Thisiswhat

brought me and what will take us both back, once we return to the place | camein a. The runes carved
initssurface glow brighter when it gets nearer to you. | just followed their lead.”



She shook her head in disbelief. “1 had no ideaiit could be you. | wastold that aboy would come for
me, but | never thought it would be Bek’ sson.” She gave him another hug. There weretearsin her eyes,
and she wiped them away quickly. “I am so grateful to you.”

Weka Dart was standing off to one Side, amix of emotions mirrored in hisferd features, suspicion
fighting with curiosity and hope. She glanced at him, and then turned Pen about to face him. “Thisis
Weka Dart, Pen. Heisan Ulk Bog, a creature of the Forbidding. He callsthisthe world of the Jarka
Ruus—the banished ones. What you should know isthat heismy friend. He, done, of dl the crestures|
have encountered, hastried to help me. Without him, | would be....”

Shetrailed off. “I don't know where | would be,” shefinished quietly.

Weka Dart beamed. “| am honored to have served the Straken Queen,” he announced, and bowed
deeply. He looked up again quickly. “1f you are her savior, then perhaps you will be mine, aswell. | wish
to continue to protect Grianne of the kind heart and powerful magic. | have pledged mysdlf to do so for
aslong as she needs me. Can you help me? Are you a Straken, too?’

“No,” Grianne said quickly. “Penisfamily. Heis not a Straken, Weka Dart. He comes only to take me
homeagan.”

“And take me, too?’ the Ulk Bog pressed.
“What do you mean?’ Pen asked, and then looked at Grianne. “What is he talking about?’

“Leaveit donefor now. | haveto know more about what you are doing here. | don't understand why
you' ve comeinstead of your father. Ishe dl right? He hasn't been harmed, has he?’

She listened then as he told her everything that had happened since Tagwen had appeared in Patch Run
to seek hisfather’ shelp. Hetold her of the little company that had come together in Emberen to start the
quest for the tanequil. Shelearned of the death of Ahren Elessedil and of the dark creatures that had
been enlisted by Shadeato hunt Pen down. Hetold her of the fate of theSkatel ow and the Roverswho
crewed her and of star-crossed Cinnaminson' s transformation into one of the aeriads. Hetold her of
brave Kermadec and his Rock Trolls. Hetold her of the tanequiil, of its dual nature and of the shaping of
the darkwand. By listening, she came to understand how desperate the struggle had been to reach her
and how much had been sacrificed so that Pen could find away to bring her back into the Four Lands.

“I would have thought my father a better choice for this, too,” hefinished. “But the King of the Slver
River said that | was the one who was needed. | guessit was because my magic alowed meto
communicate with the tanequil. Perhaps my father’ s couldn’t do that. | don’t know. | only know that |
had to come looking for you, that it wasimportant that | try, evenif | redlly didn’t think | could succeed.”

Grianne smiled in spite of hersdlf. “Perhgpsthe King of the Siver River saw something in you that you
didn’t seein yoursdf, Penderrin Ohmsford, because here you are, whether you believed it could happen
or not.”

He smiled back. “I’'m glad | found you, Aunt Grianne.”
Weka Dart was dancing around again, looking agitated, his craggy features twisting and knotting. “We

should leavethisplace,” he whined anxioudly. He glanced back in the direction of the Asphinx colony and
the stone statues. “It isdangerousto remain here.”



Grianne nodded. “Heisright, Pen. We can continue talking while we travel. We must go as quickly as
possible to the doorway out of the Forbidding. Time dipsaway.”

They began retracing Pens steps, walking west toward the receding darkness, the dim gray brightening
of the dawn at their backs. The vast sweep of the Pashanon stretched away before them, its stunted,
broken landscape empty of movement. Far distant il to the north, the Dragon Linelifted in stark relief
againg the horizon. The sky remained clouded and the air hazy asthe daylight brightened only marginaly
the world of the Jarka Ruus.

“1 am very sorry to hear about Ahren Elessedil,” she said to Pen after atime. “He wasthe best of my
Druids, the one | could aways depend upon. It proved to be so here, at the end, too. But | will miss
him”

Intruth, shefet asif her heart would bresk. Only losing Bek could hurt worse. Ahren had been with her
since the formation of the Third Druid Order, the linchpin she had relied upon time and time again. He
had committed to her during their return to the Four Lands from Parkasia, and she had come to respect
him deeply. She looked off into the distance, took a deep breath, and exhaed wesrily.

“I am sorry about your father and mother, too,” she continued, glancing over a him. “Itis't fair that
they should have been brought into this. It isn't fair that any of you should have—Tagwen, Kermadec,
the Rover girl, any who tried to help. | won't forget. | will try to make thingsright again, asmuch as|

“It wastheir choice” Pen said. “Just asit was mine. We al wanted to help.”

She shook her head dismissively. “ Shadea,” she said softly. “I should have done what Kermadec told
meto do along time ago, | should have rid mysdf of her. | should have rid mysdlf of them dl. Pyson
Wence, Terek Molt, Iridia. Even Traunt Rowan. | am the most disgppointed in him. | never thought he
would turn against me, no matter how bad things got. | let my judgment be clouded. A bad thing for an
Ard Rhystodo.”

Shewas silent for amoment. “How many of my Druids stand with Shadea and those others, Pen?’ she
asked. “Do you know?’

He shook his head. “ Some, | guess. Sheis Ard Rhys now. The Druids al answer to her. But | don’'t
know how loyal they are.” He paused. “When | was aprisoner, shewas away in Arishaig. She hasan
dliance withthe Prime Minigter.”

“Sen Dungidan,” she whispered. “ Another viper. | would expect him to be involved somehow. Shadea
would not act without some sort of outside support, and Sen Dunsidan has dways hated me.”

With reason, she thought. Asthe I1se Witch, she had made hislife nightmarish. But he had dlied himsdlf
with the Morgawr and tried to have her killed. So she had reason to hate him, too. Y et she had forgiven

him his maiciousness and thought he had done the same. Clearly, she had shown poor judgment there, as
wall.

“Arethereany | can count upon within the order to support me?’
Pen shook hishead. “1 don’t know of any. No one came to help me but Khyber.”

She dropped the matter, and they walked in silence for atime. It waswrong of her to ask such things of



Pen. He had no way of knowing the answers. Since her disgppearance, histime had been spent in flight.
The machinations of those at Paranor and elsawhere would not have been his concern, his concern would
have been in trying to Stay aive. Her answersto questions of that kind would have to wait until shewas
back in the Four Lands. Then it would be up to her to find them quickly.

Weka Dart was back to skittering about, crisscrossing the land ahead, dashing first thisway and then
that, chattering to himself, anxiousto get where they were going. But she had afeding about that.
Something Pen had said when the Ulk Bog had mentioned him as being savior not only to her but so to
him nagged a her.

“WekaDart!” shecdled.
He cameracing over, eyes bright with excitement. “1 am here, Straken Queen.”
“No sign of further pursuit?’ she asked. “No sign of Tadl Riverine or his creatures?’

The Ulk Bog grinned wickedly. “Hewon't have learned of Hobstull’ s new employment as aresting post
for birdsquite yet,” he said. “It will take timefor word to reach him. Too much timefor himto do
anything about it. Wewill bewe| away and out of hisreach by then.”

“Run on ahead a distance and seeif the land is clear that way. | want to turn north soon toward the
mountains.”

He glanced in that direction. “Nothing liesthere. What isthe point of wasting my time. . . 7’
“Don’'t argue, little man!” she snapped. “Remember your promise to serve and protect.”

He was gone without another word, a dark spot rapidly disappearing into the haze. She felt bad about
snapping a him, but he responded better when she did, and she needed to talk with Pen done.

“A word, Pen,” she said to him when Weka Dart was safdly away. “1 made apromiseto the Ulk Bog in
return for his help in getting free of the Straken Lord’ s prisons. I'll explain about thet later. My promise
wasthat | would do what | could to get him out of the Forbidding and into the Four Lands. He wantsto
comewith us”

Pen gave her an anxiouslook. “1 thought that was what he meant. But | don’t think we can doit. The
darkwand will take only you and me out of the Forbidding. It will not allow anyone elseto go with us.
The King of the Siver River told me s0.”

She had suspected as much. Creatures consigned to the Forbidding by Faerie magic could not be set
free without adisruption of the wall that separated the two worlds. The darkwand was not created for
that purpose. It was created for putting things back the way they were meant to be.

“I'll haveto tdl him,” she said quietly, already wondering how shewas going to do that. “I can't let him
think he gtill has achance of getting out when | know he doesn't.”

They waked on, the boy keeping pace with her, his head lowered, his staff serving asawalking stick, its
runes glowing softly inthe dusky light.

Her thoughts stayed with Weka Dart. He was so convinced that she could do anything, that her Straken
powers were omnipotent. He had aready made up his mind that she would be able to break him free of



the Forbidding and bring him back into the Four Lands. She had warned him not to expect too much, but
after the encounter with the Graumth, he had ceased believing there was anything to worry abouit.

Now she was going to have to disappoint him in the way she had disappointed so many others—by not
being able to do enough, by being less able than he needed her to be. She felt shackled by her inability,
by her weakness, by her humanity. It was amost better not to have any power than to have alot. Having
alot dways created expectations, and somewhere along the way those expectations would not be met
because that was the way the world worked.

“Do you remember when you asked me onceif | had any of my father’ smagic?’ Pen asked her
suddenly.

She glanced over a him, happy for the distraction. “1 remember.”

“I told you | hadn’t. But that wasn't entirely true. | hadn’t any of the wishsong’s magic. But | had
another kind. It was such asmal magic that | didn’t think it worth mentioning. It allowed meto sense
what animas and plants and birds were thinking or why they were acting asthey were. | didn’t think it
was worth anything. | never even told my parents about it. Especidly my mother, who is afraid of the
Ohmsford magic.”

Grianne nodded. “I know. Sheisright to be afraid.”

Hesighed. “Well, now | think maybe my magic does come from the wishsong. It changed when | took
the limb from the tanequil and shaped it into the darkwand. 1t changed when | began to bond with the
darkwand so thet it responded to me. | found | could make it do things by humming and singing, in the

way of the wishsong.”

“It came late to your father, too,” she said. “He was older than you before he discovered he had use of
it. Waker let him see by giving him the Sword of Shannaraand telling him he would haveto useit. That
bonding triggered a surfacing. Just aswith you.”

“I senseit changing 4till. 1 think | am just beginning to understand what' sthere.”

“Thereisahigtory of that in our family. It happened with Jair Ohmsford. Do you know the story? His
ggter had full use of the wishsong, thefirst of the Ohmsfordsto haveit. Jair, the brother, had a magic that
gave the appearance of being wishsong magic, but was only illusion. Except that some years after their
quest to destroy the Ildatch, he discovered that it had evolved and he had the same use of it as she had,
even though it had started out as something ese”

She gave him aquestioning look. “What' s bothering you?’

Heran hisfingersthrough his shock of reddish hair, tangling it further. “1 just thought that Snceit ismy
connection with the darkwand that alows usto cross through the Forbidding, maybe thereis ill a
chance for Weka Dart to comewith us. If my magicistill changing, if | don’t know what it will do yet, it
might turn out that it can help.”

Helooked over at her. “ So maybe you should wait to tell him. Until we re sure, | mean.”

She stared at him for amoment, surprised. “I don’t know if that’s such agood idea, Pen,” she said
finly.



Helooked off in the direction the Ulk Bog had gone. “1 just don't think anyone should haveto stay here
if they don’t want to. | know heisadescendant of one of those consigned to the Forbidding. But that
was along time ago. Things can change. He doesn’'t seem so bad to me.”

She smiled to hersdlf. She liked the way he wanted to help Weka Dart, even without knowing anything
about him. It spoke volumes about the kind of boy hewas, and it made her fed till closer to him. She
was glad he was like that. She hoped she would get achance later to tell her brother so.

“Heisnt sobad,” shesaid findly.

Shetried to tdl hersef that was S0, that being imprisoned in the demon world did not necessarily indicate
that the Ulk Bog was beyond redemption. No one was beyond redemption, after all. Wasn't she proof
of that?

Then ascream, amix of shriek and roar, blew past them like awindstorm, and Pen’ s dragon dropped
out of the sky and settled to the ground directly in front of them.

High in the towers of Paranor, Trefen Morys turned another corner on another passageway, Bellizen at
his hedls, and looked for away out. They had been running ever since they had hel ped Kermadec escape
through the windows of the meeting chamber. Surrounded by Gnome Hunters, they had been lucky to
get away themsdlves. They’ d been able to climb up through the heating vents and crawl down the shaft to
another room before the Gnomes could discover what they had done.

But the hunt had gone on, and their time and space were running out. The Gnomes knew they were
trapped on the upper levels of the Keep, and had blocked al the passageways down. All that was | eft to
the young Druids were the towers above, and even those were being closed off, one by one.

“Inherel” he hissed at Bellizen, pulling her through an open door into a storage room filled with Druid
cloaks and soft dippers.

The sounds of pursuit dready drawing near, he shut the door quietly behind them. He did the locking
bolt into place and looked around wearily. It wasjust another in an endless series of roomsinto which
they had fled and tried to hide. This one had a connecting door that led to a second room, and after
determining there was no other way out of the one they werein, he took Bellizen with him into the second
and locked its door, aswell.

The room was tiny, a chamber he had never seen before. It had no other door than the one they had
comethrough. A single narrow window was set in the far wall. When he crossed to open it, he found
himsdlf peering out at the north wall and the woods beyond. They were five stories up, and the wall
dropped straight down.

Helooked at Bellizen, who stood waiting for his assessment. “They might not think to look here.”

But they aready had. He could hear them at the door of the first chamber, trying to break through.
Eventudly, they would. Then they would break through the second door.

He scanned the room from wall to wall, from floor to ceiling, and then looked out through the window
again to seeif he had missed anything. But there was no help to be found anywhere.



They were trapped.

Bellizenread it in his eyes and nodded. He walked back to her. “1 won't let them take me,” he said. “I
know what will happen if they do.”

She nodded, her pale, round face calm, her gaze clear and steady. “1 won't let them take me, either.”
“But they will takeus,” he said. “There stoo many of them. We' Il be overwhemed.”
Shegave himasmdl smile. “Not if we don't wait around for that to happen.”

Shereached for his hands and led him over to the window. She looked out into the afternoon, and then
stepped up onto the windowslll. “Come up with me, Trefen.”

Hedid so, deliberately keeping his eyes on her face, refusing to look down. He stood with her in the
opening, holding her hands, feding the cool wind blow over him in a soothing wash.

In the room beyond, the door began to splinter and break.
“It'sonly ashort jump,” shesaid. “It won't take long.”

“1 wish we could be herewhen our mistressreturns,” he said. “1 would like her to know how much she
meansto us.”

“Someone will tell her,” shereplied. She glanced back at the door to their room. “Are you ready?’

“1 think 0,” he said.

He took adeep breath. They waited quietly, listening to the sounds without, to the breaking down of the
door in the far chamber and then to the thudding of booted feet as the Ghomes rushed to the door that
led into their room.

“It helpsthat you arewith me,” he said softly.

Bdlizengavehimasmdl amile

Then ahorn sounded, itswail degp and ominous, reverberating off the walls and through the rooms of
the Keep. Shouts rose from below, and abruptly Paranor came dive in anew and terrible way.

Outside their door, the Gnomes turned and ran, abandoning their efforts. Trefen Morysand Bellizen
stared at each other in disbelief, and then they looked out the window where the sounds of activity were
loudest.

Thousands of Rock Trollswere striding out of the trees, armored giants forming up battle lines at the
gatesto the fortress of the Druids.

Twenty-Seven



Grianne Ohmsford took a quick step back as the dragon settled into place on the flats, itswings folding
agang its huge, scay body. Steam rose off its back in clouds, and she could fed the heat of it from fifty
feet away. The dragon flexed and undulated from head to tail, the spikes that ridged its back shivering
like great stalks of grass blown in awind. It coughed once and then exhaed a huge gout of fireand
smoke.

An egrie dlence settled over the landscape, and it felt to her in that instant asif everything living had
disappeared from the earth save the dragon, the boy, and herself.

Then the head swung toward her and the maw parted to revea rows of blackened teeth. The stench of
its breath sent her backwards another few steps. I1ts yellow eyes narrowed and fixed on her.

Except they weren't fixed on her, she realized suddenly. They were fixed on Pen, who was standing next
to her.

“It' sthe darkwand,” he said quietly. “1t' sfascinated by the glowing runes.”

Hewasright. The dragon had settled down into acomfortable crouch and was staring intently at the
daff. The runes carved into its surface were pulsating with hypnotic congstency in the gray mistiness of
the afternoon.

“It' sbeen following me ever sncel arrived,” Pen said.
She blinked at him. “Y ou’ ve encountered it before?’

“Twice.” Helooked chagrined. “Thefirst timewas after | had waked into the passes |leading down from
the heightswhere | came into the Forbidding. | fell adeep, and it wasthere when | awoke, staring at me.
Or a the saff. | couldn’'t get rid of it at firgt, but finaly | did. | thought | was done with it, but yesterday it
reappeared here on the flats while | wastrying to reach you. It came to my rescue, actualy.”

“Y our rescue?’ She couldn’t hide her dishdlief.

“I wastrying to find somewhere to spend the night and | wandered into anest of Harpies. They wouldn't
let me out again. They were going to eat me. But the dragon reappeared and ate them, instead.”

He saw the look on her face and shook hishead. “It doesn’t have any interest in me. It doesn't care
about me one way or the other. It'stherunes.” He glanced over at the dragon, which was watching them
contentedly. *“ Something about watching the glow of the runes makesit happy. Or fascinatesit. | don't
know, Aunt Grianne. | just know that | can’t get rid of it.”

“WEell, you managed to do so twice now,” she pointed out.

“It was the wishsong magic,” he said. “It surfaced after my bonding with the darkwand, but it wasthe
dragon’ s appearance that gave me areason to test it. | didn’t know if the magic would work, but | was
desperate. So | tried it out. | used it to send images of the runes off into the distance, likealure. The
dragon went after them, and | escaped.”

He paused for amoment, frowning. “The second time it was too busy esting the Harpiesto pay much
attention to me. | just dipped away. But | guessit camelooking for me.”

“I guessit did.” Shelooked a the mongter, at its huge bulk and great, hooked claws and muscular body.



She sared into its yellowed eyes and found them glazed and unfocused. A dragon mesmerized by bits of
light—she would never have bdieved it. “ Can you get rid of it now?’

“I don't know. | cantry.”

He began to hum softly, connecting with the wishsong, and as he did so the runes of the darkwand
danced in response, growing brighter and more active as the music increased. Soon their glow wasracing
acrossthe length of the staff in ever-changing and increasingly complex patterns. She glanced at the
dragon. It was staring at the staff, satisfaction and delight mirrored initslidded eyes. It was Sitting up
sraight, head bent forward, as till asif it had been carved from stone.

Then the runes began to cast their imagesinto the air, aka e doscope of fire bitswhirling thisway and
that. Theimages spun and wove together, leaving tiny trails of light in the wake of their passing. The
dragon’ s jaws widened, and its bresth came in grunts and snorts. Claws dug into the earth, and itstail
coiled and uncoiled rhythmically. Theimages danced toward it, closing onit liketiny fireflies, then legpt
away into the sky, speeding off into the horizon, along line of them, beckoning with their comet light.

But the dragon didn’t move. It sat watching them intently for amoment, then turned back to Pen and the
daff once more,

Pen kept at it afew moments longer then gave up. “It'snot working,” he said, breaking off with atired
gasp. “1 don't understand. Before, it would have flown after theimages. Now it’ s only watching them.”

Grianne studied the dragon amoment. “1t’ slearned that flying after the images doesn't do it any good.
Theimagesdon't lagt. It' sfigured out that the source isthe staff and that staying close to the gaff isthe
best way to keep theimages coming.” She shook her head. “It’ sabrute, but it isn't stupid.”

They stared at the dragon in silence. The dragon stared back. In Pen’ s hand, the darkwand continued to
glow and its runes to dance and pulse.

“What are we going to do?’ Pen asked findly.

Grianne didn’t know. She could use the wishsong’ s magic, but she was afraid of the reaction she would
trigger. If shedidn't kill the dragon, it would be on them in aheartbeat. Even if shedid kill it, usng so
much magic would draw the Straken Lord to them like abeacon of firdight in darkest night. Either result
would be horrendous.

She was beginning to think she wasn't going to be given a choice in the matter when a strange, barking
cough sounded from somewhere in the distance, off toward the Dragon Line. It was rough and made her
think of scraping metal and of old saws cutting green wood. Sheflinched in spite of herself.

But the dragon sat up immediately, head swinging away from the darkwand and its glowing runes, eyes
peering out toward the sound.

Severa minutes passed, and no one moved. Then the sound came again, farther away thistime and
more to the east. The dragon’s head swung toward it, lifting dertly. It huffed, and steam poured out of its
nostrils. When the sound came athird time, the dragon roared with such ferocity that Grianne and Pen
dropped to their kneesin shock.

Seconds | ater, the monster was airborne, winging away in the direction of the sound, flying off without a
backwards glance.



“What happened?’ Pen breathed in confusion.

Grianne shook her head. “I don’t know, but let’s not stand around talking about it.” She glanced over.
“Can you do something to quiet those runes? Can you stop them from glowing? If it comes back, | don’t
want the gaff to helpit find us”

“I'll try,” he said. He dipped off his cloak and wrapped it carefully about the darkwand so that the glow
of the runeswas hidden. “There,” he said, satisfied.

They began walking again, heading toward the mountains, changing direction just enough that they were
moving more north than west. More than once, Grianne peered off into the distance in the direction the
dragon had taken, but there was no sign of it. No more than amile ahead were hills that would offer them
better cover. If they hurried, they would reach the hills before the dragon decided to come looking for
them.

She wondered how far it wasto where they could try to get back through the Forbidding. She glanced
skyward. Night was gpproaching.

“Pen, why do the runes continue to glow even when you’ re not using the wishsong?’

He shrugged. “They just do. They were glowing that first morning when | woke and the dragon was
sitting there. They respond to mein away that doesn’'t involve metelling them what to do. I'm not even
sure how much control | have over them. Not much, | think.”

Odd, she thought. The magic of the wishsong did not have a history of independent response. It came
only when summoned and did only what it was asked to do. Its behavior here must have something to do
with Pen’s bonding with the darkwand, with the melding of two magics. In some way, the wishsong had
developed the ability to activate itsdlf, to respond to the boy’ s needs even when the boy wasn't aware of
exactly what they were.

Her magic, she thought, though far more powerful than his, had never been ableto do that.

They had waked until they were amost into the hillswhen Weka Dart regppeared, armsflailing
excitedly as he sprang out from behind astand of heavy brush.

“Did you see? Did you see?” He jumped up and down and cackled asif gone mad. “It was completely
fooled! | told you | would protect you, Straken Queen! | could see what would happen if | did not act,
and s0 | used my brain and tricked it!”

She redlized he was talking about the dragon. “What did you do, Weka Dart? What was that sound?’

He shrieked with laughter. “A mating call! What better way to get its attention than to give it something
more important to think about than the two of you!”

“Y ou know how to give adragon mating call?”’

“I was Catcher for Tael Riverinealong time! | learned how to give many kinds of cdlsl | would have
been a poor Catcher otherwise, and | was the best that ever was! Did you likeit? Y ou had no ideawhat
it was, did you? Did it make you wonder if maybe something was dying? That's how dragons sound
when they'reinlovel”



He danced about wildly, and then started away. “Hurry, come, come! We have to reach the Dragon
Line by nightfall! We need to keep moving!” He whedled back amoment. 1t was good that | was close
by and watching out for you, wasn't it? | saved you both!”

Then hewas off again, racing into the distance, asmall, crook-limbed blur againgt the haze.

Grianne stared after him and thought in despair, There must be a way.

When the battle horns sounded, Kermadec was crouched in the shadow of ahaf-wal atop the
gatehouse where Atalan and the other Rock Trollswere hiding. He hesitated only long enough to make
certain he was not mistaken about what was happening, then leapt from his place of conced ment to the
floor below and raced for the gatehouse door.

After leaving Trefen Morys and Bellizen, the Trolls had made it down from the parapets and found their
way to the base of the north wall and the gate that Grianne had dways kept open for mestings.

But the gate was closed and sealed, and Kermadec could tdll at aglance that it would take too much
effort and make entirely too much noise to force it. Someone had taken agood dedl of time and trouble
to make certain that it would not be used again. More than likely it had been discovered by Shadeaand
her allies after they had digpatched the Ard Rhysinto the Forbidding and assumed control of the Keep.
Shadeawould have been quick to recognize its significance.

So for the better part of two hours, the Trolls had hidden in the gatehouse next to it, a
less-than-satisfactory location given what they were now faced with doing, but one that was unlikely to
be visited anytime soon. But, with the gate of choice stoutly sedled, Kermadec and his Trollswould have
to breach another gate. Since the next closest gate was some distance from where they hid, there was
every possihility that they would be spotted long before they reached it.

There was nothing they could do about that. The only way the Trolls were going to take Paranor was by
breaching the Druid defenses from theinside. That meant seizing and holding a gate long enough for the
Trollsoutside thewallsto get insde.

Kermadec burst through the gatehouse door. All around him, the fortress of the Druidswas eruptingin a
frenzy of wild shouts and charging men.

“They'vearrived,” heinformed the other Trolls, putting his back to the door and facing them acrossthe
tiny, shadow-streaked room.

Atadan’sface was amask of excitement. “Now we' Il see how strong these wallsredly arel” he hissed.
“Let’'sgo!”

“Not yet.” His brother blocked hisway. “Giveit amoment more. Let them get to the walsand settlein
place. Let them al belooking at what threatens from without so they won't belooking at us. Thenwe'll
take them.”

Atdan cameright up againg him. “Why wait, brother? Confusion serves us better than it servesthem.
Dday isfor cowards and weaklings. We should take them now!”



Kermadec held his ground, his gaze steady. “Y ou are too impatient, Atalan. Y ou rush to do everything
too quickly.”

Atdan spit. “If | am too impatient, you are too cautious. Y ou delay everything too long. Move more
quickly, and we might have better success. Arewe hereto help the Ard Rhys or not?’

“Don’t push too hard on me,” Kermadec said softly. “ And do not question my commitment to the Ard
Rhys. It isnot your placeto do s0.”

“Shhh,” Barek hissed at them. He was standing at the shuttered window, keeping watch as dozens of
Gnome Hunters charged past on their way to the parapets. “You'll be heard if you keep thisup!”

The brothers faced each other amoment longer, then Atdan turned away with ashrug. “You are
Maturen, Kermadec. Y ou are leader. The responsbility for what happens hereisyours. Who am | to
question you?’

He douched back to the far wall and dumped down, staring at nothing. Seething with anger and
embarrassment, Kermadec turned back to the door and ignored him.

It was dark by the time Grianne and Pen began the climb into the Dragon Line. Shadows thrown by the
skeletal trees and distant peaks draped the land. West, the light was fading from gray to black, and the
twilight hush that marked the transition from day to night was retiring the creatures of one and bringing out
the creatures of the other. Sounds faded asif swallowed benegth the surface of an endless sea, and the
world became a place for the quick and the dead.

Grianne' s eyes roamed the landscape on a ceasal ess scour, dert for things that might be hunting them.
The boy waked quietly beside her. They had not seen Weka Dart since he had departed, but she felt
certain he was close, watching their progress, ready to save them once more should the need arise. Or
save himsdf, perhaps. She knew enough of the Ulk Bog to appreciate that whatever his good intentions,
he would awayslook after himsdf fird.

Stll, it seemed petty of her to think of him that way after he had lured off the dragon. She wished she
could form abetter opinion of the Ulk Bog, but she was too familiar with how he managed to get through
lifeto do so.

It seemed only moments later that Weka Dart appeared out of the black, materiaizing so suddenly that
sheamogt struck out at him.

“Straken!” he hissed a her in aclear tone of reprimand. “Y ou cannot continuein the dark! Too many
things hunt at night, and even | cannot seethem dl! We must stop and wait for morning!”

She was anxious to reach their destination and get out of the Forbidding for good. But the urgency in his
voice gave her pause. “Isit really so dangerous? We are amost there.”

“You are not as close as you think. Thisisadifferent pass than the one you took down. Best not to
repeat your stepswhen Tael Riverineislooking for you. No, Grianne of the powerful magic, you must
stop now. Y ou and the boy. Rest here. Wait for dawn.”

So they did, taking shelter in acluster of boulders that gave them protection on three sdes and provided



an overhang aswell. They would take turns keeping watch, they agreed. When first light appeared, they
would set out again. The remainder of the journey would take only a couple of hours.

Then, Grianne told herself once again, she would be free.

“WekaDart,” she said after they had settled into the rocks. She could barely see him in the hazy
darkness, adim shadow hunched down to one side. Only his eyes gleamed, watchful and steady. “1 have
something to tell you.”

She heard Pen exhdein anticipation of what was coming. She ran her fingersthrough her hair, pushing it
back from her face, wondering how to put what she must say into words, and then deciding she should

just say it.

“Penderrin tells me that the darkwand will not take you out of the Forbidding. It will only take him and
me. No onedse”

Weka Dart snorted. “Heis mistaken. Or if not mistaken, he underestimates the power of your magic.
Y ou can find away to take me even if the saff doesnot wishit.”

Shesighed. “I don't think so. Thisisold magic, older than | am, and more powerful. Thewall of the

Forbidding cannot be broken by ordinary means. That iswhy it was so difficult for Tael Riverineto get
his demon into the Four Lands. He had to work a switch to make that happen. Y ou told me so yourself.”

“Perhaps you can switch the Moric back again in exchangefor me,” he said brightly.

Hisenthusiasm wasfrudtrating. “No, | can’t. | don’t know how. | don’t even know how this staff works.
It responds to Pen, not to me. What mattersis that the Faerie creature who told Pen about the staff was
very explicit—it cannot bring anyone out of the Forbidding but us.”

Weka Dart was on hisfeet in an ingtant, arms pinwheeling. “But you promised! Y ou said you would take

mewith youif | got you out of Tael Rivering sprisond Y ou said you would! Did you lie? Isit truethat all
Strakens|lie? Even you?’

She held up her hands. “1 told you that | would do what | could to help you but that | didn’t even know
if I could help mysdf! That waswhat | said. It wasthe truth, not alie. If Pen hadn’t come with the staff, |
couldn’'t escape the Forbidding, either. | would be trapped here, aswell.”

“Now you won't be, will you?’ he shrieked.

“No.”

“But | will! I will!”

“Not if we can—"

“Youlied, you lied, you lied!”

Spitting at Penderrin, asif the Stuation were hisfault, the Ulk Bog rushed out of the shelter, screaming
invectives at both of them, and then disgppeared into the night. But he was back again within minutes,

trudging out of the inky black and flinging himsalf down where he had been sitting before. For along time,
hedidn’t say anything. Grianne waited.



“Who will protect you from dragons, Grianne of the broken promises?’ he whispered findly.

He said it with such sadnessthat it made her throat tighten in response. “ There are no dragonsin my
world,” she answered.

“No dragons?’ His head lifted from the cradle of hisarms. “Well, who will protect you from the Furies,
then? Or the giants, and ogres and Graumths? \Who will warn you of their coming? Who will keep you
from sumbling into their lairs?’

“There are no Furies, ogres, giants, or Graumths. All of those are here. They were dl sent hereinthe
time of Faerie, when the Forbidding was created.” She paused. “My world is nothing like yours, little Ulk
Bog. Itisavery different kind of place.”

“Arethere Uk Bogslike me?’

“No. Thereare no Faeriekind at all, save Elves”

“| hate Elves” he muttered. “ Elves end aved the Jarka Ruus.”

“WekaDart,” shesaid quietly. “Wewill try to take you with us, just as| promised. | will keep my word.
| just want you to know that | may not be able to break you free. | may not have the power to do that.”

Hewasslent along time. “No Ulk Bogs?’

1] No-”

He squirmed around in the dark, shifting positions, trying first one, then another, so restlessthat she
thought there was something wrong with him. “Areyou dl right?’

“I might not comewith you after dl,” he said suddenly. “I might stay here. Y our world sounds boring. It
sounds asif thereisnothing to do. | might be better off staying right wherel am.”

She gtared a him. “| thought you said you couldn’t do that. | thought you said Tadl Riverine would kill
youif you stayed.”

“He might take me back, now that Hobstull isdead.” Weka Dart’ s voice was smal and contemplative.
“Hewill need anew Catcher.”

“No!” shesad at once. “The Straken Lord will have you killed, Weka Dart! Hewill find out what you
have done and that will be the end of you!”

“He might not. He might think me too valuable now.”

She wanted to shake him so hard histeeth rattled. “If thisisathreat meant to get back at mefor telling
you thetruth, for telling you what | thought you had aright to know, then it isapoor one! Don’'t be such
afool! You cannot talk about going back to Tadl Riverine! Going back issuicide!”

“Or maybe | will go west, where | said | wanted to go when we met.” He shrugged. “Maybe | will go to
Huka Flats and find a place where | will be accepted.”



She didn’'t know what to say. She wanted him to quit talking the way he was. She wanted to tell him that
they would find away to get him out of the Forbidding. She wanted him to wait until they knew for sure
what was going to happen when they used the darkwand. But Weka Dart was aready sfting his
expectationsin hismind, rethinking hislife and his plansfor the future, accepting better than she, perhaps,
theredities.

“Don’'t decide anything tonight,” she said to him. “Wait until we have achance to test the staff. Will you
do that?’

Hewasdlent for alongtime. “I will degp onit, Straken Queen. | will giveit the thought it deserves.”
“I wouldn't ask for more than that,” she said.

“1 would be agood Catcher for you. Isthere was anything to catch over there? Or to protect you from?
There must be something.”

“There are enemies,” she assured him. “There are dways enemies.”

Shewaiched him lie down and curl into aball. “1 will keep you safe from your enemies,” he said softly.
“I will protect you.”

“l know.”

She sat staring out into the night, her thoughts dark and threatening, pushing back her weariness. She
should be able to do more for him than what she believed she could. She should be ableto help him. But
shedidn’t know whereto start. She didn’t know how to do what was needed. She felt weak and
impotent.

“I will betherefor you,” he whispered.

Then he said nothing more.

She awoke with the dawn, the Silvery tinge of its bresking afaint blush on the eastern horizon. The sky
was overcast and the clouds thick and roiling across the Pashanon. A storm was building to the
southwest, and there was a screen of rain where it swept eastward out of Huka FHats.

She looked around. Pen was sound adleep at her side, the darkwand cradled in hisarms. Weka Dart
was nowhere to be found. She took a moment to scan the countryside, but didn’t see him. Apparently,
he had |eft early to scout the pass.

Sheroused Pen, and after eating the remainder of the roots Weka Dart had provided for their evening
medl, they set off. Shefelt an urgency about doing so, aneed to reach their destination quickly. Shewas
aware of how fragile shewas. Still unhealed from her experiences at the hands of Tael Riverine, her
strength came mostly from the knowledge that she was close to being free of him for good. If she could
escape the Forbidding, as well, she might recover hersdlf. If she could put enough distance between
hersalf and what had been done to her, she might be able to shore up her uncertain psyche. The
memories would never leave her but, perhaps, she could take the edge off them. She was holding hersdlf
together mostly through cobbled-together bits and pieces of determination, stubbornness, and pride. She
was dtill Ard Rhys, but to become anything like whole again, she must regain her hold on the position as



wd| asthetitle

She looked around with haunted eyes. The oppressiveness of the world of the Jarka Ruus closed about
her. Another day in the Forbidding, and she could not say for certain that she would not give way to the
madness that had threatened to claim her ever ance her arrival. Time was growing increasingly short for
her. She could listen to the sound of its passing in the beating of her heart.

They climbed steadily into the pass, frequently looking back over their shouldersto the plains, which
were disappearing in the sweep of the storm. But there appeared to be no pursuit and no indication of

anything dangerous coming their way.
And therewas till no sign of Weka Dart.

It was nearing midday when they gained the forested heights of the Dragon Line and began to head
west, toward the place where they had entered the Forbidding. The day had gone very dark asthe storm
clouds continued to roll eastward. Thewind had picked up, and the first sprinkles of rain blew into their
faces. Not wanting to be caught in the storm, they pressed on. Grianne chose their path; her sense of
where she was stronger now. The boy walked silently beside her, the staff covered and out of sight.

In the distance, thunder rumbled in long, rolling peals and lightning flashed on the plains.

Then, quite unexpectedly, they emerged from the treesinto a clearing, and Grianne recognized it asthe
place they had been searching for. Shetook Pen’s arm and nodded to him without speaking. The boy
grinned, adisarming response that made her smile, aswell. It was dmost over.

Shelooked around for Weka Dart, but still hewasn't there.

Pen saw the look on her face. “Whereis he, Aunt Grianne? | thought he would be waiting for us.”

Shetook along moment to study the trees, to peer through the gloom not only of the day but also of her
own redlization of what had happened.

“Heisn't coming,” shesad.
The boy stared at her. “Why wouldn’t he come? Does't he want to get out of here?’

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I'm not sure he knows. | think he' safraid. Of failing to get out, if
the darkwand won't take him. Of getting out and finding it isn’'t what he expects. Maybe something else
dtogether.”

Penderrin looked away. “1 wouldn’t stay hereif | were him. | would take the chance that there might be
something better.”

She took adeep breath. She could use her magic to try to find the Ulk Bog. He might be close ill,
waiting to seeif they would look for him. He might be testing her. But she knew in her heart that he
wasn't, that he was far away, that he had put her behind him. She would be someone he had known and
hel ped, someone he could brag about. But she would be only amemory.

Would hetry to go back to Tadl Riverine and become his Catcher once more? Would he take the
chance that the Straken Lord elther did not know of his participation in her escape or would forgive him
for it? With the Ulk Bog, it wasimpossbleto tell.



WehaDart.

She spoke his namein her mind, conjuring up images of him that she thought she would carry with her to
the grave.

“We haveto go,” shetold Pen abruptly. “We can’'t wait on him. Use the gtaff.”

The boy brought out the darkwand and set it butt-downward againgt the earth, his hands wrapped
around its carved surface. The runes were glowing softly, pulsing bright red in the darkness of the midday
gorm.

“Pace your handswith mine” he said.

She started to do so, and then stopped. “ Pen, listen to me. They will be waiting for us when we come
through—Shadea a Ru and those who have dlied themsda ves with her. They will have figured out where
you went and be prepared for the possibility that you might get back again and bring me with you. They
will know whereto look for us. They will atack the moment they see us. They will try to put anend to
both of us. So | want you to beready. | want you to get behind me and stay there until you have a
chanceto get clear. Any chance. Assoon as you see one, you are to takeit. Don't wait for me. Don't
even think about me. Just run and keep running. Do you understand?’

He nodded, but |ooked uncertain.

She put her hands on his shoulders. “Y ou showed great courage in coming hereto save me. | don't
know anyone else who could have done what you did, except perhaps your father. | oweit to himto do
for you what you have done for me. | want you safe and sound when this businessis finished, Penderrin.
Tel meyou will do as| have asked.”

He nodded again, morefirmly thistime. “1 will, Aunt Grianne.”

Shetook her hands from his shoulders. “ Are you ready?’

Hetook adeep breath. “1 am.”

“Then let’sgo home.”

She wrapped her hands on the staff and held tight.

Twenty-Eight

Thetrangtion happened quickly. The runes began to glow moreintensaly, gaining strength from her
touch. Grianne blinked againgt the sudden brightness, and then felt akind of shifting in the space she
occupied. The grayness of the Forbidding grew dowly darker, asif the storm had caught up to them and
they were about to be engulfed. All that took place in seconds, bardly giving her time enough to register
what was transpiring. She glanced over a Pen, who held on to the darkwand from the other side, his
eyes closed.



But she did not close hers. She wanted to see what was going to happen to her.

Even so, shedid not. The runes suddenly burst into fiery brightness, and it appeared asif the staff itself
was aflame. It was dl she could do to keep holding onto it, to persuade hersdf that the fire was an
illuson. The glow grew steadily, cocooning her away, shutting off her surroundings, from the world of the
Jarka Ruus, from everything but the staff and hersalf and Pen.

Then everything was gone, and she wasfighting for air asamassivefist closed about her body, crushing
her, squeezing the air from her lungs with relentless pressure. She fought back againgt it, struggling to
breathe, to stay dive. Something has gone wrong, she thought in desperation. Something isn’t right.

Then the light dimmed, the runes darkened, and she was standing once morein the familiar surroundings
of her deeping chamber, returned safe and whole to Paranor. She still had a death grip on the staff, but
the runes had gone dark.

Sheexhded sharply inrdlief.

In the next instant, the triagend collapsed about her.

She knew what it wasimmediately. She had caught aglimpse of the magic’ sglow in the few secondsit
took for her passage out of the Forbidding to become complete, but had failed to recognize its

sgnificance until it wastoo late. The glow disappesred asthetriagend dropped into place, becoming an
invisble presence that hemmed her in on al sides, an unbreakable cage.

“Don’'t move, Penderin,” shesaid to him.

He stood across from her, till smiling happily at having escaped the Forbidding. The smile faded dowly,
and he looked around in surprise.

“We re caught in atriagend,” sheinformed him. A quick sweep of her hand illuminated the strands of
their prison. “I told you they would be waiting. But | didn’t foresee this.”

“What isit?

“A very powerful form of magic. It takes three magic usersto cregteit, acombination of their skillsto
bringittolife”

But the glow was not uniform, she saw. In some placesit was very nearly dark. In aproperly
congtructed triagend, the magic should be equdly ditributed. “ There' s something wrong here,” she
murmured. “ See?’

She pointed at a couple of the weaker spots, at the obvious darknesses, and as she did so the door to
the concealed passageway on the far side of the chamber swung inward and her brother’ s face appeared
inthe opening. “ Grianne?’

“Bek!” sheexclamed in shock. “How intheworld . .. 7

“Listentome,” heinterrupted, cutting her short. “I’ ve used the wishsong to weaken severa of the
triagend’sstrands. | think you can breek free, if you try.”

“Closethedoor!” shesad.



He did so, and she pushed Pen down on the floor and stood over him. “Cover your head. Don't look up
until | tell you.”

She would not have much time. Shadea and the others would be coming. Perhapsthey were dready just
outside. Shewould haveto hurry. Shewas afraid of the wishsong after what had happened inside the
Forbidding, but she had no other choice. She was going to have to use it anyway when she faced
Shadea.

So she summoned the magic boldly, and when it surfaced she formed it into razor-sharp edges that
would cut and sever and then sent them screaming into the weakened placesin the net. The wishsong
spun and ripped through the netting, overcoming momentary resistance from the enabling magic and
dicing through strands until the cage sagged like soft rope. She kept at it, working at first one place and
then another, and when she had the entire Structure sufficiently weakened, she attacked it with such force
that the triagend disintegrated, and she blew out the entire north wall of the deeping chamber. Stone
blocks and debris exploded outward, and a huge cloud of dust mushroomed through the room.

Grianne covered her face, waited for the dust to settle, and then pulled Pen back to hisfeet. “Bekl” she
shouted.

Her brother burst into the room with Rue Meridian, Tagwen, and an Elven girl she took to be Khyber
Elessedil right behind. There was aquick exchange of grateful hugs between Pen and his parents and
Khyber. Only Bek hugged her. Grianne saw dismay and shock reflected in their faces when they looked
at her. She could even see pity.

I'madl right,” shesaid to them.

Her brother shook hishead. “Y ou are not al right. Shadea a Ru and all those others who betrayed you
will pay for this. Wewill hunt them down. Wewill find out everything. But we have something dsewe
have to talk about now, something that won't wait. A demon was set free when you were taken. It' s il
here, and it’ strying to break down the Forbidding.”

“I know of this” shesaid.

“I thought as much. What you don't know isthat the only way to stop it isfor Pento find it and use the
darkwand to return it, just as he used the staff to return you.”

“Penderrin hasto do this?” she asked in surprise.

“The King of the Siver River said he must. Only the darkwand can complete the transfer from one
world to the other, and only Pen can command the magic. | haveto take him with usto find the demon.”

In the hallway outside the deeping chamber door, there was new activity, the sound of running and of
shouts.

“They’re coming,” she said to the others. She brought up her hands, summoned her magic once more,
and seded the door from theingide. “ That will hold them for afew minutes, no more.” She turned back
to Bek. “Takethe others and go. Y ou found your way here through the secret passageways—can you
find your way back again?’

He nodded. “Between us, Tagwen and | can manage.”



“I’'mnot coming,” the Dwarf declared dmost bdligerently. “1 belong here with the Ard Rhys.”

Grianne moved over to him quickly and kndlt. “Y es, you do. But you must leave anyway. All of you
must. There s nothing you can do for me by staying. | have to face Shadea and the othersdone. | am the
one who can dedl with them best. Only Bek might be ableto help, but his placeiswith Pen, finding that
demon and dispatching it. Listen to me.” She gripped the Dwarfs shoulderstightly. “I’ ve seen theinside
of the Forbidding, Tagwen. It isahorror beyond anything you canimagine. If the creaturesthat live there
wereto be set freein thisworld, it would be the end of usdl. Y ou have to stop that from happening.
Whatever becomes of me, you haveto stop that.”

She held hisgaze. Findly, he gave her asmall nod, his bearded face twisted into an unhappy knot. “1 will
do thisbecause you ask it,” he said quietly. “But not willingly.”

Sheturned at onceto Pen. “Thiswon’'t be easy. Y ou won't know what you have to do until you find the
demon. Perhaps you will haveto find away to get it to touch the staff. Perhapsit will take more. | wish 1
could tell you something hel pful, but you know as much as | do about how it works. Trust your ingtincts,
Pen. They won't betray you.”

The boy nodded. “1 don’t want to leave you, either.”

She smiled. “I'll seeyou again. Just go. Do what you must. Do what is needed.” Shelooked around.
“All of you. Go, now.”

They did so, one by one, disappearing through the door into the secret passageway, glancing back at her
asthey did, amix of reluctance and dismay mirrored on their faces. Bek wasthe last to depart.

“Don’t let anything happen to you,” he said. “It’ staken too much out of us getting you back to bear the
thought of losing you again.” He paused. “I love you, Grianne.”

Then he pulled the door shut behind him and was gone, hiswords gtill echoing in her mind.
I love you, too,she thought.

She turned back to the deeping chamber and looked at the sealed door. She had come along way to
face what awaited her on the other side. She had fought hard for a chanceto put thingsright. But al of a
sudden, she was unsureif she could do so.

How odd, she thought.

Onthefloor in front of her, the last strands of the ruined triagend were dowly dissolving astheir magic
leached away. She stared for amoment, then caught sight of herself in the mirror and saw what Bek and
the others had seen: aghogt, atattered imitation of hersdlf.

She walked to the closet on the other side of the room, opened it, and took out one of the robes hanging
there, clean and deekly black. She draped it around her shoulders and fastened it in place with the clasp
she had fashioned in the shape of the Eilt Drain, the Druid chain of office, the symbol of their order.

Her enemieswould see her thislast time, shetold hersdf, as she meant for them to see her. Asleader.
AsArd Rhys.



She fingered the clasp, tracing the raised image of a hand holding forth aburning torch. The meaning of
the Elfish words came back to her. THROUGH KNOWLEDGE, POWER.

Perhaps. Thisday, shewould see.

Then she crossed the room and swept the air in front of the chamber door with one hand to remove the
magic that sealed it. Tightening her resolve, she flung open the door.

Shadea a Ru stood on the battlements of Paranor’ s north wall with Traunt Rowan and looked down at
the army of Rock Trolls amassed before the gates. On hearing of this new threat, she had come at once,
determined that she would ded with it herself, that she would not leave it up to her lessthan-religble
adlies. But having seen for hersdf how many Trolls were gathered—in excess of athousand—she was
unsure of what to do.

“Have they made any sort of demand?’ she asked Traunt Rowan.

He shook his head. “Not aword out of any of them. They smply walked out of the trees and formed up
inranks and haven’'t moved or said anything since.”

“This must have something to do with Kermadec,” she said quietly. “ Those Trolls bear the banner of
Taupo Rough. They wouldn't be hereif it wasn't for him. Areyou sure you left him safely behind at
Stridegate? After dl, that girl managed to find away onto one of the ships.”

“He was on the ground with the others when we lifted off. He was trapped by thousands of Urdas. Even
if he got past them, he would have had to walk out. It would have taken days.” Traunt Rowan shook his

head, and then gestured toward the Troll army. “Maybe they’ ve come looking for him. Maybe they think
he'shere”

She considered the possibility. “Maybe.”

But that suggestion didn’t fed right. A few might come, but not an entire army. It was something el se,
something much more dangerous. She glanced at the lower walls, where the Gnome Hunters were hiding
behind the battlements. They could hold against an attack if the Trolls did not get past the walls. But there
were too few of them to withstand an assault if the attackers broke through.

She had aready ordered that the gates be reinforced. There was nothing more she could think of to do
at that point. Shewould let the Trolls stand out there dl day if that was what they wanted to do. If they
were still standing there the next day, she might consider using her magic to disperse them. But that would
require an enormous drain on her reserves, alast resort when al elsefailed. She would need agood
reason to commit herself to such an action.

She was considering the possibility of sending word to the East-land Gnhomes that they needed
reinforcements when Pyson Wence came flying down the stairs from the north tower, his black robes
billowing wildly, his sharp features stricken.

“Thetriagene has collgpsed!” he shouted to them.

She' s back, Shadea thought instantly.



“Y ou're sure about this?’ she snapped, exchanging aquick glance with Traunt Rowan.

Pyson Wence sneered, trying to hide the fear in hiseyes. * Do you think me afool? The magic' sgone

dark. What else could it mean?’
She ignored the taunt, brushing past him as she moved quickly toward the tower stairs, her strong

featureshard and st. “Let’ sfinish this” she said softly.

They went up the stairsin arush. Already, Shadeafelt the magic building insde her in anticipation of the
battle ahead. She amiled fiercely. Thistime there would be no mistakes.

They had gained the head of the gairs and were turning down the halway leading to the deeping
chamber whenits north wall blew apart.

Deep in the hidden passageways in the walls of the Keep, the Ohmsfords, Khyber Elessedil, and a
grumbling Tagwen descended toward the furnace room. In a somber mood, the group moved ahead in

Slence
“I don't likeit that we left her back there done,” the Dwarf repeated over and over again.

“Y ou know we couldn’'t say, Tagwen,” Rue Meridian said findly. “Y ou know shewouldn’t let us.”

“There are too many of them for her to have a chance.”

Rue shook her head. “1 wouldn’t wager against her, whatever the odds.”

Tagwen went slent for atime asthelittle band continued through the darknessusing asmal light
provided by Khyber' s elemental magic as abeacon. They could not tell what was happening behind
them. The stone-block walls were thick and massive and muffled al sounds from the other sde. The

chambers of the Druid’s Keegp were tombs, and they kept their secrets well.

“We could still go back,” Tagwen muttered under his breath. “It isn’t too late.”

Bek wheded back on him furioudy. “ Stop it, Tagwen! None of the rest of uslikes this any better than
you do! How do you think | fed about leaving her? She' smy sigter! But if the Forbidding comes down, it

redlly won't make any difference what happensto Grianne, will it?”

“Bek,” Rue admonished softly.
Tagwen went crimson with shame at the rebuke, hislips compressing into atight line. Hetried to say
something in response, but failed. Trembling, he pushed past Bek and went on aone.

It was Pen who went after him, hurrying to catch up as he wandered blindly ahead into the darkness.
“Wait, Tagwen!”

When he was even with the Dwarf, Pen dowed and walked at his side. They were descending a
stairway that was broad enough for two to pass together, so the boy was able to stay on his shoulder.

“Hedidn't mean it, Tagwen. Hejust thinkslike you do, he' safraid he will lose her.”



Tagwen didn't say anything.

“Weal want to go back and help her,” Pen continued. “We are all afraid for her. | saw what sort of
placethe Forbidding is. | saw what she had to survive for al those weeks. She has been though alot
more than you think. | don’t even know it dl, she wouldn't talk about it with me. But | sensed it,

anyway.”

“All the more reason we should be back there helping her,” Tagwen said furioudy. “ She' snot strong
enough to face Shadea and those others. She'll try to stand up to them, to reclaim the order, but she
might not have the srengthto do it.”

Pen nodded. “I know. But if we're not there, Tagwen, she does't have to worry about us getting hurt.
She only hasto worry about herself. | think that’ s al she can manage just now. She sent us away to find
the demon, but she sent us away to keep us safe, too.”

He paused. “And if something bad does happen to her, we won't be there to see it happen. | think she
wants that, too.”

The Dwarf looked over a him, but made no response.

Kermadec had been waiting for the right moment, and when he heard the explosion from high in the
north tower, he knew it had arrived. He took hislittle band of Rock Trollsfrom the gatehouse in which
they had been hiding and moved toward the main gates securing the north wall. They advanced at atrot,
bunched close together for protection, prepared to fight their way through any resistance. But they were
lucky. The Gnome Hunters guarding the Keep were dl onthewals or at the gates themsalves, and the
corridors between were empty.

The Trolls got to within fifty feet of the north gates before the Gnome Hunters standing guard at the huge
crossbar securing the gates caught sight of them and shouted awarning to those on the walls. Kermadec
responded by ordering his Trollsto charge. They rushed the Gnomes at the gates and fought their way
through them. A hail of arrows and darts rained down from the walls, but once the Trolls were past the
defenders and up againgt the gates, the men on the walls couldn’t see them anymore,

“Ataan!” Kermadec shouted to his brother. “ Take the othersl Watch our backs!”

With Barek to aid him, he turned to the crossbar. It was too heavy for even adozen men to lift and had
to berolled in and out of a series of iron clasps by apulley system. With attackers coming a Atalan and
the remaining Trollsfrom every direction, Kermadec and Barek heaved againgt the leversthat engaged
the pulleys and began to dide the crossbar free.

Shouts turned to screams of rage and fear as the Gnomes redlized what was happening, and they flung
themsalves on the Trolls heedlesdy. Atalan’ ssmdl line held for amoment, and then broke apart under
the rush. Dozens of Gnome Hunters converged on Kermadec and Barek. The latter fought to protect his
Maturen, but was overwhelmed. K ermadec threw aside the Gnomes who reached him, till leaning into
the pulley levers. The crossbar grated dowly out of its metal fastenings, the pulley whedls squeding from
the drain.

“Atadan!” Kermadec shouted again as his attackers tore him away from the levers,



His brother reached him ingtantly, hammering aside the Gnomes who sought to bar hisway, roaring the
Taupo Rough battle cry, which wasingtantly taken up by the Trolls without. The gates sagged inward as
Kermadec' s soldiers outside pressed up againgt them. The crossbar was drawn hafway out by then, a
sgnglefastening securing it onitsfarthest end. Gnome Hunters clinging to him, Atdan threw himsdlf against
the levers and the crossbar did dl theway free.

Aningant later, the gates heaved open behind the crush of armored giants pressing inward, and the
Trolls of Taupo Rough poured through. The remaining defenders held their ground for amoment longer,
then broke and ran, looking for somewhere farther inside the Keep to regroup.

Kermadec waited just long enough to be certain that entry into Paranor was secure, then broke free of
the others and began to climb the stairsto the north tower.

Although hisbrother didn’t see him, Atalan wasright behind.

Twenty-Nine

When Shadea a Ru reached the deeping chamber door and pushed her way through the knot of Ghome
Huntersthat surrounded it, the first thing she recognized was that the door was magic-sedled.

“She' sfree!” she hissed at Traunt Rowan and Pyson Wence as they came up next to her.

“Free? Of thetriagend?” The Gnome looked stricken. “ That’simpossible! No one can bresk out of a
triagend!”

Traunt Rowan smiled faintly, dmost asif he had expected as much. “Perhapswe failed to build it
properly.”

Shadeadidn’t know and didn’'t care. What mattered was that their worst enemy was no longer a captive
in any sense. She would have to be dedlt with in amore direct and immediate manner or they were dl
finished.

She motioned for the Gnome Hunters to move behind her, thinking to put some space between al of
them and the closed door. “To my |eft,” shetold Pyson, pulling Traunt Rowan to her right. “When she
comes through that door, burn her. Don't hesitate. Don't think about it. Just do it. W€ Il catch her from
three sdes. Even Grianne Ohmsford isn't impervious to Druid magic!”

They backed away, Shadea all the way acrossthe hdl to the far wall, where she pressed her back up
againg the stone and summoned her magic to her fingertips. She glanced left and right to the other two,
standing perhaps twenty feet away on either sdein the middle of the halway. The Ghome Hunters were
crouched behind them, swords drawn, arrows noched into bows.

Thirty, perhaps forty strong, they waited.
Then the door flew open, banging hard against the wall, and a pecter emerged, ablack and

impenetrable wraith backlit by light that poured through aragged holein the degping chamber wall. Its
robes billowed out from its dender form, and light from the flameless hallway lamps reflected off the shiny



surface of aclagp fashioned in the shape of the Eilt Druin, ahand holding forth a burning torch.

For a second, in spite of their combined resolve, no one among those who obeyed Shadea a Ru moved.
The sight of the ghostly form froze even the sorceress hersdlf.

But then Shadea broke free of her momentary shock and sent Druid Fire stresking into the
black-cloaked form, burning it to ash. Fire from the other two Druids followed on the hedls of her own,
disntegrating even the ash. Shouts of encouragement rose from the Gnome Hunters, who legpt up and
down in response to the destruction.

Then silence settled over the hallway, and everyone went still again. Shadea moved out to the center of
the corridor, peering cautioudy through the haze.

“I am not where you thought meto be,” Grianne Ohmsford said from somewhere off to the right.

All three rebd Druids froze where they were, staring at nothing but wall and smoke and ash asthey tried
tofind her.

“You are not my equa, Shadea,” Grianne continued quietly. “Y ou never were. Y ou never will be. You
are banished from the order and from these walls. All of you are. If you leave now, | will let you live. |
have seen enough of killing and vengeance and do not wish to see more. Y ou deserve much worse than
banishment, but if you go now, that will be the end of it. Y ou have my word.”

A dozen responses went through Shadeaa Ru'smind, dl of them pointless. “1 don’t think banishment
will suit me” shesaid findly. “And it remainsto be seeniif | am your equa or not. Show yoursdlf, and
let’sfind out.”

But Grianne Ohmsford stayed invisible, speaking out of shadows and smoke. “ Do you have any idea of
what you have done? Do you have any ideaat dl?'Y ou sought to confine me to the Forbidding. To do
30, you enlisted the aid of demons. One demon, in particular. Y ou never stopped to consider why that
demon would want to help you. Y ou never thought that it might be using you as you were using it. What
you did, Shadea—wheat dl of you did—wasto release ademon into thisworld by imprisoning mein the
Forbidding. That demon remainsfree. It has a purpose in coming here. It seeksto destroy the wall of the
Forbidding and set free dl the demonsit contains.”

What nonsense, Shadea thought at once. “Whereisyour proof of that, Grianne?’ she snapped angyily.
“Do you think usfoolsto believe such lies?’

“I think you fools not to. Y ou have set free a changeling, Shadea. Y ou have set free a creature that can
disguiseitsdf asanything or anyone. It will have aready assumed the identity of another and begun
seeking waysto destroy the Ellcrys. If wedon't stopit, it will succeed.”

“We?Y ou would enlist us? Even aswe are banished?’ Shadea straightened to her full height. “Come
out of hiding and persuade us better, Grianne.”

But even as she spoke, she wasthinking of Iridia. Iridia, who had not seemed hersdlf in that last
encounter and who had gone to Sen Dunsidan to be his adviser when Shadeawould have bet anything
againgt that happening. Iridia, who had subsequently disappeared completely.

Could it be?



In an impulsive response to a possibility she could not bring hersdlf to face, and disregarding her own
safety, Shadea sent ascattering of illumination specks dl acrossthe facing of the wal fronting the
bedchamber, trying to uncover Grianne' s hiding place. The glittering specks coated everything, leaving a
clear outline of what lay concedled within the shadows and smoke.

Grianne Ohmsford was nowhere to be found.
“Show yoursdlf, you coward!” Shadea screamed in fury.
“Turn around.”

Shadea stiffened, and then did so. Grianne Ohmsford stood afew yards away against the wall behind
Shadea and to the right. She mirrored the wraith that had appeared in the doorway, cloaked and hooded
in black, the Eilt Druin clasp at her throat. Her face and hands were pale and ravaged. She looked
beaten and tired, she did not look up to a confrontation. Shadeatook her measure and recognized the
truth. The demon business and the offer of banishment were dl abluff.

“You don't look well, Grianne,” she said. “Y ou look asif astrong breeze might topple you. | don’t
imagine it was very pleasant insde the Forbidding, wasit?’

Her enemy said nothing, but those strange blue eyes never left her own. They were watching her, waiting
to see which way she would go. Whatever else Grianne was, shewasn't afool.

“I think you have come to Paranor for thelast time,” Shadea continued softly. “I think you have just
wasted your one chance a escaping with your life”

“Don’'t mistake what you see,” the other whispered. “Take my offer. Go now. Banishment isnot the
worst of what can happen to you.”

“I'll burn your eyes out first,” Shadea responded.

“Shadea, wait!” Traunt Rowan stepped forward, hands stretched out in a gesture of supplication.
“Enough of this. It'sover. We' velogt. Don't you see?’

“Bedlent!” she hissed.

“Towhat end? Thetimefor slenceis past. Look a what’'s before us. Anyone who can survivethe
Forbidding and come back aive to the Four Lands and then bresk free of atriagenel isno onel careto
challenge. If she can do all she has doneto get back here and confront uslike this, she has magic and

luck beyond anything we possess.”

Helooked a Grianne. “| told you once that you should resign for the good of the order. | have not
changed my mind about that. | till think you should. | ill think you aretoo divisveto ever bring the
order together in the way that will serve the greater good. | took sides against you because of it. Maybe |
was wrong to do so, but | was not wrong about you.”

He shook his head. “Y ou must make your own decision. | have made mine. | accept this offer. | accept
banishment. I’ ve had enough.”

He gave Shadeaa hard, searching ook, and she returned it with enough venom to poison acity. But he
would not look away, and he did not blink. “Do the right thing, Shadea. Giveit up.”



He turned away from her and stalked down the hall, brushing aside a cluster of Gnomes that barred his
way.

Shadea stared after him in disbelief, and then screamed inrage. “Traitor!”

She sent an explosion of Druid Fireinto his back, white-hot and corrosive. The force of the blow lifted
him off hisfeet and flung him against the far wall, where he did to the floor, alifeess, burning wreck.

In the next ingtant, Pyson Wence attacked Grianne Ohmsford.

Kermadec had climbed amost two flightsinto the Keep before be redized Atalan was following him. He
wheded back ingtantly. “What are you doing?’ he shouted at his brother in dismay. “ Go back and wait
with the otherd”

Ataan kept coming and shoved past him asif he weren't there. “ Go back yoursdf, brother.”

Kermadec reached for him angrily and then stopped himsdlf. Getting into afight with his brother would
serve no useful purpose. If Atalan wanted to come, it was because he wanted to help. What wasthe
point in being angry with that?

The point, he knew, was that he was afraid for Atalan. But he also knew that their rel ationship was well
beyond atime and place where he could do anything about that.

He forced his concerns aside, caught up with Atalan, and without looking at him said, “We Il go back
together when this businessis finished and done with.”

They passed knots of Druids who stood looking at them in surprise, books and scrolls cradled in their
hands, dark robes gathered close. A few recognized him and nodded. They didn’t seem to know what
was happening. One or two moved quickly away when they redized he had been in afight, and he
shouted after them to go to the Assembly and stay there. He assumed that most of them would; he was
il convinced that they would not fight for Shadea if they were not threatened themselves.

The hallways came and went as the two Rock Trolls raced ahead. Only once did they encounter
anything resembling resistance, and that was an unexpected run-in with aknot of Gnome Hunterswho
fled the moment they saw what they were up against. Kermadec had not been inside the Keep in years,
but he remembered it well from histime as Captain of the Druid Guard, and he found hisway without
difficulty. Almost dl of the Ghnomeswere onthewalls, fighting to hold againgt the ondaught of Rock
Trolls pouring through the north gates.

Asthey neared the upper reaches of the north tower, Kermadec grew increasingly uneasy. He did not
likethe Kegp'sempty feding. Hedid not like the unusud quiet. His battle ingtincts were finely tuned from
years of fighting, and he knew better than to ignore them. There was an edge to hisanticipation thistime
that was unusua. He had the strange sensation of wanting to hurry and at the same time needing to dow
down. Perhapsit was the nature of the mission or what was at stake. Perhaps it was the place and time.
He could not explainit. But he did not dow. His concerns must be for his mistress. She had come back
to them, he believed. She had escaped the Forbidding. The explosion in the north tower told him
Penderrin had succeeded. She was there, and he knew in his heart that she needed him.



As he neared the upper hallway and the deeping chamber of the Ard Rhys, the sounds of a desperate
struggle convinced him that he was right.

Grianne Ohmsford was caught off guard by Pyson Wense' s attack. She had assumed that any attack
would begin with Shadea, to whom the others clearly looked. On coming out of the deeping chamber
and using the false image to distract the Druids, she had placed hersdlf in aposition where she could best
defend herself againgt the sorceress. She had not forgotten about Pyson or Traunt Rowan, but she had
focused her attention principaly on Shadea.

But Shadeal s unexpected attack on Traunt Rowan had surprised her, and for just amoment she had
taken her attention away from the Gnome. Perhaps he had been watching for that. His attack came just
as sheredized the danger, but she wastoo dow to deflect it entirely. The Druid Fire dammed into her,
nearly shattering her defenses. It scorched her hair and the skin of her face, and if not for the protective
magic aready in place, including that woven through her Druid robes, she would have been incinerated.

Even o, the force of the attack knocked her off her feet and sent her sprawling down the hall, tangled in
her black robes. Furious at hersdlf for her inattention and desperate to regain control of the Situation, she
Sprang up again, but a second explosion immediately knocked her down once more. Pyson was moving
toward her by then, leveling asteady barrage of incendiary magic, trying to keep her down long enough
to finish her. Sherolled and twisted, using the wall to lever herself back to her knees, and launched her
own Druid Firein response. But her efforts were weak and unsustained, and the Gnome kept advancing.

Then Shadeawhedled back, and Grianne was forced to turn her attention to the new threst, lashing out
at the sorceress before she had achance to join the attack. Shadea screamed in fury asthe magic of the
wishsong knocked her backwards. But Shadea was physicaly much stronger than Grianne and was
quick to regain her balance. Within seconds, Grianne was under atack from two sides.

Just asit seemed that she had exposed herself too quickly and would pay the price for her impatience,
Kermadec came charging down the halway with asecond Troll right behind, damming into a cluster of
Gnome Huntersthat tried to dow him, scattering the gnarled figures asif they were made of paper.
Roaring with aferociousness that froze the blood, the big Troll went right at Shadea.

But Shadea a Ru had fought on the Prekkendorran and was no stranger to hand-to-hand combat.
Moreover, shewas very nearly as strong asthe Troll. She met hisrush with ahowl asferocious as his
own, dipped hisgrasp, and let hismomentum carry him into the wall. Then shewheded back on him,
ableto bring her magic to bear now, and sent the Druid Fire burning into him.

Just as she did so, the second Troll came at her, aswell. “Kermadec!” heroared in what seemed more a
battle cry than awarning.

Down went Shadea a Ru and the second Trall in atangled, thrashing knot, rolling over and over on the
stone floor. Kermadec was struggling to rise, but Pyson Wence joined the attack and searing Druid Fire
dammed Kermadec back againgt thewall, knocking the bregth out of him and leaving histhick hide
seaming from the heat. The Gnome siruck at him again and again, shouting for his Huntersto movein
andfinishhim.

But Pyson made the same mistake now with Grianne that she had made earlier with him. He forgot
about her. She surged to her feet in awhite-hot fury, summoned the power of the wishsong, and struck
out a him with every ounce of strength she could manage. Sensing his danger, the Gnome turned from



Kermadec toward her just in time to receive the full brunt of the attack. She had aglimpse of histerrified
face as he fought to protect himself. For just a second, his defenses held. Then they fell gpart, and Pyson
Wence smply exploded.

So damaged by the Gnome Druids attack that flames were licking at the burned places on his body,
Kermadec wastrying to get up again. “Atalanl” he cdled desperately.

Shadea a Ru broke free of Kermadec' s brother, wheeled away, and went into a crouch. When she
cameout of it, shewas holding along knife at waist level. Atdlan came at her fearlesdy, hismassive arms
reaching out to crush her, but she Sdestepped him easily in a practiced, fluid movement and drove the
knife hilt-deep into his chest. Atalan sagged from the blow and dropped to his knees, gasping.

Shadea kicked his body aside and turned back to Grianne. Hands lifting, she attacked anew, sending a
hail of Druid Fireinto her enemy. Grianne was able to fight off the attack, but only barely. Theforce of it
knocked her backwards once more, and she struggled to keep her feet as she sought to defend hersdlf,
trying in vain to mount a counterattack.

Shefdt her defenses crumbling. Shefdt the heeat of the Druid Fire beginning to bresk through.

Suddenly, out of the corner of her eye, she saw Kermadec, his great body bloodied and steaming, lurch
to hisfeet. One hand grasped a spear he had taken from one of his Gnome attackers. Bracing himsalf
againg thewall, he gripped the spear in one huge fist, set himself, and heaved it a Shadea.

Too late the sorceress realized the danger. She whedled to protect herself, but the spear caught her in
the chest and drove her back against the wall, the force of the throw pinning her fast. Her body jerked
and her head snapped back. Her eyes went wide with shock and disbelief. She screamed and flailed,
trying to break free. She sprayed Druid Fire everywhere. But the blow wasfatal, and amoment later she
collapsed and did not move again.

The remaining Gnome Hunters were dready in flight, disgppearing down the hdlway asfast asthey
could manage. Grianne stood aone among the wounded and the dead. She lowered her hands,

dispersed the magic she had summoned to defend hersalf, and stared at Shadea & Ru. The sorceresswas
staring back at her, eyes blank and unseeing, face twisted in a deasth mask. Grianne looked iway,
sickened, then walked quickly over to Kermadec. The big Rock Troll did down thewal into asitting
pasition, his chin sunk on his chest. Blood and burned patches were everywhere on his massive bodly.

She knelt before him and gently raised his head. “Kermadec?’ ;he whispered. “Can you hear me?’

His eyes opened and fixed on her. “Migtress,” he replied, his/oice thin and reedy. “1 told you they were
vipers”

She bent forward and kissed hisface, and then cradled him against her and whispered, “Y ou great

Thirty

Pen Ohmsford, his parents, Khyber Elessedil, and Tagwen descended through the corridors of Paranor
to the furnace room, then back down aong the hidden passageway that led to the outsde world. They



encountered no one on their way. The silence of the Druid’s Keep was deep and pervasive and gave the
faseimpression that it was deserted save for them.

But once they were outside, they heard the sounds of the battle being fought at the north wall, and
athough they hadn’t seen the Trolls arrive, they could pretty well guess at what was happening.

“That will give Shadea something eseto think about!” Tagwen grunted, a smile on his bearded face.
“Kermadec won't rest until he hasthe Ard Rhys safely out of there!”

That knowledge seemed to give him some sense of peace, and he quit muttering about how he should be
back in the north tower trying to help her. Pen was grateful for that because, given that he was the only
one sympathetic enough to permit it, most of the muttering was being donein hisear. While he
gppreciated Tagwen’ s concern for his mistress, he was struggling with his own problems.

Pen was beginning to contemplate in some detail the task that lay ahead of him. He had thought he
would be safely out of danger once he returned to Paranor with his aunt, so the news that he must go of f
and find a changeling demon and confront it with the darkwand had come as an unpleasant surprise.
Once again, he was being asked to do something without being told exactly how he was supposed to do
it. Only thistime, he was being asked to confront a very dangerous creature. It was one thing to go into
the Forbidding and bring back the Ard Rhys, who was ready and willing to come. It was another to force
ademon to go back into aplaceit did not wish to go.

At least he had his parentsto help him. And Khyber, aswell. They were much more self-possessed and
experienced than hewas. Hisfather and Khyber had the use of magic, aswell. That should give them an
edge once they found the demon. Still, it was his responsibility to use the darkwand to return the demon
to the Forbidding, and no amount of reassurance could disguise the fact that he didn’t know how to do
that.

Asthey moved away from the base of the cliffs on which Paranor rested, dipping quickly and quietly
into the forest towardSwift Sure, Pen found himsalf wondering what demonswere like. He hadn’t redly
seen any in the Forbidding, unless you counted Weka Dart, and he didn’'t. The Ulk Bog didn’t seem like
ademon to him, he envisioned demons as being something much more fearsome and threstening.

In any case, he didn’t know what he was going to do once he met ared one, but he thought it might be
agood ideato figure out something before the moment arrived.

They passed through the trees to the clearing whereSwift Sure was tethered, climbed up the rope
ladder, and set about releasing the anchor ropes. His parents did most of the work, his mother taking the
helm and hisfather working the lines. In minutes they were airborne, lifting away from the woods, risng
swiftly into the air. He stood with Tagwen and Khyber at the railing and looked down on Paranor. The
north wall of the Druid's Keegp was under attack by huge numbers of Rock Trolls, their size and build
unmigtakable from any height. The Trollswere spread out al dong the wal, but the greatest number were
bunched together at the gates, and from the surge pushing inward it seemed clear that the gates had been
taken.

ThenSwift Sure was moving away too rapidly for them to follow the action below any further, and Bek
was caling out to Khyber as he moved toward the ship’s bow. Thetrio moved away from therailingin
response and joined the elder Ohmsford in front of the foremast.

“Will you use the Elfstones now?’ he asked Khyber.



“What am | looking for?” She aready had the Stones out and was holding them in the palm of her hand.
“I don’t know what ademon lookslike. | don’t know what sort of creature | ought to tell the Stonesto
find.”

Perplexed by the problem, they stared at each other in slence for amoment. None of them, after dl, had
ever seen ademon or had any clear idea of what onelooked like. If they didn’t know what they were
looking for, how were they supposed to find it?

Then Pen sad, “ Try holding on to the gaff, Khyber. It helped mefind Griannein the Forbidding. If its
purpose now isto find the demon, it might help you here.”

He handed her the darkwand, which shetook from him and held out in front of her in one hand while
gripping the Elfstonesin the other, summoning their magic. The moments crept by. Nothing happened.

“Itisn't working,” shesaid, ahint of panic in her dark eyes.

Pen took the staff back from her. “1 guessit only respondsto me. Let metry. If it showed me how to
find Grianne, it should show me how to find the demon, aswell.”

He gripped the darkwand and turned his thoughts to the demon and the Forbidding. Ingtantly, the runes
began to brighten dl up and down the length of the staff, their glow soft at first and then building in
intengity. When they began to dance off the Saff likefireflies, Pen said quickly, “Now, Khyber! Put your
hand over mine and use the Elfstoned!”

She did 0, gripping the staff with her left hand and lifting her right fist to cdl forth the magic. The
response was immediate. The Elfstones brightened like bluefire, their light flooding from between her
fingersin brilliant shards and exploding away toward the southwest. The light showed miles and miles of
plainsand hills, green expanses of grasdands and farms, then tightened to a point whereasingle airship
salled steadily west across the landscape. The craft was huge, a great warship, its decksthick with the
black-and-silver uniforms of the Federation but stripped of any visible weapons. The vision tightened and
settled on one man, an imposing patriarch with flowing white hair and a strong, imperious face, who
stood in the pilot box asif to oversee itsworkings, hisarmsfolded across his chest as he stared off into
the distance where the thick forests of the Westland spread away from the broad, gleaming surface of a
aunlit [ake.

Seconds | ater, the image flared once and went dark, and the magic faded.

“Sen Dunsidan,” Tagwen declared, loathing in hisvoice. Then he redlized the implications of what that
meant. “ Shades!” he breathed, hisface going pae.

“You're sure about this?’ Bek asked, putting a hand on the Dwarf’ s broad shoulder.

Tagwen nodded firmly. “There’ sno mistaking him. He' s come to Paranor enough timesthat 1 should
know. Prime Minigter of the Federation, but a snake of the first order. | would have been willing to bet
everything | own that he was Shaded saly in sending the Ard Rhysinto the Forbidding. HE salways
hated her, ever since she manipulated him asthe [Ise Witch. She madeit up to him, but he never forgave
her. Heign't the typeto forgive anyone.”

“But now he’ sthe demon?’ Rueinterrupted. “What' sgoing on?’

Bek shook his head. “ The demon crossed over when Grianne was sent into the Forbidding. It must have



taken another form right away. It probably switched identities more than once. Now it pretendsto be
Sen Dunsidan. A good choice, it gives the demon tremendous power.”

“It'sgoing into the Westland,” Khyber said. “ That |ake was the Myrian and those forests the Tirfing. It
must think it’ sfound away to destroy the Ellcrys.”

Bek nodded. “Fying west below Callahorn, away from the Prekkendorran and the normal routes of
travel. It strying to snesk in from below. It knows it will be seen eventually, but perhaps not right away.
It must have aplan for what it will do when the Elvesintercept it. Negotiation first, perhaps, then force if
al dsefals. That warship looksformidable, evenif it doesn’'t seem to be carrying any weapons. There
must be something aboard that will alow the demon to destroy the Ellcrys.”

“The Elveswill never let it get close enough to threaten thetree,” Khyber inssted.

“Not if they know it isademon. But as Sen Dunsidan, it will get closer than it would otherwise. At any
rate, we haveto stop it. If wefly dl night, we should intercept it by dawn.”

“I might remind you,” said Rue Meridian, who had come up quietly behind them while they were
discussing what to do, “that we don't have any wegpons on this ship except for apair of rail dings. How
are we supposed to intercept anything?’

Pen’ sfather didn’t seem to have an answer to that, saying that he would think about it.

Bek went back with Rue into the pilot box, leaving Pen with Khyber and Tagwen. Unable to get past his
susceptibility to airsickness even on the camest of days, the Dwarf was dready starting to look alittle
green, and after grunting something about taking a nap he disappeared below. Pen talked with Khyber
for atime, catching up on what had happened to her after he had gone into the Forbidding and telling her
inturn what he had seen there. When they were finished with that, neither one wanted to talk about much
of anything. They were exhausted from their struggles and in need of nourishment and rest. Khyber |eft to
find something for them to eat, and Pen moved over to the bow and settled in.

Looking out over the countryside, he thought anew about what he was going to do when they found that
warship and its demon commander. He was aware of how uncertain things were becoming once again,
and the particulars of hisown rolein what lay ahead were the most nebulous of al. He had survived the
Forbidding and agood deal more, but that didn’t make him fedl any better about his chances. He wished
he had some idea of how the darkwand would work on the demon, but there was no oneto tell him and
no way for him to find out until the moment hewas using it. He wasn't very reassured.

Hefound himsdlf thinking about his aunt. Events a Paranor werein dl likelihood aready over. She had
either regained control of the Druid order or she was dead. He didn’t want to think like that, but he knew
it wastrue. Thinking of what they had |eft her to face made him sick at heart. She seemed so frail and so
vulnerable that he couldn’t concelve of her surviving a battle with the rebel Druids. Hetold himsdlf that
she had survived in the Forbidding, so she might find away to survive at Paranor. It would have been
better, though, if they could have stayed to help. It would have been better if sheweren’'t so alone.

Khyber returned with food and drink, and after Pen had consumed both, he went below and dept. His
deep was degp and untroubled until sometime around midnight, when he dreamed of a dark presence
enfolding him so tightly that he couldn’t bresthe, and he woke sweeting with fear.

After that, hedidn't deep at dl.



It was two hours past dawn when the Moric saw the other airship approaching. By then, theZolomach
had turned north along the silver ribbon of the Mermidon and was approaching the Valey of Rhennona
day that was bright and clear and warm. The Moric didn’'t care what kind of day it was, it only cared that
it wasto be the last day it would have to spend in an unpleasant world. It hated the brightness and the
smdlls. It hated the humansit was forced to live among. It was worse aboard this airship, whereit wasin
proximity to them dl the time and could not escapeto its sewer refuge. Worse till, it had assumed the
identity of ahuman who was never left done for more than afew moments, even when deeping.

It couldn’t change the conditions of thisworld quickly enough.

But time was running out on the Moric. In spite of its successin avoiding detection by Elven arships, the
atmosphere aboard this vessal was poisonous. Two days earlier, the Free-born army had overrun the
Federation defensive lines on the Prekkendorran and sent that once seemingly invincible force fleeing
back into the deep Southland in areprise of what the Federation had done to the Elves some days
earlier. Matters had turned about completely, and there was no changing them back. All attempts at
radlying the remnants of the battered Southland army had failed, and the war, after decades of indecision,
had turned decisively in favor of the dlied Free-born. The Codition Council wasfuriouswith Sen
Dunsidan and had summoned him to appear beforeit, but the Moric was no fool. It knew, as Sen
Dunsidan would have known, what that summoning meant.

So it smply ignored the Council, boarded theZolomach, and set sail for Arborlon. Its own planswere
settled and in no way affected by anything that had happened on the Prekkendorran. Those aboard ship
knew of their army’ s defeat, but had been assured that what they were doing would carry the war to the
Elves and turn things around. They accepted that because they were soldiers and because they had no
choice. No one wanted to question Sen Dunsidan, even when hewasin disfavor with the Codlition
Council. Sen Dunsidan had come back before, there was no reason to think he would not come back

again.

They had been forced to travel cautioudy, choosing aroute that would keep them from being spotted by
Free-born airships and would get them close enough to Arborlon and the Ellcrys that the Moric could
implement its plan to get closer dtill. In away, the defeat of the Federation army on the Prekkendorran
had madeitstask easier. When findly intercepted by the Elves, the demon would say, initsguise as Sen
Dunsidan, that it had come to discuss a plan for peace, to accede to conditions that would assure that the
war would not resume. It would ask permission to fly to Arborlon to speak to the Elven High Council. It
would give assurances that no treachery was intended and offer hostages as a show of good faith. It
would demand that they let it remain aboard theZolomach because, in the face of so many of the enemy,
no right-thinking commander would leave the only protection available. The Elves would accept his
condition. The Federation ship would display no wegpons and pose no visible threat. They would fed!
confident that they could deal with anything the Prime Minister might attempt.

If persuasion failed to win them over, then the demon would use the fire launcher, which was concedled
inside what appeared to be astorage cabin on the foredeck. In the event of an attack, the front section of
the cabin could be dropped away and the wegpon armed and fired in seconds. The Elven airshipswould
be burned out of the sky before they knew what was happening, and theZolomach would continue on its
way. Once within range of the Ellcrys, asingledirect hit wasall it would take. It would be over before
the Elves had a chance to do anything to stop it. In spite of having the fire launcher, theZolomach would
be destroyed and its crew killed in reprisd, but the demon would escape because it would shed Sen
Dunsdan’ s skin and take anew form. In the chaos, it would dip over the side of the ship. Once it was on
the ground, they would never find it.



But now an unfamiliar airship was gpproaching, and they were till too far awvay from Arborlon for it to
be an Elven vessd. It wasflying aone, aswell, which suggested it had another purpose. The demon
watched it grow larger, closing steadily, in no apparent hurry and with no indication that it meant any
harm.

“Captain?’ the demon said to the tal man on hisright. “What ship isthis?’

TheZolomach’'s Captain, who had been studying the vessdl through his spyglass, shook his head. “No
ship | know. Not aship of theline. Not awarship.” Helooked again. “Wait. Her inggniais of aburning
torch on afield of black.” Hetrailed off. “ She'sa Druid ship.”

The Moric stiffened. Shadea a Ru? Come looking for him out here? The idea seemed preposterous.
“Who' saboard her? Tell mewhat you see”

The Captain put the spyglass up again and studied the ship. “Two Druids standing &t the bow. A pilot.
Someone else. A boy, it lookslike.”

“Let mesee”

The demon took the spyglass from the Captain and scanned the decks of the approaching airship. It was
just asthe Captain had said—four figures were visible on deck and no one ese. No raillguns were
mounted, and no other weapons were to be seen. The demon lowered the spyglass and made a quick
scan of the decks of theZolomach, reassured by the presence of Federation soldiers at every turn. There
was no reason to be worried.

Still, it was uneasy. What was a Druid airship doing way out there by itself? It was not there by chance.
The encounter was not a coincidence.

“They' resgnaing to us” the Captain advised.
The demon glanced over a himin confuson. “ Sgnaing?’

The Captain pointed to the line of pennants being raised along the other ship’ sforemast. “ They wish to
come aboard and speak with you. See the pennant with the silver and black on it? That’s your pennant,
Prime Minigter. They must know you are aboard.”

The demon’ sfirst impulse was to turn on the approaching airship and attack it at once. But the demon
was trapped inside Sen Dunsidan’ s skin, and an unprovoked aggression againgt an aly would not be well
received by the officers and men who crewed the ship. Worse, it might result in a baitle they could not
win. Although the Druid airship was not armed, the Druids themselves were formidable. If they wereto
damage theZolomach and force another delay, it might prove fatal to the demon’ s plansto reach the

Hlcrys

White-hot fury fed the Moric’s sense of frustration, but it kept calm outwardly. It would haveto ded
with the Situation in adiplomatic way. “Move dongside them and ask what they wish to speak to us
about,” he ordered.

The Captain raised his own line of pennants, then maneuvered theZolomach until shewas close by her
counterpart. The Druids stood at the railing, black-cloaked and hooded. The Moric glanced a the name
carved into the ship’sbow.SMFT SURE.



“Sen Dungdan!” shouted one of the Druids, the taller of the two, awoman by the sound of her voice.
She kept her hood raised. “ Shadea a Ru sends greetings.”

The Moric fdt atwinge of panic. If Shadea had sent this ship and these Druids, then nothing good could
comeof it. After dl, the Ard Rhys had dready tried to kill it once. There was nothing to say that shewas
not about to try to do so again.

But then the demon remembered that it was no longer in the guise of Iridia Eleri, and it was the sorceress
whom Shadea had sent nsto kill. Sen Dunsidan was Shadea s dly. So far asthe demon knew,
nothing had happened to change that.

It camed itsdlf. “What does Shadeawish of me?’ it shouted back in Sen Dunsidan’ s deep, resonant
voice. “How can | be of serviceto the Ard Rhys?’

“Shewishesto be of serviceto you,” the spesker replied. “ She wishesto present you with agift that will
be of usein negotiating with the Elves. She knows of the disaster on the Prekkendorran and wishesto
mitigate the consequences. May | come over and present it?’

The Moric had no usefor such agift, but it understood that it could not afford to cast aside the offer out
of hand. To do so would look suspicious. Worse, it would suggest that its motivesin coming to the
Westland were not peaceful. Shadea had dlied hersdlf and the Druids with Sen Dunsidan and the
Federation. It made sense that she would want to aid the Prime Minigter in his efforts at resolving the
Federation dispute with the Free-born. She was as much at risk in this business as he was. The Moric
wondered fleetingly how she had found out about where Sen Dunsidan was going and why, but it
assumed she had spies a Arishaig who told her everything.

The Moric steded itsdlf. It would have to suppressitsimpul ses and act as Sen Dunsidan would. This
would only take afew minutes, and then it could be on itsway. Better to placate the Druids than to
irritate them.

“Let them board, Captain,” it said to theZolomach's commander. “But watch them closdly in the event
thisis something other than whet it seems.”

The Captain nodded wordlessly, and the Moric climbed down from the pilot box and walked over to
theraling to await itsvigtors.

It won't work, Pen kept thinking. It will never work.

But it did. He could scarcely believe it when theZolomach’ s Captain ran up the line of Sgnd pennants
that invited the Druids aboard. He had been convinced that permission would be refused and they would
be turned away without a second thought. But his father, who had concelved of the plan during the night
and worked the details through carefully with his mother, had assured them all that the demon would
relent. In its guise as Sen Dunsidan, it would be forced to do what Sen Dunsidan would do. It might want
to turn them away, but it would redlize that to do so would create suspicion and risk disruption of its
effortsto reach the Ellcrys. Its overriding goa wasto reach Arborlon as quickly as possible, Bek
reminded them. It would do whatever was necessary to make that happen.

Under hisfather’ s steady hand, Swift Sure eased closer to theZolomach, and lineswere thrown from



the latter to the former and secured by Pen to the anchor stanchions so that the two vessels were joined.
Pen glanced up and down at the soldierslining the other ship’ srailings and tried to reassure himsdlf that
they didn’t matter, that the plan would work out as hisfather intended. His mother and Khyber, cloaked
in the Druid robes his mother had stolen from Paranor and stowed aboard some weeks earlier, stood
together a the bow, waiting patiently. They kept their hoods up and their features concedled. Sen
Dunsidan didn’t know any of them by sight save Tagwen, who was hiding belowdecks, but it didn’t hurt
to be cautious.

As hefinished tying off the lines, Pen went over in hismind one last time the detail s of what was about to
happen. If they were mistaken in any way about how the darkwand would react or if hisaunt had
guessed wrong about what he needed to do or, worst of dl, if the King of the Silver River had deceived
hisfather in hisfever dream, then none of them werelikely to return from theZolomach dive. But it was
mostly up to him to make the plan succeed, and it was his own judgment that was likely to determine
how things turned ot.

His mother and Khyber were moving aong the railing toward the ramp that had been lowered from the
Zolomach to dlow them to board. Unbidden, hefell into step behind them, carrying the darkwand in his
right hand, the dmogt black, rune-carved surface gleaming in the sunlight. He sensed Sen Dunsidan’s
gaze—his demon’ s gaze—drawn to it. Cold and dead as deep winter, those blue eyes flared with sudden
interest, and Pen felt achill run up and down his spine.

Fighting down his repulsion and fear, he took a deep, steadying breath and stepped up onto the ramp
behind his mother and Khyber as they walked dowly acrossto the other vessdl. Hisfather stood slently
in the pilot box, showing no particular interest in the proceedings, amercenary paid to do hisjob. But he
would have dready summoned the magic of the wishsong and be holding it at hisfingertips. Hewould be
watching carefully for any sgn of treachery.

Pen paused to glance down. Below, the countryside spread away in abroad tapestry of mixed greens
and mottled browns. They were severa hundred feet in the air, suspended above the world with no place
to run. Trapped, if things went wrong. But things would not go wrong, he told himsdlf. Hetightened his
resolve and moved quickly off the ramp and onto theZolomach’s decks.

Federation soldiers and crew surrounded him, crowding in until there was nowhere left to stand. Seeing
what was happening, Khyber lowered her hood to reved her Elven features, glanced disdainfully at the
men, made a quick warding motion with one hand, and watched in satisfaction asthey fell backwards like
gaks of grassin aheavy wind. Only the demon was I eft untouched. It smiled Sen Dunsidan’ s smile, gave
Khyber asmall nod of approval, and came forward until it was only steps away.

The amilefroze. “We have not yet met.”

Khyber bowed. “| am aservant to my mistress, Shadea a Ru, the true Ard Rhys. My nameis of no
conseguence. Shadea sends greetings and asks that you accept her gift of this staff. She would have
come herself, but her presence at Paranor is required while matters remain so unsettled within the order.
She sends my sister and myself in her place to offer reassurances of her commitment to the Federation.
The staff isademongtration of her support for your dliance.”

She gestured dramaticaly past Rue, who was still cloaked and hooded, to where Pen waited with the
darkwand. As prearranged, Pen lifted the staff and held it out so that it could be clearly seen.

“The saff,” Khyber said to the demon, whose eyes wereriveted on it, “has a specid use.”



She nodded to Pen, who turned his thoughts to the Forbidding and the creatures that lived within it. At
once, his connection with the staff took hold and the runes blazed to life, a crimson glow that was blinding
even in the bright morning sunshine. He saw that glow mirrored in the demon’ s gaze, hot and intense.

Khyber stepped close to the demon so that only it could hear. “ The staff givesthe holder the ability to
command the attention of all who comeinto its presence. Y ou can seethat thisis so. It aso givesthe
holder smal ingghtsinto the thinking of those with whom he negotiates, awindow on their attitudes and
concerns. It can be useful in knowing how best to persuade.”

By now, images of the runes were dancing off the staff in wild patternsthat flitted in the air al about Pen.
The Federation soldiers and crew muttered excitedly. The demon blinked and its eyes took on anew
look, one both hungry and anticipatory. It wanted the staff, it needed to possessit.

“Will you accept my mistress sgift?” Khyber pressed gently.

Sen Dunsidan’ s anxious features tightened, and the demon’ s eyes glittered. “1 would be honored to
accept it.”

Khyber looked once more at Pen, who came forward obediently, eyeslowered as much out of fear for
what was about to happen as for the demon itself. When he got to within three feet, he stretched out his
arm and canted the glowing staff toward the demon. The demon reached for it, and then, for just a
second, hesitated. Pen felt his heart stop.

Then Sen Dunsidan’ s face broke into abroad smile and hisfingers closed about the staff.

From the moment it saw the staff, the demon knew it had to possessit. It was not arationa craving. It
was a compulsion that defied explanation and transcended reason. It was so overpowering that the
demon barely heard what the Druid was saying as she explained the staff’ s uses. And when the boy held
the staff forth and the runes carved into its burnished surface flared with hypnoatic brilliance, the demon
waslost. The staff must be claimed. The demon wasitsrightful owner and must possessit. Nothing else
mattered. Not the destruction of the Ellcrys. Not its plansto bring down the Forbidding. Nothing.

Even s0, it hesitated for just a second when the staff was extended, a glimmer of suspicion aroused by
recognition of the intengity of itsinexplicable atraction.

But it took the staff anywayy, and the moment it did so it redlized it had made amistake. The runes blazed
liketiny flames as the demon’ s hand closed about the carved wood, and another kind of fire exploded
through the demon in response. It was afire of possession, of transference and of magic, afire meant to
cleanse and to purify. The demon ft it instantly, and tried to pull away. But itsfingerswould not release.
They had taken on a separate existence, and no matter how hard it tried to loosen its grip, it could not.

It screamed then, asound that rent the air and caused even the most hardened of the Federation soldiers
to shrink away. It threw back its head and shrieked its defiance and fury. Some among the crew, the
Captain included, cameracing to itsaid. The demon lashed out in response, its claws splitting the
conceding skin of the human fingers, dashing and tearing a them until they fell bleeding on the deck of
thearship.

The boy ill gripped the other end of the darkwand, eyes wide and staring. He knew something of what
was happening, the demon saw. Enraged, it snatched at him, trying to draw him close. But the boy



ducked away, and one of the Druid women shouted at him to let go of the staff. They understood what
was happening, aswdll, the demon redlized. It sumbled toward them, itslimbsleaden and unresponsive,
filled with the fire of the magic, throbbing with the molten heet of itsworkings. The boy backed away,
stubbornly keeping hold of the staff, and findly the taller of the women flung hersdlf atop him, dragged
him to the deck, pried loose hisfingers from the staff, and pulled him clear.

Ingtantly, the light of the staff bloomed until the demon was enveloped by its glow. It fought furioudy to
freeitsdf, damming the saff againg the deck, twisting and flailing futilely. The skin of the human Dunsidan
split wide and the clothes of the human Dunsidan ripped and tore. Both fell away, leaving it fully reveded.
Gagps and sharp hissesissued from the mouths of al who saw what it was, and there was arush of
booted feet on the wooden decks as men fled in dl directions. The demon would have given chasg, if it
could have. It would have ripped their throats out. It would have drunk their blood. But it was consumed
by its struggle with the staff and could do nothing but thrash and scream its hatred of them.

Then the light closed about it completely, and the world it had sought to subvert, together with the
inhabitants it had come to despise, disappeared. The demon felt a crushing pressure on its chest and
fought to breathe. It felt ashifting in time and place and realized in horror what was happening. It was
going back into the Forbidding, back into the prison from which it had escaped. It was being returned to
theworld of the Jarka Ruus, avictim of the staff’s magic, and there was nothing it could do to prevent it

from happening.

It fought anyway, shrieking and spitting and thrashing, an insanething, right up until the moment it
blacked out.

Aboard theZolomach, Federation soldiers and crew dike stared in shocked silence at the space Sen
Dunsidan—or whatever had played at being Sen Dunsidan—had occupied only seconds before. Nothing
remained but blood and shredded clothing and pieces of skin. None of them knew what had happened,
and most didn’t careto find out. All they wanted to know was whether there was any risk that the thing
that had been the Prime Minister of the Federation was coming back.

Khyber swept theair in front of her with asparkle of elementa magic to gain their attention, black Druid
robes billowing out. “Back away!” she shouted at them, moving forward threateningly, occupying the
gpace directly in front of what remained of Sen Dunsidan. She glanced down at those remains, and then
up at dozens of frozen sares. “ Y ou didn’t want him for aleader anyway, did you?’

Rue Meridian was hugging Pen, her face fierce. “What were you thinking, Penderrin?’ she whispered.
“It would have taken you with it if | hadn’t broken your grip on the staff!”

Pen was white-faced, both from the pressure of his mother’ s grip and the redlization of how narrow his
escape had been. He took adeep breath. “I wasn't sure what would happeniif | let go.”

She hugged him tighter till. “Well, whatever the reason, you hung on too long to suit me. Y ou scared me
to death!”

“I| wonder if it worked,” he said softly.
“Y ou wonder if what worked?’

“Something | tried, right there at the end. The staff and | were joined. We were communicating. | was



telling it things. | wastrying to make it understand me.” He drew back and looked at her. “ That was what
| was doing, when | was hanging on, before you made melet go.”

“Trying to tell the darkwand something?’

He smiled and nodded. “But | don't know if it understood.”

It took awhilefor the Moric to regain consciousness after its struggle to resst being sent back into the
Forbidding. Asaresult, it did not see the bright images projected into the air by the runes of the
darkwand asit pulsated with light on the barren ground next to it. It did not see those imagesrise
skyward to form intricate patterns that danced across the sullen clouds. By the time the demon stirred,
the images had faded and the fire had gone out of the runes.

TheMoric sat up dowly, knowing at once from the taste of the air and the smell of the earth that it was
back insde its prison. It stared down at the staff, the once-gleaming surface become dusty and scarred.
The runes had gone dark and the magic had disappeared. It was just alength of wood, a usdlessthing.

When it became aware of the shadow looming over it and looked up to find the dragon, the demon had
to stifleagasp. A huge, scay, armored mongter, it was easly the biggest the demon had ever seen.
Freezing in place, the demon tried to figure out what to do, casting about in vain for away to escape. The
dragon was studying it intently, itslidded yellow eyes gleaming with astrange fascination.

And then it saw that the dragon wasn't looking at it, but at the staff that lay at its feet. The demon
snatched up the staff and held it out to the beast, offering it eagerly. But the dragon didn’t move. It was
waiting for something. The demon laid the staff close by one of its huge, clawed feet and started to move
away. But thedragon hissed at it in warning, freezing it in place.

The Moric turned back dowly, not knowing what to do, unable to determine what it was the dragon
wanted.

The dragon, in no hurry, waited for the demon to figureit out.

Thirty-One

The day was drenched in sunlight, and from high in the air where she rode aboard the Druid arship
Bremen, Grianne Ohmsford could see the countryside for fifty milesin dl directions. Huge, cottony
clouds floated againgt the western horizon far out on the flats of the Streleheim, distant and remote, a soft
promise of good wesether. The airship sailed north on thefirst day of its expedition, and the woman who
had once been Ard Rhys of the Third Druid Order was at peace.

She had known for along time what she would do, she supposed. She had known from before she had
come back through the Forbidding what must happen. The order would never hea while shewas Ard
Rhys, no matter how much she wanted to make it well, no matter how hard she tried to mend its wounds.
The past isadways with us, and more so with her than with most. She had accepted that she would never
be free of that past.



She could chart the important phases of her life: asachild of six hiding in the celar of her home with her
baby brother while her parents were daughtered in the rooms above, asayoung girl subverted by the
Morgawr into believing that the Druid Walker Boh had been responsible, asthe [1se Witch working to
destroy Walker until a chance meseting with the brother she had thought dead reved ed the truth, and as
Ard Rhys of the Third Druid Order struggling to find away to gain acceptance as aforce for good within
the Four Lands.

She could see the path her life had taken and comprehend the reasonsfor al that she had done. But she
could never explain it satisfactorily to anyone else. She could try, but most would dismiss her words as
clever attempts at sdlf-judtification or worse.

She understood the truth of things. Some would always see her as the I1se Witch, and would worry that
benesth the surface of theimage she projected, amonster lurked. That would never change, the roots of
mistrust had grown too deep. Traunt Rowan had been right about that. Had he been more patient and
lessfoolish, he would have lived to see her admit it.

She glanced back at the pilot box, where one of Kermadec's Rock Trolls stood at the helm. Kermadec
himself was seated on abox below the sde wall, deep in conversation with Penderrin. She wondered
what they were talking about. Even in the short time sincethe big Troll’ srecovery from the battlein the
north tower, the two had grown close. After returning the Moric to the Forbidding, the boy had come
back to Paranor with his parents and had remained to help her restore some semblance of order to the
Druid' s Keep. His parents had stayed, too, for alittle while. But they had grown uncomfortable, asthey
aways did with Paranor, and—seeing that she had matters well enough in hand, and missing their home
and their old life—they had decided to go home to Patch Run.

But Pen had stayed on, his friendships with Kermadec, Tagwen, and Khyber Elessedil influencing his
decison a least in part. All were aware of the transition Grianne was working, al were anxiousto help
her seeit through. Pen could do no less, hetold his parents. Bek understood, Rue accepted. They made
him promise he would not stay past the end of the month. They wished Grianne and the otherswell, said
good-bye, and flew SwiftSure home. Grianne never told them all of what she intended, athough she
would have liked to tell Bek. But it was best if she didn’t, shetold hersdlf. It would be easier on them if
they didn’t know.

She had dissolved the order and dismissed those il in her service. As Ard Rhys, she had the power to
do this, and there was no one who would question her now. She gave Paranor into the keeping of
Khyber, Belizen, and Trefen Morys. When the time was right and when they had found away to do so,
they would re-form the order. A handful of otherswho had remained loya wereinvited to Stay, aswell.
But she charged the three she trusted most with spearheading the task of carrying on, the ones she
believed would work the hardest. All three had asked her to reconsider. All had pleaded inexperience
and limited skills. They were not equd to the task. Others could do better.

But there were no others she could rely on, and there were covenants to monitor, a part of the
agreement that she had forged with the Federation and the Free-born. Her young successors would
sruggleat firgt, but they would learn from their mistakes and they would grow from their experiences.
They would survive, protected as they were by Paranor and their magic, by the mystique of the Druids,
and by their own perseverance and determination. She had thought this through carefully after talking with
each. It wasthe right choice.

In the end, persuaded that she would not accept their refusal's, they had acquiesced. They would select
those men and women who would make up the next generation of Druids at Paranor. Perhaps, in time,
the governments and peoples of the Four Lands would come to accept them as a good and necessary



force for the furtherance of peace and cooperation among the Races. Certainly, they would have a better
chance of achieving that god than Grianne did.

Just then the Elves and the Federation were in the difficult process of putting themsalves back together.
Arling Elessedil would serve as Queen regent until her el dest daughter grew to adulthood and assumed
the throne. There was arumor she would remarry and seek to put ason on the throne instead, that she
would never permit her daughtersto follow in the footsteps of their father and grandfather. Shewasa
strong-willed, at timesintractable woman, and she did not look back fondly on her marriageto Kellen
Elessedil. With the war on the Prekkendorran ended, she was seeking way's to assure that madness of
the sort he had displayed as King would never happen again. She would never achievethat god, of
course. Perhaps she knew that. But it did not stop her from trying.

Battered and disheartened by their defeat on the Prekkendorran, the Federation had withdrawn its
armies, ceding to Callahorn and its people the lands to which it had laid claim during the war. After more
than thirty years, the Southlanders had logt their taste for fighting awar that had netted them nothing. Sen
Dunsdan was dead, and anew Prime Minister ruled the Codlition Council—a man who did not favor
expansion asagoa and war as ameansto an end. His people appeared to agree. There were those on
both sideswho believed that the war should be fought to the bitter end, those who would never accept
any resolution short of victory on the battlefield, but they represented asmall minority. A peace accord
was swiftly brokered.

Thethreat presented by the deadly fire launcher was blunted, at least for the time being. Asacondition
to the peace she had brokered between the Federation and the Free-born, Grianne had won asingle
concession: There would be no further use of digpson crystalsin the making of wespons. Digpson
crystalswould be used to power airships, and that would be all. The last fire launcher had been
destroyed. The man who had invented it had disappeared and was believed dead, and his plansfor
building other weapons had been lost in afire dong with his models and designs. She had made certain of
those things. She had assured hersdlf that the matter was settled.

Her price for winning the agreement and assistance of dl partiesin enforcing covenants regarding the
future use of digpson crystals was her promise to relinquish her place as head of the Druid order. Those
who sought that did not know she had already made the decision to step down. It did not hurt to let them
believe they had been responsible for persuading her. They were asfrightened of her asthey were of any
wegpon, and the bargain was easily struck.

She could not know if the bargain would be kept, but for the moment, at least, there was a fresh outlook
in the governing bodies of the Races and a chance that common sense might prevail. Her successors
would do their best to seethat it did. Tagwen would serve astheir adviser. Kermadec, who had
re-formed the Druid Guard from among his own people, would see that they were protected. It was as
much as anyone could hopefor. It was the best she could do.

“Aunt Grianne?’

Penderrin stood at her elbow. She gave him aquick smile, her reflections and musings scattering like
dust motes. “I1t' sabeautiful day, Pen. Perhapsthat isagood omen.”

He smiled back guardedly. “Do you redly think you can do something to help?’ he asked. “Do you
think there isachance you can get her back?’

“I think maybethereis. Don’'t you?’



Hebit hislip. “1 think that if anyone can doit, you can.”

“That ishigh praise, coming from aboy who found hisway into the Forbidding and back again.” She
paused. “ Perhaps when we get there, you will discover that you don't really need me after dl, that you
can do thisby yoursdf.”

She saw the unsettled look that crossed hisface. “No,” he said. “I’ ve seen what' s down there, how
she’ sbound by the tree roots with the others. | don’t think | would be strong enough to free her on my
own.”

They wereflying to Stridegate and theidand of the tanequil, where they would attempt to reclaim
Cinnaminson. She thought that perhaps she had made the decision to do so even before coming out of
the Forbidding, that she knew even then that she owed the boy that much. She understood from what he
had told her how much the girl meant to him and how hard it had been to give up trying to free her and
come looking for Grianne ingtead. That sort of sacrifice deserved more than asimple thank-you. She had
waited until things were settled with the order and the treaties between the Federation and Free-born
signed before acting. She had waited until his parents had returned home. It wasn’'t that she didn’t think
they would support their son’ s efforts to free Cinnaminson, indeed, they would want to help. But making
the attempt was something she had decided she must do with Pen alone, for reasons she had kept to
hersdf. Only Kermadec and his Trollswere invited to come dong.

She put ahand on Pen’s shoulder. “ Y ou are alot stronger than you think,” she said. “I want you to
remember that. Don’t make the mistake of underestimating what you can do.”

He shrugged. “I’m not very strong, realy.” He hesitated. “1 think that you are wonderful for doing this. |
won't ever forget, even if we don’t get her back.”

She amost hugged him, but couldn’t bring herself to do so. She had been distanced from othersfor too
long, and dthough she might fed affection toward them, she was not comfortable with demongratingit.
She dtill saw hersdlf as an outcast, as someone who didn't reglly belong anywhere and would never be
closeto anyone. Worse, she saw herself as dangerous, more so since the events that had taken place
ingde the Forbidding. The workings of the wishsong' s magic when she had transformed hersdlf into a
Fury and when she had destroyed the Graumth had left her shaken. For the first time since shewas a
child, she was uncertain of the magic. Something about it was changed—perhaps till changing—and she
was not sure how well she could contral it.

She looked off into the horizon. “ Strength comes to us through belief and determination, Pen. Thetrick is
in recognizing how to useit.”

“You' ve donethat better than | have,” he said quietly.
She glanced over a him and amiled.

How | wish that were true.

The grave diggers arrived around midday on their way south, and the old man invited them to eat with
him. He set out ale and cheese and bread and sat with the three men around an old wooden table that
occupied one corner of the porch and looked out over the fields of wheat he farmed as hisfamily had
farmed them for five generations.



“How isit up there?’ he asked, after food and drink were consumed and the men were smoking.

The stocky one shook his head. “Bad. A lot of bodies. We did the best we could, aong with the others.
But they’ll befinding the bones of those we missed for years.”

“Atleast it' sover,” theold man said.

Thetal one shook hishead in reproof. “ Should have been over years ago. Didn't accomplish anything,
didit? Years and years gone and nothing' s changed. Except alot of good men are dead.”

“And women,” the stocky one added.

Thetdl one grunted. “ Treaty with the Free-born gives usjust exactly what we had before the war
gtarted. The only good thing that’s come of all thisiswe have anew Prime Minister. Maybe hewon’t be
as stupid as Sen Dunsidan was.”

Helooked at the old man. “Did you hear what happened with that one?’
The old man shook his head.

“I heard it from one of the soldiers on theZolomach. He wasthere and saw it al. They wereflying
Dunsidan to Arborlon, maybe to make peace, maybe not. There' s some debate. They had that weapon
aboard, the one that shot down the Elven King and hiswhole flest. Anyway, some Druids intercepted the
ship. One of them had a staff with markingsthat glowed like fire. Soldier who told methis said Sen
Dunsidan couldn’t take his eyes off it. The Druids offered it to him, but when hetook it, he changed into
some sort of monster. Split right out of his skin, like a snake, then disappeared. No one’ sseen him
snce”

“Druid magic at work there,” the stocky one declared softly. “More of it later, too, if you ask me. The
Zolomach sailed back to Arishaig, was there maybe a day, caught fire, and burned to her ked!.
Everything destroyed. Took that weagpon with her.”

“A firetook the place where they built that weapon and the plansfor it, too,” thetal one said. “Nothing
left but ash and smoke. Y ou' re right about those Druids. They were involved in it. Happened right after
the witch regppeared. They thought she was gone, but she won't ever be gone, that one. Not her. What
isit they caled her before she was Ard Rhys? |lse Witch. She comes back and al this happens? Not by
chance, | don’'t think.”

“Doesn't matter what you or | think,” the third man said. “What mattersis that the war is over, and we
can get onwith living our lives. There' s been enough madness. | lost a brother and two cousins out there
on the Prekkendorran. Everyone lost someone. For what? Tell methat. For what?’

“For Sen Dunsidan and hiskind,” the stocky man declared. “For the politicians and their stupid
schemes.” Hetook along pull on hisade. “Thisisgood,” he said to the old man, smiling. “ Good enough
to help meforget the smdll of dl those dead men. Can | trouble you for another glass?’

When they were gone, the old man went back into the house, pulled aside the rug to the storm cdllar,
and let the two Elves out. They’ d been in hiding down there for several weeks, too damaged at first to do
much more than deep and eat, and then too weak to travel. He' d nursed them as best he could, using the
remedies and skills he had acquired from his mother when shewas till dive and working thefieldswith



him. The man was the worse of the two, shot through with arrows and cut with blades in a dozen places.
But the woman wasn't much better. He' d helped them because they were hurt and that was the kind of
man he was. The war on the Prekkendorran was not hiswar and not his concern. No Federation war
ever had been.

“They'regone,” he said asthe two climbed back into the light.

Pied Sanderling glanced around, and then reached back for Troon’s hand. The day was clouded, but
warm and calm, and it felt good to come back into the light. The old man brought them up whenever it
was safe to do so, but that hadn’t been often until now. They al knew before the treaty what would
happen if they were caught out.

“Did you hear what they said?’ the old man asked them.

Pied nodded. He was thinking of those who had gone with him into the Federation camp. Hewas
thinking that their efforts had been worth something after dl. Thetide of war might have turned on the
destruction of theDechtera and her deadly weapon. Twenty-four hours later, Vaden Wick had broken
the siege, counterattacked, and driven the Federation off the heights. In the end, the Free-born had
prevailed.

Now, it seemed, any danger of fresh wegpons of the sort theDechtera had carried was ended, aswell.
If the Druids had intervened, the chances were good that whatever remained of those weapons had been
hunted down and destroyed.

“Sit, and I'll bring you aglassof de,” the old man offered.

He had saved their lives. He had cared for and protected them while they recovered. He had asked
nothing about them, nothing from them. He had been kind to them in a place and time when some would
have wished them dead and worked to make the wish aredity. They were Elves and enemy soldiers.
The old man didn’'t seem to care.

They took chairs at the table while the old man brought the glasses and set them down. When heleft to
feed the animasin the barn, Pied looked at Troon. “I guessit’ sfindly over.”

She nodded. They were mirror images of each other, their faces cut and bruised, their limbs bandaged,
and their bodies so sore that every movement hurt. But they were dive, which was more than they could
say about any of the others who had gone with them that night. They would have been dead, too, if not
for the old man. He had been burning off afield he had partialy cleared, thefire ill bright even after
darknessfdll, and they had homed in on that beacon. The old man had seen the flit come down, found
them in the wreckage, and taken them in. He had thrown what remained of theflit into thefire, and then
lied to the Federation soldiers who came looking the next morning. Neither of them knew why. Maybe
hewasjust like that. Maybe, like the grave diggers, he' d had enough of war.

“We can go home now,” he said to her.
She gave him abitter smile. “To Arborlon? Where Arling is Queen?’

Shewas reminding him that he was forbidden to return to Arborlon, that Arling had dismissed him from
her service.

They stared at each other wordlesdly.



“Let’'snot go home,” shesaid findly. She hdd hisgaze. “Let’ sgo somewhere dse. They think we are
dead. Let’sleaveit that way. Have you anyone waiting for you?’

He thought about Drum for amoment and shook hishead. “No.”
“Nor I.” Shetook aquick breath and exhaled sharply. “Let’s start over. Let’'s make anew home.”

He studied her face, appreciating the straightforward, uncomplicated way it revealed her. With Troon,
there was never any question about what she wasfeding. Certainly, there wasn't any question there. She
wasin love with him. She had told him that night on theflit. She had told him any number of timessince.
The reveation had surprised him, but pleased him, too. Eventuadly, while they recovered from their
wounds, he redlized he wasin love with her, too.

She reached out for his hands and took them in her own. “1 want to spend the rest of my life with you.
But | don’'t want to do it in a place that reminds me of the past. | want to do it where we can start over
again and leave behind what we' ve known. Do you love me enough to do that?’

He amiled. “You know | do.”

They smiled at each other across the table, sharing feglings that shouldn’t be put into words because
wordswould only get in the way.

They set theBremen down in the gardens that fronted the bridge to theidand of the tanequil, anchoring
her well back, but safely within walking distance. Stridegate’ s ruins were empty and still on an afternoon
filled with sunshine and blue sky. They had flown into the Inkrim that morning, sailing out of night’s
departing darkness into dawn’ s bright promise, the boy and she standing together at the bow and looking
down at theworld. They had not spoken aword, lost in their separate thoughts. She thought she could
probably guess at his but that he could not possibly know hers.

The Urdas were not in evidence on that visit, but Kermadec and his Trolls kept careful watch for them,
even after they were anchored and on the ground. Urdas would not enter theruins, it was said. They
would not come into any place they considered sacred. Kermadec was taking no chances, and sent
scoutsin al directionswith ingtructions to make sure.

Grianne turned to him. “Keep watch for us, Old Bear,” she said with asmile. “Thiswon't take long.”

He shook his grest, impassive face in disagreement. “I wish you would let thiswait for awhilelonger,
Mistress. Y ou have been through too much aready. If thereis aconfrontation down there—"

“Therewill be no confrontation,” she said quickly, putting areassuring hand on hisarmored wrist. She
glanced over to where Penderrin stood at the bridgehead, looking over at theidand. “Thisisn't to be an
encounter of that sort.”

Shetook her hand away. “Y ou were the best of them dl,” shetold him. “No one was more faithful or
gave more to me when it was needed. | will never forget that.”

Helooked away. “Y ou should go now, so that you can be back before dark.” There wasresignation in
hiseyes. He knew. “ Go, Mistress.”



She nodded and turned away, walking over to join the boy. He glanced at her as she came up beside
him, but said nothing. “ Are you ready?” she asked.

He shook hishead. “I don’'t know. What if the tanequil won't let us cross?’
“Why don’'t we see?’

She walked out onto the bridge, the boy following, and called up the magic of the wishsong, humming
softly to let it build, working on the message she wanted it to convey. She stopped perhaps a quarter of
the way across until she had it just right, then released the magic into the afternoon slence and let it drift
downward into the ravine. She gave it the whole of what she thought was needed, taking her time,
content to be patient if patience was what was required.

It was not. A response came amost immediately, ashifting of heavy roots within the earth, arustle of
leaves and grasses, awhisper of wind. Voices, soft and lilting, that only she could hear. She understood
what it meant.

“Come, Pen,” shesaid.

They crossed untroubled to the other side of the bridge and walked to the trail that had led the boy into
the ravine weeks earlier in his search for Cinnaminson. Theidand forest was deep and ill, the air cooler,
the light diffuse, and the earth dappled with layered shadows. She watched Pen cast about, eyes shifting
left and right, searching. He was |looking for the aeriads, but she dready knew they would not come.
Nothing would come to them now. Everything was waiting.

They found the trailhead and stopped. The path wound downward in a steep descent that gradually
faded into amix of mist and shadows. It was so dark within the ravine that they could not see the bottom.
It was the sort of place she had entered many times. It wasamirror of her heart.

Sheturned to him. “Y ou are to wait here for me, Pen. | will do thisbest if | am done. | know what is
needed. | will bring Cinnaminson back to you.”

He studied her face carefully, unable to keep the hope from hiseyes. “1 know you will try, Aunt
Grianne”

She reached out impulsively and hugged the boy. It was something she had seldom done, and it felt
awkward, but the boy was quick to hug her back, and that made her fedl better about it.

“Be careful,” he whispered.
She broke away, moving dowly down the trail toward the shadows.
“Thank you,” he cdled after her. “For doing this.”

She gave him asmall wavein response, but did not look back.

The afternoon eased toward evening, and the light shifted and began to fade. Pen stood until he grew
tired, then sat with his back against an ancient trunk, staring down into the ravine, keeping watch. He



listened for sounds he did not care to think of too carefully, but no sounds came. Silence cloaked the
ravine and the forest and, for dl he knew, the entire world. He watched patterns of light and shadows
form and re-form, dow-moving kal e doscopic images againgt the earth. He smelled the scents released
into air by the forest and the thingsthat lived there. He rubbed the blunted tips of his damaged fingersand
remembered how they had gotten that way. He remembered what it had felt like to become joined to the
tanequil through the carving of the runes. He remembered night in theidand forest and histerrifying
encounter with AphasiaWye.

Mostly, he remembered Cinnaminson. He could picture her face and the way she smiled. He could
remember the way she moved. He could hear her voice. She wasthere, dive and wel within hismind,
and it made him want to cry for hisloss.

But he smiled instead. He knew she was coming back to him. He believed in his aunt Grianne. He had
faith in her magic and her kills, in her promise that she would find away. He loved Cinnaminson,
athough he had never loved agirl before and had no frame of reference from which to draw a
comparison. But love seemed to him to be a state of mind peculiar to each, and there was no set
standard by which you could measure its strength. He knew what he felt for Cinnaminson, and if the
difference between what he felt when he had her with him and when he did not was an accurate measure,
then he could not imagine how love could be any sironger.

Time dipped away, and at last, when no one had appeared and darkness had begun to close about, he
found himself wondering what he would do if hisaunt failed and Cinnaminson didn’t come back to him.

He dozed then, made deepy-eyed by the warmth and brightness of the late afternoon sun danting down
through breaks in the branches of the trees. He did not fall deeply adleep, but hovered at the edge of
wakefulness, arms about his drawn-up knees, head sunk on his chest.

Eyes closed, he drifted.

Then something stirred him awake—awhisper of sound, a hint of movement, a sense of presence—and
he looked up to find Cinnaminson standing before him. She was more ghost than flesh and blood, pae
and thin and disheveled in her tattered clothes. He got to hisfeet dowly and stood looking at her, afraid
that he was mistaken, that he might be hdlucinating.

“It'sme, Pen,” shesad, tearswelling in her eyes.

Hedidn't rush to her, didn’t grasp her and hold her close, dthough he wanted to do that, to make
certain of her. Instead, he walked up to her asif time didn’t matter. He took her hands and held them,
studying her face, the spray of freckles and the milky eyes. The musty smell of earth and damp emanated
from her body, and tendrils of root ends still clung to her arms.

He reached out and touched her face.

“I'mal right,” she said. Shetouched hisface. “1 missed you. Even when | was one of them and thought |
couldn’t possibly be happier, | remembered you and missed you. | don’t think that ever would have

stopped.”

She put her arms around him and held on to him asif she was afraid she would be taken away again,
and he could fed her crying againgt his shoulder. He started to speak, then gaveit up and just hugged
her, dosing hiseyes and losing himsdlf in the warmth of her body.



“Who wasit who came down for me?’” she asked him findly, her voice muffled. She lifted her head from
his shoulder put her mouth closeto hisear. “1 don’t understand it,” she whispered. “Why did she do it?
Why did shetrade herself for me?’

Pen thought his heart would stop.

In the air above them, the aeriads hummed and sang and danced on the breeze, invisible and soundless.
Heedless of time' s passage, they played in the soft glow of the sunset’ sred and gold and the evening’'s
deep indigo. They were spirits unfettered by the restrictions of the human body and the limitations of the
human existence. They were sisters and friends, and the whole of the world was their playground.

One strayed momentarily, the newest of them, looking down on the young couple that stood at the edge
of the ravine and spoke in soft, comforting tones, their heads bent close. The girl wastdling the boy
about her, and the boy was trying to understand. She knew it would be hard, that he might never cometo
termswith what she had done for the girl. But she had doneit for hersaf, too — to give herself anew
life, to set hersdf on adifferent path, to be reborn. She had known what she would do dmost from the
time the boy had spoken of the girl’ s transformation and of her joy at what she had experienced. She had
wanted that for hersdf. That the boy and the girl would make a better life together than apart was
incentive to take the chance. Offer hersdlf for the girl, awoman not so young, but deeply talented and
magically enhanced, a creasture Mother Tanequil could not help but covet.

The trade was smple, the change of places was done in a heartbeat and asmall balance to thingswas
stinplace.

Come, sister,the otherscalled to her.

Shelingered amoment longer, thinking of what she had given up and finding she had no regrets. There
was nothing of her old life that was so preciousto her, nothing so compelling as even thefirst few
moments of thisnew one. Too many years of struggle and travail, of heartbreaking loss and backbreaking
responsibility, of failure, ruin, and death had marked the path of her life. She would never escape fromiit
in human form. She knew that; she accepted it. But as a creature of the air she had left it al behind, apart
of another life,

She watched the boy and the girl turn away and start back through the woods toward the stone bridge.
Maybe they would find in their lives something of what she had failed to find in hers. She had aready
found something preciousin her new form, something she had not known since shewas six yearsold and
living ill in the house of her parents with her baby brother.

She had found freedom.



